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stephen R Lawhead
for Harold

"The center of every nan's existence is a dream”
G K. Chesterton

DREAM THI EF

GOTHAM

THE MAN | S SLEEPI NG The huddl ed mass of nerves and sinews rests easily on the bed; outwardly
there is no nove-nment. Inwardly, the brain hums with randomactivity. A nainte-nance force
continually nmonitors the man's internal activity by way of a vast trunkline of nerves.

At rest the network is dark. Monentary sparks of electrical inpulses shunt their nessages to and
fro along the axons. At the outer fringes, the individual beads of light link up and begin their
journey up the spinal colum |ike mdnight trains heading for the city. Eventually they arrive and
send their inpulses off into the tangled circuitry of the brain where each flash, briefly noted,
dies out. Except for these nmonentary pinpoint flares, the systemis dark and quiet.

Gradual ly, the sparks increase their activity; nore nmessages are conming in, flooding the circuits
The lines begin to hum glowing with energy. Inpulses of |light speed to their destination deep
within the labyrinth, illunmnating their passage. Soon the darkened webwork is alive with Iight-
arcing, tingling, pulsing, throbbing with electricity. The man i s waki ng.

THE DREAMS HAD BEEN at Spence again. He could feel their lingering presence like a dimy
remenber ed whi sper. They were unsettling in a vague sort of way. Nothing he could put a fin-ger on-
haunting. There was a word that seened to fit. He felt haunted.

Now, nine weeks into the project, he was not so sure he wanted to finish. That was a strange

t hought. For al nost three years he had worked for nothing el se but the chance to test his theories
in the nost highly respected advancenent center: the orbiting space lab GM It had taken hima

year to wite the grant proposal alone. And he was here; agai nst considerable odds his project had
been chosen. To back out now woul d be professional suicide.

Spence raised his head carefully fromhis pillow. He renpbved the scanning cap-a thin, plastic
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hel met lined with neural sensors-and placed it on its hook over the couch. He wondered how t he
night's scan had gone, but realized he was feeling | ess and less interested than before. \Wen he
had started the project, his first thought was to run to the control roomto see his scan as soon
as he awoke. Now he sel dom bot hered, although he still occasionally wondered. He shrugged and
stunbled into the tiny sanibooth to begin his norning routine.

He energed fromhis quarters and hurried off to the conm ssary wi thout stopping by the contro
room |'Il check in later, he thought, not really caring if he did. He headed down the axial and
joined the flow of traffic. The space station, even one the i mense size of GMi-or Gothamas it
was call ed by those who considered it home-teas beginning to wear on him He glanced around at his
col | eagues, and at the well-scrubbed faces of the student cadets, and knew that he was in the
presence of the brightest nminds on any planet. But he watched as the cadets foll owed one anot her
dunbly into Von Braun Hall and thought, There nust be sonething nore. Know edge was supposed to
set one free, wasn't it? Spence did not feel very free.

He suddenly felt an urge to |l ose hinmself anpobng the eager stu-dents, and so allowed. hinself to be
pushed into the lecture hall. Wen the Iine stopped noving he flopped into a cushioned chair. The
overhead lights dinmed and the automatic transcriber poked its hood up fromthe, seat directly in
front of him He absent-mndedly flicked a switch at the armof his chair which sent the hood
sliding back into its receptacle. Unlike everyone el se

around him Spence had no intention of taking notes.

He swiveled his lead to his left and was shocked to find himself sitting next to a skeleton. The
skel eton's sunken eyes blinked brightly back at himacid the thin skin of its face tightened in a
gri-mace. On anyone else it would have been a hearty grin.

"My nanme is Hocking," said the apparition

"1I"m Reston." Spence's nouth was dry and he licked his I|ips,

trying not to stare.

Hocki ng's body was painfully thin. Bones jutted out at sharp angles, and his head Wbbl ed
uncertainly on his too-slender neck. Wiy isn't the nman in a hospital bed sonmewhere? wondered
Spence. He | ooked too weak to endure even sitting through the |ecture.

Hocking rested in the hi-tech confort of a pneunochair; his body, which could riot have wei ghed
nmore than eighty pounds, sank into the supporting cushions. He | ooked like a nunmmy in a

sar cophagus. A thin tangle of wires nade it's way out of the base of Hocking's skull and

di sappeared into the headplate of the chair. Cbviously mind-controlled, Spence considered; the
chair probably nonitored its occupant's vital sins as well.

"What | evel are you?" Spence heard his voice asking. It was an automatic question, one that opened
every conversation between Got hanml s inhabitants.

"A-level. Sector 1." Hocking blinked. Spence was imedi ately inpressed. He had never heard of
anyone reaching that des-ignation. To nost people it way, nerely a theoretical possibility. "How
about you?" Hocking nodded slightly in his direction. Spence hesitated. Ordinarily he would have
been proud to share his designation, but it was enbarrassing to himnow.

"Ch, I'mClevel," he said, and let it go at that. Spence knew that nost of his countrymen never
progressed beyond the | ower sectors of E-level. Even those all owed aboard advancenment centers were
nmostly D-|l evel -al t hough none were ever bel ow Sector 2.

Spence realized he was staring again, Hocking shifted his weight awkwardly in the chair. It was
clear that he suffered from some neuronuscul ar ailnent-lie had no nuscle control at all, or at

| east very little. "I'msorry," Spence said at: last. "It's just that |'ve never net an A-leve
before. You nust be very proud of yourself." He knew it sounded foolish, but the words were

al ready out.

"It has its advantages," Hocking replied. He flashed his gri-nace again. "lI've not net nmany Cs."
It was inpossible for Spence to deternmine if the skeleton was joking or not. True, Cs were a
rarity, and Bs were al nbst nonex-istent, but on Gothamthere were plenty of both. Before he had
time to wonder further, Hocking spoke again.

"What is your specialty, Reston?"

"I sleep," said Spence sarcastically.

"And do you dreanf"

Spence prickled at the notion that thin specter m ght know sonet hi ng about his special problem He
al so noticed that Hock-ing's voice cane not fromhis throat but froma source at either side of
his head. The chair anplified his voice as he spoke. This colored Hocking's speech with an eerie
cast, as it overlapped his natural voice sonewhat and have Spence the inpression that Hocking was
speaki ng a duet with hinself. Hocking noticed his glance, and his voice automatically |lowered a
tone. Hocking had only to think and sonme need was acconplished. Having never actually seen one of
the rare and expensive biorobotic devices, Spence(, wondered what else the chair could do.
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THE LECTURE BEGAN AND ended nuch as | ectures do.

Spence, renenbered nothing of it, except the feeling all through that the person sitting next to
hi m was watching him appraising him sizing himup for some unknown purpose. Spence squirned in
his seat unconfortably.

When at |ast the | ecture was over, he stood up, turning to tell Hocking that he would see him
again. On an orbiting university, no matter how huge, one always ran into the sane people. But as
he turned, he realized Hocking was al ready gone. He thought he glinpsed the back of the white

ovoid chair in the flood that nmoved nut the doors of the lecture hall, but he was not sure.
Spence wandered along to the conm ssary nearby. One was conveniently | ocated on every |level of the
station since scientists hated to be nore than a few steps away fromtheir coffee. He fell into

the short |line and picked up one of the blue circular trays and a nmatching plastic mug.

He slid into a booth at the far side of the dining area and dosed his hot black liquid with a

i beral amount of sweetener. His mind drifted back to the day he left Earth. He could still see
his father beami ng at himthrough the tears and he snelled the soft citrus scent of oranges in the
air. They were sitting at a table beneath an orange tree in the courtyard of the visitor's center
at the G M ground base.

"Just relax and don't tense up," his father was saying. 'You won't black out that way. Don't

forget to. . . "

"I wn't forget. | don't have to fly the shuttle, you know. Besides, it isn't like it used to be."
"I wish your nother could see you. She would be so proud." "I know, Dad. | know. "

"Do you think you could wite now and then? | know | don't know nuch about what you're doi ng-your
research and all-but I like to know how you are. You're all 1've got now. ..."

"The effect of long-term space travel on human brain functions and sleep patterns. |'mpart of the
LTST project. | told you. 1,11 be fine:-it's a small city up there. And you have Kate. She's
here. "

"You and Kate. That's all."

“I'Il try to wite, but you know how | am"

"Just a line or two now and then so I'Il know how you are."

A | oudspeaker hidden in the branches of the tree crackled out, "GM shuttle Col ossus now ready for
hoar di ng. Passengers, please take your places in the boarding arse.”

The two nmen | ooked at each other. It was then Spence saw his father cry. "Hey, |I'Il mss you, too,
Dad,', he said, his voice flat and unnatural. "I'Il be back in ten nmonths and I'Il tell you al
about it."

"Good-bye, Son," his father sniffed. Twin tracks of noisture glistened on Iris face. They hugged
each ot her awkwardly, and SPence wal ked away.

Spence still saw the tears and his father standing in his shirt sleeves under the orange tree,

| ooking old Grd shaken and al one.

AN UNBROKEN HORI ZON OF gently rolling hills stretched

out as far as Spence could see. They were soft hills of early spring; the air held a raw chil
under gray overcast skies. Silhou-etted in the distance, Spence could see people noving anong the
hill¢ with heavy burdens. He wal ked cl oser for a better | ook

The peopl e were ol d-nen and worren wor ki ng toget her-peasants dressed in tatters. They wore no
shoes, though some of them had wapped rags stuffed with straw around their feet to keep out the
cold. In their long bony hands the peasants held wattle baskets filled with stones. Those with
full baskets were wal king stoically toward a dirt road, single, file, with their burdens on their
shoul ders. The baskets were obviously heavy; some of the peasants strained under the weight.
Spence was overcone with pity for these unfortunate people. He turned to those working around him
pulling stones fromthe soil. The stones were white as nushroons, and big as |oaves of bread.
Spence bent down to help a struggling old woman |ift her heavy |oad. He pleaded with her to rest,
but his words were unheeded. The wonan neither | ooked at hi mnor made any sign, that she had heard
hi m

He ran fromone to another trying to help them but always with the same result-no one seened to
notice himin any way.

, Spence sat down, brooding over his ineffectiveness. He noticed the air was deathly silent, and
when he | ooked up all the peasants were gone. They had left the field and were noving al ong the
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road. He was all alone. Suddenly; he felt a trenble in the earth and at his feet a white stone
slowy surfaced from beneath the ground. As he | ooked around ot her stones erupted fromthe soi
like mniature vol canoes. Spence becane frightened and began running across the field to catch up
with the last of the retreating figures

When he caught up with the peasants they were standing atop the high bank of a river, its dark
muddy water swirling below. The workers were dunping the rocks into the water. He rushed up
breathless, just in time to see the last few peasants enpty their baskets. To his horror, he saw
that the baskets con-tained not stones now, but heads. He stepped closer as the |ast heads tunbl ed
into the water. In grimfascination he recogni zed Hocki ng, and Tickler, and then with a shock he
saw his own.

"ARE YOU DREAM NG, SPENCER?"

"Yes."

"I's it the same drean? The sane as before?" "It is. But it's over now "

"You may sleep a little I onger and then awaken when you hear the tone."

A H GH PI TCHED ELECTRONI C TONE awakened Spence from a deep sleep. He spun around in the chair and
gl anced at the digiton above the console. He had been asleep only twenty mnutes. Tickler was

still nowhere in sight. He rubbed his face with his hands and wondered idly where his assistant
man- aged to hi de whenever he needed him He rose fromthe chair and stretched.

Soon Tickler came bustling into the room He was all apolo-gies. "I amsorry to have kept you
wai ting, Dr. Reston. Have you been here | ong?"

"Ch, about an hour, | guess..." Spence yawned.

"I was, uh, detained." Tickler's sharp features gleanmed with a slight perspiration. It was clear
that he was worked up over sonething. Spence decided it was too late to start another session that
day.

"I think we'll try it again tonight. | won't need you '"til then. | suppose you have sonething to
do el sewhere?"

Ti ckl er 1 ooked at him his head cocked to one side as if exam ning some new variety of nushroom
spore. "l suppose." He scratched his chin. "Yes, no problem Tonight, then."

Spence handed hi m a sheaf of folded printouts which he required to be deci phered and charted in a
thi ck | ogbook-a purely neani ngl ess task, since the sane conputer that spit out the information
could chart it as well. But Spence preferred the personal touch

"Thanks," he said without neaning it. Tickler took the print-outs to an adjacent roomand set to
wor k. Spence watched the back of his head as he weaved over the printouts and then left the |ab
Spence made his way down to Central Park-the vast circul ar expanse of tropical plants and trees
grown to help recycle the carbon dioxide of Gothamis fifteen thousand inhabitants. The park forned
a living green belt around the entire station and pro-vided a natural setting for relaxation and
recreation. The place was usually crowded, though quiet, with people seeking refuge fromthe
tyranny of dural umand-plastic interiors. He had noth-ing else in mnd other than to | ose hinself
anong the ferns and shrubbery and |l et the day go.

Hi s first thought upon reaching the garden |evel was that he had discovered a fine tine to come-
the section was virtually enpty. He saw only a few strolling couples and a handful of

adm ni strative types sitting on benches. He took a deep breath. The atnosphere was warm and noi st,
reeking of soil and roots, vegetation and water: artificially controlled, he knew, but he could
not help thinking that this was exactly as it would be back on Earth.

He wal ked aim essly along the narrow w ndi ng paths | ook-ing for a private spot to stretch out and
medi tate upon the state of his being, to think about the dreans and try to get a hold on hinself.
He was not afraid of "going nental"-a termthey used to describe a person cracki ng under space
fatigue-al though that was sonething everyone eventually had to face; he knew that wasn't it. But
he al so knew he was not feeling right and that both-ered him Sonething on the dimedges of his
consci ousness was gnawi ng away at the fibers of his mind. If he could figure out what it was,
expose it, then he would be able to deal with it.

Presently he canme upon a secluded spot. He stood for a nonment deciding whether to stay or | ook
further. Wth a shrug he parted the ferns and stepped into the sem -darkness of the quiet glade.
He sat down on the grass and tipped his head back on his shoul ders. Hi gh above himthe sunlight
slanted in through the i mense chevrons of the solar shields. He saw the graceful arc of the space
station slide away until it bent out of sight. One could tramp the six kilometer circunference of
Got ham at the garden | evel and achieve the illusion of hiking an endless trail.

Ordinarily the green and qui et soothed Spence's troubled mnd, but not today. He | ay back and
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tried to close his eyes, but they would not remain closed. He shifted position several tinmes in an
effort to get confortable. Nothing he did seened to make any difference. He felt ill at ease and
jittery - as if someone very close by was watching him

As he thought about those unseen eyes on him he grew nore certain that he was being watched. He
got up and left the shaded nook, glancing all around to see if he could catch a glinpse of his
spy.

He struck along the path once nore and, seeing no one, became nore uneasy. He told hinmself that he
was acting silly, that he was beconing a prinme candidate for that roomw th the rubber wall paper.
As he scol ded hinself he qui ckened his pace so that by the tinme he reached the garden | eve
concourse he was al nost running. He gl anced quickly over his shoulder to see if he was being

foll owed; for some reason he hal f-expected Hocking's egg-shaped chair to cone bobbing into view
from behind a shrub

Still 1| ooking over his shoul der he dashed through the entrance and tunbled full-force into a body
entering the garden. The unlucky bystander was thrown to the floor and |lay sprawing at his feet
whi |l e Spence stood blinking, not quite conpre-hendi ng what had just happened.

"Sorry!" he burst out finally, as if prodded by el ectric shock. The green-and-white runpled
junpsuit of a cadet flailed its arms in an effort to rise. Spence latched onto a swi nging arm and
hoi sted the suit to its feet. Only then did he glinpse the bew | dered face which scanned himw th
qui ck, apprehensive eyes. "I'mDr. Reston. BioPsych. Are you hurt?" he vol unteered.

"No, sir. | didn't see you conming. It was ny fault."

"No, I'msorry. Really. | thought " he turned and | ooked over his shoul der again. "I thought
sonmeone mght be followi ng ne."

"Don't see anybody," the cadet said, peering past Spence into the garden. There was nothing to be
seen except the green curtain of vegetation, unbroken but for the carel ess splashes of white and

yel l ow fl owers bl oomi ng at random throughout the garden. "I'm Kurt. And |I'm Bi oPsych, first year.
| thought I'd net nost of the faculty in ny departnent.”

"Wll, I"mnot an instructor. |I'mresearch.”

"Ch," Kurt said absently. "Well, 1've got to get back to work." The cadet started off. "dad to

meet you, Dr. Reston. See you around.”
On the overgrown donut of the space station the cadets al ways said, "See you around." Spence
appreci ated the pun.

THE UNBROKEN HORI ZON OF gently rolling hills stretched out as far as Spence could see. The sane
hori zon, the same hills as in previous dreans. In the distance he saw peopl e novi ng anong t he
hills with heavy burdens. C oser, he recognized these as the peasants who | abored in rags to rid
the arid hills of stones, which they tunbled into their rough twi g bas-kets with their skinny
hands. Al was famliar, painfully so, to Spence who had |lived the dream often

He watched as the barefoot peasants shifted the weight of the baskets upon their bony shoul ders
and shuffled single file along the road. thers around himstill strained to |lift the stones,
white as nushroonms and big as | oaves of bread, fromthe soil. He knew he was powerless to help
themin any way; his words and actions were ignored. He was invisible to them

Spence again sat down, brooding over his ineffectiveness. Again the air was deathly silent; the
peasants were gone. He felt the earth trenble at his feet as a round, white stone surfaced from
beneat h the ground. He | ooked around himand other stones were erupting fromthe soil like

m ni ature vol canoes.

When he stood he found hinself once again atop the high bank of a river. The dark, nuddy water
swirled in rolling eddies below. The | ast peasant dunped his basket into the water and Spence
heard a voice call his name. He turned and saw a dozen huge, black birds wheeling in the air. He
foll owed them and real -i zed he was standing on an i nmense plain which stretched limitless into
the distance. Rising in front of himon that flat, grass-covered plain stood an ancient, crunbling
castle.

He lifted his foot, the |landscape blurred, and then he stood within the courtyard of the castle
before a scarred wooden door which he tried and found open. An enpty marble corridor of stairs
spiral ed dowmn away fromhim He followed it. Deeper it wound, eventually arriving at the entrance
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to a small chanber, dinmy lit.

Spence rubbed his eyes and stepped forward into the room The light of the room seenmed to emanate
froma single source-an incredibly large egg floating in the center of the chanber. He

to watched, horrified, as the egg began bobbing slightly and rose up higher into the air. As it
rose it revolved and he then saw what he feared-the egg was the back of Hocking's chair. But it
was upside down. As it slowy revolved, he saw Hocking sitting serenely in his chair, |aughing.
The chair floated closer. Hocking threw hima toothy grimace and becane a | eering, malevol ent
deat h' s- head.

Spence turned and fl ed; the egg-chair-death' s-head pursued him He raced for the door at the end
of the corridor and burst through to discover an inky black night scattered with a thousand stars.
Over his shoulder Earth, a serene blue globe, rose in the sky as he stunbled bl eeding across a
rocky, alien | andscape...

SPENCE WATCHED THE SHUTTLE pull away fromthe huge arcing flank of the space station. He stood on
a smal | obser-vation platformoverlooking the staging area watching the rou-tine arrival of
supplies and the departure of personnel going down, or rather back, to Earth on furlough. He

wi shed he was going with them

He had never felt nore like giving up than he did right now H s life had settled into a dul
aching throb between depression and |oneliness. He did not know which was worse: the black haze

t hrough whi ch he seened to view life around him or the sharp pangs which arrowed through his
chest whenever he i mersed hinself in the stream of people noving along the trafficways and
realized that he did not really know a single other soul

But underlying both of these unpleasant realities was, he knew, the very thing which he dreaded
nost: the dreans.

Since that afternoon in Central Park nearly two weeks before, he had begun to feel those invisible
eyes on himevery waki ng noment. He fancied they watched himwhile he slept. He felt his sanity
slow y slipping away.

He gazed up through the giant observation bubble into the velvet black void of space burning with
a billion pinpoint flares of naneless stars. He was gazing at the rimof the MIky Way but

remai ned oblivious to the sight. "Wiat am | going to do?" he whispered aloud to hinself.

He turned away as the shuttle's white bulk dropped slowy fromview below him There was a whir as
t he docking net was wi thdrawn and a faint whispered hiss as the inner airlocks equal-ized. Spence
yawned and thought again, for the billionth time, howtired he was. He had not cl osed his eyes to
speak of in the last three days-quick catnaps, a few m nutes here and there was all

He had been avoiding sleep |like a youngster avoids the den-tist when the tooth throbs and pain
nunbs the jaw. He hoped that by sone miracle the pain, the dreans, would just go away. At the sane
time, he knew that hope was futile.

He woul d have to have sone real sleep soon if he was to remain even partially upright and
coherent. He had the odd appre-hension that he was turning into a zonbie, one of those pathetic
creatures of nyth destined to roamthe twilight regions neither conpletely dead nor fully alive.
No t houghts, no feelings. Just an anbulatory carcass directed by sonme denon will beyond itself.
But the idea of sleep had becone repugnant to him Becom ng a zonbie was | ess frightening than the
t hought of the night-mare which waited for himto drift into blissful peace before unfolding him
inits awful insanity.

Spence shook his head to clear it; he was beginning to ranble. He | ooked around and realized that
hi s unattended steps had brought himto Broadway.

Turning to the left he started to nake his way back to the Bi oPsych section and the sleep lab, to
his own quarters-there again to westle with the question, "to sleep, or not to sleep"-but
somet hi ng caught his eye and he stopped and | ooked again. Al he saw was a brightly illuninated
sign, the sane as any other which identified the trafficways of Gotham Spence stood staring at
the sign for several seconds before he realized what had arrested his flagging attention. The
words "OFFI CE OF THE DI RECTOR' and the red arrow pointing the opposite way seened to hold a
special fascination for himin his befuddl ed state.

W thout thinking about it, or making a decision at all, he dis-covered his feet nmoving him
nmechani cal ly along toward the director's office. And, without surprise, he knew why he was goi ng
there. Perhaps subconsciously he had intended to request a psych | eave for some tinme. Now, in his
sl eep-deprived condi-tion his body was taking himwhere he had wanted to go all al ong but had not
dared, for lack of nerve

Spence noved blindly al ong, sonmehow managi ng to avoid the others hurrying to and fro al ong the
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trafficway. Twi ce he caught strange | ooks from passersby, but their glances of ques-tioning
concern failed to register. It was as if he had withdrawn to an inner nental cell and only peered
out curiously frombehind the bars. The reactions of others nmeant nothing to him

After much turning, and several |evel changes-Spence was oblivious to it all-he arrived at AdSec
As he stood contenplat-ing the partition which separated himfromthe receptionist inside he cane
to hinself.

"I can't go in there like this," he nmuttered. He spun around, spied a convenience station, and
took himself inside. He peered into the mrror as he | eaned over the dural um basin and marvel ed at
the sight he presented. Red-rinmred eyes burned out of a pal-lid, expressionless face; unwashed
hair started fromhis head as if afright; deep lines drew a pliant mouth into a frowning scow .

It was the very visual representation of how he felt: the outer nan imtating the inner

Spence shook his head in disbelief and filled the basin with cold water. He let the water run
until it threatened to overflow and then plunged his hands in, scooped up a doubl e handful and

spl ashed it on his face.

The sting of the water cleared his senses sonewhat and he felt better at once. He repeated the
procedure several tinmes and then made an attenpt to flatten his hair. He dried his hands at a

near by bl ower and then stepped fromthe vestibule once nore into the trafficway.

Wth some hesitation he pushed the access plate and the translucent partition slid open slightly.
He stepped woodenly in and forced a grin at the tight-1ipped receptionist who greeted himwith the
flash of a professional snmile and the standard, "Good afternoon. Whom do you wi sh to see, please?"
"I"'ml've cone to see the director," said Spence as he | ooked around for his office anmong the
several which opened off of the central reception area. He saw it and started toward it.
"I"'msorry," called the receptionist, "do you have an appoi nt - nent ?"

"Yes," Spence lied, and kept on going. He approached the door, pushed the access plate, and wal ked
in.

He was not expecting anything in particular, but the roomwhich opened before himstartled him
with its size and regal appointnents. Conpared to his own crabbed cube of a room and all the
other totally space-efficient quarters, chanbers, and | abs he had been in on the station, this one
was palatial in its utter disregard for constraint.

He could not help gawking as he stared at the beautiful expanse of open space which nmet his eyes.
The room was a huge

oct agonal chanber with a high curving done above a broad area, part of which was given to a sort
of loft which was reached by a spiraled rank of broad steps. The princely spaci ousness of the
quarters was further enhanced by a huge observation bubble which formed part of a convex wall over
the loft. The effect to an observer |ike Spence was one of entering a great hall with a w n-dow
openi ng onto the universe beyond.

H s feet were sunk into several centineters of thick, buff-col-ored carpet. Green plants of
several types and miniature flowering trees splashed col or against pale, slate-gray walls and
tawny fur-nishings. Notably absent was any hint of alumnumor other netal-lic surfaces. It was an
of fice such as one would find in one of the great bastions of corporate power back on Earth, but
rarely on a space station. Rank, thought Spence, did indeed have its privileges.

"Yes?" said a voice close by. Spence jerked around quickly, imediately enbarrassed.

"I"'msorry. | didn't see you when |I canme in."
The bright, china blue eyes which net his sparkled. "That's all right. I'moften overl ooked."
"No, | didn't nmean..." He broke off. The young | ady, several years his junior, was |aughing at

him He colored at that, feeling ridiculous and conpletely out of place. He did not know what to
say and for a few nonents stared unabashedly at the girl sitting casu-ally at a | ow desk just

i nside the entrance to the mammoth offi ce.

She wore a junpsuit |ike everyone else on GM but hers was a |ight powder-blue-definitely not
regul ati on. Her |ong bl onde hair hung down in |oose ringlets, swept back fromher tenples and
secured sonehow at the back of her head to fall in curls along her slender, well-forned neck

"Was there sonething?" she asked. The snile this tine was acconpani ed by just the barest hint of a
flutter of her long, dark | ashes.

"Ch, yes." Spence brought hinmself forcibly back to his mis-sion. "I have cone to see the
director."

"Way, may | ask?"

Spence started. How inpertinent. "I'd rather discuss that with the director hinmself, thank you,"

he said stuffily, and hoped it had put her back in her proper place. The nerve.

"Certainly," she snmled again. "Only if |I knew what it was about it mght help you to get into
see himsooner, that's all."

"I had hoped to be able to see himat once."
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"I"'mafraid not."

"But it's very inmportant. | must see himtoday. | won't take but a few mnutes of his tine.
Couldn't you just tell himit's pri-vate and urgent ?"
"No. "

Agai n that inpertinence. Spence, in his exhaustion, felt a hot current of anger rising to his
head. He willed hinself to remain calm "May | wait?" he asked, nodding to a chair set in anbng a
grove of miniature pal ns.

"I'f you like," said the girl coolly, and as Spence noved to take his seat she added, "Only it wll
nmost likely be a rather long wait. He..."

"I don't mind," interrupted Spence firmy. He plopped himself down in the soft fabric cushions of
the chair with a denpn-stration of defiant resolve

The young wonman went back to her work w thout another glance at him For a while he ignored her
and busied hinmself with studying the dinmensions of the director's official lair. Tiring of that he
moved his attention by degrees to the woman at the desk opposite him She had begun entering data
into a termnal at the side of her desk. He marvel ed at her qui ckness and dexter-ity. That was
obvi ously why she had been hired for the job of assistant to the director, observed Spence; it was
not for her tact.

As he watched, he formed several other opinions about her. She was, he determni ned, of the giddy
sort, given to suppressed giggles and flouncy sentinents. Undoubtedly frivolous. Very likely not a
brain in her head. At the barest hint of anything intel-lectual she would probably flutter her
eyel ashes and sinper, "I'mafraid that's too deep for little of ne."

She was pretty, there was no denying that. But, Spence told hinself, it was a superficial beauty
whi ch had no lasting quality. For soneone unparticular, she would make a suitable mate. But for
one |like hinself she woul d never do. Never in a billion chronenes.

It did not occur to Spence that he had just painted her with exactly the same unflattering strokes
he painted nearly every other wonman. That, for him was easier than just adnitting that he had no
time for wonen, that romance would interfere with his research and career, that he was afraid of
wonen because he did not trust hinmself to be faithful to both an intimate relationship with

anot her human being and to his work.

He had a certain right to be afraid; he had seen too nmany gifted nmen burdened by cares for a wife
and fam |y succunb to second-rate research centers and teaching jobs. The young Dr. Reston
intended to fly as high as he could, and no wonan was going to hold hi m down.

The young | ady squirned under his unrelenting gaze. She tilted her head and peered back at him
Their eyes nmet and Spence | ooked qui ckly away. But soon he was staring at her again. She sniled
and then | aughed as she turned to confront him

"I's this your way of getting a girl's attention?"

"Excuse me?" He was unprepared.

"Staring. Is there something you want?"

"WAs | staring? I'msorry. | didn't nmean ... Look, | only want

to see the director. Wien will he be avail abl e?"

The girl glanced at her watch and said, "Ch, next week sone

time. Maybe Thursday."

"What ?" Spence | eaped fromhis seat and bounded over to the desk. "I thought you said | could
wait!"

"You may wait as long as you like, but he won't be back until next Thursday."

"You said..." Spence sputtered. Hi s hands clenched themselves in angry fists at his side.

"I said it would likely be a rather long wait. You interrupted me before I could finish."

"I's this the way you treat everyone on inportant business?" She flashed hima defiant smrk. "No,
only those who waltz

in demanding to see the director w thout an appointnent."

She had him he was defeated and disgraced. It was true, he

had behaved like an idiot. A wave of cool shane instantly gquenched

the anger just as the flanes threatened to touch off his tenper.

The young secretary sniled at himagain and he did not fee

so bad. "So, we're even," she said. "Now, would you like to start

agai n at the begi nni ng?"

Spence only nodded.

"Fine. Is this personal business or official?" "WlIl, personal."

"See? That wasn't hard. 1'll put you down for an appoint-nent Friday norning first thing. Hs
assistant will call you."

"You nmean you're not his assistant? | thought-"
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"You thought | was, | know. No, I"'monly filling in while they are away. M. Wrneyer is his
assistant."

Now Spence felt doubly the fool. He wished only to be allowed to nelt into the carpet and slink
away. "Thank you," he nuttered and backed away slowy. The partition slid closed, ter-minating the
episode in the director's office. He sighed and nade his way back to his quarters nore hopel essly
tired than ever.

THE OLD HEAD CAME up slowy. Lizard-like. The large oval yellow eyes gazed outward from under half-
closed lids. Yellowed skin, the color and texture of ancient parchment, stretched tautly over a
snmooth, flat skull and hung in folds around the saggi ng neck. Not a hair remained in the scal p;
not a whi sker, not an eyel ash

A thin, slightly rounded band stretched across the snmooth brow This circlet pulsed with a
purplish light of its own, throb-bing as waves of energy flashed and di med.

Hocki ng could see himas if weathed in snoke-clearly in the center of his field of vision, but
shi mering and indistinct on the periphery. The face regarded himw th a steady glare, the
expressi on beyond contenpt or malice though traces of both were there, beyond weariness or sinple
age. Cold. Reptilian. It was an expression utterly alien to any assignable human enotion

In a lesser being the face and its nysterious scowm would have created at | east a sense of dread,
if not outright fear, but Hocking was used to it.

"Ortu." He said the nanme softly, distinctly. "We are ready to proceed with the final experinment. I
have found a subject espe-cially receptive to the stinmulus."” Hocking licked his |ips and waited
for a reply.

For a nonent he doubted whether the inmage before himhad heard, but he knew it had. The reply
woul d come in tinme.

"Proceed, then, as | have instructed." The words were spo-ken evenly, but with an unusual col oring-
the faintest suggestion of a foreign accent, but indecipherable.

"I thought you would be pleased, Ortu. W can begin at last." Hocking's upper lip twtched
enthusiastically. "At long last..."

"Pl eased? For what reason should | be pleased? Ch, there are so nmany." There was no nistaking the
venomin the voice. "Pleased that it has taken so | ong? That even ny inexhaustible patience has
been tried tine and time again to no result? That my plans should rest on the feeble efforts of a
creature too stupid to conprehend the smallest fraction of the work?" The circlet on his forehead
flashed brightly.

Hocki ng endured the sarcasm bravely. "I have been particularly careful in nmy choice of a subject
this time. He is a sleep sci-entist naned Reston, and he's quite nmalleable. W will not be

di sappoi nted again, | assure you."

"Very well, begin at once." Ortu closed his eyes and his ancient head sank once nore.

"I't shall be done." Hocking, too, closed his eyes and when he opened them again the glimrering

i mage had vani shed. He sat in his chair in the center of his darkened quarters. The whi sper of a
snmle flitted across his skeletal features. Now, at last, all was ready. The final test could
begi n.

SPENCE STEPPED FROM HI' S sani booth actually whistling. He felt better than he had in weeks. Rested,
alert, and happy. He had slept the whole night Iong, the sleep of the dead. And not one dream had
i ntruded upon his slunber-at |east not the dreams he had | earned to fear of late: those w thout
color, without form which seemed born of some alien, sterile intelli-gence, which came into his
mnd and | eft himshaki ng and drai ned, but w thout nenory.

What ever had been bot hering hi mwas now gone, or so he hoped. Perhaps it had only been the strain
of adapting to the con-fines of the station. GMwas the |argest of the orbiting advance-nent
centers; it was also the highest. Actually, it was the world's first self-sustaining space col ony,
mai ntai ning an orbit three hun-dred and twenty thousand kil oneters above the earth around a point
astrophysicists called libration five. That distance, or rather the thought of that distance,
sonetimes had a strange effect on newconers. Sone experienced synptonms of claustrophobia; oth-ers
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became nervous and irritable and had difficulty sleeping, or had bad dreams. Often these probl ens
were not i medi ately apparent; they devel oped slowy over the first weeks and nonths of the rookie
jumpyear and had very little in cormon with the allied problem of space fatigue, which only
seasoned veterans-those in their fifth or sixth junpyear-seened to contract. That was sonething

el se entirely.

So Spence, feeling very pleased with hinself that he had weathered the worst and had cone through
rubbed his body with a hot, noist towel to renove the fine, blue powder of the

personal sanitizer and then tossed the towel into the |laundry port. He dressed in a fresh blue and
gold junpsuit and made his way into the lab to reweave the dangling threads of his project.

He slipped into the lab quietly and found Dr. Tickler hunched over a worktable with an array of

el ectroni c gear and testing equi pnment spread out around him

"Good norning," said Spence aniably. There was no real day or night, but the Gothamtes naintained
the illusion, and the station flipped slowy over on its axis on a twelve-hour cycle to help in

t he decepti on.

"Ch, there you are! Yes, good norning." Tickler bent his head around to observe Spence closely. He

wore a magni fyi ng hood which nmade his eyes bug out absurdly, |ike two glassy door-knobs spl ot ched
with paint.

"Anyt hi ng serious?"

"One of the scanners is fritzing. Nothing serious. | thought | would take the opportunity to set

it in order.”

Spence detected a slight rebuff in Tickler's clipped tone. Then he remenbered he had nissed the
wor k assi gnment he made for | ast night.

"I"'msorry. I-1 wasn't feeling very well yesterday.'
shoul d have |l et you know. "

"And the days before that?" Tickler tilted his head forward and rai sed the hood to | ook at him
sharply. Before Spence could think of a suitable reply, his assistant shrugged and said, "It nakes
no difference to me, Dr. Reston. | can always get another assignment-not with so prestigious a
col | eague, perhaps, but one where ny services will be taken seriously.

"You, on the other hand, | suspect, would find it sonewhat difficult to secure an assistant at
this late date. You would be forced to postpone your project, would you not?"

Spence nodded nutely.

"Yes, | thought so. Well, the choice is yours, but | will put up with no nore of this. | respect
your work, Dr. Reston, and | will have mne so respected. Now'-he sniled a stiff little snile
devoid of any warnth-"now that we understand one another | amsure there will be no further

probl ens. "

"You are correct," returned Spence woodenly. He felt |ike a school boy who had been tardy once too
of ten and now had been properly scol ded. That was bad enough, but he hated being rem nded that he
was only on GM by way of a generous grant and could not chart his own course beyond the narrowy
defined linmts of the grant. He had no noney of his own, at |east not the kind needed to pay for a
berth aboard even the snall est space |lab, |let alone GM By sheer brai npower al one he was here;
that and the goodwi || of the GV Advancenent Board.

"I can assure you that there will be no further m sunderstand-ings. Now, we will begin where we
shoul d have | ast evening."

As they worked together, readying the lab for the next battery of experiments, the happy inner

gl ow reki ndl ed Spence's spirits. He did feel better than he had in weeks. And, after all, it could
have been worse for him Tickler could have requested reassi gn-nent. That woul d have really
bol li xed up the works and made hi m| ook bad before the Board.

In the end he came around to feeling fairly grateful to Tick-ler for the reprimand. He had it

comi ng, maybe even needed it to settle his mind on his work once nore. And he felt a little sorry
for Tickler-an older man, hinself a Clevel Ph.D., reduced to playing | ab assistant and wat ching
younger men advance in his place. One had to feel sorry.

As he passed by the control booth with its huge readi ng board he caught a glinpse of hinself in
the reflection of the half-silvered wi ndow He saw a young nan | eaving his twenties, |ean

slightly above average in height, straight of |inb and steady of hand. Large dark eyes | ooked out
fromunder a brown thatch of hair which, no matter how it was conbed, always appeared rebel-Iious.
The face showed a quick intelligence and by the thrust of a firmjaw a decisive resolve al nost
borderi ng on stubbornness. It was a face which did not easily show enotion, but one which was
saved from being conpletely cold and al oof by a full, sensi-tive nouth perched above a deeply
cleft chin.

That was true enough. "I fell asleep.
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THE SH FT WORE AWAY and by the end of it he was ready to begin the next round of sleep
experiments. He celebrated the return of his will to work by treating hinmself to an hour in

CGot hami s arcade playing Rat Race, his favorite hologane. It was one of the |atest generation of
hol oganes featuring a bi of eedback variable that homed in on the player's nental and enotiona
reflexes. In his present good spirits Spence racked up half-a-ml-lion points before the rats
caught himand he turned the gane over to a group of inpatient cadets. He left the noisy arcade
and was soon strolling idly along his favorite path anong the great green ferns of Central Park
He had stopped to steep hinself in the danp, earthy atnos-phere of the place-eyes closed, face
tilted upward to receive shield-reflected sunlight, drawi ng great gulps of air deep into his |ungs-
when he heard a rustle behind him Reluctantly he turned to allow the other to pass, and as he
opened his eyes dis-covered hinmself blinking into two Iiquid orbs of china blue fringed with | ong
dark | ashes.

"You!" Spence junped back involuntarily.

The disarming intruder |aughed and replied gaily, "I thought it was you; | see | was right.
never forget a face."

"You startled ne. | didn't nmean to shout at you."

"You are forgiven. |'ve been followi ng you. You certainly wander around an awful' lot. | al nost

| ost you several tines."

"You were follow ng me?"

"How el se was | going to apol ogi ze? | happened to see you in the concourse-l always cone down to
the park, every day."

" Apol ogi ze?" Spence kicked hinself for babbling |ike an inbecile. "For what?" he added.

"For my shocki ng behavior yesterday. |I'msorry, really. I had no right to treat you that way. Very
unpr of essi onal of ne."

"Ch, that's all right,"” he nuttered.

The young |l ady chattered on. "It's just that it was close to the end of the shift and | was
getting a little giddy. | do that when | get tired. And anyway, Daddy has been gone so long |'m
afraid |1've kind of let the decorumof his office disintegrate."

"Daddy?" Anot her inner Kkick

"Ch, there | go again. |I'malways getting ahead of nyself somehow. "

"You nean your father is the director of Gw"

"Yes-the colony, not the corporation.”

"Then you're his daughter..." Buffoon! Wiat are you sayi ng?

"That's right," she laughed. "It nmakes it nice that way."

"You work for hin? | nean..."

"No, not really. | was just hel ping out because both he and his assistant are gone. | didn't have
anything else to do. They've been gone all week setting up sone sort of field trip or sonething.”
"That sounds interesting." Spence was dying for sonmething half-intelligent to say. At |east he had
passed i nbecile and was now nmerely noronic.

"Does it? | suppose so, to a scientist, | mean. | have no desire to go tranping around on Mars or
anywhere else. | didn't even like the junp up here very much."

Spence had heard about such "field trips," as she called them at |east once a session various
cadets woul d be chosen to take a trip to one of the extra-terrestrial bases to see firsthand the
work going on there. Mars was wi thout doubt the deluxe trip. Anyone who nade that one would add an
appreci abl e anount of prestige to his credentials.

"When is the-ah, field trip supposed to take place? | hope you don't mind nmy asking. Wuld you
like to walk for a while? My name is Spencer. Spence."

"I know. | looked it up in your file, Dr. Reston." To his look of mld surprise she added, "Ch, it
wasn't hard. | told you | never forget a face. And | renmenbered the bar code on your junpsuit."”
"Right." They began to walk slowly anong the ferns and |leafy trees. Now, however, Spence was aware
of a new scent anong the nusky odors of the tropical garden. A fresh clean scent: |enbns, he

deci ded.

"I'mAri. It's short for Ariadne, only if you ever call me that 1'lIl never speak to you again."
For an instant Spence considered that would be an extrenely unfortunate event, but then realized
he hardly knew the girl at all. "Hmm" He screwed up his face into a contenplative scow .

"Ariadne-that's Greek nythol ogy. She was the daughter of King Mnos of Crete. She gave her | over
Theseus a ball of twine which he used to escape the labyrinth of the mnotaur."

"Very good!" She | aughed and cl apped her hands. "Not one person in a thousand renenbers that."
"Ch, | regard nyself sonething of a classicist," remarked Spence with a nock-serious air. "Ari.
It's a nice nane. | like it."
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"I like yours, too." They stopped wal king. As Spence turned to | ook at her he could feel his nerve
evaporating. "Well, it's been nice talking to you," she said. "I do have to go now. Maybe we'l

run into each other again sonetinme."” She hesitated. "Bye."

She turned quickly and ducked under a large frond and Spence watched her dart away |i ke a deer

her | ong bl onde hair flaggi ng behind as she di sappeared anbng the green shadows. He stood

perpl exed by the strange m x of enptions which assailed him He was sorry to see her go; and yet
he told hinself that he could not feel that way, that he had never seen her before yester-day,

that she was just like every other girl he had ever net. Still, a vague sense of loss settled on
himas he continued to wal k the garden paths.

SPENCE STUMBLED BRUI SED AND bl eedi ng across a rocky, alien |andscape. Over his shoulder Earth, a

beautiful, serene blue globe, rose full in the black, form ess sky. He winced with pain as
needl el i ke shards of tiny cinders sliced the soles of his bare feet and scraped the flesh away
fromhis knees and the palnms of his hands when he fell. He felt a cool wetness on his cheek and

lifted a hand to his face.

Tears. He was crying.

Then he was standing on the top of a | ow mountain over-1looking a lush green valley. Around hima
gentl e breeze played anong tiny yellow flowers, shifting their sunny heads playfully with each
gust. The air bore a sweetly pungent scent and seenmed to vibrate with a faintly audible tinkling
sound whi ch remi nded hi mof bells.

In the valley below, snmall white houses, each surrounded by its own neat acreage, dotted the
slopes in an orderly fashion. He could see the mnute figures of people going about their daily
chores, noving in and out of the little houses. An atnosphere of unfathomabl e peace and whol eness
enfolded the valley like a golden m st and Spence was cryi ng-heartbroken because he did not bel ong
in that valley, anong those people who lived in such sinple splendor

The air grew cold around him The fragile yellow flowers shriveled at his feet. The tears froze on
his face. He heard the enpty how of frigid winds roaring down as if fromincredible heights. He

| ooked down in despair and watched the verdant val-ley wither and turn brown. The whitened w sps
of dried grass and | eaves flurried about himin the savagely gusting w nd.

He shivered and wapped his arns tightly across his chest to keep warm He glanced down at his
feet and saw that he stood upon hard, bare earth. He saw sonething sparkle and beheld a snall pile
of dianmonds glittering in the icy glare of a harsh, vio-lent noon. They were his tears-frozen
where they had fallen. The earth would not receive them

SPENCE WAS AWAKE LONG before he opened his eyes. He sinply lay and all owed the waves of feeling to
wash over him filling the cavernous enptiness inside his chest with fiercely con-tending
enmotions. He felt like a leaf tossed in a tenpest, a rag bl own before the glowering storm He |ay
with his eyes clanped shut and tried to make sense of it all

At |ast the storm subsided and he wearily opened his eyes and got up, placing the scanner cap on
its hook. He sat for a noment on the edge of the couch experiencing a mld |light-head-edness which
he had not noticed before. The nonent passed and he stood up slowy, and in doing so his hand
brushed his head-rest. He stared at it as if he had never seen it before. The light sky blue of
the pillow s case bore two darker stains side by side. He touched themlightly, knowi ng what they
were. The pillow was danp with his tears.

"... ANDI CAN T HELP feeling that it was a mi stake to use nyself as a subject in the research
that's all." Spence was speaking quietly, but with some conviction to Dr. Lloyd, head of the

Bi oPsych depart nent of Gotham He had sought out Dr. Lloyd as a synpathetic ear

"But | disagree, Dr. Reston. | was on the academ c board that eval uated your grant proposal.

voted for it; |I think it is quite sound, and if | may say so, quite insightful. How el se can a
scien-tist fully evaluate subjective data wi thout hinmself experiencing the phenonmena which produce
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the data? Your work with tyrosine hydroxylase interaction with catecholamnes is little short of

rev-olutionary. | think you have touched upon a very viable research nodel, and one which, if
successful, could pioneer the way for sonme very prine devel opnents in sleep science. Your research
is key to the LTST project as a whole. Speaking as a colleague, 1'd |like to see you continue. |

think that is inperative."

Spence was not hearing what he had hoped to hear. Dr. Lloyd, with great enthusiasm was defending
Spence's own pro-

posal agai nst him

"Perhaps there would be a way to restructure the project, maybe-"

Dr. Lloyd snmiled benignly and shook his head fromside to side slowy. "You haven't given it a
proper chance. Wiy not see where it will take you?"

"I could interpose another subject into the sane design-I wouldn't have to..."

"No, no. | can understand your anxiety. But you have al ready done so much. How do you know t hat
you are not even now evincing some of the signs of LTST yourself? Eh? Have you thought of that?"
"But-"

"Dr. Reston, believe nme, | admre your work. | would hate to see anything augur ill for the
progress you' ve already nade. Your career is in its ascendancy. You will go far. But as a friend |
must warn you. Don't tinker with your design now. It would not |ook good to the Board. You woul d
not wi sh to appear, shall we say, undeci ded? W shy-washy?

"I amafraid the Board would take a dimview of any changes at this late date. And, as a nmenber of
the Board, | would have to agree.”

"1 suppose you're right, Dr. Lloyd. Thank you for your tine." Spence rose reluctantly to his feet
and his colleague led himto the door with his hand on Spence's shoul der.

"Any tine, Dr. Reston. Please feel free to stop by any tine. That's what |'mhere for." Ll oyd
chuckl ed, delighted that he could be of help to the | egendary young Dr. Reston. "Go back to your
work. | should tell you we're all watching your progress with the greatest interest."

"Thank you. Good-bye, sir."

"Don't nention it. Good-bye. Conme by any tinme."

Spence had met with a brick wall of his own making. He had not considered it before, but it made
sense that GM woul d want himas much as he had first wanted them H's presence would lend to the
overall prestige of the Center, and now that they had himthey were not going to | et anything
happen to himthat would | essen his value as a contributor. They were not about to |let anything
stand in the way of Dr. Reston's glorious success, not even Dr. Reston hinself.

He wal ked gloonily back to the lab, feeling trapped. What was happening to hin? Was he losing his
sanity? Was this how it started?

The dreanms were back, end they were beginning to exert nore and nore control over his sleep state.
He awoke in the norn-ing drained and unrested, his enotions on the ragged edge. The dreans

t hensel ves he could not renmenber. They were shadowy fornms which noved barely beyond the edges of
consci ousness.

Was Ll oyd right? WAas he undergoing the strain associated with |ong-term space travel? If so, how
was that possible? He had not been on GM | ong enough. Was there sonme nechani smwhich acted to
sonmehow speed up his own experience-the encephanine injections, perhaps? O was there sonme ot her
expl anati on?

Only one thing was certain: the dreans had returned to haunt him

Per haps he should do as Dr. Lloyd suggested, sinply foll ow where his mnd would take him Spence
shrank fromthe thought. There was sonething in himthat rebelled at that sug-gestion
Irrationally rebelled, it seened, because it was solidly |ogical advice. Yet something within
Spence-his spirit, his con-science, that tiny inner voice-screanmed a warning at the thought of
abandoni ng his reason to the design of the project. Even if it was his own project.

Spence sought to quell this inner mutiny as he wal ked back to the | ab. There was no reason not to
continue as planned-no scientifically objective reason

He entered the lab with the faint whisper of the sliding par-tition. The lights were off and

Ti ckl er was gone. The lab was quiet. He stepped in and the door slid closed behind him Ieav-ing
himin conpl ete darkness and sil ence.

He turned to funmble in the blackness for the access plate in order to switch on a lighting pane
overhead. As he wheel ed around, the faintest trace of a glimer caught his eye. He stopped and
turned back slowy.

In the darkness of the enpty |lab he perceived a strange |uni-nescence, a sort of halo, barely
visible, hanging in the air in the cen-ter of the lab. He closed his eyes and opened them again
and the slight, greenish glow renmained. As Spence watched, the radi ant spot seened to coal esce, to
focus and grow brighter by degrees, and he noved toward the glow as if drawn by a heavy magnetic
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force.

The halo was quite visible now, it even threw off a gentle reflection all around. Spence wal ked
slowy around it, his nmus-cles tensed like a cat ready to spring. It was |ike nothing he had ever
seen. Wi chever way he noved, the shimmering hal o showed al ways the sane face to him a

| umi nescent weath of

pale green light shining with a gl eani ng radi ance which shifted and danced under his gaze. The
center of the halo remained unaf-fected by the light. Through it he could see the dimoutlines of
obj ects on the other side of the room

Spence edged cautiously closer, sideways |like a crab. He attenpted to | ook away, but his
curiosity, or sonme greater force, held his attention firmy. He could not resist.

Now he was standing very close to the glowing presence in the center of the lab. So close that he
could feel a tingling sensa-tion on his hands and face, a tiny prickling of the flesh as if with
extreme cold. He raised one hand toward the aura and saw it sur-rounded by the greenish cast.
Gradually he noticed a novenent within the hal o-a very transparent shimer of deepest blue, al npst
beyond human vi sion. The radiance intensified and cast out beans which glittered gold and silver
as they fluoresced within the green aura of the halo.

Al t hough he stood rooted firmly in his place, he experienced the unnerving sensation of traveling
very rapidly into the halo, as if he were being sucked into a swirling vortex of cold blue fire.
Wth this sensation came a qui ckening of his physical senses. Hi s heart began beating rapidly, his
breat hi ng | abored, sweat beaded up on his forehead and neck. He was feeling very weak and dizzy,
teetering on the brink of consciousness, when he felt a unique sensation: the flesh at the base of
hi s neck began creeping upward in tiny pinpricks over his scalp. For one brief instant he
won-dered what that could nmean. What could it be? The answer hit himlike a shock: every hair on
his head was standi ng on end.

Spence opened his nmouth to cry out, but no sound cane. He was held in the steely grip of a terror
he coul d not name, a fear which came swiming at himfromthe darkened corners of the roomof his
m nd. He could not nove or screamor | ook away. Only endure.

Sonme small part of his mnd withdrew fromthe horror which now tw sted his features. It watched
with dread fascina-tion as the green aura flared brilliantly and the whirling blue |ightning

sl owed and began to take shape. To his rational inner eye it appeared that a scene was taking

pl ace behind a filmy cur-tain of light, but the nmovenents were too indistinct and too renote to be
under st ood.

G adual | y he became aware of a sound whi ch perhaps had been there all al ong, but had gone
unnoticed. It was the thin, needle-like tinkling of tiny bells. This he heard not with his ears,
but inside his head and on the surface of his skin. And hearing it now, in this way, turned his
blood to ice water in his veins. For up to this nmoment it was a sound heard only in his dreans.
Wth an effort he raised his hands and cl anped them over his ears and screaned with every fiber of
will left in him Then he toppled insensible to the floor

HERE HE I S." THE flashli ght beam pl ayed over the slunped figure on the floor. "Passed out."
"1"I'l get the lights," said a second, slightly higher pitched

Voi ce.

"No, |leave themoff. He mght wake up," replied the first. "Wat shall we do with hin? W can't
just leave himon the

floor..."

"Why not? We can come back later." "He mght remenber."

"Right. Let's put himin the sleep lab."

"Good idea. Hook up the scanner, too. That way he won't be

sure. Even if he renmenbers he won't be sure."

“I'"ll take his feet. Careful, don't wake himup."

ToSPENCE| T SEE ME D as if his mind returned |Iike a rock

dropped into a |lake. He felt his awareness returning, falling slowly through the void of darkness,
while he hinself waited floating to receive it.
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The floating sensation continued for some tinme. Wien he tried to nove his head he was overcone by
a powerful dizziness and the feeling that he was falling in slow notion into a vast, bottonl ess
pit.

So he lay notionless and tried to collect the fragnents of his thoughts-what was |left of them He
renenbered talking to Dr. Lloyd and then returning to the Iab. That was all-only darkness after
that. And yet there nust be sonmething nore. For here he was, if his guess was correct, in the
sleep lab lying on the scan-ner's cav couch. How he had gotten there he could not say.

From the control room he heard the soft chime of the session clock. Then Tickler's voice sounded
over the speaker, drifting down from above |ike snow. "The session is ternminated, Dr. Reston
Shall | bring up the lights?"

"Yes," he heard hinself say, "bring up the lights."

The overhead panels began to glow, faintly at first but steadily until he could nake out the
ordinary cylindrical dinmen-sions of the room He sat up slowy as the |ast waves of dizziness
rolled over him He gripped the sides of the cav couch and started awkwardly to his feet, aware
that Tickler was watching himclosely fromthe control booth.

He felt a tug and realized that he was wearing the scanning cap. He slipped it off and tossed it
back onto the couch in the depression his head had made, and then noved slowy, as in a dream
toward the booth

"CGood scan this session, doctor," Tickler said happily. "Bring it to me after breakfast.'
shook his head groggily. "Anything w ong?"

"No. I, uh, didn't sleep very well, that's all."

"You renenber, of course, that you have scheduled to inter-

vi ew cadets for the assistantships today."

"Tickler, do we really need an assistant? | nean, the project

is just nyself and you. It isn't as if we were in Hi En-those guys

want thirty people for every experinent."

"Each departnent is required to take a cadet."

"Well, couldn't Simmopns take an extra one? | don't really see

where we need to..."

"Bi oPsych is a small department, yes," Tickler sniffed. "But it will hardly expand if those of us
in a position to encourage the interest of bright young mnds fail to take full advantage of the
assi stantship program"”

Spence hated Tickler's testinonials; so to prevent further aggravation he replied as evenly as he
knew how, "You are right, of course. In fact, |I think it would be a good idea for you to
inter-view the cadets yourself."

"Me? But, Dr. Reston, I-"

"I don't see why not. You have a good feel for that sort of thing. I will, however, want to
approve your choice. Wen you've found the right candidate for the job, bring himto ne."

Spence ducked quickly out of the control booth, bringing an end to the nmatter. He stepped into the
corridor and began threading his way to the commi ssary. Once free from Tickler's annoyi ng
pres-ence his mnd returned to the nysterious problemof his blackout.

In the junble of the crowmled cafeteria he found seclusion to properly nmull it over in his mnd

Noi se, considered Spence, was just as good an insulator as perfect quiet. Maybe better. Wth a
proper |evel of random sound the nmind turned naturally inward, conpletely shutting out the rest of
the worl d.

The clash and clatter of trays and utensils, the din of voices, and the unrel enting drone of

i nsi pi d background nusic which filled the busy conmi ssary raised the noise factor to the perfect
volume for contenplation. Wth his tray of scranbled eggs, grapefruit, and coffee he made his way
to an enpty table in the corner past others dining on an assortnent of foods. He saw spaghetti,
roast beef, tomato cups, chicken sal ad, pancakes, onelets, and hot dogs-breakfast, |unch, and

di nner served simultaneously to accommopdate the schedul es of various shifts. The sight of roast
beef and gravy sitting next to scranbled eggs and toast always threw him it did not |ook right
sonehow.

Spence chewed thoughtfully and at the end of his neal was no closer to an answer than before. The
nm ssing hours were simply gone. Ten hours-nmaybe twel ve-could not be accounted for. Not by his own
menory, at any rate. He gulped the last of his tepid coffee and determ ned to check the scan in
the | ab-the scan tape would show a nonent - by- noment account of his nen-tal whereabouts on its four
red wavy l|ines.

He entered the | ab and saw that Tickler had gone. He went to the control booth and found the spoo
where Tickler had left it, duly catal oged and ready for filing after his inspection.

Spence snapped the seal and unrolled the strip to the begin-ning, watching the yards and yards of

Spence
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wavy |ines unravel through his fingers. At the start of the tape he saw the date and tine
nota-tion: EST 5/15/42 10:17 GM The scan continued for nine-and-a-quarter hours without
interruption. Each peak and valley, every blip of an al pha spark or beta flash was duly recorded
He saw the even, rhythm c progress of his night's sleep. H's presence was accounted for

But what about before the scan? Wiere had he been? What had he done? Wiy coul dn't he renenber?
Spence rolled up the tape and reseal ed the spool. He had to get out of the lab and think-or not
thi nk. He decided on Central Park.

THE HUM DI TY | NCREASED NOTI CEABLY as he approached the concourse entrance to the park. It was only
when he snelled the slightly nmusty fragrance of the garden's atnosphere that he realized how fl at
was the carefully controlled and filtered air of the rest of the center

He stepped down onto the turf and threw a hand up to protect his eyes fromthe dazzling brightness
whi ch engul fed himinstantly. The solar shields, those i nmense | ouvered slats which could be
opened or closed to regulate the anount of Iight allowed in upon the garden, were open wide in an
approxi mati on of high noon. Spence stood blinking for some nonments until his eyes becane used to
the brilliant light, then struck al ong one of the many nmeandering pathways. He followed the path
toward the center of the garden and the greensward, hoping to find an enpty bench in one of the
secl uded nooks formed by the trees and hedges which were | andscaped to provide privacy.

A qui ck survey of the perinmeter showed that all the benches were taken, nostly by young wonen
soaki ng up the sun's beneficial rays. He had just about conpleted the circuit when he stopped in
front of the last bench. It, too, was occupied. He was about to turn away when he realized he knew
the owner of the upturned face and cl osed eyes.

"Mnd if I sit down?" he asked. The blue eyes fluttered open and a hand rose to shade them

"Ch, Dr. Reston-Spence, | nean. Please, do sit down. I'mtaking up far nore than ny fair share of
space. "

He sat down at the extreme end of the bench and | ooked at the young | ady, realizing that he had
nothing at all to say to her. He snmiled. She snmiled back

Idiot! Spence shrieked to hinself. Say sonmething! The smile |ingered, evaporating at the edges.
"Did you have a successful neeting?" Ari saved himby starting the conversation

"Meeting?" Oh, no! he thought, |I'm babbling again! "You' ve forgotten already? You had a neeting
with ny

father-or was that some other Dr. Reston?" "Is he back then?"

"You nmean M. Wernmeyer hasn't called you yet? | could say something to him if you like. Daddy's
been busy since he got back, but you should have been called. 1'll see what | can do; | have a
certain anmount of pull, you know. "

"No, | wouldn't think of asking you. I'll wait my turn."

"Maybe it was another Dr. Reston, then. The one | had in nmind was quite insistent. Very urgent-
matter of life and death."

"Apparently the crisis has passed-I had tinme to cool off. Thanks for the offer, though. | still do
want to see him"
"Well, you may be in luck if you care to wait for alittle while. My father's com ng down to get

me when his neeting's over. We're going to lunch together. You could talk to himthen."

"I wouldn't intrude-"

"Don't be silly. | don't mind. Anyway, | wouldn't have offered if | still didn't feel alittle
guilty about treating you so disgracefully."

"lI"ve forgotten all about it. Believe ne."

"You're nice." She smled again, and Spence felt the warmh of it touch his face |ike the rays of

t he sun.
And in that nonent, wi thout either one of themthinking very nuch about it, without desiring it at
all, they becane friends. It was a natural thing for Ari; she had many friends, and nade friends

easily. For Spence, though, it was quite a different thing. He did not make friends easily-
especially with wonen. He didn't know how to talk to them and never felt confortable around them
So it was with a shock that he realized sonme tine later that he had spent over an hour talking
with Ari without for a nonent feeling ill at ease.

And it was with a pang of genuine regret that Spence saw the portly, though dignified, formof the
GM di rector approaching fromacross the | awn.

"Ch, Daddy!" shouted Ari, jumping up. Spence stood as well. "Daddy, you'll remenber Dr. Reston-"
"Yes, indeed!"™ The man cal |l ed "Daddy" held out a wide, firmhand which Spence took in his own and
recei ved vi gorous shaki ng.

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Stephen%20Lawhead%20-%20Dream%20Thief.txt (16 of 222) [10/16/2004 5:36:26 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/ Stephen%20L awhead%20-%20Dream%20T hi ef .txt
"It is good to see you again, Director Zanderson." The last time Spence had seen the director had
been at a reception for the new grant winners a few days prior to naking the junp.
"l am al ways pl eased to see one of our brightest new coll eagues. In fact, | believe you have your
first review comng up, do you not? Yes, | believe so. | sawit on ny calendar. How do you like it
here, Dr. Reston? You're finding it all you hoped it would be?"
"Yes, and nmuch nore," Spence said truthfully.
"Daddy, |'ve asked Spence to join us for lunch. | know how you | ove a new audi ence." Ari put her
arm around her father, who | ooked anused.
"Daughter, the decorumof ny office!" She kissed himon the cheek. "What will Dr. Reston think?
Tell me, did you ever see such an inpertinent young | ady?"
Spence was saved from having to answer by Ari who announced, "lI'mstarving. Let's go to lunch this
instant, or you will both have to carry ny linp and | angui shing body through the garden to the
commi ssary. How woul d that suit your precious decorun"

"Dr. Reston, | regret ny daughter's shocking manners." H s eyes tw nkled at the sight of her. "But
| reiterate her invitation. Wuld you join us?"

There seened to be no graceful way out, so he said, "I'd be

delighted. "

6

ThEY WERE WALKI NG BACK to their respective places: Spence to his lab, the director to his office,
and Ari to the cultural arts center. It had been one of the npbst enjoyable | unches Spence coul d
renenber. They had eaten not in the conmissary as he expected, but in one of Gothanis four
excellent restaurants the Belles Esprit, a very conmendabl e copy of a French cafe.

Spence had not previously visited any of the restaurants an( was surprised and pleased to find
themquite different fromthe comm ssaries. He was | ess surprised to find that, |ike exclusive
restaurants on Earth, they were quite expensive. The conmi ssaries were free; the restaurants were
not .

They had di ned on hearts of palmand artichoke vinaigrette and qui che | orraine. And Spence had
come away feeling soothes and refreshed-as nuch by the conmpany as by the food an( atnosphere. The
Zander sons, father and daughter, proved them selves very convivial hosts. They had so drawn him
out that he tal ked a great deal nore about hinself than he ever did as a rule but he had enjoyed
it. And nore than once during the nmeal he had | ooked up to discover Ari's bright blue eyes

wat ching himw th a curious expression

Now t hey were nearing the junction tube where he would | eave themto go back to the |ab. For one
who had inwardly shud dered at the luncheon invitation he was honestly sorry to se( their short

ti me together end.

"I hope you'll consider nmy offer,"” Director Zanderson was saying. "I think you' d find the
experience rewarding. It would even help in your research, | dare say. A smart young man |ike
yoursel f-1 inagi ne you could devise a few experinents that would make the trip quite worthwhile."
Spence was only half listening to the director's proposition "I'mafraid that with nmy review
comng up..." he started to object

"Ch, that's just a formality," grinned the director. "Besides should you decide to | ead one of the
research teans on the trip the review could be postponed, or perhaps waived altogether.

Terraformng is the future-very exciting business. | wish | could go back nyself; but ... duties,
you know. "

He looked a little awkwardly at the director. Ari noticed his disconfort and cane to his aid. "Onh,
Daddy. Terrafornming is your great mania, it isn't everyone's. Quit badgering himabout it. I'm
sure Spencer has better things to do than to go roam ng about on a dusty old rock. | know | do."
The director clucked his tongue. "Such a worrisonme girl. Well, | won't press you for an answer,

Dr. Reston. But | hope you'll think it over. The Martian experience is truly fantastic."

"I will think it over. And thank you both for a nost enjoyable lunch. It was really very nice."
"I'"'mglad you could join us. | always like to get better acquainted with ny colleagues. Wll, good-
bye. "

"CGood afternoon,"” said Ari. They turned and strolled arminarmoff along the main axial. Spence
wat ched them go and then started back along the tube to the |ab
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Tickler was waiting for himwhen he returned. The fussy assistant appeared niffed about sonething;
he gave Spence a series of sideways gl ances which Spence figured were supposed to represent

di sapproval . Spence happily ignored the vague reproofs-after all, he had just eaten lunch with the
director. There was nothing which could even renotely threaten his selfesteemat that nonent.
"Well, Tickler, how are we coning along this afternoon? Are we ready for tonight's session? | plan
to increase the el ectroencepham ne quotient by another five percent. | would like to test the

scanner before we run the experinent."

"I haven't forgotten," Tickler said. He nodded toward the control room and Spence saw that they
had a visitor. "Perhaps you will renenber assigning nme to secure our new assistant."”

"So soon? You certainly didn't waste a minute. Very well, let's neet him" He notioned to the
cadet who sat watching themthrough the control wi ndow. The young nman got up and cane to stand
besi de Ti ckl er

Spence offered his hand to the short young assistant. "I see that you have already nmet Dr.
Tickler. If I know himhe's probably put you to work already. I'mDr. Reston."

"Yes-we've already net," replied the stranger as they shook hands. Spence |looked at hima little
closer; though the cadet seened famliar, he could not place him

"I"msorry..."

"I don't expect you'd renmenber," said the cadet. "I bunped into you in the garden concourse one
day a week or so ago."

"Kurt, wasn't it?" He did renmenber the incident.

"That's right. Kurt MIllen. First year. D level; sector 1."

"Well, very good to have you aboard. | hope we can nake this an interesting assignnment for you."
"I take it you approve of ny choice?" asked Tickler. Spence did not see the queer smirk which
acconpani ed the question or he m ght have had second thoughts.

Instead he said, "Yes, yes. | think Kurt will do just fine. He can begin by hel ping you ready the
scanner test while | prepare the encephanine.”

The shift proceeded uninterrupted, and as he worked Spence thought again of his talk with Ari and
enbarrassed hinself with the warm feelings which acconpani ed those thoughts. There is sonething
about that girl, he told hinself. Be careful, his cautious inner voice replied.

THE GOLDEN M ST HAD vani shed in the enpty how of frigid winds roaring down fromuntold heights.
The lush, green valley withered and turned brown. The whitened wi sps of dried grass and the petals
of tiny yellow flowers flurried around himin the savagely gusting wi nd.

He shivered and wapped his arns tightly across his chest in an effort to keep warm He stared
down at his feet and saw that he stood upon hard, barren ground. Around himhe saw the sparkling
glint of dianonds glittering in the icy glare of a harsh, violent noon.

They were his tears-frozen where they had fallen. The hard earth woul d not receive them

Spence turned and | urched away, and he was instantly standing on a vast open plain under a great

wi ndswept sky where thin clouds raced overhead to di sappear beyond the horizon. As he watched he
was overcone by the urge to foll ow those feathery clouds, to see where they went.

He began to run, lifting his feet and | eaning ahead. But his legs did not obey properly. Each step
dragged nore slowy than the last, as if his strength were being nysteriously sapped away.

Soon his legs had grown too heavy to nove. He felt hinself sinking into the arid soil, sucked down
as by qui cksand.

He struggled to nove as the dry red sand rose above his knees, but his weight pulled himdown and
down by centineters, He screaned and his voice rang hollowin his ears. He | ooked around and saw
that he was trapped in a great glass bubble and the sand continued to rise.

Now it seened to be falling out of the sky, burying himalive. He felt the gritty sting and heard
the dry, bristling hiss as it pelted down on him It filled his hair and eyes. He | ooked up and
saw t he gl ass bubbl e narrow far above himand sand pouring through a tiny opening to cone
trickling down. As the sand rose to his chest he pushed it away with his arns, but it fel

rel entl essly and soon he was deeper than before

He screaned again and heard the ring of silence, knowing that his cries could not be heard beyond
the glass. As the sand cl osed over his head he realized that he was trapped in an hourglass, and
the sand had just run out.

SPENCE AWODKE W TH A gasp and sat bolt upright on the
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couch. The sl eep chanber was perfectly dark-a black, velvety darkness which pressed in on himwth
an oppressive weight. He could feel it enfolding him covering him snothering him

He wanted to get up, to run away and escape the awful presence of the dream But an unseen force
held himin his place. He lay back down slowy and as he did so he saw sonething in the heavy
darkness which nade his breath catch in his throat.

Directly above him mdway between the couch and where he judged the chanber ceiling to be, a very
faint, greenish glow hovered, shimering in the dark. He sank back into the cav couch and watched
as the glow intensified and took the shape of a |uminous weath with tiny tendrils of light
radiating out fromit. The center of the weath was di mand unforned, but he sensed that sonething
dark and nysterious boiled within the radi ant hal o.

There was a famliarity about the glowing green halo which puzzled him He felt as if he had seen
or experienced it before somewhere-but where? He could not renmenber. Still, the sense of
recognition persisted, and with it mounting fear

H s body began to trenble.

In the center of the halo the dimoutlines of anorphous shapes could be seen weavi ng thensel ves of
blue Iight. Subtle and indistinct, they flared and subsided; shifting, roiling, synapsing inside
the green aura. The transparent, blue fibrils sparked silver flashes that glittered when they
touched the green hal o.

The thing seened to tug at him drawing himup and into it. He had the sensation of falling. He
reached out a trenmbling hand to ward off the fall. Fear arced through himlike a high-voltage
shock. His heart seized in his chest, clanmped tightly in an unseen fist. Blood drunmed in his
ears.

The swirling inner eye of the shining weath distilled into a translucent core, a round,
glinrering mass nade up of tiny, pinpoint flecks of pure light. The ovoid shape spun slowy on its
axis. Spence dug his fingernails into the fabric of the couch as his flesh began prickling to the
thin, needle-like tinkling of a sound felt rather than heard. The sound of his dreans.

Spence fought a wave of nausea rising in him Sweat beaded on his forehead and upper lip. He
struggl ed weakly to | ook away, but the force of the shining thing held himfast. H s nouth opened
in a silent screamof terror; his tongue cleaved to the roof of his nouth.

Still the shinmmering nass rotated slowy and Spence sank even further into the depths of the
nightmare. He watched itturning, turning, refining itself, pulling together, creating itself out
of atons of light. Wth eyes wide and horror-filled Spence at |ast recognized the solidifying
shape. It was a face. And a face he knew too well to feel anything but the utnost dread and
repul si on.

Staring out at himfromthe blazing halo were the skeletal features of Hocking.

7
HELLO, DAD. LISTEN, THANKS for com ng down to the center..." The inage on the screen peered back
at hi m apprehensively. "Can you see nme okay? Fine. | said, 'Thanks for com ng down to the base.'

know it isn't easy for you."

"Are you all right, Spencer? Wen they said you wanted to talk to me I was afraid sonething had
happened to you. 1 hurried over as fast as | could. The lady here said you were ill."

"Not ill-1 had an accident. A minor accident. | fell down and hit nmy head, that's all. But when |
went in for an aspirin they popped me into the nmed bay." Spence had stuck with his story about
falling down and saw no reason to change it now. He did not want to worry his father any nore than
he al ready had.

"You're sure you're all right?" The face in the vidphone screen did not | ook reassured.

"OF course I'mall right; it was nothing. But since they wanted to keep ne in here for a few hours
I thought |I'd have them patch in a signal to the base for ne. You get to do that when you're
sick."

"Ch," was all his father said.

"Anyway, | haven't been able to wite or anything so | thought it might be fun if we could phone
each ot her-al nost as good as being there.™

"I's your work going all right?"

"Fine, Dad. Everything's fine. Listen, | wanted to tell you that | won't be able to call you again
for a while. I'"'mgoing to be pretty busy. | nay be going out with one of the research teams on a
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field assignment."

"How | ong woul d that |ast, Spencer? You wouldn't be gone too |ong?"

"No, not too long," Spence lied. "A couple nonths, that's all. 1'll vidphone you when | get back."
He could see that his father did not understand what he was tal king about. He | ooked worn and
worried, and was apparently struggling to accept the fact that his son would be away | onger than
antici pated. Spence wi shed he had not called; his breaking-the-news-gently strategy was not
wor ki ng. "How have you been, Dad? |s Kate taking care of you?"

"Kate is very busy with the boys. She has her hands full, you know 1 don't like to bother her."
"The boys are in fourth form Dad. They're in school all day. You won't bother her. Call her if
you need anything. WIIl you do that?"

"l suppose so," M. Reston said doubtfully.

"Listen, | have to go now. | can leave here in a fewmnutes. | only wanted to tell you not to
worry about me if you don't hear fromnme for a while. 1'lIl be working, that's all." He hated to
tell his father like this, but there was no way of telling himdirectly. He would not have
under st ood.

In all of Spence's growi ng-up years his parents had never understood. They did not conprehend his
work, nor could they follow his explanations when he tried to describe it to them He was sinply
too far beyond them He had eventually given up trying to nake them understand; he stopped trying
to bridge the gap

The i mage on the vidphone screen licked its lips nervously and | eaned into the picture. "You'l
call when you get back?"

"Yes, it's the first thing I'll do.™

"I mss you, Spencer."

"I mss you, too, Dad. Good-bye."

"Good- bye, Son. Take care of yourself." The screen went bl ank

Spence sat staring at the blank, flickering screen for several nonents, then pushed the unit away.
It retracted back into a nook in a panel beside the bed. He | ooked up just in tine to see his
physi ci an appr oachi ng.

"Feeling better, Dr. Reston?" The nedic canme to stand at the head of his bed. He entered a code on
the data screen above the bed and read Spence's chart.

"Feeling fine, Dr. Wlliams. Wth a good word fromyou |I'Il be on ny way," said Spence as
cheerfully as he could. "I'mtaking up too much of your tinme."

"Not at all. We're having a special this week. Free tune-ups for all first-time customers. You're
a lucky guy."”

"Thanks, but if it's all the sanme to you, I'Il take you up on that some other tinme." He nade a

nmove to get up, but a troubled | ook fromthe doctor stopped him "Wat's the matter?"

"I was hoping you would tell ne. "

"I-1 don't understand. Have you found sonethi ng?"

"No, you're perfectly healthy as far as we can determne. But | think we should have a talk."
Spence had a sinking feeling. "There is something wong."

"I think so, yes." The doctor drew up a stool and sat down beside Spence, who chewed his lip
nervously. "Not physically," continued Wllianms, "that is, at |least not in any of the areas we
have checked out."

He gazed at his patient intently and Spence got the idea he was being neasured for his tensile

strength, like a spring being stretched to see how nuch it could take before snapping. He waited
for the tension to break
"Spence..." The doctor started, then hesitated.

Bad sign, thought Spence. \Wenever they use your first nane it means trouble.

"Do you have any idea why you're here?" The cal mphysician's eyes watched himcarefully, his face

a mask of inpassive interest which gave away not hi ng.

"Yes," Spence laughed. "I tripped over a stool in the lab. | bunped ny head, that's all."

"You weren't in your |ab, Spence."

Spence had had anot her bl ackout-that nmuch he knew. He thought his story about bunping his head had
been accepted w thout question. He cringed at the thought of-what? H s nenory was bl ank, and that

scared hi mnore than anything.

"No?" Spence asked, nore tinmdly than he would have |iked. "Were was |, then?"

"You were in the cargo bay air lock." "lInpossible! Wwo told you that?"

"The workers who found you. They brought you in. And | see no reason to doubt their story; it's on
videotape. Al air locks are nonitored for security."

Spence was dunbfounded. He could not believe what he was heari ng.

"There's sonething el se."
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He didn't like the doctor's tone of voice. "Wat's that?" "The air |ock was depressurizing. You
were bl eeding off air preparatory to opening the outer doors."

"That's absurd! Whay would | do a thing |ike that?"

"I don't know, but 1'd like to find out." The doctor pulled a thin nmetallic object out of his
pocket and began fingering it.

"Look, if you think | wandered into an air lock and then depressurized it on purpose ... you're
crazy. That woul d be suicide!"

The doctor shrugged. "Sonetines people can't take it. They want so badly to get out they don't
wait for a shuttle. You were lucky. A cadet saw you heading for the air lock and reported it to
the crew chief. There were sonme worknen in pressure suits nearby. Another few seconds and you'd
have been ... beyond repair."”

"No. I'mnot buying it. I'll have to see the tapes before | believe it."

"That can be arranged, of course. But | was hoping you' d level with ne. If there is sonething
bot hering you | could help."

"You don't understand. | don't know what you're talking about. | tripped and bunped ny head. That
isall!l"

"That's all you renenber? Nothing else? No unusual feelings |ately, nothing unconfortable? O her
bl ackouts, perhaps?"

Spence winced at the word "blackouts.” Did the doctor know something nore? "No, there is nothing
el se. ™

The physici an sighed heavily.

"What are you going to do now? | nean, what will happen to ne?"

"Nothing. You're free to go."

"But-you won't ... | nean, have to..."

"Report this? No, | don't think so. You don't seemto ne to be in any i nmedi ate danger. You are
stable, in other words."

"Thanks," Spence said darkly. "Then | can go?"

"Yes, but | hope you will renenber that ny door is openif you think of anything else, or want to
tal k about it further."

“I''I'l remenber."

Spence swung hinmsel f down fromthe high bed and followed Dr. WIllianms out of the room In the
smal | reception office he turned aside and pressed the access plate. As the partition slid open he
turned to nod to the physician who still watched himclosely.

"Thank you, Dr. WIIliams. Good-bye."

"One other thing, Dr. Reston." Wth a sideways gl ance the nedi c stepped cl ose and whi spered, "You
don't have any enenies ... do you?"

THAT WAS A STUPID, foolish thing to do! What were you | thinking of ? You inbeciles! Do you think
this is some kind of gane? W're not dealing with peasants this tine, gentlenmen. Reston is a very
intelligent, sensitive man. Another mistake like the |last one and he will snell the rat. Ch yes,
he will. Reston is smart, and he is strong-willed. W nust handle himvery carefully." Hocking
glared at the two quaking before him

"Maybe it would be better to get sonmeone el se," suggested the younger of the two nen.

"Are you questioning nmy decision? Do you doubt me? Look at ne, you two!" Hocking' s eyes started
fromhis skull and veins stood out on his forehead. His |ips drew back in a savage sneer.

"It was only a suggestion,” nmuttered the offender. "Anyway, you said he wouldn't renenber a
thing."

"Shut up!" Hocking's chair rose in the air with a faint whir of its internal nechanism It

swi vel ed away nmonentarily and when he turned again to face his henchnen his features had rel axed
sonewhat .

"Do either of you have any idea how close we are to our goal ? W are on the very threshold of a
new epoch in human history. Think of it, gentlenen! The wealth of the universe will soon be ours-
and that is only the beginning. Qur power will be limtless. Al nmankind will bow before us. W'll
be gods, gentlenmen. W will control the minds of the entire human race." Hocking's voice was a
whi sper. His eyes shone |like hard, black beads as the chair inched closer
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A sudden flash arced across the gap from Hocking's chair to his assistants and a trenendous
cracking sound filled the room Hocking opened his nouth and | aughed as his helpers lay withing
on the floor beneath him "Just a taste of the agony awaiting those who di sappoint nme. Do not

di sappoi nt ne agai n, gentlenen.

"Now, then. Pick yourselves up off the floor and listen to ne. W have work to do."

HE HAD JUST REACHED the main access tube and was stil

pondering Dr. WIlianms's question about possible enenies when he heard a voi ce behind him

"They |l et you go, Spence?"

He turned to see Ari hurrying up behind him "It was nothing."

"I't nust have been sonething-you're blushing, Dr. Reston."

He felt the crinson flush rise to his cheeks. "How did you find out about it?" He tried to sound
unconcer ned.

"The director gets a list of all sick bay admissions. | saw your nane on the list. | wanted to see
how you were."

"You cane to see ne?"

"Yes, but they said you had al ready been dism ssed. | nust have m ssed you by only a few seconds.
Are you sure you're all right?"

"I'mfine. Really. Just a little tired. If you'll excuse nme..." He turned to |eave, but Ari fell
into step beside him linking her armin his. Spence felt his skin tingle under her touch
"I"'mon my way to ny quarters. I'lIl walk with you." She sniled her sunny smle at him "You don't
m nd, do you, Spencer?"

"No, not at all." They wal ked of f together armin arm

Spence i magi ned that everyone they passed stopped to gawk at them He tried to shrug off the
feeling that this was anything but an innocent pronenade, a guy walking a girl to her door. But to
hi s shrunken sense of social etiquette, the occasion | oomed nuch | arger

They made their way along the tube to a main axial and then toward the AdSec cluster where Ari and
her father had their quarters. She kept up a running nonol ogue the whol e way, relieving Spence of
the obligation to provide anything nore than a perfunctory nod or grunt.

He paid little attention to what she said, wondering instead how he m ght gracefully excuse

hi msel f and nake his getaway. He told hinmself he had nore inportant things to do than escort
aggressi ve young wonen around the space station. He wanted to free hinmself to think about what was
happening to him

"Well, here we are,"” said Ari. They stood before a buffcolored panel. "Wuld you Iike to cone in?
I"1l nake sone tea."

"Tea? Well, | don't think..."

"Please, do. I'd like it very nmuch if you would." She had al ready punched her access code into the

digits of the glowing plate and the panel slid open. She kept her hold on his armand tugged him
gently inside.

He stepped hesitantly through the portal and | ooked around. The Zandersons' quarters were quite
pl ush; much nore luxurious than his own Spartan acconmnopdati ons.

"I't's shocking, | know. But it can't be helped, I'"'mafraid." She followed his gaze around the
| arge, spacious roons. "The director does live well-too well, perhaps.”

"Ch, | don't know, " said Spence. "It's a tough job. He needs a place like this to unwi nd. You
can't do that in a cubbyhole.”

"Still, | feel guilty sometimes. Look at this-carpet on the floors yet! It nust have cost a

fortune to lug that up here. And | eather furniture!™

"I likeit. It's beautiful."

"Sure, it's beautiful. Go ahead and take a seat. | won't be a minute."

Spence settled hinself into the soft |eather cushions at one end of a | ong handsome couch. He
rubbed his hand absently over the dark, polished grain of the |eather and wondered how long it had
been since he had felt anything so fine, so natural

Next to himon a low teak table sat a star globe with an Earth the size of a grapefruit surrounded
by a transparent shell upon which were painted the major stars of the galaxy. It was an exquisite
anti que.

Next to the globe was a picture in a walnut frane. A striking, dark-haired wonman smiled out from
the picture and Spence realized at once where Ari had cone by her good | ooks. But there was an
unsettling quality about the picture. The woman's eyes were not focused on the canmera. They held a
di stant, al oof |ook alnmbst a vacant stare. Though the woman smiled warmy, her smle did not |ight
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up those cold, enpty eyes. It was as if two separate pictures had been sonehow overl apped. Two
very different nobods had been captured in that single photographic noment, and the effect was
chilling.

Ari returned and saw hi m studying the picture. She placed the tray of tea things on the table, and
began to pour.

"Your nother?" he asked, still |ooking at the photograph. "Yes," said Ari. She did not |ook up

"I don't think I've ever nmet her. Is she here?" "No, she's not-"

"Prefers the Earth beneath her feet, is that it?"
"Mother..." Ari started, and then hesitated. She gl anced at
Spence and then | ooked away. "Modther isn't with us anynore.
raised his nmug to his lips

and sipped. "OM"

"I"'msorry ... | didn't know. " He

"Ch, careful! It's hot. | should have warned you. Did you
burn yoursel f?"
"I live. ™

An uneasy silence settled over the room Spence shifted nervously in his seat.

"I wanted to cone up here in the worst way," said Ari after

a while. "I thought it would be an adventure."

"Di sappoi nted?" "Alittle."

"I know what you nmean-it's like an enormous office building, only you can never go outside."
"You're right. If not for the garden, | don't know what |'d do.

Well, I'd go berserk; I know I would."

"You could |l eave any tine you wanted, couldn't you? Wiy do you stay?"

"Daddy. He needs nme. Besides, this being nmy first junp, | could never let it be said that the
director's daughter couldn't

even endure one tour of duty."

"You'll get used to it. Everyone does."

"Not everyone. |'ve already seen several who haven't. It's a frightening thing."

Spence found the conversation had wandered too close to a topic he did not wish to explore. He
changed the subject. "Good

tea."

"Thank you." She bent her head and sipped fromher steami ng nmug. He watched the delicate curve of
her neck and the way the light reflecting off the table filled the hollow of her throat. Her bl ond
curls swng down as she drank and she tossed them back with an easy, practiced flip. Their eyes
met. Spence | ooked away.

"l should be going. | have to get back to work. | sat around in sick bay a little | onger than |
shoul d have, | think."

"Very well, but you rmust promise to cone again. Soon."

"I will." He rose to his feet and headed for the door

Ari followed himand said as the panel slid open, "Spence, | alnpost forgot. W' re having a
function here tonorrow evening- | nean, second shift. You're invited."

"I an®? Since when?"

"Since right now I'minviting you. It's just a few of the faculty and research people. Daddy
thinks it's a good idea for the

two groups to mix. You'll fit right in."

"l don't know. 1'Il think about it." He stepped through the portal

"Pl ease cone. |'l|l expect you-" The sliding panel cut her short and Spence headed back to the |ab.

He thrust his hands deep into the side pockets of his junpsuit and anbled al ong with his head
down. Soon he was lost in

t hought over his inexplicable behavior in the cargo bay. Assuming that the physician was right-and
there was no reason to doubt hi mwhat had he been doi ng down there? Wiy coul dn't

he renmenber?

I"mcracking up. I amlosing nmy mnd.
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ARE YOU RELAXED, SPENCER?" "Yes."

"I amgoing to give you a new suggestion. Are you ready?" "Yes.
"1 want you to think about the color blue. Do you under

stand? Think of all the things that are blue and that suggest the
color blue to you. The col or blue, Spencer. Blue."

THE WND HAD RI SEN out of the east and Spence turned his face into it. It blew cold and the sky
above gl owered down in a fierce blue-black rage. C ose by he heard the chop of water as waves
dashed t hensel ves agai nst rocks in the shallows. He turned to the sound and saw the ocean
stretching out to the horizon, blue under the dark blue cl ouds.

He | ooked into the clear blue water and saw small silver-blue fish darting by in schools, speeding
like tiny rockets away into deeper space. Suddenly Spence was with them He felt hinself sinking
into the water as around himthe fish flashed through the blue half-light of their frigid world.
He could see their silver sides zig-zagging off into the murky di stance. He could see their |arge,
round eyes staring at himas they fled.

Down and down he sank. Slowy-like a coin spinning over and over to rest finally upon the silt at
the ocean's bottom He felt the ocean floor rise up beneath his feet, and as he touched down he
realized he was not in the water at all. He raised his eyes and saw that he had dropped into an
enor mous cavern whose high vaulted roof arched away into bl ue shadows.

Curiously fornmed projections sprouted fromthe floor and dangled fromthe ceiling. These were
translucent and faintly lum nous, glowing with a cool greenish-blue inner light. He wal ked a few
hesitant steps anong them as anong the tinbers of a silent forest, his footsteps echoing back to
himfromthe dark depths of the cave.

He becane aware of another sound which seenmed to cone humming up from beneath the floor, through
his feet and into his bones, a grinding sound which grew | ouder as he descended deeper into the

t unnel

Spence wal ked anbng the glowi ng stalagnites follow ng the sound. Soon he heard a rhythmc
thrumming as if the Earth were churning, grinding the great stone roots of the nountains to dust.

The sound grew until it filled the cavern: he walked on as if drawn to its source. Hi s stonach
vibrated with the runble and he snelled a sharp, bitter scent in the dank air of the cave.
Far ahead he saw a pulsing blue light illunmnating a far wall of the cave. He felt sonething

gritty on his lips. He raised a hand to his face and saw that it was covered with a fine blue
powder. The grit fell down upon himin a gentle rain, drifting like fine snow, covering his
clothing and hair.

Then he was standing on the brink of a vast chasmwhich split the cavern floor. The runble had
grown to thunder, deafening himas raking light flashed blue lightning around him The gritty
powder rose like snoke froma pit as he gazed into the chasm

Sonet hi ng was nmoving in the churning depths of the holeas if sone enornmous beast were thrashing
out its life in agony. In the darkness he made out a roiling black mass heaving and subsi di ng,
groani ng and shuddering am dst the roar

Now j agged fl ashes of blue lightning tore through the darkness, illumnating the pit. Cinging to
the rocks he lowered hinself to peer over the edge deep into the chaos below. In the piercing
glare of the lightning bolts he saw strange shapes tunbling and tunbling, grinding agai nst one
anot her, crushing each other and sending up an endl ess cloud of powdery blue grit like a velvet
m st.

Anot her flash peel ed away t he darkness and he saw clearly into the tunbling mass bel ow. Some of
the shapes were el ongated and curved, others round and bul ky as boul ders, still others |ong and
thin., In that instant he realized what it was that filled the huge stone cal dron: bones. The

gi gantic bones of prehistoric nonsters whirled below himin perpetual notion-a disjointed dance
macabr e.

In that instant of recognition he felt his grip on the rocks give way and he fell. He twisted in
the air and his hands clawed for a scrabbling hold on the snoboth rock face, but it was too late.
He plunged screaning into the grinding, churning dance of the bones.

SPENCE CAME TO HI MSELF sitting upright on the couch. The trailing echo of his screamstill rang in
t he darkened chanber |ike a fading menory. But the dream had vani shed |like a vapor. It was gone
and he could renenber nothing but the terror that had awakened him
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Presently the Iights began to come up faintly. He guessed that Tickler stood behind the glass and
heard the scream

"Tickler,” he called.

"Yes, sir?" His assistant's voice grated netallically through the overhead speakers.

"Did | screamjust now?"

"I"msorry?"

"Did you hear anything unusual-a scream a yell? Anything |ike that?"

"When, Dr. Reston?"

"Just now. When | woke up."

"No, sir. The alarmwent off in the control booth, so | turned on the lights. That is the

procedure."
"You're quite right. Thank you." H's heart was still beating rapidly. He could feel the tension in
his shoul ders and neck. H's hands still clutched the sides of the cav couch in a death grip. He

felt certain the scream had been real, that it was not merely part of his dream

But why would Tickler lie about a thing Iike that? Perhaps he had not been in the booth when
Spence screaned, or perhaps he was covering up the fact that he had hinself dozed off at his post.
Possibly. But it was not |ike Tickler

Spence rose and stretched and nade his way into the control room Tickler was just w nding the
scan onto a spool. Spence watched himfinish and place a seal on the | oose end.

"WIIl that be all for now?" Tickler asked.

"Yes; you may go. | won't be needing anything further this shift, but tell Kurt when he cones in
that 1'd like the log posted and 1'd like to see the averages for the |last three sessions.”

"The aver ages?"

"Yes. Just as soon as he gets themfinished."

"But we have never-"

"Don't argue, Tickler. Please, just do as | say. | knowit's a little extra work. But that's what
we have an assistant for, isn't it?"

"Very well, I'Il tell him"

Ti ckl er turned brusquely and went out. | wonder what's eating himthis time? Wth Tickler it was

al ways sonet hi ng.

Spence brushed the thought fromhis mnd and | eft the control booth, crossed the |ab, and entered
his quarters. Despite the night's sleep he did not feel at all rested. He felt as though he had
run several miles or clinbed a sheer rock cliff. Hs nmuscles were tense and knotty and he could
snell that he had sweated through his undercl ot hes.

He thought to sanitize and change, but then had a better idea: the exerdone. Wiy not? He coul d use
t he exercise. Maybe he would find a threesome who needed a fourth for a game of pidg.

As he donned his silvered nmylar exersuit it occurred to himthat perhaps his problens stenmed from
stress and overwork. He had exercised little since coming to Gotham except for his occasiona
ranbl es through the garden and a swi m now and then, he had indulged in no physically strenuous
activity. A fast gane of pidg or a few laps around the done would | ocosen himup and relax him

He took a main axial to the lowgray central tower of the city. Nearly weightless, he sprang four
meters fromthe corridor to the lift and stepped onto a disc, pulling up the handgrips as it
engaged the belt. Up he rose to the dome. He could hear |aughter and shouts pinging down the neta
tube from above. It remi nded himof going swinmng as a boy and hearing the sounds of happy frolic
ringing fromthe pool a | ong way off.

When the |ift gate opened he stepped off onto the spongy surface of the done-or rather bounced off
with the first step, for he was now conpletely weightless. He spun awkwardly for a nonent before
remenbering to pull in his arns and legs to regain control. He brought his knees up to his chest
and, when he floated near enough to the curved surface once again, thrust his | egs down. He
arrowed off the side of the dome and flew straightway toward the center. Hi gh above him a net
stretched across the observation portion of the dome to keep errant human missiles fromcolliding
with the tenpered gl ass.

Beyond the netting he could see a bright mst of stars hanging in their inky void. Lower, he could
see the upside-down crescent of the noon and the smaller blue thunbnail slice of the Earth. Spence
flewinto the netting, tucked his head down, and |anded on his back. He pulled hinmself across the
net to a near wall

Above him a group of cadets perforned an intricate display of aerial acrobatics-doing flips and
sonmersaults across the center of the done. Around the perinmeter several joggers sped along the
track; another group ran perpendicular to the first. A couple of fluffy pidg birds floated down
near the lift platform No one seened interested in getting up a game, so Spence swamto the edge
of the net and wal ked up the great bul ging sphere of the done to the red strip designated as the
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track.

The track's surface bore a slightly irregular, bunpy grain which gave a runner that little extra
bit of traction needed to get noving in zero gravity. Spence carefully set his feet on the track
and then started wal ki ng snoothly, with exaggerated care; one false step and he would go spinning
off toward the center of the donme. But he maintained his concentration and increased the pace,

feeling the illusion of weight return to him Actually it was only nomentum he felt, and which
held himto the track. Soon he was running easily around the inner wall of the done.
He caught the other joggers on the track and fell into pace with them In the rhythm of running

his muscl es relaxed and the tension flowed fromhim Automatically his body took over and his mnd
turned once again to the enigma of his dreans.

That he dreaned was certain. Hs REMIine on the scan showed plainly what he knew instinctively,
and if he required further proof the enotional residue-that silt |eft behind when the angry waters
had raced on-was real enough. Not to remenber a dream was normal enough; one remenbered only the
tiniest fraction of one's dreanms over a lifetime. They sinply flitted by in the night-spun out of
the stuff of the subconscious and reabsorbed into the fabric of the psyche upon waki ng.

But bl ackouts were not nornmal. Spence felt as if whole chunks of his |ife were mssing. There were
gaps in his nenory which he could not cross, dark curtains behind which he could not see. That
scared him

More than the nightmares, nore than the cargo bay incident, he feared the hel pl essness, the utter
def ensel essness of not knowi ng what was happening to him The carefully reasoned and resear ched
framework of his life teetered precariously, threatening to topple conpletely, and he did not know
what to do about it.

He | owered his head and spurted past the others. Hi s lungs burned and sweat stung his eyes, but he
continued running faster and faster as if to escape the fear which came swi ming out of the

dar kness of the star-spangl ed night beyond the netting. Cosing his eves he thrust the fear from
himas if it were a solid object he could throw aside

AFTER HI'S RUN SPENCE | ay notionless in the center of the dome, turning slowly on his own axis |ike
a mnor planet. The warm gl ow of exertion throbbed through his Iinbs. He had reached that blissfu
state of exhaustion where body and spirit were reconciled one to the other and the universe humed
with peace.

He Iistened to the play of others and watched through halfclosed lids as the red Iine of the track
circled himaimessly. It was, he thought, a tribute to the suprene egotismof the nmind that he
seened conpletely stationary while the entire space city of Gothamrevol ved around him Around and
around it went, spinning inits ow |lazy orbit-now the black mrror of the observation bubble, now
the red line of the track

The red line of the track. Something about that seenmed inportant. Spence jerked his head up and
sent hinself floundering away at an obtuse angle. In the sane instant it came to him the red line
of the track was the red line of his sleep scan. He had nmeant to check it, but had forgotten, or
the thought had been driven fromhis mind by the circunstances of his | atest bl ackout.

Suddenly it seenmed nore inportant than ever. He dove for the nearest wall and then propelled
hinself toward the Iift platform He raced back to the lab with his heart pounding and the
certainty drumring in his brain that he was very close to finding an answer to the riddle of his
dr eans.

10

SPENCE SNAPPED THE SEAL and unrolled the strip to the beginning, watching nmeters and neters of
paper tape unwi nd through his fingers. At the start of the tape he saw the date and tinme notation
EST 5/15/42 10:17 GM The scan continued for nine and three-quarter hours w thout interruption.
Each peak and every valley, every blip of an al pha spark or beta flash was duly recorded. He saw
the mnute fluctuations in cerebral blood flow, the rise and fall of body tenperature, heart rate,
and thyroid activity; the intermttent REMflutters. He saw, in short, the even, rhythm c progress
of his night's sleep. H s every nonent was accounted for. Undeniably so-he held the evidence in
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hi s own hands.

But it was not enough. He turned to the cabinet where all the spools were kept. There were dozens
of them each one containing the pol ysomographic information of one night's sleep session. He
lifted the row containing the scans of the | ast week. He checked each one. They were all there,

| abel ed and seal ed correctly.

He checked the week before that and the next one, too. Al was in order. Tickler was as precise as
he was stuffy. Spence knew that if he | ooked at every spool over the last ten weeks he would find
themin order. Still, a small gray shadow of doubt clung to his nind

He turned once nore to the scan he had unrolled-the one fromthe night of his first blackout three
days ago. He pulled the tape through his hands and exanined it closely. It was no different from
all the others.

He spied the yellow plastic cover of the | og book on the corner of the console and pulled it to
him On top of the Iog book lay a piece of green graph paper on which was plotted the averages
Spence had requested for the last three sessions. Kurt must have conme in and finished it while he
was out. He glanced at the graph of the averages and then opened the | og book and traced up the
colums to the session of the fifteenth. He found no irregularities in any of the figures or
infornmation. He closed the book with the sinking feeling that all was in order and only he was out
of sync.

He threw t he book down on the console and | eaned back with his hands cl asped behind his head. |f
an answer existed to his problens it would have to exist in sone formin the hard data before him
Sonewhere in the nmles of tape, or in the figures in the book, the key to the | ocked roomof his
m nd could be found. O that he was certain. His faith in the scientific nethod stood on solid,
unshakabl e rock

On a whimhe swiveled to the data screen at one end of the console. The wafer-thin, half-silvered
gl ass shone snmooth as polished stone. "M RA " said Spence, "Spence Reston here. Ready for
command. "

A nellifluous fermal e voice said, "Ready, Dr. Reston," Spence uttered the sinple command: "Conpare
entries for

PSG Seven Series LTST five-fifteen to five-eighteen for simlarties. Display only, please."

He |l aced his fingers behind his head and | eaned back in his chair. Instantly the wafer screen
flashed to life and the results began filling the screen. It seened there were many sinilarities
bet ween one night's scan and the next in terns of basic nunerical conponents. Al of the

i nformati on gathered during a scanning session was translated into nunbers for purposes of data
storage and retrieval. They were all alike in many ways, and yet all different.

The command was too broad. That nuch he coul d see, but he did not know how to narrow the question
because he did not know precisely what he was | ooking for. He crossed his arns over his chest and
frowned at the screen. Just what did he hope to find?

After several minutes of hard thought he stood and began pacing the cranped confines of the booth.
Conpare and contrast, he thought. That's where you start on a fishing expedition of this type.
Conpare and contrast.

He had al ready conpared and that had not shown hi manything out of the ordinary. Perhaps
contrasting the sane infornmation woul d produce sonmething. He turned to the screen and said,
"Contrast PSG LTST entries for five-fifteen to five-eighteen. Display only, please."

The nunbers vani shed and in their place the screen began printing: Zero contrast w thin nornmnal
range of variability + 3% In other words, dead end.

Spence gl anced at the digiton above the console. In a few mnutes Tickler would arrive to begin
the session. He did not want Tickler to find himhere like this playing detective. A silly thought
he knew 1 have a perfect right to exam ne the data of ny own experinent, for goodness sakes-but he
preferred that Tickler should know not hing about his inquiry.

Judgi ng he had tine for two nore stabs in the dark, he said, "Conpare PSG LTST Seven Series
entries five-fifteen to five-eighteen for simlarities of |ess than one percent variability.

Di splay only, please." He nodded with satisfaction; by decreasing the percentage of variability he
had narrowed the question significantly.

In nonents M RA cane back with its findings. The nessage read: Zero conparison. Spence frowned
again. There were apparently no great sinilarities or differences in any of the scans - beyond the
normal range of his individual sleep pattern.

Wth a sigh he kicked back his chair. This kind of blind funbling was usel ess. Unl ess he knew what
he hoped to discover, no amobunt of random searchi ng would hel p. "Thank you, MRA. That is al
for..."

He stopped in nid-sentence. It occurred to himthat he had not conpared all of the scans, only
those fromthe fifteenth to the eighteenth-the two dates enconpassing his bl ackouts.
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"M RA, conpare all PSG LTST Seven Series entries. Display entries with simlarities of |less than
one percent variability."

There was a slight hesitation; the wafer screen went blank. He inagi ned he could hear the chips
crackling with speeding el ectrons as M RA w acked her nagnetic nenory.

Spence sat on the edge of his chair and watched the clock tick away the seconds. Any nonent

Ti ckl er would come wal king in. Hurry! Spence nuttered. Hurry!

Then the words appeared. He read the nessage as it cane up: PSG LTST Seven Series entries with

Il ess than 1% variability = 3/20 and 5/15.

Jackpot! Spence junped out of his chair and stared at the screen in dishelief. There it was; an
anomaly too large to exist, its very presence an inpossibility. If he had discovered it any other
way he woul d have chalked it up to a conputer glitch. But he had a strong suspicion that it was no
glitch. He had uncovered a vital bit of information-stunbled blindly over it, nore |ike-but there,
spelled out in fluorescent orange, was the evidence.

He picked up the yell ow | og book and paged through to the entry of 3/20. He pulled the sheet and
placed it next to the entry of 5/15. They were not at all simlar. Each entry in Tickler's neat,
preci se hand was slightly different-not enough to vary a great deal, but enough for Spence to see
that they were both unique.

Apparently, MRA had glitched after all. There was no sinilarity between the two scans.

Spence heard the swoosh of the panel opening and Tickler's quick footsteps entering the | ab. He
said, "That is all, MRA Thank you."

"Good evening, Dr. Reston."

"Good evening, Tickler." Spence turned and forced what he hoped was a casual smle.

"Are we ready to begin our session?" Tickler's snmall, weasel eyes glanced from Spence to the wafer
screen above the term nal

"Ch, | neant to tell you about that. | am canceling the session this evening." Spence surprised
hinmsel f with that announcenent.

"I don't understand, sir. |'ve prepared everything-we're all ready. If you-"

"Never mnd. It can wait. | have sonething else for you to do tonight. You and Kurt, that is. |
want you to run averages for the last two weeks. | think a curve may energe that we may want to
expl ore. That should take you nost of the session, | think."

"But - pardon ny aski ng-what are you going to do?"
Spence coul d see that Tickler was upset. The inflexible little man did not bend easily to the
unexpect ed.

"I"'mgoing to a function at the director's suite. | inagine it will be rather |late when | get

back; so when you finish you can go. | wll expect to see you tonorrow first shift." Spence turned
to leave. Tickler's jaw punped the air in silence. "Yes? Was there sonething el se?"

Ti ckl er shook his head. He had recovered hinself. "No, | imagine we can handle it fromhere," he
shapped.

"Good night, then," said Spence, stepping fromthe booth. He snmiled a devious snile to hinmself as
he crossed the lab to his quarters. A quick change and he would still meke the party in plenty of
tinme.

11

SPENCE DONNED A CLEAN, informal, nonregul ation

junmpsuit and struck off for the director's quarters. He was pleased with hinself for renenbering
the party at the last second-it was perfect. He wanted to get away fromthe I ab and out of
Tickler's presence to think about his discovery. Wiat exactly, if anything, did it nean?

At the time it had seened electrifyingly significant. Now, as he hurried along the crowded
trafficways of Gothamflowing with the changing shifts, his startling revelation seened a little
on the trivial side. There were at |east a dozen different ways of accounting for the match up of
the two entries. Spence ticked them off one by one as he dodged and el bowed his way to the

Zander sons'

By the time he arrived at the buff-colored portal he had convinced hinself that his discovery
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| acked any real bones. It would never stand up. There had to be nore, sonething else that would
tell himwhat this bare shred of fact nmeant. Wat that something was he had no i dea.

"Spencer! I'mso glad to see you. Conme in!" Ari beanmed at himover the threshold as the panel slid
open. Spence shook hinself out of his reverie and returned her snile

"I hope |'"'mnot too late." She drew himinto the room which was humm ng with the conversation of
the guests. Several turned to regard the newconmer with frank, disapproving glances; nost ignored
his entrance.

"I think some of your guests are sorry | bothered to show up at all."

"Nonsense, silly. You just haven't been properly introduced. Cone along. Daddy will want to do the
honors. "

Ari steered himinto the gathering and around conversational cliques to where her father held
forth at a buffet, urging tiny sandwi ches on doubtful patrons. He was surrounded by wonen-the

wi ves of faculty and fellows, decided Spence-who tittered politely at his jokes while they picked
anong the delicacies offered on the board.

"Daddy, |ook who's here." Ari took her father's armand expertly wheel ed himaround to face
Spence. "Dr. Reston! Good of you to cone.”

"Kind of you to invite ne."

"Here, get yourself a plate and dig in. The runaki is delicious.

"Thank you, maybe a little

later, I-"

"Daddy, | told Spencer that you would introduce himto sone of the others. Wn't you, please?"
"Ch, of course. 1'd be delighted to. Look-there's O nstead Packer, head of Hi gh Energy. Cone
al ong. Who's that with hinf? Another new face, | believe." Director Zanderson piloted them both

forcefully ahead through the standing clusters of socializers. Spence bobbed along in his wake.
Qut of the corner of his eye he saw Ari di sappear into a knot of partygoers with a plate of hors
d' oeuvres. He abandoned hinself to his imediate fate.

"Tell me, Dr. Reston, have you thought any further about the research trip?"

"Why, yes. |'ve considered it-"

"I"mnot pressing, not pressing. Oh, here we are. Centlenen!" The director broke in on the two
men, clapping a hand on a shoulder of each. "I'd like you to neet Dr. Reston, BioPsych."

Bef ore any further introductions could take place, the nman previously identified as Packer thrust
out a hand and said, "G ad to neet you. |I'm O nstead Packer and this is ny coll eague Adjan

Raj wandhi . "

"I"ll leave you gentlenmen to becone better acquainted. Don't forget to go by the buffet, now.
Don't be bashful." The director left Spence in the care of his new acquai ntances and pl unged back
into the swirl.

A nst ead Packer | aughed heartily and said, "There goes a dynano! A roly-poly dynano. Wy, if we
coul d harness that energy-just think!"

"These H En bookworns!" remarked Rajwandhi. "They cannot stand to see anything w thout an outl et
init. They think all the world is a power grid."
"Not true, Adjani. Not true at all. The universe is one big reactor, and we're all subatonic

particles bounding around in our randomorbits." Packer sniled broadly.

Spence took to the big, red-bearded cherub imrediately. Wth his kinky red hair that |ooked |ike
rusty steel wool and his droopy-lidded brown eyes he appeared an al nost conic figure always on the
verge of |aughing out | oud.

Adj ani, on the other hand, was a slight nongoose of a man who | ooked at the world through keen
eyes, bright and hard as bl ack di anonds. He had about himan air of nystery which Spence found
intriguing and slightly exotic.

"Dr. Rajwandhi is a fellow of nmy departnment-" began Packer

"But not of your discipline!" interrupted Adjani

"No-sadly not of our discipline.”

"What project are you attached to, Dr. Rajwandhi ?" asked Spence politely.

"To nmy colleagues | amjust Adjani, please. | amcurrently assigned to the plasna project. This is
under Dr. Packer's supervision."

"You flatter me, Adjani," roared Packer, his teeth flashing white fromout of the auburn tangle of
his beard. He said to Spence, "Adjani here is under no one's supervision. The nan has not yet been
born who can keep up with him and he does not know how to take direction."

"Can | help it if God granted nme full measure of what other men possess only in part?"

"You'll get no argunent from ne, snake charner. |'Il sing your praises fromhere to Jupiter and
back." Turning once nore to Spence he explained, "Adjani is our Spark Plug-and the best in the
busi ness. "

Spence | ooked at the slimAdjani with new respect. A Spark Plug, as they were called, was a nmenber

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Stephen%20Lawhead%20-%20Dream%20Thief.txt (29 of 222) [10/16/2004 5:36:26 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/ ncoming/ Stephen%20L awhead%20-%20Dream%20T hi ef .txt

of an elite group of nen and wonen so gifted as to be conpletely expert in numerous fields of
study-as many as five or six. Wiereas npst scientists and theoricians were specialists, training
their professional vision to ever narrower bands of the scientific spectrum those |Iike Adjani-and
there were very few of themworked in reverse, enlarging the scope of their know edge wi der and
wider. In effect, they were specialists in everything: physics, chenistry, astronony, biology,

met al | urgy, psychol ogy, and all the rest.

Most often they were enpl oyed as systematici ans-nen who could view the overall course of a project
and draw val uabl e information fromother areas of study and bring it to bear upon a particul ar
probl em They acted as catal ysts of creativity-spark plugs-providing those quick, dynam c bursts
of creative insight for projects that had grown too conplex to rely on the accidental cross-

pol l'inization of ideas from other disciplines.

They were the "connection nen," maki ng nuch needed connecti ons between the problemat hand and
useful data fromareas unrelated to the project which nevertheless offered possible insight or
solutions to stubborn problems. And connection nmen were in great demand. Science had | ong ago
realized that it could no longer afford to wait for chance to match up and germinate the ideas
fromwhich scientific breakthroughs were born. The system if it was to remain healthy and viabl e,
needed hel p; the scientific nethod needed the boost that geniuses |ike Adjani could give.

So, Spence was duly inpressed. He had never nmet a spark plug; there were not nany of them and the

discipline was still too new to have penetrated into all branches of study. Mstly, connection men
wer e snapped up by the bigger and nore |avishly funded prograns |ike high energy or |aser physics.
"I"'mglad to know you, Adjani," said Spence, and he neant it.

d nstead Packer fixed on Spence with keen interest. "Tell us about yourself."

"Me? 1 ... ah . . . " Spence could not think of a thing to say. "I'"mnew here. This is ny first

j unpyear."

"I thought so. This is Adjani's first junp, too. | had one devil of a tinme trying to get himup
here. Cal Tech had their claws in himand didn't want to let himgo. You're not from Cal Tech, are
you?"

"No- NYU. Way do you ask?”

"Ch, it just seens that | remenber a Dr. Reston from Cal Tech-but it couldn't be... Wy, that was
years ago, now that | think of it."

"I't's not an uncomon nane." Spence could not bring hinself to adnit that Packer was tal ki ng about
his father. Dr. Reston-the professor Spence had never known; he did not want to discuss his
father's breakdown.

"Did you attend Cal Tech?" asked Spence.

"Stanford," replied Packer proudly. "Though nost of ny time was spent at JPL. You are engaged in
the LTST sl eep study, correct?"

"Wy, yes-"
"Fasci nating work," said Packer.
"And vital," said Adjani. "If we are ever to probe beyond our solar systemwe nust understand the

del i cate psychol ogi cal bal ance between sl eep and nental well-being. Can the sleep state be

prol onged indefinitely? Is it a function of certain chemcal interactions within the brain? Can

i ndi vidual sleep patterns be nolded to the changi ng demands of space flight? Very interesting.
Very inportant questions you are working on, Dr. Reston."

"My friends call me Spence.” Now it was Spence's turn to be flattered. Adjani, true to his
calling, seened to know intimately the nature of his work.

"Tell me, Spence, do you think we'll be able to put our crews to sleep for, say, a year or two on
atrip between stars?"

"That's a tough one." Spence puffed out his cheeks and let the air whistle through his teeth. "It
is not entirely out of the question. Though | admit right nowit |looks |ike a long shot. This is
still virgin territory we're exploring, you understand. Qur expectations are likely to run beyond
our abilities for some tinme to come."

"You are a pioneer, Spence. And a cautious one. That is good." Adjani smled at him "Packer asked

the question with ulterior notives, | surmse."
"Ch, how so?" Spence raised his eyebrows and regarded Packer with nock suspicion
"See! What did | tell you? He's a quick one all right. Yes, | adnit it. | had sonething in mind

and | though | nmight get alittle confort fromyour answer."

"Onstead is leading the research trip this year since he's taking sixteen of his third-year
students with him He dreads the flight."

"It isn't the flight | mnd. It's ny third trip to Mars and | get so bored. Five weeks is a |ong
time to occupy oneself aboard a bucket-I wouldn't mind a | ong nap."

"I't would not take five weeks if you and your Hi En theorists would stop theorizing and perfect the
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pl asma drive," jibed Adjani

The big physicist pulled a hurt face and shook his head

wearily. "See, Spence? See what | have to put up with? Nowit's

my fault that we have no plasma drive. Just between you and ne,

Dr. Reston, | think Adjani is a saboteur sent from Cal Tech to disrupt our experinments. They woul d
like to be first to patent the

pl asma-ion drive."

"I'"ve been thinking about coming along on the research trip

nmysel f. Director Zanderson has asked ne."

"Then you nust cone, by all neans," said Adjani

"Not so fast. Do you play pidg?" Packer fixed himwith a hard | ook

"After a fashion, yes. I've not had a great deal of zero-G experience. But | like the gane."
"Fine. That settles it. You rmust cone and you nust be on our team The faculty and students al ways
have a pidg tournament during the Mars cruise. It has becone sonething of a tradition, and an

obj ect of intense conpetition. The only trouble is, not many of the faculty indulge in the sport."
"They | ose consistently,” remarked Adjani.

"I really haven't nade up ny nind. | have so nuch to do here...'

"I f Zanderson has suggested you go, | would think seriously about it. He does not extend the
invitation to everyone. You are fortunate to have it come so soon."

They talked a long time, though to Spence it seenmed only seconds, when O nmstead Packer's wife canme
to pry her husband | oose to mix with sone of her friends. Adjani excused hinself as well and

vani shed into the press around the buffet. Spence felt naked and obvi ous, having no one to talk
to. The canmaraderie he had experienced with the two nmen evaporated all too quickly.

"I thought |1'd never get you back," said a voice behind him

He turned to see Ari standing there. She seened always to be popping up unexpectedly. "I'm
drifting-save nme," he said.

"It didn't look to me like you needed saving. It |ooked like you were having a good tine."

“No, | nmean now."

She sniled shyly and said, "I'll save you. Wuld you like sonething to eat? Daddy wi |l be nopst

di sappointed if you don't at least try the nobusse."

“I'"d love to try it."

Ari led the way to the buffet and Spence foll owed gladly. He had begun to feel that above all else
he did not want to be | onely anynore.

12

THE BUFFET LOOKED AS if it had been attacked by

shar ks.
"Daddy's pride and joy-look at it now," lamented Ari. She handed Spence a plate and took one
herself. "Ch, well, we mght as well join in the plunder. Let's dig in."

They inched their way along the table laden with platters and serving di shes containing a varied
and exotic fare: shrinp on ice, salnon aspic, sweet and sour neatballs, soufflés of several kinds,
qui ches, a great cheddar wheel, cold roast beef and ham baby |obster tails, relishes and pickles,
brandi ed pears, deviled crabs, avocados stuffed with chicken and tuna sal ad, petits fours, cakes,
and many ot her delicacies, sone of which Spence did not readily recognize.

Not that it nmade a difference whether he recognized any particular dish. Ari adroitly ushered them
through the snarl of el bows and reaching hands and filled both plates while Spence tagged after
her trying not to spill anything.

"Ch, no," sighed Ari as they arrived at a great enpty bow ; the cut glass vessel appeared to have
been recovered froma mud wallow. "Just as | feared. The nousse is gone. Too bad. But | think I
know where there may be sonme nore. Follow ne."

They edged through the crowd and dodged di ners who stood on the periphery holding their plates to
their nouths. She Ied himaway fromthe confusion of the gathering, through a di m passageway, and
into a roomwhi ch had been transforned into a nakeshift kitchen; it |ooked nore |ike the staging
area for a major battle. Several enployees of Gothamls food service worked over platters,
valiantly attenpting to reconstruct beauty fromthe spoils on the plates before them replacing
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wilted |l ettuce and repl enishing depleted items. They worked deftly and quickly, shouldered their
trays, and faced once nore into the fray.

"We shoul d have conme here first,” murnmured Ari. "It's quieter. Here's the nousse, or what's |eft
of it." She picked up a spoon and shook a healthy dollop onto his already overflow ng pl ate.

"It will take me a week to eat all this."

"Nonsense. |'ve seen you eat. Renenber?"

He | ooked around for a place to sit. There were no chairs in

the roomat all.

"Shall we join the others?" asked Ari. "I would rather face lions."

She rai sed an eyebrow. "That was the right answer. | know a place that nay not have been

di scovered. Cone al ong."

They ducked out through a side door and across the hallway into a snmall vestibule. He gathered the
roomwas a sort of private sitting room Bookshelves lined the walls on three sides; on the fourth
there was a large, abstract green painting above a | ow couch. A table in front of the couch bore
the telltale traces of diners who had eaten and departed, |eaving behind the litter of their
repast.

"Daddy calls this his reading room He says it's cozier than his library or office. Mst often he
just cones in here to nap."

They sat down on the couch and fell to eating at once. Spence sanpled a bite of each of the itens
on his plate in turn before devouring themone at a tine.

"It's very good," he nmunbled around a nmouthful. "Only the best for our guests."”

He regarded her with a | ook of genuine gratitude. "Thanks for inviting nme. | don't usually-" He
stopped, "lI'mglad | cane."

She | ooked down at her plate. "lI'mglad you cane, too. | guess | didn't think you would."

"To tell you the truth, | didn't either." "Wat changed your m nd?"
"I don't know. Maybe |I'mjust a pushover for chocol ate nousse."

"Then we'll have to serve it nore often," she said gaily. "But you're not eating yours."
He gl anced down at his plate. It had becone a nuddied palette of confused colors and textures. He
put it down on the table in front of him "I don't |ike nmousse,"” he admitted.

She | aughed then, and to Spence it seened as if the roomsuddenly brightened. "Silly, then why did
you let me give it to you?"

"I don't know, you seened to be enjoying yourself."

Ari blushed slightly and | owered her head. "Well, | am" She seened to becone flustered then and
said no nore.

Silence reclainmed the roomand laid a gulf between them It grew until neither one wanted to cross
it. The atnosphere becane sticky.

"Ari, I'mnot too good at this sort of thing." Spence was surprised to hear his own voice bleating
uncertainly into the vacuum

"You don't have to say anything," said Ari. She raised her blue eyes to his. "I understand."”

"It's just that | ..." Wrds failed him

"Please, it isn't inportant." She smled at himand cocked her head to one side. "I think we
should rejoin the party. Daddy will wonder what happened to ne."

"You're right." Spence stood slowy. Ari remai ned seated, and he | ooked down on her and then
of fered his hand and hel ped her to her feet.

"Thanks," he said softly.

They crossed the roomand Ari turned, putting on her jaunty deneanor again, once nore the

vivaci ous hostess. "We'Il be lucky if they don't eat the tablecloth as well," she said as they
passed the buffet.

"Well, next tinme | get hungry for nousse, | know where to cone," said Spence.

She turned to himand placed her hand on his arm "I hope you won't wait that long." Before he

could answer she whirled away into the crowd and was gone.

SPENCE WALKED BACK To his quarters alone in a nood

of fluttery anticipation, alnost wonder. He had forgotten his anxiety of only hours before; in
fact, he had forgotten a great nany things. What had taken possession of himnow | eft no roomfor
t hose darker thoughts. Though he had no nane for what he felthaving never felt it before-he knew
it to be in no small way connected with the person of Ariadne Zanderson

The warnth of the feeling surprised and confused him It was wholly beyond his rational ability to
describe. It seenmed to defy objective analysis, leaving himfunbling for an explanation |like a man
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groping for a light switch in a dark room That the elusive feeling mght be love did not occur to
hi m

He punched in his code and the panel whispered back, admitting himinto the darkened | ab. Neither
Tickl er nor Kurt were to be seen; he guessed they had finished and gone | ong ago. That suited him
He did not care to think about the project, Tickler, or the scans. All he wanted was to throw off
his junpsuit and flop into bed-which he did, after leaving an alarmcall with MRA

SPENCE PEERED | NTO THE dept hs of a vast chasm as the runble of underground thunder shook the rocks
he clung to fearfully. His inward parts trenbled to the awesonme roar. Below him whirling in the
seet hi ng darkness, he could see strange shapes churning and grinding, sending up a fine blue
powder |ike a velvet mst.

Great jagged flashes of blue lightning rent the air and peel ed away t he darkness of the pit. He

| ooked down and saw clearly into the tunbling nass below. In the fleeting illunination of the
Iightning he saw the groani ng, shuddering, grinding contents of the pit: bones. The enornous

skel etal remains of gigantic prehistoric creatures, thrashing in perpetual notion.

A bolt of lightning raked the rock on which he perched and he felt his hands torn away as he fel
backward into the chasm He twisted in the air, his fingers clawing enpty space for a hold on the
rock. It was too late.

Spence plunged screanming into the whirling dance of the bones.

Down and down he spun, turning and turning. The fine blue grit ascending on the warm updrafts
stung his eyes and filled his nose and mouth, choking him He squirned and gasped as bl ack msts
cl osed around him

The sound of the terrible runbling thunder gradually died away. He dropped |ike a stone through
form ess space. He felt nothing and heard nothing-only the beating of his own heart and the thunp
of his blood as it pounded in his ears. He felt as if he would fall forever. He told hinself the
noti on was absurd.

Per haps, thought Spence, | amnot falling at all. But what else could it be? All at once a new
terror seized his mnd: he was shrinking. Instantly he could feel hinself beconing snaller -

dwi ndling by fine degrees, becom ng ever snaller. Though he had no point of reference by which to
gauge himself, he felt that by now he nust be very tiny. And still the shrinking continued.

This is the way it will end, thought Spence. The universe inploding on itself, racing back into
its flash of creation, conpressing its atons back into that single elemental spark from which all
matter was born. And he was part of it; he was one with it. Now and forever.

THERE WAS NO WAKI NG this tinme. Spence was fully conscious of his surroundi ngs, and was aware, too,
that he had been conscious for sone tinme. There sinply was no dividing line he could point to and
say, "Here | was asleep, and here awake." The shadowy |ine between waki ng and dream ng had been
erased. It no longer existed. In Spence's mnd dream and reality had merged.

Bef ore him hung the shimrering iridescent halo of blue light with its tendrils glowing faintly as
they waved in the darkness of his quarters. The lum nous tendrils seened to be reaching out for
him pulling himup into the green shining halo. He felt the rising, pulling, falling sensation
and knew that he had felt it before in just this way.

He knew that he had experienced all this before-the shining weath, the glistening tendrils, the
shapel ess mass noving darkly in the center-he knewit, but there was no nenory of it. There was
sinmply a know ng.

He watched in grimfascination as the swirling inner eye of the halo condensed into a glinmmering
mass of light. He felt a pressure in his chest; his lungs burned and he realized he had been
holding his breath. His heart flung itself against his ribs and he could snell the fear rising
fromhimas the reek fromthe fur of a wet aninmal. But the thing held himfirmy in his place.
The terror seened nmerely a physical response. He noted it with scientific curiosity, as one night
note the progress of water boiling in a beaker and turning into steam or chart the stages of a
wel |l -known chem cal reaction. The horror he felt belonged to another part of him and that part
no | onger connected with his m nd

A sound like needles clinking or glass slivers breaking agai nst one another rose in volunme. He
noted the sound and nmarked how it seenmed to tingle on the surface of his skin. He gazed nore
deeply into the green halo and saw the fornms within weaving thensel ves into vaguely human shapes.
These ghostly features then hardened into the recogni zable formof a face-the thin, wasted face of
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Hocki ng.

Spence blinked back dully at the leering apparition. H s nouth was dry; he could not speak or cry
out. The will to do so had left him

Hocki ng began speaking to him saying, "You are becom ng accustonmed to the stinulus, Spencer. That
is good. You are nmking remarkabl e progress. Soon we will begin a few sinple comands. But one

thing is needed yet before you are ready. W nust establish a permanent nental |ink through which
my thought inpul ses can travel to you. Heretofore, | have been sending suggestions to you through
your dreans. Wien our minds are |inked, however, | shall be able to do so in your waking state as
well."

Hocking smled his skeletal snmle and Spence, held in his place, stared inpassively ahead.

"This will not harmyou,"” soothed Hocking. "Relax. C ose your eyes. Enmpty your mnd of al

t hought. Think only of the color blue. Concentrate on the col or blue, Spencer. Think of nothing
el se."

Spence obeyed the image's commands. He closed his eyes and filled his mndscreen with an intense,
vi brant shade of blue. He relaxed his clenched fists and slunped; his head hung forward and his
chin rested on his chest.

"In a mnment | will tell you to open your eyes and |ook at ne. But not before |I tell you-do you
under stand? Concentrate. Do exactly as | say ... concentrate ..."

Spence felt his consciousness slipping away. It was as if his soul-all that which he called Spence
and recogni zed as hinsel f-began flowing fromhim poured out like liquid froma bottle. The
sensation sent a quiver up his spine and through his linbs. Once nore the high-pitched tinkling
sound increased, boring through the top of his head and into his skull

Di zzi ness overcane him and with it a tough little kernel of resistance forned somewhere deep
within. But the powerful forces working on himthreatened to steal even that away.

No! thought Spence. | cannot let this happen! Those words echoing inside his brain | acked force.
Al'l strength had gone out of him

No! he cried again. Stop it! Stop it! He did not know whet her he spoke the words al oud or whet her
he nerely thought them It did not matter. He held to the hard kernel of resistance, fighting to
hang on to that last tiny shred of hinmself. He found that as he struggled to grasp it, a remant
of his will returned.

"Rel ax. Do not fight it. Relax, Spencer. This will not hurt you." Hocking' s voice sounded inside
him Hocking was there inside hin

The hi deous realization broke upon his shrivel ed awareness.

"I will not!" shouted Spence, snapping his head up. He opened his eyes and saw t he shi mrering
green halo with Hocking's dreadful face glaring down on him But he saw sonet hing el se that
shocked himback to his senses.

The quavering fibrils around the edge of the halo were stretched taunt and extendi ng toward hi m
touching him He knew that if he did not break the contact at once he woul d cease to exist. Spence
Rest on woul d becone a hol |l ow shell inhabited by Hocking's mnd and controlled by Hocking's will.
He could not let that happen

Al ready he felt Hocking' s presence seeping into him He screaned and threw hinself onto the fl oor
forcing his | eaden extrenities to nove. But the tendrils did not release their hold, remained
attached to his forehead.

Shaking with the effort, his nuscles turning to jelly and his strength flowing away |ike water, he
dragged hinself across the floor to the sani booth. Hand over hand he pulled hinself to his feet.
"Sit down, Spencer. Relax. We are nearly finished. Relax. Concentrate . " Hocking's voice
chanted inside his head. "Relax ... relax ... relax..."

He punched the access plate, and the door of the booth slid open. He teetered on the threshold.
"Rel ax, Spencer. Sit down."

Spence heard a crack and felt his cheek sliding dowm the stall's snmooth wall. The booth seenmed to
tilt upside down and he slid to the floor, half in and half out. H's head struck the sensor plate
in the floor and he heard the whir of the mechanismas the gentle rain of powder began descendi ng
upon himlike fine snow. The quiet drone of the nmechanismwas the last thing he heard.

13
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ARl SAT IN A white nolded plastic chair next to Spence's bed. The nurses had just finished washing
the Iast of the blue sanitizing powder fromhis hair. One side of his face bore the red poached

| ook of a sunburn. He appeared to have suffered nothing worse than falling asleep on the beach at
hi gh noon.

The patient's breathing cane slow and regul ar-the doctor had said that the worst was over. There
woul d be sone slight inflammtion and pain due to the inhalation of the chenical, but nothing nore
serious. The physician indicated that it was a wonder Spence had not suffocated in the powder. His
skin woul d be sensitive for a week or so and it would probably peel. Spence was fortunate,
remarked Dr. WIllians, that he had not fallen face up into the booth. He could have been blinded

by the ultraviolet light. Al in all, he had escaped unharned.

"Did he tell you about his first “accident,' Mss Zanderson?" Dr. WIIlianms had asked.

"No- he nentioned a bunp on the head, | believe. He seened fine. | never dreaned ..."

"Ch, it's serious all right. Qur young friend is manifesting definite self-destructive tendencies.
He was found in the cargo bay with the I ock open. He nearly died. | wouldn't tell you this, you

under stand, but he seens not to have any close friends - except you, of course.”
Ari frowned and bit her lip. "What can | do, doctor?"
The medi ¢ shook his head slowly. "Only watch him Get himto tal k about what causes these attacks,

if you can. W'll wait and see. It'll be better in the long run if he volunteers the information
on his owmn. If we pry too hard, try to force himto tell us, it could drive the cause deeper

"Of course, if the bottomdrops out we'll intervene. | would rather it never came to that. And so
would he, I'"'msure. As with a lot of men in his position, one incident like that on his record and

he woul d be rui ned professionally."”
Ari had listened to Dr. Wlliams intently, and her features reflected the turmoil of her enotions.
She | ooked so forlorn when he finished speaking that he felt conpelled to confort her and discount

his dire predictions. "Forgive me for speaking frankly," Dr. WIllians said apologetically. "I tend
to function on a 'worst case' basis. | may have overdramatized things a bit. He'll be all right.
Your Dr. Reston is a strong-willed chap. He'll snap out of it, | daresay."

Ari thanked the doctor then and he had gone away, |eaving her to wait beside the bed. She occupied
her tinme puzzling over the physician's parting words: Your Dr. Reston. Was it really so obvious
t hen? she wonder ed.

After a while a nurse brought in a cup of coffee for her and stayed to chat a little. There were
no other patients in that particular wing at present, so Ari was free to stay as |long as she

wi shed. "You can even stretch out on one of the other beds if you like," the nurse suggested.
"I"'mnot tired, and I don't mnd waiting. Thank you for the coffee, though."

The nurse left again, dimmng the lights and imersing the rigidly efficient and scrupul ously
spot | ess hospital roominto cool, soothing shadow. Ari heard the door sigh shut and, folding her
hands in her | ap and bowi ng her head, began to pray.

The gol den crown of her bowed head was the first thing Spence saw when he woke up

"I seem al ways to be waking up here." H's voice was a hoarse whisper. H's lungs burned and his
throat felt as if it had been stripped raw.

Her head cane up smling. "It's because you fall asleep in such funny places."

"You heard about that, huh?"

She nodded her head, regarding himw th eyes which seened a deeper shade of blue, darkening out of
synmpathy for him "You could have told me yoursel f," she said.

Spence shrugged. "There wasn't nuch to tell."

"How do you feel ?"

"Ckay. "

"“You sound terrible."

"Thanks." Spence was suddenly convul sed by a fit of coughing. The flanmes in his lungs |eapt up and
he felt as if his throat was on fire.

Ari stood quickly and grabbed a plastic cup of ice water from

the tray beside his bed. "Here, sip sone of this." She held the cup

for himand guided the straw to his nouth. "Better?"

"Much." They | ooked at one another wi thout speaking for a nonment, then Spence turned his head
away.

"Was it that bad this tine?" H's voice sounded snmall and faraway.

Ari sat down on the edge of his bed. She placed a hand on his arm "Don't you renenber?"

"l don't renenber anything."

She placed a cool hand on the side of his face and turned his head toward her. "It's all right,
Spence. It's going to be all right."

In the soft light falling fromrecessed panels overhead Ari was transformed in his eyes into a
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nmi ni stering angel who had come to succor himin his hour of need. Her fair hair shone with a soft
luster and her eyes glimered with cal massurance. Her lips curved upward in a snile and the
shadows caressed the gentle curve of her snooth cheek

He Iifted a hand to her face and gazed into her eyes. She took the hand in hers and kissed it
gently. Spence felt revived. He squeezed her hand and pulled it to him

"How long will | be here this tine?" he asked at | ength. "The doctor said at |east twenty-four
hours, but it's up to you, really. How do you feel ?"

"Tired."

"'l leave you to get sone rest." She stood up fromthe bed and placed his hand back on his
chest, giving it a gentle squeeze, "No. | didn't nean-"

"Shh. Don't worry. |'Il cone back. Get sone sleep now. " She snmiled again as she turned to | eave.

"You had ne worried-for a nonent | thought it was the npusse."
"I didn't eat it, renenber?" He smiled faintly. "CGood night, Spencer."
He closed his eyes and drifted off into deep, untroubled sleep

"HE RESI STED THE ATTEMPTED ni ndlink," said Hocking flatly. He did not like adnmitting failure,
especially to Otu. Oten the repercussi ons were unpl easant.

Otu's yellow eyes narrowed as he glared coldly out of the shinmering halo. "So?"

"He is a strong-willed subject, Otu. | don't know where he found the strength to resist. It did
not seem possible that this tine he could wthstand."

"There seemto be a great nmany things you do not know, and far too many inpossibilities. It does

not suit nme at all. | amdispleased with you, Hocking." The nmetallic band on his brow pul sed nore
qui ckly.
Hocki ng fought to keep his voice under control. "A minor setback. A snall delay. We are nearly

there. Next tine-"

"Next time!" The w zened countenance suddenly contorted in a snarl of venonous rage. The thin-

i pped nmout h gaped open, revealing a row of sharp, even brown teeth. The yell ow eyes flashed fire,
and the gleaming circlet quivered. "Next tine' You speak to nme of next tine? I, Ortu, say what is
to be. O have you forgotten?"

Hocki ng drew back into his chair as if it were a shell he could hide in. H's fingers jerked
spasnodically on the tray before him

"I have not forgotten. How am | ever to forget?" There was an icy tinge of hate in the underling's
Voi ce.

Otu' s eyes narrowed once nore. "l made you what you are. | can unmake you. You cane to nme a
patheti c mass of m sshapen flesh. | saved you, fed your intellect, increased the power of your

m nd. Do not now pretend that you are sorry. It is too late for that, crippled one. Mich too
late. "

"I meant nothing by it, Otu. | ask your forgiveness for ny error." Hocking swall owed hard and

| ooked steadily into the glowi ng blue weath of light. H s answer seemed to appease his

unpredi ctable mentor. Otu drew back and his twi sted features went slack, becomnm ng once nore bl ank
and rempte as if he were carved of cold stone.

"What woul d you have ne do?" asked Hocking. H's breath cane easier

"W are in dangerous territory at present. One nore projection could break himand he woul d be

ruined for our purposes. It could kill him Either outcone would be unfortunate. It would nean
starting over yet again. | do not wish to begin again. Besides, his ability to resist interests
me. W will continue.”

"As you wish, Otu. | will allowhimtine to regain his strength and then increase the frequency
of the dream suggestions. That should sufficiently wear down his nental defenses.

"Dr. Reston is, after all, a very adept subject. W have a great wealth of dreanstate inages from
himalready. | will have no trouble altering the content of his dreans to suit our purposes.”
"The next projection nust not fail," warned Otu. The hollow, enpty voice was devoid of anger or
mal i ce. The utterance chilled Hocking to the marrow

"It will not."

The hal o di med and began to fade away. Hocki ng watched until nothing was left but a faint glowin
the air. Then that, too, disappeared. The egg-shaped chair spun silently around and whi sked out of
the enpty chanber.

"l have been too easy on him" nuttered Hocking. "I have let himescape. But no nore. | wll break
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himlike a twin. He will acknow edge we. Reston will crawl to ne!"

14

YOU ARE LOCKI NG CHI PPER t his norning!"

Spence turned as Ari entered the room She was dressed in a fresh, green, tunicked junpsuit with a
high collar. Her hair spilled over her shoulders in flaxen curls. She appeared the picture of
health and good wll.

"I am 1'mleaving."

"When?"

"Ri ght nowor just as soon as the nurse cones back with ny clothes."

She cocked her head to one side. "Are you sure you're up to it?"

"Of course. | only slipped in the shower. I'mfine. Besides, if

| stay here much longer, 1'll starve. The food is like ... don't ask.” "You still sound like a
frog. Your poor throat-" "Dr. WIllians says it will clear up in a day or twd. The chemical isn't
harnful, but it doesn't do to inhale it in quantity, that's

all. He says if | can stay out of the rain | won't catch pneunoni a.

There's no reason to keep me here."

"Can you breathe all right? Does it hurt?"

"Not too much. Wat's all this? Don't you want nme to get out?" "Certainly | do. But | don't want
you to have a rel apse.” "Rel apse?”

"You know anot her spell or whatever."

Spence stared at the ceiling for a few nonents before speak

i nn again. And when he did, the bantering tone had none out of

his voi ce.

"Ari, what do you think has been happening to nme?" "l don't know. Honestly."

"What has Dr. Wllianms told you?"

"Nothing. He's as puzzled by all this as anybody."

He considered this. "Listen to we, Ari, |I-" He was inter

rupted by the arrival of the nurse with his clothing.

"Here we are. CGood as new, M. Reston." Everyone was M xter to the nursing staff-that was the only
way they could distinguish the nedical doctors fromall the other varieties abounding on Got ham
She laid the neatly folded gold and blue bundle of his junpsuit at the foot of his bed.

"Il wait outside while you change, Spence,"” said Ari. She left with the nurse.

When he energed fromthe sick bay ward he | ooked fit and rested and better than Ari had seen him
She wondered if she had been overconcerned; surely Spence knew what was best. He turned his head
when he saw her and she saw the "sun-burned" portion of his face. No, she was right to be worried.
He needed | ooking after.

Dr. WIllians stepped up to disnmiss his patient as Spence nmet Ari at the portal. "I hope you'l
think about what | said, Dr. Reston. My offer still stands."

"I'"ll think about it. But |I don't think I'll change ny nmind." The physician shook his head. "It's
up to you. |I'malways avail able."

"I appreciate that."

The panel slid open. Spence and Ari stepped through. "Goodbye, doctor. I'Il try to stay out of
trouble for at |east a week."

"Pl ease! | need ny beds for sick people." The sliding door cut himoff.

"Wel |, where to?" asked Ari. "How about lunch? I'Il buy." "Yes, to lunch. But I'Il buy. | have a
favor to ask you." "All right. \Were shall we go?"

"Belles Exprit is okay with ne. Ckay with you?"

"My, it must be sone favor. But |'mganme. Let's go."

They made their way along the trafficways of Gothamto the so-called |eisure | evel, taking severa
lifts and a shunt tube to their destination. Wen they arrived in the plaza there was a |line of
people waiting to be seated in the restaurant.

"Ah, perfect timng," said Spence. "That's the trouble with a good beanery. Wrd gets out and the
tourists take over. Want to go somepl ace el se?"

"It's worth the wait. Let's stay."
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The line noved slowy and the two filled the tinme tal king about nmundane itens of Got ham news.
Spence did not mention again his reason for the rendezvous, but Ari let himwork up to it in his
own way.

At last they were ushered to a small table and sat facing one another over a stiff, white
tabl ecl ot h. Spence hardly glanced at the nmenu and put it aside. Ari deci ded he was getting ready
to tell her what he had begun to explain in sick bay.

"Ari-" The waiter, attired in a black suit with white shirt and tie and | ooking very conti nent al
appeared to take their order.

"What woul d you like, Monsieur?" Even the French accent was comendabl e. Spence deci ded that the
wai ters for the various restaurants were recruited for their acting ability as nmuch as for their
efficiency. They seened to be the flower of their flock, and far better than any Spence had had
the fortune to run into on Earth. Perhaps they were in fact French waiters after all.

"We will have the artichokes vinaigrette to start. And the sole.”

"New peas or caulifl ower, Mbnsieur?"

"New peas. And | think | would |ike a nice Beaujolais."

"Shall | bring a bottle, sir?"

"A half bottle will be fine, thank you."

It was only after the waiter had gone that he realized he had not consulted his guest for her
order. "lI'msorry. I'mafraid | neglected to ask you what you wanted."

She | aughed. "Don't be enbarrassed. You read ny mind."

"I do this so seldom I'mafraid |I'mout of practice."

"And don't apol ogi ze. There's nothing to apol ogi ze for."

"Just the sane, next tine I'll let you do all the talking."

"I'"'mnot conpl aining, Spencer. Agirl would be a fool to scorn a free neal ."

The waiter returned with the wine. He showed Spence the bottle and Spence pretended to read the

| abel . He then deftly uncorked it and splashed a swallow into Spence's glass and handed it to him
I aying the cork at his hand. Spence took the cork and sniffed it, not know ng what he was snelling
for, then took a sip of the wine. It was snooth and good, warm ng the palate with a vibrant charm
"That's very good," he said. The waiter poured their glasses half full and then left.

The gl asses stood before them casting faint crinson shadows on the white cloth. Spence did not
lift a hand toward his glass, so Ari folded her hands on the table and waited.

"I want to tell you sonmething-it's about what has been happening. "

"You don't have to say anything."

"l want to-1 want you to know." He raised his eyes fromthe white expanse of the tablecloth to
nmeet hers.

"Al right, I'"'mlistening," she said gently.

"Ari, | don't know what's happening to ne. Not really." He | ooked at her and for a nonent she saw
how frightened he was. He shook his head and the fear receded, pushed back behind its barrier once
more. "But | don't think it's nme. At least not entirely."

" Cho"
"I know what Dr. WIllians thinks. And | have a fair idea what he nust have told you. But he's
forgetting that | amtrained in psychology, too. | know the synptonms and t he causes.

"I don't think I fit the profile. | mean, |I'mhardly mani cdepressive, and |'m not schi zophrenic.
At least, | don't think

am

The waiter returned to lay the glistening green-gray artichokes before them He unrolled the
napki ns and placed themon their |aps, arranged their silver, and then vani shed.

Spence continued as if the waiter had never been there. "At this point, | realize | would have a
very rough time proving ny sanity."

"Nobody thinks you're insane."

"Dr. WIlians might dispute that."

"Nonsense. He's concerned, and | amtoo. You have to admit, though, we haven't a lot to go on."

"Granted. These past few weeks, however, | have doubted ny sanity. | could feel it slipping away
and there was nothing | could do to stop it. It was like | was being drained, bit by bit, only I
didn't realize it at first. | tried to tell nyself that it was overwork, pressure, new

surroundi ngs. But | don't think so anynore."
He sanpl ed sone of the artichoke. Ari, who had been nibbling all along, laid down her fork. "I
don't think "mgetting all of this, Spence. Perhaps you'd better start at the beginning."

"You're right." He nodded and took a few nore bites of his food. "I can't renenber the beginning.
There are a lot of things | can't renenber. Wol e chunks of ny nmenory are mi ssing.
"But it was sonme tine after | canme here, though not long after. A couple weeks, that's all. It
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started with the dreans."

"Dreans?"

"Don't ask ne what they're about, because | don't know. Sonetines | am al nost on the verge of
renenbering-1 can al nost see a picture in my mnd. Aword or a sound will trigger it, but then
it's gone. Everything goes blank

"But | can tell you this: they are strange, frightening dreans. | wake up in a cold sweat,
trenbling. Once or twice | believe | have screaned. | know | have cried in ny sleep

"There is no pattern to it that | can see. Sonetinmes it happens during a session-the experinents,
you know and sonetimes when |I'masleep in ny own quarters. But the enotional inpact stays with me
for a while, lingering over ne |ike a ghostly presence, haunting ne."

"That's horrible!"

"It gets worse."

"Your order, sir." The waiter materialized out of nowhere to place several steam ng dishes before
them "Enjoy your meal, Monsieur, Madenoiselle."

"Uh-oh," said Spence. "Sonething's wong."

"What is it?" said Ari, afraid that sonme new horror had descended upon Spence.

"Red wine with sole. How gauche." He pulled a wy grin. "Ari, you are dining with a gauche
person."

She | aughed and the sound was a bubbling of music. "Down with convention! | don't care. Besides,
you know what they say."

"What do they say?"

"Fool i sh consistency is the hobgoblin of little mnds."

"Is it?"

"Wel |, Enerson thought so. He said it."

They both | aughed then and Ari saw the lines of strain ease fromaround his eyes and mouth. He |et
go; the ice had been broken. He had trusted her with his secret; now he would confide in her. She,
too, rel axed, discovering she had been sitting on the edge of her chair since they were seated.
"Cheers!" said Spence, lifting his glass and clinking it against hers. He took a sip of w ne and
then dug into his food with the haste of a hungry man. They ate in silence until he pushed back
his plate with a notion of finality. He had reached a deci sion

He | aunched back into his confession willingly. The words spilled out in a torrent; the fl oodgates
had opened. Ari sat spellbound as she |istened.

"The bl ackouts began a week ago-five days, to be exact. Nothing in ny famly history would
indicate a condition such as this. No epil epsy, catal epsy, or anything of that sort. It's
conpletely original with nme, whatever it is.

"What takes place during the blackouts, | have no idea. Neither do | know how | ong they | ast
precisely. | estimate anywhere fromsix to ten hours, working backward fromthe tine | can | ast
remenber until | wake up again. Cbviously | amfairly active during these episodes, judging from

the fact that | seemto be able to get nyself into varying degrees of difficulty.” He raised a
hand to the red side of his face.

"These sel f-destructive acts, as Dr. Wllians calls them are well known in psychol ogi ca
literature-especially in association with blackouts or ammesia. It is not unusual for a blackout
to result fromthe trauma of a very destructive or threatening act. In other words, the nind

bl ocks the menory of the episode because it is sinply too painful to renenber.

"In ny case, however, | believe it is just the other way around. | can't prove anything one way or
the other, but sonmething inside tells ne I'"mright in the assunption. | thought about it all |ast
night as | lay in sick bay. It's just a gut hunch, but right nowit's the best 1've got."

"I"'mnot sure | understand."

"What |'mtrying to say, | guess, is that in ny case the blackouts cone first and trigger the self-
destructive acts. Only | don't think the point is to destroy nyself."

"What is the point?"

"To escape. Flight is one of the oldest aninal reflexes. It's basic, universal. Even the npst
timd creature will flee into an unknown danger in order to escape a known one."

"But, Spence," Ari gasped, "who or what would want to harm you?"

"I don't knowyet. But | nean to find out." He glanced al Ari's worried face; she was chew ng her
lower lip and scowing furiously. "I know how fantastic this all sounds. You must think I'ma
ravi ng madman. Wy invent invisible enen es? Wiy concoct outrageous theories when the sane facts
can be explained nore sinply with known principles? |I've asked nyself those questions a thousand
tinmes in the last twenty-four hours. But there's sonmething inside me that won't let ne accept the
other alternative. And right nowthat's all | have."

Ari | eaned across the table and placed her hands on his. She |looked himfull in the face and said,
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"l believe you, Spencer."

"You do?"

"Yes, | do. For one thing, no one could talk the way you do - so objectively, so |ogically-who was
suffering the kind of nental distress you describe. So | believe you."

"I didn't think it would be that easy. | nean, there's every reason to | ock ne away before | hurt
nysel f or soneone else. But ... you don't think |I'm going crazy?"

"No, | don't. Whatever it is that's causing these-these seizures, it nust be sonething outside
yoursel f."

"That's it, Ari. You' ve said it. Sonething outside of nme. I've felt it hovering over ne. A
presence ... | can't describe what it's like."

"How can it be, though?"

Spence clenched his fist. "I don't know | scarcely believe it's possible. But that's the feeling

| get sonetines."

"Did you enjoy your neal, sir?" the waiter asked. How | ong he had been standing there Spence
wasn't sure. He was surprised to see the table cleared of the dishes; he had been so wapped up in
his story he had not noticed them being taken away.

"The nmeal was fine, thank you."

"Very good, sir. | will bring your check." "Thank you, Spence. It was a lovely neal." "If sonewhat
gruesone. "
"No, | nean it. | can't say | enjoyed the conversation-knowi ng what you have been through. But

I've enjoyed being with you."

The waiter brought the check on a silver tray and placed it before Spence, handing hima silver
fountain pen at the sane time. He signed his nane and personal accounting code.

"Thank you very nuch, Monsieur. Join us again very soon. Adieu." The waiter turned and snapped his
fingers and a white - coated young man appeared with a silver coffeepot and filled their china
cups. He placed between thema tiny silver bow which contained four delicate pink rosebud mints.
Spence sipped his coffee thoughtfully. Ari could see himweighing his next words carefully.

"Ari, I've told you all this because | want to ask a favor of you."

"CGo ahead."

"I't's a small thing, but it's inportant to ne. You'll probably think it's silly."

"No, | won't. Not after all you' ve told ne today. | don't think any of this is silly. | think it's
extrenmely serious."

"Well, your father asked me to join the research trip to the terraformng project on Mars."

"l renmenber. | was there when he asked you."

"Right. The thing is, |I've decided to take up his offer. I'mgoing to go on the trip. Only no one
can know. That's where you cone in. | want you to fix it for nme so that all the necessary
arrangenents are made w t hout anyone beyond your father and his staff knowi ng about it. Can you do
t hat ?"

"I think so; | can try. But, Spence, do you think that's wise? You'll be away a |ong tine-anything
coul d happen. You coul d have bl ackouts again, and out there no one would be able to take care of
you, no nedical facilities."

"I have to get away, don't you see? The bl ackouts started here, and if | stay they'll continue.
They may happen out there, too, | realize that. But | have to take that risk."
Ari was not convinced. She frowned. "I don't like it-it's too dangerous. Wiy don't you stay here

and arrange to have someone nmonitor your activities-your assistant maybe. O, let Dr. WIlians
check you over. That would be the sane thing to do."

"The sane thing?" he snapped.

"Sorry. Unfortunate choice of words. But you know what | nean. He offered to let you cone in for a
conpl et e physi cal and psychol ogical. And he'd keep it off the record."

"He told you about that? What else did he tell you? Wat have you two got cooked up?"

"Not hi ng, Spence. | didn't nean anything-"

"What was the idea? Keep ne talking until | convinced nyself to check in as a psycho? WAs that
what you had in mnd?"

The sudden shift in Spence's nood frightened Ari. She did not know what to do, so she said,
"Listen, Spencer, 1'll do as you say. I'll get your trip cleared and |I'l| arrange it so no one
will know. But | want a favor fromyou. Let Dr. WIIlians | ook you over before you go. It couldn't
hurt."

He | eaned back in his chair and fought to regain control of his tenper. He still glared at her
and the | ook on his face scared her. "I'll think about it," he snapped

The next nonent he was on his feet, junping up so quickly that he sent his chair crashing to the
floor. Heads turned as he stormed out of the restaurant, and diners at the tables all around
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stared at Ari and tal ked behind their hands. She colored under their scrutiny. The waiter |eaped
forward instantly and righted the chair.

"No trouble, Madenpiselle,” he said and graciously hel ped her from her seat.

She hurried fromthe cafe, her cheeks burning scarlet.

15

BY THE TI ME SPENCE reached the lab he was in a foul nobod. Ari had betrayed him He had trusted
her, confided in her, only to find that she was working for Dr. WIllianms. The two of them gangi ng
up on himhe did not need, he argued. He did not need anybody.

In his present state he was ready to bite the heads off nails. The unlucky Tickler discovered this
to his dismay when he nmet Spence at the portal as the panel slid open. "Where have you been, Dr.
Rest on? W' ve been worried about you."

"You have, huh?" Spence threw hima nasty |ook. "Not worried enough to check the sick bay."

"l was just on ny way down there," said Tickler. He wung his hands as if to wi pe off sonething

di stasteful. "Wien you didn't show up for the session I... well, | didn't know what to do."
"Well, you can stop worrying. I'mall right. |I just had a little accident, that's all."

"Your voice ... your face. Wat happened?"

"Maybe 1'Il tell you about it soneday. Right now | want to go over those averages | asked you to

get for nme.
Ti ckl er spun conpletely around in a circle before heading off to the datafile at the opposite end
of the | ab. Spence smiled darkly; he had really upset the finicky Tickler this tine.

He crossed the lab and went to his place in the booth. He

flopped into his chair and took up the |og book, fully intending to bleed off his anger with a few
hours of furious work. But as soon as

he settled hinself in his chair the ConCen screen on the wall next

to himbegan flashing and the beeper shrilled its tone code.

The tone stopped after one sequence and the flasher stopped

too, leaving a red bar across the screen. Evidently the nessage

was not of particular urgency; he felt at first inclined to ignore

it, but instead he punched the display key on the panel beneath

the screen.

He watched as it spelled out his name and |ID nunber and

the characters | NOF-CLS- A-RDYRD. |In conputerspeak this nmeant that the nessage was of interoffice
origin of the |lowest grade and was ready to read by sinply tapping the display key once nore.
Several of the higher grade levels required that a personal access code be entered before the
message coul d be received, and sonme woul d not be displayed at all but would only be dispensed on
paper through the ConmCen printer |est anyone unauthorized accidentally view the screen when an

i nportant message was transmtted.

Spence tapped the display key and read the foll ow ng:

Spence, Cone see ne when you get a chance. I'd like to talk to you. Adjani

This was an unexpected devel oprment; he was being invited to drop in on the genius just as if they
were old friends. He was flattered in spite of hinself and wondered what Adjani wanted to talk to
hi m about. Only one way to find out. Go see him

He rose just as Tickler entered the control booth. "Here are the averages, Dr. Reston," sniffed
his assistant, waving a sheaf of printouts at him

"Thanks, Tickler. 1'll see to themlater. Sonething's cone up. |I'Il be back soon. Ready the
presets for the next battery of experinents. We'll start those tonight. And Tickler, please be
careful with the encephanine. Another spill like last time and you could put the whole station to

sl eep. Besides, the stuff is expensive!"

Spence ducked out |eaving the nmffed Tickler sputtering. He left the I ab feeling nmuch better than
when he had entered it, and .noved out onto the trafficway heading for the main axial. For sone
reason he received perverse pleasure in befuddling the stuffy Tickler. The realization gave hima
monentary pang of guilt which he rejected without a second thought.

He paused on his way to view a directory. He had never been to the H En section before and knew
only vaguely how to get there. He tapped H En into a ConCen screen below the directory and
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instantly received a route suggestion, and hurried along. He took Fifth Avenue where it branched
off fromthe main, and then made for the Belt Line tube tram That saved him from having to
meander through the conplex inner core of Gotham He got out of the tube in the blue section and
took the nearest lift up four levels to his destination

Adjani's quarters were two cranmped cubicles overflowing with electronic gear, nagcarts, and
bubbl epl ates. The roons were

barely | arger than sani boot hs and Spence coul d see they had been hastily partitioned off from one
of the larger labs. In one cubicle was a bed and a chair, on which were stacked a nulticol ored
tower of mmgcarts; in the other roomwas a desk and a data base with three wafer screens and

keyboar ds.
"I amafraid one of us will have to sit on the bed," explained Adjani apologetically as he ushered
Spence in. "My arrival has caused some hardshi p anong the housekeepers, | believe. A nstead was

ki nd enough to divide his quarters with me until a nore suitable arrangenent can be found. Cone
in, come in, please."

"Thank you." Spence glanced around the cluttered interior. Every square centineter of space,
except for a tentative pathway through the roons, was cramred with data in its various disguises-
on paper, disc, tape, and sealed cartridge. It renmi nded Spence of his own study cube back at the

university years ago. "I will never conplain about nmy mniature quarters again. Conpared to these,
ni ne are cavernous."

"I don't mind, really. I"'mnot here very much. Mstly I'"'min one of the |abs or hotroonms. They
keep ne pretty busy, you know. Personally, |I'mbeginning to think the only reason Packer wanted ne

here was so he wouldn't have to think anynore.”™ The slimbrown man paused, then added devi ously,
"I'"'mfixing him though. | make himand his shuttle buns think twice as hard!"

He turned and threaded his way carefully into the adjoining cubicle. Spence followed lightly,
careful not to start an aval anche. Adjani plopped the nulticolored cartridges onto a knee-high
stack of disc cartons and waved Spence to the chair. He curled up on the bed in |lotus position
Spence wondered if his host was Hi ndu

"Where are you from Adjani?"

"San Francisco." He |aughed at Spence's expression, rocking back and forth on the bed. "I know,
everyone nakes the sane mistake. My people are from Nagal and. My father was from | nphal; ny nother
from Mani pur. They net in London when ny father was teaching at the Royal Acadeny. He is at Oxford
now. "

Adj ani spoke with pride of his parents; Spence sensed they were cl ose. Somewhat wi stfully he found
hi msel f envying Adjani's relationship with his fam |y-though he knew nothing at all about them and
regretting his own.

Adj ani continued: "They waited eight years to bring me to the United States. W cane under the
Necessary Skills Programjust after the war, and it cost ny father over twelve thousand dollars to
buy our entrance visas. | was eight years old when we came-| renenber because | was in seventh
formand everyone made fun of me for being so small."

"You were in seventh formwhen you were only eight?" Spence's eyes grew wi de in disbelief.

"I't was all they could do to keep ne in printout paper,"” |aughed Adjani.

"You stayed in California then?"

"Yes, for the nost part. Wien | finished school we went back to India and | spent sone tine in ny
father's honel and-a very enlightening experience. Every son should have the chance to see his
father as a young man. That's what | saw i n Nagal and.

"Anyway, we could not go back to the United States because our visas had expired. Father went back
to Geat Britain. I would have joined him | believe, but Cal Tech sumobned nme for their Think
Tank. "

"What about your visa?"

"The governnent waived the regulations. O nstead arranged it, though he won't admit it. W had
become friends at Stanford. And he was afraid that if he did not find me a job he woul d never see
me again. Quite possibly it was true." Adjani spread his hands wi de. "Now you know ny whole life's
story-but for one or two inportant details."

"It's an interesting story. |'msure your parents are very proud of you."

Adj ani shrugged. "Yes and no. They realize that | amwhat | am but they do not deny they had
greater plans for ne."

The remark struck Spence as absurd. Adjani was possibly the highest man in his discipline. "Wat
could be greater than what you're doing right now?"

"They had hoped | woul d becone their purohit-the famly priest.”

"You are Hi ndu?" asked Spence, thinking his first inpression had been correct.

"Ch, no!" laughed Adjani. "I use the word in a general sense. W are Christians. My fanily hoped |
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woul d be a minister, like ny grandfather."”
Thi s adm ssion made Adj ani seem even nore foreign and mysteriqus. For Spence, religion was nerely
a hol dover froma superstitious age in man's history. No true scientist held to dogma.

"Does this surprise you, Spence?" Adjani's black eyes glittered intently as he | eaned forward on

hi s couch.

"Alittle, | guess. People don't take that stuff seriously anynore."

"Ah, that's where you're wong. Religion is elemental to man's being. True religion ennobles; it

never debases."

"l guess | haven't thought nmuch about it one way or the other.'

Spence shifted unconfortably in

his seat.

"Don't worry." Adjani smled broadly. "I did not invite you here to preach to you."

Spence rel axed and | eaned back in his chair. "I was beginning to wonder. Wy did you ask nme here?"
"A selfish reason. | would like to know you better." Adjani clasped his hands beneath his chin and

rested his el bows on his knees. He weighed his next words before saying them

" And?"

"And-1 do not wish to offend you-l thought you | ooked Iike sonmeone who could use a friend."
Spence did not speak right away. The comment seened charged with inplications he could not fathom

at once. Hi s eyes becane wary and his tone guarded. "That's very kind of you. | appreciate that,"

he said slowy. The suspicion in his voice | eaked through

Adj ani pounced on it as if it were a snake. "lIs that so unusual ?"

"Way, no. OF course not. | have lots of friends." Spence hoped he would not be asked to nanme them
"Good. | would lIike you to consider nme anmong them"”

Spence did not know what to say; he was enbarrassed, but could not think why he should be. "I'd be
glad to have you as a friend, Adjani. | nean it." The words were genui ne.

No one spoke for a few nmonents. Adjani sat gazing at Spence as if he were reading his future in
his face. Spence felt a strange excitenent stir within himand the roomgrew fuzzy and indistinct.
At the sane tine he was aware of a heightened sensitivity to his situation. An unseen presence had
entered the room He could feel it-a force which charged the atnosphere of the tiny roomwth
electricity.

When Adj ani spoke, his words cut through to Spence's heart. "I see a darkness around you like a
cloud. Wuld you like to tell me what is troubling you?"

16

SPENCE HEARD THE FADI NG echo of a roar like thunder. He could not decide if he had i ndeed heard
the sound or only imagined it, for it shrank away to become the sound of his own bl ood pounding in
his ears. He dropped |ike a stone through an infinite darkness, falling and falling, turning over
and over, spinning slowy through the void.

How | ong he had fallen he could not determine. Tine had no neaning in this form ess space. But
presently he glinpsed-far ahead as in a tunnel a long way off-a single beamof white light. The
Iight grew stronger and | arger as he spun closer, growing until it filled his eyes with a gentle
radi ance. He could see it quite clearly-a large |um nous disk, noonlike against the forever -
dar kness all around.

As he watched, the disk changed slightly. He noticed that it had features which resenbl ed hunan
features. The disk swept closer to him or he to it, and he realized that it was not a noon at
all, but a human skull

The skull's black, vacant eye sockets rotated slowy toward himto fix himw th their hideous

bl ank gaze. He could see it clearly now, |oonm ng ever closer, filling the void with its wan,
ghostly light. He saw that the skull was rushing upon himand at the sane tinme that he was

shri nki ng.

Great wenching spasns of fear shook his body-he inmagi ned he could hear his teeth rattle in his
head. H s heart hamered against his ribs and his tongue stuck to the roof of his nouth as he
fought to cry out.

Spence dimnished as the skull swept toward him growing larger as it came. Now it filled his
field of vision-its eyes were huge bl ack pits opening before him He put his hands out as if to
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stop the terrible collision, but when he parted them he saw that he was spinning into one of the
enpty eye sockets

The gleam ng white teeth in the skull's bony jaw fl ashed as the nouth opened and began to wag. He
heard a thin, cold laughter emanating from between the skull's bare teeth-the horrible

fl eshl ess sound of ghostly laughter. He clanped his hands over his ears, but it was too late; the
sound had gotten inside his head where it reverberated endl essly.

Now he could see the scaly, pitted ridge of bone which forned the brow, and the triangular hol e of
the nose with its jutting sliver of bone slashing out fromit. The eye hole seemed instantly to
expand as he toppled through its yawning, craterlike aperture.

At the nonent he fell into the nonstrous eye socket, Spence's world flashed red-as if he had

pl unged beneath the surface of a sea of blood. H's falling, shrinking, plunging notion abruptly
stopped and he felt suspended in the weird crinson gl ow

Slow y he becanme aware of the fact that he lay on a solid shelf of rock, his cheek flat agai nst
snoot h, cool stone. The deep red color enmanated fromthe stone itself. His terrible fear subsided.
Spence raised his head slowy. He | ooked at his hands, bringing thembefore his face in the bl ood-
red glare as if they mght belong to soneone el se. But they were his hands, and seeing them
unaltered calned his fluttering pul se. He stood uncertainly and gazed around hi m

He took one step and his | egs gave way beneath him he was still too shaken and dizzy to wal k. He
pushed hinmsel f up on his hands and knees and waited until his head cleared. In this position
staring down at the stone beneath him he saw sonethi ng which caused his jaw to drop in amazenent.
He rubbed his eyes.

VWhen he worked up his nerve to look again it still rermained. He bent to examine it once nore to
make sure his eyes had not tricked himin the strange light. H's breath cane in |ong, shaky gasps
of excitenent as he brought his face closer to it.

Yes, there was no mistake. Before himin the red dust of the rock floor was a single naked human

footprint.
Spence heard a shout echoing fromthe high, vaulted roof of the cavern, and realized with a shock
that it was his own voice, crying out over and over: "It can't be! It can't be!"

THE DAY DRAGGED AWAY |i ke a wounded snake pulling its injured |l ength painfully along. Spence felt
every slow tick ebbing away as if it were wung fromhis own flesh

He had been in a sour nood upon waking and knew that he had dreanmed again. This depressed him

t hor oughl y. Sonehow he

imagi ned that, in light of his resolve to deal squarely with the probl ens besetting him the
dreans woul d not affect himany | onger

He was wong. If anything, they troubled himnore deeply than ever

He worked the shift away in a silent, snoldering rage. Tickler felt the heat of his anger and kept
well out of range. The neticulous little man watched his every nove froma distance as if Spence
were a | ab specinmen that mght at any nonment show signs of blossom ng anot her head; his bright,
beady eyes followed his master around with keen, if secretive, interest.

Spence waded through a magcart of negl ected adm nistrative work and hoped that Tickler had no
intention of lingering after the shift ended. He had to bite his tongue on several occasions when
he felt inclined to suggest that Tickler |leave for the day. No, an inner voice cautioned, act as
if nothing ix amiss, nothing out of the ordinary. Business as usual

There was a reason for Spence's reluctance to open hinself to Tickler's fussy scrutiny: he wanted
the next two days to go especially snoothly. He wanted to maintain the appearance of stability and
order right up to the nonent of his departure. He wanted his leaving on the Mars trip to cone as a
conpl ete surprise to anyone who night have reason to be interested in such an event-especially

Ti ckl er.

I f he had been asked, Spence could not have given an explanation for adopting this course of
action. Very likely he did not know why hinmself. He told hinself it was because he distrusted

Ti ckl er, but he never stopped to consider why that was, or what Tickler had done to earn such ill
will. In Spence's mnd he represented a vague uneasi ness whi ch sent out vibrations of veiled
suspicion like certain nettlesone vines sent out creeping tendrils.

At last the shift ended and Tickler approached his chair quietly, with his hands held linply in
front of himas if they were wet gloves he had just hung out to dry. "Is there anything el se
today, Dr. Reston?"

Spence did not bother to consult the digiton above the console; he knew Tickler would not have
approached one nanosecond before the specified tine. He pushed back his chair and rubbed his eyes
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in a show of fatigue. "Ch, is it time to quit already?"

"I don't mind putting in an extra shift-"

"Thanks, but it isn't necessary. W' ve done a good day's work. Call it quits and we'll hit it
again tonorrow. W can ready

t he equi pnent for the session tonorrow eveni ng then. Good day, Tickler."

Ti ckl er peered back as if he were trying to read a nmessage that was witten on Spence's face in a
foreign | anguage. "Are you sure there's nothing el se?"

Spence shook his head and sniled as broadly as he could. "You sure are a workhorse. No, | can't
think of a thing that can't be done tonorrow. You're free. I'll see you tonorrow "

Tickler did not reply; he only dipped his head in a snmarny little bow and then hurried away |ike a
rat headi ng back to his burrow after a night in the pantry. Spence watched himgo and then went to
the portal hinmself. He cleared the access code on the doorplate and reset it with a new code so
that he woul d not be di sturbed.

"Now to business!" he nmuttered to hinmself as he sank back into his cav chair behind the console.
Throughout the day as he worked, the thought kept naggi ng himthat he should check out the riddle
of the identical scan nore thoroughly. Actually, the urge was not a new one-it had nagged him
before, but he sinply had not had tinme to do anything about it until now.

He fell to with a will. He retraced in his mnd the steps he had followed to di scover the
simlarity of the two scans in the first place. As to what the significance of the supposed
simlarity could mean, he was still at a loss for an answer. But deep inside he believed it to be

i mportant in some way. \What he proposed to acconplish next was to establish that it had been no
glitch, no nonentary foul-up in the electronic circuitry or in the program which had fed him
spurious information.

Spence picked up at the point where he had nade his strange discovery three days before.

"M RA, Spence Reston here. Ready for comand."

"Ready, Dr. Reston," said MRA's feninine voice

"Conpare all PSG Seven Series LTST entries. Display entries with simlarities with |ess than one
percent variability."

He sat back to wait, tapping his fingers on the table before himwhile M RA worked. M RA-the
initials stood for Multiple Integrated Rational sonething or other which he could not at the
nmoment remenber-was the |argest of a breed of biotic conmputers whose circuitry was in part derived
from organi c nol ecul esprotein grids which had been integrated with el ectronics. She was faster
smarter, and nore creative in a dozen ways than any conputer before her

Wthin seconds the wafer screen spelled out the nessage, which to Spence's grimsatisfaction

mat ched t he previous one: PSG Seven Series scans 3/20 and 5/ 15.

There it was again. The chance that it was a conputer error ceased to be a possibility. ditches
did not repeat thenselves. The chance that it was a kink in his programwas al so renote. The
conmand was well within the programis range of flexibility.

Retracing his steps conpletely, he opened the yellow | og book and matched the two di sputed scans.
They were, as he had previously discovered, quite different.

Next he pushed the inquiry a step further and went to the cabinet, getting out the tray of spools
for the week of 5/15 and the tray for the week of 3/20. He set the trays down on his nearby desk
and fished out the spools in question. He snapped the seal on each of themand rolled out a
portion of the scan. The four red wavy |ines undul ated evenly across his desk. He matched up two
interval s and pl aced one tape over the other and held themto the light.

The two scans, viewed one through the other as they overl apped one another, were clearly
different. He could see peaks in one where there were valleys in the other. Laid one on top of the
other all simlarities between them ceased to exist. He checked the interval again and even tried
to force the conparison by matching peaks and valleys, but could not. The scans were sinply quite
different one fromthe other. MRA had apparently goofed after all.

But there was still one nmore winkle to check: the bubble nenmory. As an added backup to the
overall design of the project, Spence had recorded each scan on a bubble plate. This was the
source of the nunbers entered in the | og book. The rising and falling notion of the scanner's red
ink lines was recorded within the thin sealed cartridge whose magneti c bubbl es were interpreted by
the conputer as a continuous series of numbers. For every place the needl e rested on the paper
tape, there was a correspondi ng nunber. By reading the nunerical values the computer could
reconstruct the wavy lines on the paper tape.

He opened the bubble file and pulled the cartridge for the two sessions. He popped one cartridge
into each of the slots in the nenory reader of the console and gave the display conmand.
Instantly the nunbers on the plates began filling the screen. He quickly scanned the colums and
his breath caught in his throat; the two scans were exactly alike!
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He dropped into his swivel chair and propped his feet up on the edge of the table. He stared at
the rows of identical nunbers on the screen and then closed his eyes, retreating into thought.
Here at | ast was the corroborating evidence he had been seeking-only instead of helping to solve
the nystery, it deepened it. He began to think through the steps of his experinent and how it was
recorded in all its various stages to determ ne how a situation such as the one glinmmering at him
fromthe wafer screen could ever have happened.

Gven the fact that it was inpossible for any two scans to be perfectly alike-even the same man on
the sane night could not produce two identical scans-he was forced to reckon the evidence an
error, either human or electronic.

Now, with the evidence of the bubble nenory, the likelihood of an el ectronic error dimnished to
the point of infinite inprobability. The cloud of doubt in which he had so far carried his

i nvestigation began to condense into suspicion: sonmeone had been tanpering with his records.

The | onger he thought about it, the nore suspicious he becane until the unproven hypothesis
hardened into certainty. Soneone had been tampering with his materials. Assum ng that rnuch, the
next question was why? Wiy woul d anyone want to sabotage his experinent?

No, that was the wong approach. Not sabotage-alter. That seened closer to the mark. Wy woul d
anyone want to alter the evidence? And why these particular scans, in this particular way?

To puzzle this latest winkle in this confusing devel opment he got up fromhis chair and shoved it
across the room He began pacing with his arnms fol ded across his chest and his head bent down as
if he expected the answer to formitself upon the floor

The answer, when it came, hit himlike a closed fist between

the eyes; it nearly knocked hi m down.

The sinplicity of it staggered himit was so obvious. The

scans had not been altered; they had been duplicated. The scan

of 5/15 was a copy of scan 3/20. That was why they were identi

cal . What about the other pieces of the puzzle? The tape, the |og

book, the main computer nenory? Those sinply had been man

ufactured to fill in the gap

t oo

Spence's mind raced ahead like lightning along a oncetravel ed pat h.

The nmorning of 5/15 had been the nmorning after his first blackout when he awakened in the sleep
chamber. That rmuch he renmenbered clearly. He renmenbered Tickler remarking that the scan had gone
well that night. He also renenbered that he had not actually seen the scan at that time; it was
not until after breakfast that he examned it. Plenty of tinme for someone to manufacture the

m ssing pieces and place themin position.

Was the scan of 3/20 sonehow significant? Probably not. It had just been selected at random from
anong the first of the experinent's records. It was used to fill in the gaps in the bubble nenory
and the data base nenory.

What about the paper tape and the | og book? That was the easiest part. Those had sinply been
created whol esale. The figures in the | og book were dumi es and the paper ribbon probably bore the
signature of soneone el se's brai nwaves.

Spence, swept up in the heady whirl of intrigues real and imagi ned, staggered to his chair and
collapsed as if he had just run a thousand nmeters. He had it-the answer, or the beginning of the
answer - and knew that he had it. Proving it was another matter, but he was not interested at
present in proving anything. He was happy just to know.

Hi s elation proved short-1lived.

Wthin nonents the other question reasserted itself? Wy? Wiy had these things been done?

Clearly he stood at the beginning of the naze. Where it would |l ead he did not know. But at |ast he
felt strong enough to face whatever he night find.

On an inpul se he turned and punched a code into the ConCen panel. There was sonmeone he had to see
bef ore anot her nonment passed.

17

VWHEN TI CKLER LEFT THE |l ab he did not go directly to his quarters across the corridor fromthe | ab.
I nstead he put his head down and scurried as fast as his feet would take himto the main axial and
then took a lift tube to the eighth and topnost |evel of the station. He rode the tramalong the
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inner ring radial until the track dead-ended at a blank white wall. Next to a |large pressure port
inthe wall a large sign painted in orange letters read:

DANGER!
CONSTRUCTI ON AREA PRESSURE SUI T REQUI RED AUTHORI ZED PERSONNEL ONLY!

Adj acent to the port hung a row of baggy pressure suits linp in their racks |ike deflated nen.

Ti ckl er stepped across the trafficway and worned his way into one of the bulky suits and

di sengaged it fromthe rack. He then punched a code into the access plate of the portal and

st epped qui ckly through as soon as the panel slid open wi de enough to admit him

He waited inside the small air lock for the pressure to equalize and then popped the valve. He
energed fromthe little roominto the breathtaking bl ackness of space. He stood blinking for a
nmonent, | ooking up into the expanse above himat the stars shining steadily down with their icy

l'i ght.

Bare spars, like the ribs of an ancient sailing vessel, stuck up out of the darkness. Sone of
these were hung with rows of red lights to mark portions of the station now under construction
Over the rimof the station's smooth flank floated a work platform | oaded with sheets of netal and
other materials, all secured beneath steel net to keep themfromfloating into space. Severa
robotrucks hovered nearby, tethered to the platformw th steel cable.

Not a workman coul d be seen at any of the several sites, so Tickler proceeded toward a huge
cylindrical projection standing at the mdpoint of the construction area. Across the top quarter
of the cylinder a diagonal band of light, |engthening as the station rotated toward the sun

sl ashed into the darkness. Ordinarily the whole area would be ablaze with floodlights, but the
shift was over and a new one would not come on for a few hours. Tickler had the site all to
hinself. Still, he wasted no tinme, but noved ahead quickly and carefully, his magnetic boots
clinking over the honeyconbed, tenporary trafficways set up like scaffolds all around the area. He
headed for the cylinder

Wien he reached it, he paused only |ong enough for the portal to slide open to adnmit him Once

i nside and through the air lock he hung up his pressure suit on the rack next to another ,already
waiting there, and proceeded. A lift tube carried himinto the upper section of the silo, and when
the panel slid open he stepped into a bare apartnment of imense size. At one end a |ight shone in
a pool on the floor. Wthin the pool two figures waited. One of the figures resenbl ed an egg.

"You are late!" snapped the egg as Tickler approached.

"I came as quickly as | could," explained the breathless Tickler as the egg slowy revolved to

di splay the wi zened features of Hocking. "He kept me working all shift. | couldn't very well ask
himto excuse nme w thout arousing suspicion, and-"

Hocki ng grinmaced and cut off the excuse. "I have been in contact with Otu. He is not pleased with
the progress we are naking. | have taken the blane for our failure upon nyself."

"Fai lure?" Tickler asked, as if he had never heard the word before. He |ooked to the other figure
standi ng to one side of Hocking's pneunochair. The young nan in a cadet's junpsuit stared back

dul ly.

"1 expect," continued Hocking, speaking slow and crisply, "that you and Kurt will find a way to
make this up to ne. Well?" The eyes flashed fromtheir sunken depths.

Ti ckl er spread his hands. "W have done all you have required of us. | fail to see how we coul d
have antici pated the setbacks arising fromthe subject's stubbornness."”

"I"'mnot talking about that," cooed the skeletal Hocking. "I amtalking about the breakdown in
moni toring the subject's every nove. Between the two of you, he should never be out of your sight
for a nonent. Do you know where he is right now?"

"Wy, yes. He's in the lab."

"Ch? Do you know this for a fact? Could he not have left the lab as soon as you did? Could he not,
in fact, have foll owed you here?"

Ti ckl er 1 ooked worried. He cast a quick glance behind himto see if Spence had i ndeed foll owed him
to Hocking's secret chanbers.

"See!l " Hocking shouted. "You do not know Reston has consistently noved about the station at wll,
and yet | have stressed tinme and again how necessary it is to keep hi munder surveillance during
the induction period. It is only by the nerest chance that he is still with us!"

Tickler did not speak; he gazed sullenly at the floor

"But | amraking over old ground. Suffice it to say that if you cannot watch himnore closely than

you are at present, | will find soneone who can..." He allowed the threat to trail off menacingly.
"Now, then," he continued, "I have been thinking. By this time tonorrow we nust have everything
prepared to try another induction. Reston is ripe for it now, | can feel it. | have given him
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additional image cues while in dreamstate. W will increase the psychonotor quotient of the tanti
this time-we have, | believe, underestimted our subject's nental strength and wi |l power. That
shoul d not hinder us again, however."

"If it does not kill him" muttered Tickler darkly.

"I heard you perfectly, Tickler. You mght as well speak up. | amwlling to risk killing him
yes. |'d prefer it to allowing himto slip away again. W cannot suffer that to happen. That is
why | want one of you to be stationed with himwhen the induction takes place."

"No!" Both men gasped at once and | ooked apprehensively at one another

"You idiots! The projection will not harmyou-it is not tuned to your brain-wave patterns. | want
you there to keep an eye on himand to prevent himfrom escaping again."

"I don't knowif it will be that easy. He was acting very strangely today. | think he may suspect
sonet hing. "

"What can he suspect?" Hocking glared at his hirelings. "Answer me! Unl ess you have been carel ess
again, | cannot see how he can suspect anything."

"Maybe, but | was with himtoday. | tell you he does.™

Hocki ng di sm ssed the warning with an inpatient jerk of his head. "Wat if he does suspect

sonmet hing? By tonorrow at this tine it won't matter what our brilliant young friend suspects. It
will be too late! He will be ours!"

18

THE SUN SHI ELDS WERE nearly cl osed when Spence

stepped into the garden. The slanting bands of golden light falling through the trees resenbled a
kind of tropical aurora which flushed everything with heightened color. This was Spence's favorite
time to cone here-just before the shields closed and the garden received its nocturnal rest.

He hurried along to the center of the garden and the benches on the greensward. As he had hoped,

t he benches were enpty; not another soul was to be seen anywhere. He settled hinself on the [|ast
bench to wait. The only thing nmissing is nobsquitoes, thought Spence as he listened to the racking
squawks of one of Central Park's half-dozen macaws.

He cl osed his eyes and breathed the humid air deep into his lungs, tilting his head back to rest

on the bench. He was still in this attitude, eyes closed, head thrown back, when Ari found him
"I know | haven't kept you waiting that long!" she said. "How dare you pretend to sleep."”
Spence' s head snapped upright as his eyes flew open. He junped to his feet. "I didn't hear you

come up." He | ooked at her and stood uncertainly, gazing intently at her fair face, even lovelier
in the soft golden Iight of the garden. He tried to read her feelings in her eyes, but could not.
"Ari," he said, after an awkward nonent, "thanks for coming. After what | did you had every right
to refuse, and I wouldn't have bl aned you."

She did not nake the nonment easier for him but stood there | ooking at himinplacably.

"I amsorry. | ... | treated you terribly." H's eyes sought hers and his voi ce becane hushed
"I've never asked another person to forgive nme, but |I'm asking you now. Please, forgive ne."

The smile that transfornmed her face cane |like the dawn to his long, dark night of despair. Al the
way to the garden he had tortured hinself with six kinds of fear and doubt as to the outcone of
their neeting. Her voice over the ConCen speaker had been icily polite, giving away not hing that
he coul d use to bol ster his sinking ego. But her snile banished all his dark thoughts.

"Ch, Spence, |'ve been so worried about you. Furious, too, mnd you. But nore worried than nmad."
"I acted like an ass. Running out of the cafe that way-1 don't know what | was thinking of. I'm
sorry ..."

"You' re forgiven. Now, what is so urgent and secret?"

He drew her to the bench and sat her down. He | ooked around himas if he expected spies to be
lurking in the shrubbery. She could see that his face was flushed with excitenent. His slightly
wi | d-eyed | ook was creeping over himagain. She bit her lip. "Wat is it, Spencer?"

"l have proof that |'mnot going crazy."

18

YOU RE GO NG TO HAVE to trust sonebody." Ari's voice was firm "You can't go it alone.”
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They were sitting in her father's reading room A plate of sandw ches sat untouched on the | ow
table in front of them Spence stared at the walled ranks of books as if he might find a title
anong themthat would tell himwhat to say next.

"I need tinme to sort this out,"” he said at Iength. "There are too nmany pieces mssing."

"I don't like it, Spence-this running away. It isn't safe."

He swung around to peer at her with a puzzled look. "It'Il be all right," he said lanmely. "I need
to get away fromhere for a while, that's all."

"What makes you think that if soneone is tanpering with your experinent they would stop there?
They could hurt you, Spence. For whatever reason, you could get hurt very badly."

He had no answer for that. The sane thing had crossed his mind many tines in the |ast few hours.
"Ari, all | knowis that if | stay I will be hurt. 1've got to go sonepl ace out of reach to figure
this thing out."

There was a finality in his tone that did not invite further discussion. Ari sat with her hands in

her lap, legs drawn up beneath her. She studied her clasped hands and said, "I'll mss you."

He smiled. "I'Il mss you, too. Believe ne, if | thought there was another way, 1'd take it." He
drew a deep breath. "I won't be gone long; you'll see. I'Il be back in no tine at all."

"I don't call three-and-a-half nmonths no tine at all." She colored slightly and admtted, "I was

just getting used to having you around. "

"We' Il pick up right where we left off, | promse." He | ooked at her steadily and said, "If |
stayed, you wouldn't want ne around. It would be nore of the sanme. Wrse nmaybe."

"You're probably right. Perhaps it is better this way." She turned her head away quickly. He nopved
cl oser and touched her shoul der tentatively.

"Are you crying?"

"No!" she sniffed. "I"'mallergic to good-byes."

Spence put his hand to her chin and turned her face toward him A noist trail glistened on her
cheek where a tear had fallen. He wi ped away the spot and bent his head and ki ssed her very
gently.

"That's for mssing nme," he said shyly.

Ari smled and sniffed, rubbing the heel of her hand across her eyes. "The secret's out now, isn't
it?" She | ooked at himagain and he felt his insides turning to warmjelly. "Be very careful
Spencer. Don't |et anything happen to you."

"I won't...," he managed to croak.

"Spence, | will pray for you every day." She fol ded her hands unconsciously. "I have been praying
for you ever since we net."

He felt as if he had just stepped into a warm shower. H's skin tingled with a strange excitenent
and his heart tugged within him He w shed that he could say that he would pray for her, too. But
he knew that such a statenent would ring false. It would cheapen her sincere belief. And though
Spence hinmsel f had no such beliefs, he did not see any good reason to tranple on hers.

"Thank you, Ari," he said at last. "No one has ever said that to ne before.”

They sat for along tine in silence. Finally, he rose uneasily to his feet and said, "I guess I'd
better go. I've alot todo if I"'mgoing to | eave tonorrow night."

"Am | going to see you before you go?"

"I hope so. I'lIl come by here before | head down to the docking bay. Now you're sure-"

"Yes, you're cleared. And no one outside of Captain Kal ni kov knows you're going."

" CGood. "

"But Spence, shouldn't you tell sonmebody? Someone should know. "

"You know. Everyone else will find out after I'm gone."

Ari sighed. "All right, if that's the way you want it."

They nmoved to the portal and Spence pressed the access plate. "I'Il see you tonorrow," he said,
ducki ng qui ckly out si de.

"Good night, Spencer." Ari waved. He waved back and the closing panel broke the spell between
t hem

He hurried back to his quarters feeling like a cat burglar returning., after a night's work. A
thousand details had to be attended to before he clinbed aboard the transport headed for Mars;
bet ween now and then he had precious little tine to spare. He would need to work through the

ni ght .

HE HAD JUST CLOSED the door to the vidphone booth at
ComCen when the call cane through. He sat down and | eaned into the canera slightly, resting his
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el bows on the shelf before him The flat, square screen flickered to Ilife in quick bursts of blue
light. He smiled when the red Iight above the screen canme on

"Spence, it's Kate. Are you surprised to see nme?"

He had not expected to see his sister, and for a few seconds could only stare at the i nage on the
screen. In fact, he had inmagi ned so many energenci es whi ch m ght have provoked the call that he
was a little disappointed to see her

"Your sister, Kate-renenber?" She sniled nervously. "Kate, are you all right? Is everything al
right?"

"1 know | should have given you nore warning. Yes, every

thing's fine. No energencies. You sound angry."

"I't's just that it's in the mddle of the night here-"

"I"'msorry. | forgot. It's three o'clock in the afternoon down

here. "

Spence forced hinself to smile in answer to her anxious |ook. "Don't worry about it. |I don't m nd.
I wasn't sleeping anyway. When ComCen said | had a call coming through, | assuned sonething
terrible had happened to Dad or one of the boys ... you know "

"Everyone's fine, Spence. | just wanted to talk to you-l1 hope I'mnot interrupting one of your
experinents ..." "No, no; |'mnot working tonight."

"Well, | feel so awkward. | mean, just think, you're a mllion mles out in space and here | am
talking to you like you were across town or something."

"Wait 'til you get the bill. You won't think I was all that close then." He paused, studying her

face on the screen. Though only two years ol der then he was, Kate had al ways been the wi se,
benevol ent el der sister. He saw her now, a nother of two growi ng boys, |ooking nore than ever |ike
a matron. She bore little resenblance to the picture of her he carried around in his head.

"You | ook tired, Spence. Are you feeling all right?" she was saying.

"I"'mfine. |I've been working a little too hard, that's all."

"Dad said you'd had an accident."

"It was nothing. | bunped ny head.”

The conversation seened to dry up at that point. Kate licked her lips. She was trying to bridge
the gap of all those nmiles by staring very hard into the vidphone screen. Spence realized. it was
not a separation of miles but of life that she was trying to cross. She was trying to imagine his
life in that place. Clearly, it was beyond her

"Why did you call, Kate?" he asked softly.

"Are you angry? Don't be angry, Spence. You'll think it's silly-"

"I won't think it's silly, and I'mnot angry. Believe ne. Now go ahead and tell ne.
She appeared as if she were about to confess a scarlet sin. "Spence, Tuesday's Dad's birthday."

A pang of guilt arrowed through him He did not feel guilty for forgetting his father's birthday;
he had done that often over the years. He felt guilty because the event neant nothing to him He
did not care, and Kate's rem nder nade him face the fact that other sons did remenber; they did
care.

"I"'msorry," he said flatly. "I forgot."

"That's not why | called. Not to rem nd you. Wll, yes it is, but not how you think. Dad says that
you told himyou' re going

on sone research trip."

"I told himthat, yes. | renmenber.”

"Anyway, he's got it in his head that he's never going to see you again. You know how he gets
sonetimes. No anpunt of talking will convince him He says he's sure sonmething terrible is going
to happen to you on that trip-he doesn't even know where you're going-and that he'll never see you
again."

Spence could see his father sitting in his faded red chair munbling and fretting over his son's

i magi ned denmise. It was one of the stock imges of Spence's chil dhood and he hated it.

"What do you want me to do, Kate?" he asked, wishing that his nother was still alive. At |east she
had been able to soothe his father's irrational fears; she had been the cooling bal m poured out
upon the fevered brow of her husband.

She answered hesitantly. "It would be nice if you would call himand wi sh hi mhappy birthday. That
way he coul d see you and hear your voice. It nmight convince himthat you' re still okay, and that
you' re thinking about him™"

"I"d love to do that, Kate, but | can't. I'll be on ny way to Mars by then. |'m | eaving tonorrow
night and I won't be back for sone tinme." He did not feel |ike rehearsing the details of his trip
with her.

"Mars! Really, Spencer? That's fantastic. Wait until | tell the boys-they'll be so thrilled." Her
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ent husi asm di ed al nbst at once. "But what about Dad?"

"I"'msorry. He'll just have to understand.”

"But isn't there sonething you could do, Spence? Anything?"

"I could record a call and have it sent then. | could also send a souvenir of the station-he m ght
like that."

"Woul d you? It would nmake himso happy. |'m sure whatever you could send would be fine. It isn't
the gift, it's the thought that counts,"”

But it was Kate's thought-and that was the whole point. "I'Il get something on the next shuttle.”
"Just send it to ne. We're having a little famly party for himon Tuesday night. |1'Il take care
of everything."

"Fine. You'll be notified about the call. I'Il nake sure they give you plenty of tine to get to

t he base."

There was a strained pause. "Well, Spence, |'d better go. Take care of yourself, now And cal
when you get back. | know two boys who will want to hear their Uncle Spence tell 'emall about

it."

“I"ll do that, Kate. Good-bye."

" Good- bye, Spence."

The screen went dark. He sat for a nonent gazing into the flat gray square. Then he stood stiffly
and | eft the booth, feeling very hollow and alone, as if every liquid gram of conpassi on had been
wung out of himin the pitiful effort of conversation with one of his fam |y nenbers.

He wandered back to his quarters, gray-faced and eyes burning fromthe exhaustion of his |ong day.
He stopped briefly at the Visitor's Center to browse anpbng various souvenirs and nenorabilia

of fered as nenentos of a trip to Gotham He selected a small, cast alumi numreplica of the space
station which was nounted on a grayi sh stone-part of an asteroid or a noon rock-and desi gned
undoubtedly to be used as a paperwei ght.

He paid for his purchase, rattling off his account nunber to a bored clerk who dutifully punched
in the data.

"You want it wrapped?" she asked, stifling a yawn.

"No thanks, I'Il eat it here," he said, and stuffed the object into a zi ppered pocket and shanbl ed
off to his night's rest.

19

MAI NTAI NI NG THE RUSE CF "busi ness as usual "

proved harder than Spence inagi ned. For one thing, Tickler seenmed especially interested in his
pl ans for the next run of

experiments set to begin that night.

"When shall | tell our assistant, M. Mllen, to join us?"
"Ch, at the usual tine. | see no reason to deviate fromour norm Do you?"
"No, sir. Not at all. | just thought that you m ght have plans which woul d necessitate

rescheduling. In that case | should
know about them that's all."

It was all Spence could do to keep fromsmrking. "I realize
| have been sonewhat unpredictable, Tickler. But I'mturning over a new leaf." He turned toward
his officious assistant and a | opsided grin stole over his face. "Starting tonight you'll notice a

dramati c departure fromny usual habits."

Ti ckl er bent his head to one side and sucked in his breath as if he were about to press the matter
further, but then thought better of it. That left himholding his breath with his nouth open

"Was there sonething el se?" asked Spence cheerily.

"Ahh-no." Tickler exhaled |like a | eaky balloon. "I amquite satisfied." But he stood there
blinking his tiny beady eyes as if he expected to be asked to stay to tea and woul d be

di sappointed if he were not.

Spence guessed he was waiting for additional information regarding his plans. He decided to end
the conversation. "Well, then, if there's nothing else, | suggest we both get busy. There is a | ot
to be done before tonight. You nay wi sh to catch sone sleep before we begin. it could be a |long
one."

"OfF course. Tickler turned and scuttled away. Spence watched himtake up his place at the far end
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of the I ab opposite his own work station

Al'l he needs, thought Spence, is whiskers and a tail, and the rodent famly woul d have a new
patriarch.

SPENCE HAD NO | NTENTI ON of showing up for the evening's session. But as the shift canme to an end

he made a point of remarking to Tickler, "I"Il expect you here pronptly at the beginning of the
third shift. I want to start at once."

To this Tickler replied, "Punctuality is nmy mddle nane, Dr. Reston. "

"Of course it is," said Spence. "I had al ways wondered."

Tickler left and Spence dashed to his quarters and began stuffing his belongings into a trave
frane, the soft-sided, collapsible carrier of |ightweight design used exclusively for shuttle
travel ers. They were a status synbol back on Earth, identifying seasoned junpvets. Naturally, they
were copi ed by nunerous nmanufacturers and sold to anyone who wanted one badly enough to pay the
out rageous suns these frames fetched. H s own bore the conpany logo in silver on the side and had
been given to himprior to the junp.

Al t hough allowed to take two franes with himon the trip, he decided to squeeze by with one. He
did not care to be bothered with unnecessary baggage. Only at the last mnute did he decide to
take al ong his canera.

When it was ready he call ed housekeepi ng and asked themto send sonmeone to take it down to the
docking bay for him He did not wish to be seen lugging his frane through the station; he had
played it close this far and did not want to risk giving hinmself away so near to the payoff.
Wthin the hour a page cane to take his frame down for him "Do you know who | an?" Spence asked
the young man. "No, sir." He acted as if it was a question he heard often. "I'd appreciate it if
no one el se knew either. |If anyone asks,

you never saw ne and the frane belongs to Dr. Packer. Got that?" "Cot it."

Spence handed hima stack of coins for his trouble. "Here, have one of whatever it is you guys
have t hese days on ne." "I never saw you, sir."

"Ri ght."

The kid disappeared pulling the frane through the portal

Spence went back to his quarters and carefully arranged everything to appear as if he had only
stepped fromthe roomand would be returning any nmonent. Why he went to the trouble he did not
know. And he told hinself that he was being ridicul ous. But having adopted the undercover posture
he found hinself enjoying the intrigue.

He left the junpsuit he had been wearing the night before hanging over the chair. Scattered papers
lay on his desk, and a nmug of cold coffee sat on the table beside the bed. The bedcl ot hes

t hensel ves he | eft runpl ed

When at |ast he had satisfied hinself that everything | ooked nornmal, he tiptoed out and left the
| ab. He had no sooner crossed the threshold of the portal than he ran smack into his assistant,
Kurt MI1len.

"Kurt!" he gasped, nearly knocking the young nman over

"Excuse nme, Dr. Reston, | didn't see you coning. W' re always bunping into one another."

"Yes-" Spence's nmind raced to think of a way to escape w thout arousing suspicion. "I ... | was
just on nmy way to the conmissary. Wuld you like to join ne?"

For one sickening second he thought the cadet would accept his bogus offer

"Thank you for inviting me, Dr. Reston. But |'ve got some things to do-Dr. Tickler left me a list
of chores. 1'd better not."

"You' re sure? Just a cup of coffee? I'Il buy." Spence fearlessly played the charade to the ragged
edge.

"Maybe sone other tinme?"

"Sure-no problem | won't be a minute." He turned and started away. "l'd better go grab a place in

line so | can get back."

He left the cadet standing in front of the lab entrance watching him Spence kicked hinself for
overacting his part. He had quite possibly created suspicion where no suspicion existed before.

So, to nake it | ook good he strolled dutifully along to the comissary and went inside to stand in
line for a few mnutes.

He then left, darting back into the trafficway and | osing hinmself in the between-shift throngs
heading to and fromthe cafeteria. He suspected that Kurt would try to follow him He told hinself
the noti on was absurd, but dodged into a tube and changed |l evels a couple tinmes anyway, arriving
at Ari's door glancing over his shoul der and peering into every shadow.
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"Spence! Ch, |I'mso glad you cane. | was afraid sonething had happened.”

"Somet hing al nost did. But there's no problemnow. " He stepped quickly inside and cane to stand in
the mddle of the roomwith Ari. They stood face to face, both pretending to be coolly friendly
and neither one succeeding. "How | ong can you stay?"

"Just a few mnutes. | should get down to the bay before the others start boarding-just in case."
"I understand."

"Ari, | wonder if you could do ne a favor while |I'm gone?" said Spence suddenly.

"Of course, anything."

"My dad's birthday ... | got hima souvenir, but | forgot to send it. Could you make sure he gets

it? | left it inmy junpsuit in ny quarters.”

"I''"ll take care of it right away, Spence. Don't give it another thought."

Delicate silence followed this exchange. Ari |ooked at her hands, clasping them and uncl asping
them Spence watched her as if she were practicing magic.

Finally, she raised her head shyly. "I'll niss you, Spence. |
m ss you already and you're not even gone."
"I''"ll mss you, too. |I've been thinking that-"

Suddenly she was very close and his arns were around her
pressing her to him She nurnmured softly and he snelled the
fresh, clean scent of perfune in her hair.

"Spence, you'll be gone so long ..,"

"Not so long. It'll pass quickly. You'll see."” The words cane

out in arush, and it was all he could do to keep his conposure.

Way this turnoil, this confusion over a nere girl? Wat's cone

over me, he thought to himself.

"Well, 1'd better go," he said at last. He was beginning to fear that if he stayed with her any

| onger he would not be able to |eave.

She rel eased hi mand conposed hersel f, putting on a cheery face and nanner

"1"I'l think about you every day."

She took himby the armand led himto the door. "You run along now. | know you're going to have a
beautiful tinme of it-running around in your little space suits all of you, playing scientist."
"I'I'l come back and tell you all about it." He | aughed and his voice made a hol | ow sound.

"I planned to go down to the bay with you, but I won't. | don't want you to see nme cry."

He turned her face to his and kissed her gently. "Good-bye, Ari," he whispered, and then darted
away. She heard his footsteps in the corridor and listened until they nerged with other sounds.
Then she went back to begin her wait.

THE DOCKI NG BAY HUMVED with activity. The boardi ng tube had been attached to the transport which
bore the name Gyrfalcon in glittering gold letters across her bul ging bow Skids of supplies and
baggage-npst of it scientific instruments in cargo franes-were being shoved aboard. Qutside the
station a snmall armnmy of maintenance nmen swarnmed the surface of the transport, their arc lights

pl ayi ng over the sleek, black skin of the ship as they noved through their preflight check. It

| ooked |like a great black whale patiently enduring a precise groonmng by a platoon of tiny silver
fishes.

On the big chrononmeter above the boarding tube he saw that there was | ess than an hour to bl ast
time. A few of the younger cadet passengers were standing around the bay | ooking jittery and

| aughi ng loudly. Spence allowed hinself only a few seconds nore to take in the rush of activity
around the great spaceship. Then he slipped in behind a roboskid | oaded with dehydrated rations
and entered the boarding tube feeling Iike a stowaway, half expecting soneone to chall enge him
with a "Halt! \Who goes there?"

No one did. No one seened to notice his arrival at all, which produced a peculiar sense of

di sappoi nt ment for Spence.

He reached the end of the brightly lit tube and entered the hold where dozens of men | abored to
position all the stores and baggage and | ock theminto place within huge cargo frames. He threaded
his way through the confusion and started toward the head of the ship and the passenger quarters.
A few yel | owsui ted nai ntenance nmen noved al ong the ship's central gangways trailing bl ack-and-
green striped hoses and wagons w th odd-1ooking nmetallic boxes with flashing Iights which enitted
chirps and clicks as they slid along the floorplates. Spence also saw the royal blue junpsuits of
the transport's crew, who were standing at their stations or talking quietly to one another as the
yvellowsuits fiddled efficiently around them
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He found an open gallery of seats with their safety webs hangi ng | oosely draped over the headrests
as if giant spiders had been busy during the night. He wal ked across the conpartnment and canme to
stand before an observation port to | ook out upon the space station he had just left. The activity
in the docking bay had intensified in the few m nutes since he arrived. He could see through the
huge observation bubble into the docking bay where sone thirty or so cadets had gathered and were
waiting to board. A great many others had cone to see themoff, and a host of yellowsuits were
dashing here and there in last-ninute preparations.

"So! You are anxious to go to Marx, yes?"

He turned to greet the hul king formof Kalnikov, the captain of the transport. The burly giant
crossed the gallery in two strides and shoved out a great neaty paw which squashed Spence's as the
two shook hands. Kal ni kov | ooked |ike the classic Russian weight |ifter-broad shoul ders above a

si newy back, thick arns, and fists that could probably crush stones. H's voice runbled out from
deep within his barrel chest.

"Yes," Spence began to confess, "I was just-"

Before he could finish the man sl apped himon the back with a bone-jarring bl ow

"Hawt | was that way ny first tine, too! It is a delicious feeling! Enjoy!"

"Thank you," Spence replied when he regained his breath. The stout Russian turned and pounded
away; Spence coul d hear his voice shaking the floorplates ax he bellowed his delight at being
space- bound once nmore. He heard a snatch of song ax it boomed out in the corridor

"God of shining gal axi es

Lead ne fromthis place

Lord of starfields fly with nme, Beyond the edge of space..,”

Spence couldn't help smling. He could feel the humof electricity starting to flow and tingle on
his skin; he was as excited as any green cadet. For the first tinme in many days he felt alive.

Kal ni kov' s voi ce echoed down the gangway. "Wl come, ny friends! Cone al ong! W are going to enjoy
this journey! Come al ong!"

For a nonent Spence entertained an absurd i mage of God, the Creator of the universe, as a big
Russian pilot, calling his cadets to join himin a fantastic flight of discovery.

"Al'l right," murmured Spence to hinself. "I'mready. Lead

on.

WHAT DO YOU MEANI'" Hocki ng screeched.

"W ... that is, he... never showed up," Tickler stamrered. "How could he not show up? He never
left the lab. That's

what you said. MIlen watched himthe whole tine, you said."” "Not all the time, no," said Kurt
slowy, very nmuch aware of

the danger he was in at that nmonent. "He went to the commixsary for a few mnutes."

"You were not to let himout of your sight!"™ "It couldn't be hel ped . "

"Ch? And why not?" Hocki ng denanded. Col or had risen to

his cheeks, staining his pale flesh with a crinmson tinge in the | ow

light of his quarters. Snaky veins stood out on his forehead, and

he appeared as if he mght burst with rage and frustration

"I watched himuntil he got in line at the conmi ssary and

then went back to wait. | couldn't let himsee ne watching him

could I'?"

"Ortu will hear about this! | will not keep this from him

This time you'll have to face hi myourselves. Unless-" "Unless?" Tickler |eaped at the first sign

of hope that they

nm ght sonehow avert the wath of the shadowy and severe Ortu. "Unless you find himinmediately.
You have four hours." "W can't search the whole station in four hours,” Mllen

whi ned.

"You'll find a way," hissed Hocking. "I want him found.

Quickly. Do you hear ne? O else Otu will deal with you."™ "We'll find him" prom sed Tickler
Wthout waiting for Hocking to change his mnd both nen

hurried away to begin their search. They donned pressure suits

and nade their way back across the construction site. Once back

inside the station they hung their suits on the racks and stepped

into the tram

"It's all your fault!" nuttered Tickler thickly.
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"My fault!" Kurt glared at his conpanion. "I watched him as
you instructed. You told ne to search his quarters as soon as | got a chance-with himin the
commissary | had a perfect chance, "What have we here!™

wasn't going anywhere He told me he'd be right back He "Ch! Ch! You scared nme" cried Ari as the
lights went on and

.. PV,

invited ne to go along with him"

"You shoul d have gone-the search could have waited." "Were were you? You could have followed him
yoursel f." "Coviously we wouldn't be in this mess nowif | had!" "Sonething s happened to him |
tell you. | saw himwaiting

inline at the conm ssary."

"Shut up! | don't want to hear -any nore! Al that matters nowis that we have to find himand
fast!" "Where shoul d we begi n?"

"I don't know. He could be anypl ace by now. "

"l told you we shoul d have gone to Hocking at once-as soon as he didn't show up for the session,”
M Il en noaned.

"What difference does it nmake now what you told ne? W could not risk naking Reston suspicious. He
knows sonething is going on. He's hiding sonmewhere."

"Well, he can't have gone far."
"He's on the station sonewhere, and we have only four hours to find him Wit a minute! | have an
idea! I know where to start |ooking!"

The tram whi zzed away on its magnheti c cushion began their frenzied search of CGotham
as the two.

ARl FELT STRANGE I N Spence's roons. She had never been to his quarters, or even the [ ab. Now
everyt hing she saw seenmed heavy with the presence of him She was afraid to touch anything |est
she sonmehow di sturb his menory.

She shook the feeling off. "He's only gone on a trip,"” she told herself. "He hasn't died."

But the eerie norbidity still lingered like a chill in the small room

He coul d have at |east nmade his bed, she thought. She bent to the task, but drew her hand back
fromtouching the blankets. No, leave it as it is. Leave everything as he left it.

The funeral atnosphere of the roomwas about to stifle her and she wanted only to get away. She
found the nodel of the space station in the pocket of his junpsuit, where he said it would be. She
fished it out, replaced the junpsuit and |l eft the room stepping back into the darkened | ab

she found herself in the grasp of Tickler. Kurt stood at the portal with his hand at the access

pl at e.

"I did not nmean to startle you, miss. | thought you m ght be
a prower."

Ari gasped and blushed. "I ... | was looking for Dr. Reston."
"Are you a friend of his?" Tickler still held her armtightly.

"Yes, are you his assistant?"

"I amDr. Tickler. Wiat did you want to see hi m about ?"

"Ch, sonething personal. But it's all right. | can come back sonme other tine."

"Yes, perhaps you'd better." Tickler regarded her carefully, his eyes stealing over every inch of
her. "Wat is that you have there?"

"This? It's just a paperweight," she said uncertainly. She resented Tickler's attitude. "Now if

you will excuse ne .. ," She pulled her armfree fromhis grasp
"OfF course, I"'msorry. It's just that we cannot be too careful, you know. The work is very
i mportant."

He stepped aside and Ari passed with an air of offended dignity. Inside she was frightened by the
way Tickler had treated her. She began to see why Spence w shed his mission to remain a secret,
and she did not regret the lie she told to cover her reason for being there.

She reached the portal and went through w thout | ooking back. Once out of sight she hurried down
to the ContCen section to place M. Reston's paperweight in the mailframe of the next shuttle down.
"Fol | ow her," said Tickler as soon as she left. "I want to know what she's doing with that nodel."
Kurt went out at once and slipped unseen upon her trail
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THE M DDLE- AGED WOMAN S BLUE eyes stared out

onto a green expanse of |awn bordered by high hedge rows and softly swaying willows. A |ight
breeze lifted the | eaves of a lilac bush near the open French doors. She sat primy in a large
overstuffed chair, her hands folded in her lap. Wapped in her shapel ess cotton print dress of
faded bl ue she | ooked like a doll grown old waiting for her young mistress to cone back and rescue
her from |l oneliness and | ove her once again.

"Ms. Zanderson ..." a voice at the door intoned gently. The woman did not nove; there was not a
flicker of response in the vacant bl ue eyes.

"Ms. Zanderson?' A white-uniformed attendant slipped into the roomsilently and cane to stand by
the chair. "It's time for your nedication, Caroline. Here now "

The nurse held out a green capsule in a white paper cup and placed it in the wonan's hand. She
took the hand and lifted it toward the wonan's nouth and tipped it in.

"There, now. Would you like to go for your wal k this norning?"

The wonan stared unnmoving out the open doors.

"All right, then. Let's get up now. That's right. W'Il have a nice wal k before |unch. Cone al ong.
That's right."

The nurse pulled her gently to her feet and with a hand under her arm gui ded her out onto the
broad green lawn. As they crossed the threshold the wonan | ooked back to her roomas if she had

| eft sonething of inestimable value behind and feared for its safety. "My chair!" she cried.

"Your chair will be safe while we're gone. It will be there when we return.”

The wonan accepted the attendant's assurance. She turned back to her stroll with a look of grim
determ nation as if she were enbarking on a wal king tour of the continent. She tilted her head
toward her nurse and confided as one with a dark secret, "They are waiting for ne back there. They
want ny chair, you know. "

"W won't let themtake your chair. Don't you worry about it."

"You don't believe me. No one believes me. They want ny chair."

"Who wants your chair, Caroline? Tell me all about it."

"You're playing with me. You don't believe ne."

"Then you tell ne. Who wants your chair?"

The voice becane a dry whisper. "The Dream Thi ef-he wants ne, but he can't get nme. So he wants ny
chair. You won't let himtake it, will you?" The deep blue eyes went w de.

"No, no. He won't get your chair. And he won't get you, either. W'Il fix him Don't you worry."
They wal ked out upon the lawn in the yell ow sunlight of a clear, cloudless day. Several other
patients strolled the grounds under the watchful eyes of attendants in white. Ms. Zanderson

cal med under the warnmth of the day and forgot her agitation of

a few nmonents before. Recognition drifted back to those troubl ed eyes.

"Why, | know you-you're Belinda."

The nurse sniled and nodded. "That's right; you renenbered."”

"I's ny Ari here? | want to see ny little girl."

"Ari is all grown-up now, renenber? She isn't here now, but she'll be coming to see you soon."

"I have to see her right now | nust warn her!"

"Warn her, Caroline? What would you warn her about ?"

"The Dream Thi eves, silly. They are after her, too. | knowit. | can feel them They're after her.
You don't believe ne, do you?"

"I think you're getting yourself all worked up over nothing, Caroline. W won't let the nasty old
dream thi eves get your Ari, will we? No. O course not."

"You're making fun of ne!"

"No, I'mnot. Maybe we'd better go inside and Iie down for a little while before lunch. You'l
feel nuch better after a little rest.”

"No-no! 1'lIl be good. Let's walk sonme nore. | won't say anything el se. Please, let's walk."
"Al'l right, Caroline. Just as you say. W'Ill wal k-but we won't tal k about the dreamthieves

anynore, shall we? You just let nme take care of themfor you. Look at the pretty flowers,
Caroline. Al the red ones and yell ow ones-aren't they beautiful ?"
"Yes. Beautiful."

Ms. Zanderson had wi thdrawn into her shell. She stared ahead dully; her features appeared cast in
gray stone. After a short tour of the grounds the nurse brought her back to her room where she
once again took up her vigil, gripping the arns of the faded red chair with her thin hands |ike an

eagl e guardi ng her clutch.
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21

ALL THE PI CTURES SPENCE had ever seen of the red planet failed to do it justice. Mars shone with a
rosy glow like a big, pink harvest noon, its nysterious canals traced in dark red across the
surface. Against the black of space with its litter of stars the planet seened serene and

i nviting.

The transport streaked ever nearer and the red orb grew | arger by the hour, but the Gyrfal con was
still two weeks away from rendezvous.

"It's something, isn't it?" Spence recognized the voice and turned to neet his friend.

"That it is, Adjani. | know |I' m supposed to be nonchal ant about this sort of thing, but | can't

help staring at it-so strange, so alien."

"Il tell you a secret: everyone else feels exactly as you do - even Packer. He lets on that he's
seen it all before and could not care less. But |'ve seen the | ook on his face when he thinks no
one is watching. He's as taken with it as anyone else." Adjani spoke in his light, rippling voice,
his black eyes glowing with the sight before them

Spence tore hinself away fromthe w ndow and took Adjani by the arm "Come on, let's go get
sonething to eat."

They wal ked out of the gallery and along the cranped corridor aft to the galley. There were
several groups huddl ed over steaning nugs at the long tables. A chrononeter over the galley w ndow
at one end of the rectangular roomread 1:25.

"CGood, " said Spence. "We've got an hour of burn time left. W can still have sone coffee and a
bite to eat |like regular human beings."

Kal ni kov accel erated the transport periodically during the voyage. During these times the thrust
of the engines produced the effect of gravity for the passengers and crew. Then the galley filled
with people who were tired of sucking their meals out of vacuum bags and sipping their drinks

t hrough tubes in zero gravity.

They filed past the galley w ndow and picked up nmugs of coffee, sandw ches, and thick squares of
crunbly brownies. They settled thenselves at one of the tables and wol fed down the sandw ches.
"You' re | ooking much better, Spence."

"I'"'mfeeling much better. | guess |I'man astronaut at heart this trip agrees with nme."

Spence and Adj ani had becone close friends in the Iong days of the trip. They had spent endl ess
hours tal king over Adjani's magnetic chessboard until Spence felt he could trust the slimlndian
with his Iife. He had been thinking of revealing his secret to himfor several days, and had
decided to risk it the nonent they sat down to eat. Adjani sensed this and provided the
opportunity. He watched his friend quietly, waiting patiently for what Spence woul d say.

"l guess you already know that | was under sone kind of pressure back there." He jerked his head
to indicate Gotham

"l sensed as nuch, yes."

"You read ny nmind that first time | canme to see you. It scared nme a little. I'mglad we've had
some tine to get to know each other here, because | want to tell you about it."

Adj ani said nothing, but |leaned forward a fraction and inclined his head in a |istening attitude
"I don't know how to say this w thout sounding like a raving nadman. But trust ne, Adjani, and
hear ne out." Spence took a deep breath and | aunched into his story fromthe beginning right up to

the nonent he boarded the transport in secret. Adjani sat still as a stone-only his eyes showed
that spark which indicated that he attended every word.

"... | couldn't tell you before. I was afraid you wouldn't believe ne." Spence sipped his chilled
coffee and watched his listener for a reaction

"What you have told ne disturbs ne greatly, nmy friend. | wish that you had told ne sooner-perhaps

that afternoon in nmy quarters. This is a very dangerous gane that you have becone involved in."
Spence viewed Adjani's grave features with alarm He had not expected the reaction he was
receiving. "Surely you don't

think..."

"If it were just a matter of what | think, you would be right to tell me to m nd ny own business.
But what | have to say to you is not conjecture. | have seen it with ny own eyes."

He clasped his hands in front of himand his sight turned inward as he lost hinself to his tale.
"When | left school to return to my own country you can inmagi ne how excited I was. | had heard ny
father tal k about the nmountains of India and the quaint villages perched on the sides of hills and
on the edges of chasns. | was eager to see the land of ny fathers, to wal k where they had wal ked
"But | was naive, ny friend, dream ng of idyllic golden lands. | went to the nountains of Nagal and
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and | wal ked through villages that have not changed in a thousand years. But instead of quaint and
happy peasants | saw peopl e suffering unspeakably, people trapped by sonething so terrible it
twists their mnds and hearts. Do you know what it is?-fear. A fear so great that it drives them
to take their own lives in despair. They die by the scores every year, throw ng thensel ves,
scream ng, off the nountains to crush out their lives on the rocks bel ow and so stop the terror
Many nore hundreds col | apse under the strain. Their mnds snap and they becone little nore than
aut omat ons. "

"But what are they afraid of?"

"They have a nane for it: Supno Kaa Chor. Translated it means Dream Thief."

"Pi cturesque. "

"I't is no joke. These people believe that there is a god-the Dream Thi ef -who creeps from house to
house in the night and steals the dreans of nmen while they sleep. He replaces their dreans with
his own, and thereby sows the seeds of madness. They say he lives in a nountain place in the

H mal ayas where he keeps his stolen dreans |ocked in a great ruby which is guarded by six black
denmons from the underworl d.

"It is said that when a person has no nore dreans left in himthe Dream Thief sends himinto the
night to take his own life."

"You don't believe that nonsense, surely."”

"I believe there is sonething behind it, yes. It is real; | have seen its effects. | have seen the
m ndl ess wander the hills, screaming in terror in broad daylight. | have seen the broken bodies
collected fromthe dry streanbeds below the cliffs in the norning after the Dream Thi ef has passed
t hr ough.

"Whatever it is, it is real."”

"But you can't think that |I-that | have anything at all in common with a bunch of frightened
hillfol lk."

Adj ani eyed himstrangely. "I ama connection man, renenber? | make a living providing connections
bet ween seemingly unrelated facts and information; it is ny job to suggest what does not readily
occur to others. | amtelling you what | believe is possible. It is up to you to di scover whether

there is sonething to be gai ned by exanining what | have told you."

Spence stared at Adjani's grimexpression. He was inclined to doubt the connection his friend had
suggested; but for the obvious foreboding Adjani seenmed to feel, he would have dismissed it
outright.

"What do you think | should do?" he asked.

"We nmust work out a plan of action and a way to keep you safe until we can get back to Gothamto
i nvestigate."

"But | amin no danger here." Spence dism ssed the notion with a sweep of his hand.

"You are in great danger, ny friend. You yourself have felt it or you would not have conme on this
trip as you did. You know there is truth to what | say."

A buzzer sounded, signaling the end of burn-time gravity in five mnutes, and everyone in the
dining roomrose and took their utensils and dishes back to the galley wi ndow. Spence sl urped up
the last of his coffee and stood. He hesitated, |ooking down at Adjani's upturned face and the
concern witten there.

"Al'l right. I'lIl do what you say. \Were do we start?"

HOCKI NG GLARED AT HI s henchnen; his eyes, red

rinmred fromlack of sleep, burned out fromhis sockets |ike hot coals. H's voice shook with anger
and frustration.

"Three weeks he's been gone! Not a trace of him Not a sign! And we have | earned nothing fromthat
slip of agirl. M. MIllen, have you received an answer to that tracer you put on the pack

age she sent?"

"It came in only an hour ago."

"Well, what is it? |'"'mwaiting."

"The package was sent to Dr. Reston's honme-rather, his father's honme. It contained only the node
and a birthday card. Nothing else."

"Hrm - that is interesting." The egg-chair spun around

slowy in midair as Hocking pondered the neaning of this |atest

shred of information. Neither of the others spoke; they did not

" dare break in on their |l eader's thoughts. They had endured Hocking' s fits every waking
hour for three | ong weeks, and they feared
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for their lives. But suddenly Hocking spun around to face themand his deathly countenance lit
with a w cked gl ee.

"Gentl enen!" he announced. "Qur slippery water rat, Dr. Reston, has junped ship. He has tricked
us!"

Ti ckl er shook his head. "How could he? W have watched every shuttle and checked every nanifest-he
never left the station. There is no other way out."

"There is one other way, you fools! The transport!" Hocking grimaced and his eyes blazed. "He's on
that transport to Mars!"

"He was not listed on the manifest, | tell you. | checked it a dozen tines. Not even under an
assumed nane. "

"How we have underestinmated our friend, gentlenen. OF course he is on that ship. He arranged to
have hinsel f put aboard outside nornal channel s-probably that bubbl e-headed girl acted for him
She is Zanderson's daughter after all. There is one quick way to find out: I'mgoing to pay a
little visit to Zanderson hinsel f."

Ti ckl er frowned doubtfully. "Do you think you shoul d?"

"Do |l not? It is tinme he remenbered who his keepers were.

Yes, I'll go and remind himnyself. And I'Il find out whether

Reston is on that ship-as |'msure he is."

Hocki ng stopped and | eered at his associates. "Then we shal

plan a little surprise for Spencer ... to celebrate a successful journey. Wen he | ands on Mars
we'll be ready for him"
22

SPENCE BOARDED THE LANDI NG pod with Packer and

a hal f-dozen of his third-year nmen. He swung wei ghtless into one of the seats |ining the bul khead
and strapped hinself in, pulling the safety webbing over himand fastening it tightly all around.
He stared down at the nagnificent red-gold sphere of Mars filling the port bel ow himso | arge had
it grown in the |ast few days that no nore than a slice of its curve could be seen

The pod was strangely silent; the cadets, ordinarily brinming with dash and bravado, seened veil ed
in their own thoughts. Every face wore a | ook of rapt wonder. Spence suspected that he hinself
appeared as goggl e-eyed as the rest of them

O nstead Packer swaminto the center of the pod and called his group to attention. "Hear ye, hear
ye!" he said, wheeling slowy through the air. "W will wait until everyone is suited up before
poppi ng the hatch. | want to check each suit nyself before you step out on the surface. |'ve got a
yel l ow sticker to put on each helmet that lets me know |'ve checked you out. Anyone who fails to
get his suit checked won't get another chance to play outside. Understood?"

The shaggy red head turned to regard Spence and Adjani as well. "That goes for you, too,

gentlemen. Sane as for all first - tiners."

Just then a rattling shudder passed through the pod followed by a | ow pitched vibration which
built to a muffled roar and died away al nost before it began

"That'l|l be one of the other pods going down now," said Packer as he dived for his seat. "Happy

| andi ng, gentlenmen!"

Al'l braced thensel ves for the blast that would send them streaking toward the surface of the Red
Pl anet. They heard the thrum of the engine and then a whoosh as if gale force winds had passed
over them In the sane instant they felt thensel ves pressed gently back into the junpseat cushions
as the illusion of weight returned.

To Spence it seenmed as if they fell like a rock dropped froma nmountain peak. The burnt orange of
the Martian | andscape spun crazily as the pod descended, |ooning |arger and eve,, larger in the
port until individual |andmarks could be discerned They fell alarmngly close to the surface,

consi dered Spence* before he renenbered that Mars' atnosphere was very thin an did not extend far
out into space. Still, it seened as if they would smash down upon the red rocks rushing up at

them At the last mnute the pod turned itself around and the engines sent forth a staccato burst
to slow their descent.

The next thing he felt was a slight bouncing jolt-as if he were aboard an ol d-fashi oned el evat or
whi ch had reached its floor. He half expected a chime to sound and the doors to open. Instead, the
pod erupted with the cheers of the cadets who threw off their webbing straps and junped to their
feet to clap one another on the back in the jubilation of all travelers who arrive safely at their
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desti nati on.

Fromthe racks behind each seat they took down the elasticized surface suits and began wiggling
into them The suits designed for Mars were sinple, tight-fitting polynmerized one - piece elastic
suits much like ocean divers wore. Al the necessary pressure was supplied by the girdling effect
of the elastic. A rmushroom shaped hel net attached to a wi de neck seal on the suit conpleted the
ensenbl e. The hel met had a hem spherical visor which allowed full vision in every direction. At
the back of the helnmet, a built-in canister held oxygen pellets for extended ranbling on the
surface of the planet.

When all helnets were in place, the hatch was popped and

each explorer filed past Packer who stood at the portal and affixed

his yellow triangul ar stickers to each hel net as he checked each

suit. Spence stood last in |line behind Adjani and, after the once

over by Packer, stepped out into the rust-col ored world.

He bobbed down the steps of the hatch and wal ked a few paces in the red dirt that powdered beneath
his feet. H s notions were exaggerated and springy-an effect of the reduced gravity of Mars. He
grinned fromear to ear with the exhilaration of just being there, a human being treading on alien
soil. He felt strong, invincible-also an effect of reduced gravity.

He scanned the horizon of the planet and was surprised to find how close it was and how sharp the
curve. He turned to scan the points of the conpass. Everywhere he turned the sanme dull red, brick-
colored dirt met his gaze, as if he were lost in a nono

chromatic desert. Rocks of various sizes poked through the red soil; some of these were a shade or
two lighter or darker than the dirt around them providing the only contrast he could see.
At the horizon the sky burned a brilliant blue, as if infused with fire. The blue gradually

darkened to jet black directly overhead. Spence soon found that this changed dramatically
dependi ng upon the tine of day. At high noon the sky was pink. At sunset it glowed wth golden
warnth at the horizon while stars shone hard and bright above Iike gens spilled out upon a cloth
of bl ackest vel vet.

Low in the sky one of Mars' tiny twin nmoons hovered above the faraway nountain range. At |east
Spence took it to be faraway. Wthout a heavy atnosphere to distort inmages and clothe themin

m sty shrouds, objects and | andfornms on Mars appeared hard-edged and di stinct whet her close at
hand or faraway.

Across a stretch of the arid soil he viewed a | cose assenbl age of buil di ngs huddl ed, done-shaped
like a cluster of toadstools - the terraforming installation, one of five on the planet-but
whether it stood two kiloneters or ten distant, he could not tell

He heard a buzzing in the air and turned to find its source. He was surprised to see Packer
standi ng atop the hatchway with his helnet in his hands shouting at themas his face grew bright
red.

"Take off your helnmets!" he called. Through the helnmet's insulation the words sounded as if he
were shouting at themfromone end of a very | ong hose.

Tentatively Spence grasped the sides of his helnmet and gave it a sideways twi st. He heard the
pressure hiss away and felt his ears pop as if he had suddenly | eaped to a high altitude.

He took a breath and found that he could not stop inhaling.

"It's all right," Packer said a little breathlessly. "Just breathe easy. Don't overdo it. Relax
and | et your body adjust to it."

There were oohs and ahhs all around as the cadets experienced this wonder of breathing the thin
Martian air.

"I wanted you to see that you can breathe without a helmet if necessary. The atnosphere is stil
nmostly carbon dioxide - that's why your lungs feel as if they can't get enough. But we have been
able to enrich the atnosphere by a few percentage points. There is enough oxygen to support life
for short periods of tinme if you do not tax it. You could not run or even wal k quickly before you
passed out. But you will not die of suffocation, either, if you don't exert yourself.

"Your nmore imredi ate danger is the tenperature. I'msure you are all aware that during the day the
tenperature this time of year is a uniform 25 degrees celsius. As the sun goes down the
tenperature plunges to mnus 105. Your suits offer some protection fromthe violent swing in
tenperature, but they are not designed to be used during the chill of a Martian night."

Packer raised his helmet over his head. "All right, put your helnets back on and let's track it to
the installation." He pointed toward the cluster of buil dings.

Spence rai sed his hel net and paused to breathe once nore the incredibly dry, thin air, tasting its
metallic tang on his tongue. He closed his eyes and drew it deep into this lungs where it burned
with tingling fire. It seenmed alnmobst as if he were standing on a mountaintop - the effect was the
sane.
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"Remar kably |ike the Hinal ayas," said a voice beside him
He opened his eyes and grinned at Adjani standing at his elbow. "I was thinking of the Rockies,
nyself. 1've never been to the Hi nmal ayas."
They repl aced their hel nets and Spence tasted the sweet oxygen as he breathed it in. He adjusted
the voice anplifier so that he could speak to Adjani-Adjani did the sane-and they trudged off
behi nd the bounci ng colum of cadets with Packer in the |ead.
The terraformng project was in its fifth year on Mars. At the present stage it took the form of
enornous greenhouses filled with broad-1eaf plants genetically engineered to be virtual oxygen
factories. The greenhouses punped in the carbon dioxide of Mars and flushed out the oxygen waste
of the plants. Beneath the greenhouses, nuclear reactors maintai ned opti mumtenperatures, heating
the plants through | ong, inpossibly cold nights.
The greenhouses were established and working according to plan. This trip inaugurated phase two of
the project: nelting the enornous polar ice cap of the planet.
There was water on Mars; the first Voyager probes had discovered that. But it was nostly | ocked up
with the carbon-dioxide ice at the poles. Although sone ninute part existed as water vapor, it was
not enough to sustain plant life. By nelting the polar ice, it was hoped that enough water vapor
m ght be released to allow the planet to begin rebuilding an earth-type atnosphere. As the anount
of oxygen and water vapor in the atnobsphere grew, the tenperature would stabilize and the mneral -
rich soi
t hough dry as desert sand-woul d perhaps support sone varieties of plant |ife, and later aninals
and eventual |y nan.
Terraformng was a bold idea that seenmed bound to work, given enough time. Packer planned an
expedition to the poles to view various sites where nucl ear devices nmight be planted to nelt the

dry ice. He was anxious that terraform ng of Mars be conplete within his lifetine. "I want to see
my grandchildren ronping over the lush, green | andscape of Mars," he told his cadets. He was far
nore taken with this project than with the plasma drive. Still, the first col onies were decades
away.

Little red clouds of dust rose fromthe tramping feet of the cadets as they noved along the trail
By the time they reached the installation, an octopus arrangenent of buildings with the centra
barracks surrounded by the |long rows of greenhouses radiating out fromthe center |ike arns,
everyone was covered with the fine rusty grit. They noved along the translucent shells of the
greenhouses and Spence could see flashes of green fromw thin, conpletely out of keeping with the
dul I ness of their surroundi ngs.

The occupants of two other |anding pods had al ready reached the installation and were pulling
tractors with high, w de wheels out of hem spherical sheds. Cadets under the direction of project
| eaders were headi ng back to the pods to begin hauling in the provisions. The rest were given
chores to do to ready the installation once nore for human occupancy. Spence, Adjani, and Packer
entered the bonb-shelter entrance of the barracks and nade their way through the tube to the air
lock and to the installation's nerve center

Packer took off his helmet and inhal ed deeply. "Ahh! Smell that fresh air! It comes fromthe

gr eenhouses. "

Spence took his helnet off as Packer waved his hand over a console set in the wall near the air

| ock. Lights winked on in a ring around the circular room Overhead a shield peeled away to all ow
sunlight to enter and warmthe interior of the sunken sphere. "A|l the conveni ences of hone," said
Packer .

"I'f your home happens to be Antarctica," quipped Adjani.

"Think of it! In a few years this whole area will be nothing but

greenhouses as far as the eye can see. W'll turn this place into a

jungle of life-careful, of course, to introduce only the nost beneficial of plants and organi sms.
The place will be a paradise.”

"I't's too late," said Spence. "You're here already."

"Look what you've done to him Adjani! He's as bad as you

are. Wiy am| treated like this? Wiat have | done to deserve it?"

He broke off his wounded-el ephant act to direct them around the cavernous interior of the living
unit. "Cone on, I'll show you where to hang your hats."

Spence gl anced at the wall console where a crinson signal had bloonmed in one corner. "Does that
red I'ight mean anyt hi ng?

"What's that? Ch, that one. It's a nmeteorol ogical signal. Mist be a special weather report com ng
in." He keyed a code on the console's pad. The data screen lit up green and began scrolling

sent ences.

"There's a Sinobom bl owi ng up near the equator. It could reach us by tonmorrow norning. W'll have
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to stay inside a few days at | east and keep the shields up."

"A Si moon®?"

"A stormwi nd and sand. A sandstorm such as you' ve never seen before. It's like a gigantic

sandbl aster. Wnds up to four hundred and eighty kilometers an hour. |If anyone were to wander out
there in that-why, you' d be erased in seconds! Provided you weren't blown clean away first."
"Incredible,"” said Adjani. He | ooked around at the superstructure of the building.

"Don't worry," |aughed Packer. "These structure are wi ndtunnel tested and the shields can

wi t hstand anyt hing short of a direct nuclear attack. W' re safe enough inside. W just have to
stay undercover until it blows itself out."

BY NI GHT FALL ALL THE provisions and equi prent frames were stored away and the barracks humed
with life; the interior of the dome resenbled an ant col ony. They ate a common neal and then split
off into their work groups to begin mapping out the tasks for the follow ng days. Spence and

Adj ani, without any direct assignnent, stole away to the director's |lounge to relax and talKk.
Spence noticed that Adjani had stuck close to himsince they | anded and even now regarded himw th
a wat chful eye

"Do you think the Dream Thief will try something tonight?" he asked as Adjani canme to stand beside
him He gazed down at a hol ographic map of the Martian | andscape encomnpassing the region thirty
kilometers in a circle around the installation

"I was thinking how great the nountain is-0Oynpus Mins. Twi ce the size of Everest. Wiy? Do you
feel something?"

"No, but you've been ny shadow ever since we |anded; | wondered if there was a reason.”

Spence recall ed the conversati on between them and the plan they had agreed upon. He was to alert
Adj ani the nmonment he felt anything at all peculiar beginning to happen to him Adjani would then
take whatever steps were necessary to prevent Spence fromdoing any bodily injury to hinmself. It
was a sinple plan, but it would have to do until they returned to Gothamto begin tracki ng down
the cause of Spence's troubles.

Adj ani gazed down at the hol omap. "Sinai-the desert of Mdses. Here we are, wanderers in an alien
wi | derness, searching for a home in a foreign land. History repeats itself once nore, eh?"

"I wonder if this place has a god, too?"

"Spence-" Adjani turned a solem face to him "You asked ne if | thought the Dream Thief would
conme again tonight. The answer is yes, | do think so. He has left you alone during the trip, but I
think it likely he will try to reach you. We nust presume he will try tonight."

It was true, Spence had not been bothered by the dreans or bl ackouts since |eaving Gotham He had
begun to feel that by |eaving he had escaped altogether. Adjani's nmention of trouble struck a raw
nerve.

"You don't think I'm safe even here?"

"No, ny friend. You will not be safe until the Dream Thief is stopped.”

"At | east you Believe he con be stopped. | was never so certain."

"Of course he can be stopped. But we nust keep you safe until we find the way. And remenber, if |
amright in ny assunptions yours is not the only life in danger. O hers may depend on what happens
to you. W nust keep you safe.”

23

SPENCE STUMBLED DOGGEDLY ACRCSS a rocky,

alien | andscape. Over his shoul der Deinps, a beautiful, serene blue-white globe, rose full in the
bl ack sky. Spence winced in pain as needlelike shards of tiny cinders sliced the flesh fromhis
knees. Bl ood bubbled fromthe mnute tear in his surface suit.

He shivered and wapped his arns across his chest for warmh. Staring down at his feet he saw that
he stood on a barren | edge of rock, red in the glow of the rising sun. Around himlay di anonds
glittering with an icy glare. Wth a shock he realized that they were his tears, frozen where they
had fallen upon the bare rock. He raised his hands, replaced his hel net once nore, and conti nued
wal ki ng.
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How | ong he wal ked or how far he did not know. Hi gh overhead white wi sps of clouds |like tattered
veil s raced through a black sky, blown on the winds of the com ng stormto di sappear beyond the
rimof the horizon. He heard the how of the wind as it roared through the enpti ness above. He
wanted to run, to see where the fragile white clouds went. But as he stirred hinself, a heaviness
sapped his strength. His | egs would not obey. He leaned into it, felt hinself pushed back as by a
great hand, and realized it was the wind. Each step dragged nore slowy than the |ast. He | ooked
around himand saw red sand beginning to run in hissing snakes around him blown on the gusting

wi nd.

He crawled to the top of a nearby dune and toppled over the other side into the wind shadow. He
felt hinself sliding down and down. He struggled to rise to his feet as the dry red sand sucked at
his linbs. The sand rattled down on himfromthe crest of the dune as the wind whipped it into a
stinging fury. He sank back, too cold and tired to nove. The sand pelted down on himin a steady
rain, burying himbeneath a fine red bl anket.

He screaned and his voice rang hollowin his ears. He | ooked and saw that he was trapped in a
great gl ass bubbl e-the bubble of his helnmet, now beginning to frost over on the inside fromthe
warnth of his breath.

The sand seened to fall out of the black sky, burying himalive. He felt the gritty sting as it
pel ted against his surface suit. He heard faintly the dry, bristling hiss as it struck his hel net.
He screaned again and heard the awesone ring of silence and knew that his cries could not be heard
beyond his helnmet. His teeth chattered with the cold which dragged himdown into a | azy stupor. He
was drifting to sleep. Sleep, his last great eneny,

had conquered him

SPENCE CAME TO SLOWY, by degrees, his senses slug

gish as if he had been drugged. A bright light filled his eyes so that he squinted to keep it out.
Wien it did not go away he opened his eyes and | ooked around.

At first it did not occur to himwhere he was or in what condition. He heard his own even
breathing filling his ears with a steady rhythm and knew he wore his surface suit and hel met. But
his body was stiff and frozen into a fixed position. He tried to raise one armand found that it
cane free with difficulty. He raised the other armand pushed hinself gradually into a sitting
posi tion.

Wth a jolt he realized where he was: Mars! He had wandered out onto the surface alone. H's dream
had been real! His stunmbling trek across the Martian | andscape was no nightrmare; it had happened
VWhat is nore he renenbered it, though he remenbered it as a dream

Bef ore that, however, only bl ankness and unknow ng: another bl ackout.

Spence rose to his feet, scooping sand away fromhim He crawled to the top of the dune and | ooked
out over the red desert, fighting down the panic he felt rising within him Nothing could be seen
of the installation, not a glimrer in any direction

The wi nds had cal ned, but away toward the south-at |east he considered it a southerly direction-
the sky bore a distinct brownish-red snudge as if a prairie fire burned out of control just beyond
the horizon. Overhead the sky was tinged with a pinkish cast which neant it was approachi ng noon
or just passing it.

Here was a problem Clearly he could not sit by and wait for a search party to find him and he
could not walk in every direction at once. He glanced at his suit's chrononmeter on his right
forearmand set it on elapsed time node, figuring that at best he had only seven hours before the
tenperature dropped and he began to freeze.

He decided to start wal king toward the nountain peak he sawrising into the clear air, so close it
| ooked as if he could touch it with an outstretched hand. He renenbered the hol omap and the fact
that A ympus Mons, the tallest peak on Mars, stood sone thirty kiloneters distant fromthe
installation. If he could reach it there was a chance he could see the installation fromits
slopes. It would be a race, for it nmeant traveling fifty or sixty kiloneters in seven hours-eight
hours at the nobst. To even have a chance at making it back to the base in tine he would have to
travel at a pace of seven or eight kilonmeters an hour

W thout wasting another second, he turned hinmself toward the nountain and began marching off in

| ong, ground-eating strides.

He wal ked for hours, it seened to him and the great flattened cone of O ynpus Mns did not seem
perceptively changed. Periodically he had stopped to | ook around himlest he niss some sign of a
search party, or some indication that he m ght be noving nearer to his goal

On one of these reconnoitering stops he became aware of the fact that the brown smudge on the
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horizon to the south had grown considerably. It nearly filled the southern quadrant, towering
several kiloneters into the sky by his best estimation. As he stood gauging the size of the

di sturbance he felt the horror of realization creep over himthe Sinoom The storm was sweeping in
on wings of awesone fury, racing toward him

Spence began to trot in an awkward, bouncing gait, doubling his pace. He had to reach the nountain
before the Simbom struck. It was his only chance.

THE FI RST GQUSTS of wind punmel ed Spence like angry fists. Around his |l egs the sand sang away |ike
steam escaping froma pipe. The force of the comng storminpelled himon, lifting his steps and
bl owi ng himforward. He |urched ahead drunkenly, exhausted, sweating inside his surface suit. His
tongue stuck to the roof of his nouth in thirst. He stared at the dull brown overcast which crept
over the sky like a discolored shade. The sun burned through with a throbbing white glare as he
dragged hinsel f on.

He wal ked mechanically now, not attending to his steps, not caring whether he reached the nountain
or not. He despaired of ever seeing the installation through the thick clouds of red dust whipped
up by the Sinmoboms wi nds. Spence wal ked now to keep fromthinking of the grisly end waiting for
himjust a few hours away.

On and on he wal ked and the wind how ed around him filling the sky with dust and blotting out the
land. Tiny projectilesgrit, sand, and shards of rock-threw thenmselves into him slicing at him He
could feel their sting through his surface suit and knew that it was only a natter of time before
the steady blast tore the suit away fromhis body, stripped it off Iike a second skin to

| eave hi mnaked in a deadly rain.

Packer's grim forecast echoed in his ears: "You' d be erased in seconds." Spence rehearsed the
torturous details of such a death: flesh stripped nolecule by nolecule fromhis bones and then the
bones thensel ves battered to pieces and scattered still warmover the surface of the planet to be
ground into powder

The scene held a grisly fascination for him though he knew that it would likely be his own fate.
It was that or death by freezing. Those were his choices.

The sun was lowering in the sky and already the wind whistling around himheld a chill. Soon the
tenperature woul d plunmmet and he would stop noving as his body heat evaporated. This at |east
seenmed preferable to the other death.

He stunmbled blindly now The dust obscured everything beyond the plastic perinmeter of his visor
The rattle of tiny missiles filled his helnet like the crackle of static and his thoughts turned
toward those who would nourn his death: his father would take it hard, of course; and his sister.
Adj ani woul d feel badly, but it was difficult for Spence to inagine the brown genius

actually grieving over him

Ari, of all he could nane, alone enbodied the sole regret of his heart. She alone he cared for

And he woul d never see her again-never see those bright blue eyes, never see her golden hair
shining in the sunlight, or feel the cool touch of her long fingers as she brushed his face-the
awful certainty of their separation saddened and frightened himnore than death itself.

He hoped that in sone small way he would leave a void in her life which would never be filled by
anot her, that she would

renenber him fondly and weep when she heard the sad news of his death itself.

He renenbered the words she had said the night before he left. He could hear her voice speaking to
hi m once nore: Be very careful, Spencer ... | will pray for you every day.

Prayer cannot hel p ne, thought Spence, then reflected that probably very little el se would help
either. At |east prayer would not hurt. The idea seened sonehow appropriate to himnow, and
proper. He wished that he had the right words to say so that his first, and likely |ast, prayer
woul d not be the feeble sinpering of a dying agnostic.

He felt a rush of enption. and the tears brimred up in his eyes to roll down his cheeks inside the
hel met. He coul d not brush them away.

Wth the tears cane the words, "I'msorry, I'msorry ..
"Forgive ne," he whispered. "Help ne."

That was the prayer he prayed, though why he was sorry, and for what he should be forgiven, his
heart al one knew.

Scarcely had the words crossed his |ips when he felt hinself slammed to the ground by a bl ast of
cold wind with the force of a rocket thruster and the scream of a beast in agony.

He | ay unmovi ng as pebbl es and small stones tunbled over him He could not raise his head nmuch
inside his helnet, but with the cold sweeping over himhe knew he nmust keep noving to remai n warm

whi ch he repeated over and over again
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Snakel i ke, on his belly, he inched forward.

He had not gone far when he felt the wind | essen. He pushed hinself to his knees and stood. He
tottered a few nore steps and the wind hit himagain, this tinme tunbling himforward and rolling
himin a ball.

He felt hinmself rolling and rolling, as if all support had been yanked out from under himand he
woul d go on forever. But he did not stop rolling, and it was then that the wind no | onger assailed
him He had fallen headl ong into an arroyo-one of the small canals which creased the surface of
the planet. Here he was out of the wind and safe fromthe blast of w ndbl own projectiles.

He could see only slightly better than before; thick clouds of dust filled the arroyo, rolling in
on the wind. Spence put his head down and scuttled forward over the rocky terrain of the dry river
bottom Darkness increased rapidly and he could feel the cold increasing its hold with the setting
of the sun.

Gradual |y he becanme aware of the downward slope to his path. The arroyo deepened and, from what he
could see when the dust clouds parted, widened as it grewinto a rift canal

He wal ked woodenly on with no other thought than to keep wal king until he dropped from

hypot herm a. He knew that death would follow quickly and he would not feel it. That at |east was
preferable to being blasted into particles by the w nd.

The grade descended rapidly and then flattened out conpletely. Spence stopped and at the sane
instant the billow ng clouds of red dust parted. In the last glimering |light of day he saw before
hima sight which made his nind reel. H's knees buckled as he made to draw away.

He had wandered to the very edge of the rift. He now stood on the brink of a canyon stretching out
before hi m hundreds of kiloneters and carved deep into the crust of the planet. Another step would
have sent him plunging to his death.

Hs reaction to this new danger was purely physical. In his mind the prospect of falling to his
doom hel d I ess significance for himthan it might have at another tine. He was sinply too
exhausted, and too benunbed by the cold to care anynore; a fact, he noted, that indicated

hypot hermi a was al ready begi nning to

af fect him

It would not be | ong now.

So this is what it is like to die, he thought. To feel the life force slipping away and to be
acutely aware of it. He wondered if he would find the rel ease others tal ked about, if he would
meet his nother anong the ranks of souls who had passed into the great beyond-or whether those,
like so many other things, were sinply the superstitions of a fading age.

He had no particul ar thought about the nonment. He noticed how t he shadows deepened to violet on
the canyon walls and how the depths of the canyon were al ready sinking into darkness as black as
any pit. Sinmoomw nd above himshrieked |ike all the denons of hell released to vent their fury on
t he desol ated | and.

There came a runbl e beneath his feet, a vibration of the rock shelf on which he stood. He turned
to | ook behind himand his eye caught a glinpse of a churning mass noving down the rimof the rift
toward him

A rock outcropping, eroded by the wind, had broken free and started an aval anche that was now
sweepi ng down the side of the canyon toward him Spence had tine only to throw hinself to the
ground before he was swept away in the sliding junble of rocks and dirt.

The rock slide carried himtunbling far down into the canyon. Mracul ously, the grinding,

twirling, thundering mass did not crush himoutright. Wien the slide stopped he |lay panting on the
topnost | ayer. Rocks and pebbles continued to pelt his body, but he had neither strength nor wll
to nove.

The cruel Martian night closed its fist around himand he knew no nore.

. TSO
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IT"S No USE, ADJANI. He's gone. W've got to turn back." Packer's big hand flipped a switch and he
talked into his headset. "Sandcat 2 to Sandcat 1-we are returning to base. Repeat. W are
returning to base. Over."

"Just one nore pass along the rift valley," pleaded Adjani. H s eyes did not |eave the thernograph
screen. The Sandcat swayed on its springs as the Sinobom screeched around them

Packer, blue in the Iight of the thernpbscreen, turned his face toward his friend. He placed a hand
on his shoulder and gripped it firmy as if to establish a physical hold on reality. In a voice
deepened with fatigue and sadness, he said, "It is twenty below out there and only an hour after
sundown. I n another hour it will be fifty below The stormis bucking to full force by norning-we
haven't seen the worst of it yet. W lost visual four hours ago, and the thernograph shows a solid
blue field. If we don't head back now, we won't make it."

He paused and added, squeezing the shoul der once nore, "It's over."

"I let himget away. | amresponsible," protested Adjani.

"You're lucky he didn't injure you for life. There was no stopping him God knows we've done
everyt hing humanly possible."

"He's out there sonewhere-alive. | knowit. | feel it."

"If he is still alive, he's past help." Packer turned the Sandcat and watched the instrunents as
he punched the return course into the onboard navigator. He took his hands fromthe wheel and | et
t he conputer guide them hone.

Adj ani buried his face in his hands and began rocking back and forth in his seat. Packer turned
away. Neither one spoke for a long tine. They sat and listened to the rattle of the sand and rocks
upon the shields.

The radi o on the overhead panel squawked to life. "Kalnikov at |-base. MAT units 1 and 2 return to
| - base i nmedi ately. Acknow edge. "

The nmessage was repeated and Packer responded, giving their ETA to the base. There was a | ong
pause; static crackled over the speaker. "Your loss is to be regretted ..."-nore static_ "I am
sorry." The transmi ssion was |ost once nore to the storm Packer reached up and switched the radio
of f.

"I guess I'Il send a report as soon as we get back to base. | don't exactly know the proper
procedure-this has never happened before.”

"Couldn't we wait a few days? | want to | ook sone nore.

"Sure, we can wait. But it won't nmke any

difference.” "I would like to find the body at |east."

"Adjani, the stormis likely to blow for days. By the tine you

are able to search again there would be nothing left to find." "It is the least | can do.
Please..."” "All right. I won't stop you."

They sat silent until the conputer flashed the outline of the installation on the vidscreen
"We're al nost there," sighed Packer heavily.

Adjani turned with an urgency, laying a hand on the big nan's arm "Please, let us pray for him
now. Before the others..." "OF course."

Bot h nen bowed their heads and Adj ani spoke a sinple, heartfelt prayer as the Sandcat entered the
installation conpound, safe fromthe storm

SPENCE LI FTED HI' S THROBBI NG head. Hi s |inbs were nunb; he could no longer feel his hands or feet.
Heavy vapors of sleep tugged at him luring himto slip lightly away on their easyflow ng stream
to oblivion. For a monent he nearly gave in and |l et the streamtake himwhere it woul d, but
sonet hi ng about giving in that easily rankled him

Wth an effort he pushed hinself up, shifting the debris which had settled over him He placed his
unfeeling hands on the ground and steadied hinself. Gitting his teeth with jaw nmuscles stiff with
cold, he straightened and swayed unsteadily on his knees. Overhead the bright disk of Deinbs shone
down on him- the Sinobom had abated for the noment, allowi ng the ghostly light to spill down into
the rift canyon.

He | ooked around himas rattling shudders racked his body. H's nuscles were contracting violently
intheir last effort to produce life-saving warnth. These contracti ons would pass soon, he knew.
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And then he would lie still.

Spence did not want death to find himsitting down. He stood on wooden, unfeeling legs and tried
to wal k. The | oose debris shifted and he was thrown down the incline of the canyon still further.
Hi s helmet struck a rock and he stopped.

He lay there exhausted, staring up at the black sky of Mars, inmagining that he was the first man,
and possibly the last, to ever |lie awake under a Martian ni ght sky.

The convul sions gradually | essened. He felt a tingling warnmh spread through his frane-the
illusion of warmh, the |ast remmant of his body's defenses exhausting itself.

A m sty darkness closed around him narrowing his field of vision, blurring the edges with a

vel vet softness. But the stars above, in the center of his sight, still burned hard and bright.
Untwi nkling, unnoving, unlike stars at all. It was as if the eyes of the universe watched himto
see how a man died

"No!" he shouted, hearing the enpty ring of his voice in his helnmet. "No," he said again; his

voi ce was but a rmurnmur.

Wat ching the stars he saw a pale white mist pass over themlike a diaphanous veil. He thought it a
trick of his failing eyesight. Then he saw it again-just the faintest trace of color against the
night, the frailest of silken threads.

Qdd, he thought. What could produce such a phenonenon?

H's scientist's brain turned over this bit of novelty. He raised his head and saw, a little bel ow
himon the slope, a silver tracery on the rocks, glowing in the light of the noon.

On nerves and determ nation alone he stirred his useless linbs and half-slid, half-swamto the
spot. He touched a gloved hand to the faint white outline of the stuff on the rocks. It gleaned in
the clear light. "Crystals," he nuttered to hinself. "lce crystals. Frost."

Al'l around the imredi ate area he noticed the white hoarfrost, and bel ow, the wisps of mist rising
out of the ground.

Scarcely thinking or attending to what he was doing, he scranbled further down the slope and found
hi nsel f peering into a pitch-dark hole. A fissure in the canyon wall had opened up, perhaps due to
the rock slide earlier. Qut of this fissure the slightest

trace of pearly mist rose into the deathly cold Martian at nosphere.

The crack was just |arge enough for a man to squeeze head

and shoul der through. Wthout thinking a second tinme, Spence

thrust hinself into the opening.

He found the hol e beyond sonewhat w der as he wiggled

awkwardly into the opening. He inched forward into the blackness bit by bit and di scovered the
crevice dropped away at a sharp downward angle. He sat down and used his heels to pull hinself
along, sliding on his seat.

Down and down he went.

I have chosen ny own grave, he thought. My bones will not be blown to dust on the wi nds.

The thought strangely cheered him

DEEPER | NTO THE BRI TTLE crust of the Red Planet he went. Sonetines sliding, sonetines walking
nearly upright, calling on his will alone to nove his body. Blind as a cave bat he noved,
abandoning hinself to all else but the noving. Onward; deeper and deeper still.

How | ong he wal ked, how far he burrowed, he did not know. The bl ackness around hi m penetrated his
m nd, covering it with itself, removing all thought, all nenory, |eaving only the present noment
and the rawwill to nove on

When the first ghostly glimrer reached his eyes out of the darkness around him he thought it a
trick of his failing mind: his faltering brain cells firing off mnute electrical charges and
sonmehow producing light in the cortex or optic nerve.

But the faint greenish glow did not fade. Instead it grew stronger. Spence, shuffling forward |ike
a zonbie, willing his legs to carry himalong, stunbling over the uneven downward pat hway, stayed
on his feet and noved toward the gl eam he saw i n the distance.

He reached a spot where the gl ow seened brightest and found as he cane upon it that the faint
light was a reflection on a blank wall of stone. He placed his hand upon the stone and saw t he
green cast on his gl ove.

He turned to see what produced the glow, as one reeling in a dream What he saw rocked hi m back
against the wall in disbelief: a wide tunnel glowing with interlacing veins of living light
stretched before him The thin green color glistened on the walls and roof of the gallery like a
| um nous dew.
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Spence tottered into the tunnel and pressed his face close to the rock surface, as close as his
hel met would allow. The glowi ng stuff oozed fromthe rock, clinging there like a slime. He thought
of the phosphorescent plankton and al gae in the oceans of Earth.

Can it be? he wondered. Have | discovered |ife on Mars?

THE TUNNEL, GLOWN NG SOFTLY with the light of the

tiny green organi sns, stretched beyond Spence's sight. It was snooth and round, and | arge enough
for a man to wal k erect w thout touching the top or sides. Its circular symetry rem nded himof a
wat er conduit; the notion occurred to himthat the shaft had been formed | ong ago by the water

whi ch had once run in the arroyo above.

He stepped into the shaft and started wal ki ng, not knowi ng or particularly caring where it led. As
he noved al ong he saw that the green |light wavered as he passed, as if his passing disturbed the
tiny lum nescent creatures. The gl ow di nmed as he drew near and then flashed brighter behind him
The creatures, if creatures they were, apprehended his presence.

He noved on; it seened like hours that he pursued the unbendi ng downward course of the shaft
before he noticed a slight curving of the tunnel walls ahead.

When he reached the place where the curve began he noticed a gap in the floor of the shaft. Not a
| arge crack-one he could junp across if he were careful about it, but dark so that he could not
see how far down it went.

Spence reached out over the edge of the hole and after a few monents felt a tingling sensation in
his fingers as warnth began to seep through his gl oves.

The fissure was a natural vent which carried heat froma deep reservoir beneath the crust of the
pl anet, perhaps from sone anci ent vol canic source or, reasoned Spence, fromthe nolten core of the
pl anet itself.

Wth shaki ng hands he grasped his helnmet and gave it a sideways twist and lifted it off his head.
He felt the warnmh drift out of the hole and wash over his frozen features. This was perhaps the
source of the fragile m st he had seen on the slope of the arroyo trough

He replaced his helnmet nmonentarily and took a lungful of air; then, stepping away fromthe crack
he blew it out and watched the steamroll away in great billows. Cearly, the tunnel was stil
desperately cold, but by contrast with the surface it was tropic. It was at |east warm enough to
keep the tin

alive. He doubted whether it was enough to keep hinself a virtual any length of time. Wthout rea
warnth the ¢ Y glowing alive ally get to him if nore slowy than it would at the surface.

Spence, bal ancing hinmself carefully, |eaped with extrenme caution over the crack and trudged off,
feeling every weary deep in his bones. He wondered how nuch | onger he woul d be able to keep going
and feared that if he stopped to sleep Wuld not wake up. The cold woul d overconme him Pushing the
t hought aside he gritted his teeth and noved on. he After a while he noticed that the green
gl ow shining around himgrew brighter. Looking at the walls of the tunnel he saw that the strange
organi sns grew in greater profusion. Perhaps it neant that the shaft was beconi ng warmer. He

conti nued on. at

Soon he wal ked, not in a faint glow, but in the green ha |ight of a noon-bright night. The |ight-
maki ng creatures clustered in thick colonies over every available inch of surface, radiating a
steady green fluorescence which nade himfeel as if he wal ked inside a beam of |ight.

He wel comed the illumination, but the floor of the tunnel was now so covered with the al gae-Ilike
organi sns that wal ki ng becanme a hazard,

Hi s unsteady feet, aching with the rigors of his ordeal, slid as on glare ice while he propelled
hinsel f along the shaft. He fell often, each fall wearing himdown further; it took himlonger to
regain his feet each tinme. He began to think that the next tinme he would not rise again.

But he did rise again. Something urged himon, kept himclinbing back onto | egs wobbling with pain
and fatigue. Again and again he rose, sliding, stunbling, staggering ever downward into the bowels
of the planet.

The tube twisted and turned |ike a snake. It sank in sharp dowward angl es and he |l ay on his back
and slid like a man on a sled. He followed it w thout thinking where it would |ead him

Where the tunnel walls pinched together he worned his way through. Were crevices opened in the
floor, he found the strength to get across. Were the roof |owered he went on hands and knees, He
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kept novi ng.

Time |l ost significance. He lost all conprehension of the passing hours. H's suit's chrononeter
shattered in the fall into the arroyo, presented only a fixed present-tinme frozen, as if his life
had stopped at that noment. Past, present, and future nerged into one mngling anorphous el enent

t hr ough whi ch he noved

as through water.

once he canme to hinself as he felt the floor drop away beneath him his feet kicking out from
under him He | anded heavily on his back and glinpsed the shaft falling away in a near-vertica

dr op.

He had stepped over the brink without knowing it.

The tube was snooth beneath him and the light-enitting al gae cushioned his slide sonewhat as he
pi cked up nonentum sliding faster and faster, riding the curving conduit deeper into the Red

Pl anet's heart.

The exhilaration of this wild ride burned the clouds fromhis nind. He felt adrenaline punping
into his bloodstream rousing himfromhis torpor as the shaft raced by him blurring his vision.
It seenmed to himthat he was falling into a gleanming green infinity, hurtling faster and faster

whi zzing into a radi ant unknown.

The Ium nous algae tore away in flashing streanmers fromhis hands and feet to splatter over him
like foam ng light, covering his faceplate, blinding him He w ped at the visor and cleared a
smal|l area just in tine to see the shaft bottom out.

He braced himself for the inpact and felt the tube curve and | evel out as he hit the bottomwith a
bone-cracki ng thunp. He skidded out, arns and legs flailing, rolling over hinmself as if he'd been
tossed from a speedi ng vehicle.

Wien at |ast he raised his head to | ook around he saw that he was in an enornous cavern. He pushed
hi nsel f up on el bows and knees and wi nced from shooting pains in his head and back

The cave was a vast bubbl e-shaped done flattened on the bottom Its roof arched at |east a hundred

meters above the floor; the walls, curved and smooth, lifted upward gracefully.
He rose stiffly and, feeling as if every bone in his body had been rearranged, began wal ki ng the
| ength of the doned vault. The dim bl uish-green light bathed himin the illusion of walking on the

bottom of the sea; he fully expected schools of fish to swimby at any nonent.

He reached the further wall and discovered that the cave had several smaller conduits |eading out
of it, and large drainlike holes in the floor. These snaller tubes were squat, roughly half his
height; if he were to continue his journey it would have to be on hands and knees.

He quaked at the thought. Hi s nuscles already drooped with exhaustion and strain. He sank to the
floor and lay down in front of one of the drain tubes. In nmonents he was sound asl eep

TWDO DOORS STOOD AT the end of a | ong, dark passage,

I shimering with a cool blue light. Spence approached the doors and as he cane nearer his heart
began to race, pounding his chest. Sweat rolled off his forehead and burned in his eyes.

He wi ped his face with his sleeve and wal ked on

Now he stood before the two doors and it cane to himthat behind one of the doors Ari waited to
enbrace him to soothe his troubled spirit and heal his wasted body.

Behi nd the other door a nonster with large yell ow eyes hul ked ready to pounce and devour him

He wept with angui sh over the decision he nust nake, and cried out for someone to help him but
his voice rang hollow in his ears.

He stepped forward, placed his hand on the ol d-fashi oned doorknob, and turned. The door creaked
open on ancient hinges and he peered apprehensively into the room It was enpty.

Spence crept into the roomand as he crossed the threshold the door closed behind him A nist cane
boiling out of the walls and floor, rising in a cloud before him

Wthin the cloud, lightning flashed in red streaks and he could see a shape dimy energing as if
it were being knit together out of the stuff of the vapors. He watched as the shape took on human
form

Then the clouds receded, falling away in curling tendrils to reveal a creature remarkably nanlike,
but born of a separate creation, the child of an alien god.

He trembled in its presence as the thing, notionless, towered over himhead and shoul ders, its
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snoot h, golden skin gleanming with beads of npoisture. He felt a trenor pass through himas the man-
being drewits first breath deep into its lungs. Spence sank to his knees before it, transfixed
with awe and fear.

Then as he gazed through trenbling fingers up at the stern, spare features, the eyelids flickered
and raised slowy. Two great yellow eyes glared down at himand he shrank away fromtheir terrible
gaze. He threw his arms over his head and tried to hide hinmself fromtheir sight.

But the being saw him saw t hrough him weighed his soul with its piercing sight and found it
sadly wanting. It raised one long, nultijointed armtoward himand opened its wide nmouth to
pronounce judgmrent.

Spence screaned, clanping his hands over his ears ..

THE TREMOR SEEPED THROUGH t he rock floor of the

cavern, acconpani ed by a strange sighing roar. Spence, still

groggy from his exhausted sleep, lay for sone nonents trying to

renenber where he was.

The runbl e i ncreased and the roar grew | ouder, bani shing

the last traces of sleep fromhis brain. The floor beneath him

vi brated steadily. He had never stood on the slope of an active

vol cano, but that was the image that cane to nind as he rolled

up to kneel quivering with fear and uncertainty.

The thin air inside the cave convul sed as trenendous jets of water, rushing out of the sinkholes
inthe floor, erupted in gushers fifty neters high. The expl osi on knocked Spence sprawling as the
floor rocked with the aftershock and tons of water rained down.

Instantly he was swept into the narrow opening of the conduit, kicking feebly against the swirling
flood and slaming full force into every curve of the pipeline until he learned to relax and | et
the water take him

On and on it carried him Eventually it no longer filled the conduit; he could see a bubble
forming on the roof of the tunnel. The bubbl e expanded until it covered a quarter of the pipe, and
then half, and then it left himstranded on his stomach as it dw ndl ed away.

He slipped off his helnet and cupped his hands to get a decent drink, but succeeded only in
wetting his gloves. That, he reasoned, was better than nothing, so he held up his hands and | et
the water drip off his fingers into his nouth. He repeated the process several tinmes, nmanagi ng
only to arouse his thirst the nore for whetting it.

On hands and knees he continued his trek and arrived at the junction of a larger tunnel just as
his muscles, every fiber screaning for relief, threatened to give out. This |arger passageway
stretched away on either hand into dark shadowy distance, slanting upward on the right and
downward on the left.

He tried the upward course, but it proved too Slippery, and

each attenpt brought him sliding uncerenoni ously down a before he got a dozen paces. He decided to
stop before he lost his footing altogether and went skittering into the dark corridor behind him
He was just about to resign hinself to having to take that course in any event when he spied,

hi gher up in the tunnel wall, a small aperture he had not noticed | before. This opening suggested
itself to himas an acceptable alternative and he decided to give it a try.

The decision nearly killed him

Twi ce he reached the edge of the opening and failed to get a proper handhold, sliding back onto
the floor both tinmes. The third tinme he nmanaged to tear away sone of the al gae around the rim of
the opening for a better grip. He dug in and held on while he brought his feet beneath him hoping
to use themto drive hinself up and into the opening. It nearly worked.

He gathered hinself for the push and then let fly. H's head rose to the | evel of the bottom of the
opening and he thrust an armforward while his feet kicked against the snmooth, slick stone wall
Then he brought his other hand arround and grasped the lip of stone. It was then he felt hinself

fallling backwards to the tunnel floor bel ow
The fall progressed in slow notion. H's hands raked the stone and then enpty air as he tw sted
catlike in md-fall, sank backward, and dropped in a heap to the fl oor

The i nmpact knocked the wind out of him For one horrible nonent he could not breathe, and then air
rushed in in great windy gasps. His ribs felt as if they had{ been staved in, and his shoul der

t hr obbed where he I anded on it.

What he failed to acconplish with strength and dexterity he achieved with patience and cunni ng.
Usi ng every inch of body surface to, increase the anmount of available traction, he inagined
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himsel f a slug and oozed up the curving side of the tunnel toward the opening. He felt his hand
hol d and pulled hinself up centineter by painful centineter until he could lean into the opening
and squirmin on his belly.

This new tubule also rose at a slight t upward grade which forced himto concentrate on every

stel e-one nisstep would send himsliding out into the nain tunnel |ike sonething expelled froma
cannon. He doggedly placed one foot in front of the other and, arns outspread |like a man wal ki ng a
tightrope, |abored up the passageway.

This tedi ous nmet hod of |oconotion wore on him taxing already tired nuscles to the limt. He
longed to sit and rest, but the incline offered no advantage there. He | owered his head and
pressed on, ignoring the pain shooting through his thighs like fire.

A ki nd of benunbed nel ancholy overtook him which he recogni zed as the sum of a nunber of factors-
stress, fatigue, hunger, and pain not the least of them Each step was a struggl e against creeping
despair; he longed to just sit down and let his fate roll over himlike breakers upon a desol ate
shore. But he did not give in.

HE SLEPT AGAI N AND awoke, still exhausted but clearheaded and with a gnawi ng enptiness in his
stomach. He was fiercely hungry, but the prospects of doing anything significant about it appeared
depressingly slim He resolved to push all thoughts of food and eating out of his mnd

The attenpt proved largely unsuccessful. Like the tongue that has just discovered the still tender
gap where a tooth used to be, his mnd returned again and again to probe the subject despite the
pain it caused him

Under such extrene conditions hallucinations were perhaps to be expected. Still, despite this
know edge and his training in the ways of the human brain, the hallucination stopped himdead in
his tracks.

Unr enar kabl e as hal l ucinations go, it nevertheless hit himw th a wounding inpact, as if the thing
had exploded in his face. He tottered on his heels for a nonment and then stepped backwards into
the wall behind himwhere he slid slowly to the floor, eyes starting fromhis skull in shock and
di sbel i ef.

There before him glimering faintly across the corridor, stood a door

No snarling, hydra-headed nonster could have alarmed himnore than this sinple architectura
object. At first he thought it nust be an optical illusion, a trick played by overtired eyes. Then
he knew he was experiencing a hall ucination-seeing doors where he desperately wanted themto be.
Fol l owi ng this observation, it dawned on himthat persons undergoi ng hall ucinations did not
percei ve them as such while in the very grip of them

A door! H's mind reeled. What could it nmean? Indeed, what else could it nean?

Feveri shly Spence began tearing away the al gae by handfuls digging it out with his gloved fingers
fromaround the inmagined

threshol d. What energed was an object of stone, cut fromthe stuff as the surrounding wal