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The Star Web by George Zebrowski

Chapter One
A VoiceFrom TheCold

Something had cometo life beneath the Antarctic ice, something that was bleeding patterned but
unrecognizable radio sgnds, pulsing strongly enough to be reported by the earthwatch station in polar
orbit, whispering from the edge of the world, from a place where there should have been only silence.

Standing on the white surface under aclear blue sky, Juan Obrion imagined a presence buried deeply
beneath his heavy boots. Around him the packed ice and snow filled the Antarctic valley likeice creamin
arocky bowl, leaving only the mountainous rim to sght.

What was it? How deep, he wondered. A few hundred feet, amile? The mountains were amost three
miles high. How large adevice wasit? It did not seem to be anatura phenomena. What wasiits power
source? How long had it been here, and what had moved it to speak?

He turned and walked back to the snowcab where the rest of the investigation team was unpacking the
electronic gear that would help pinpoint the source of the strange signals.

The group included Lena Dravic, a Soviet-Norwegian pa eontologist, Magnus Rassmussen, UN
electronic inspections expert, Malachi Moede from Kenya, mechanic, tractor operator, amateur
agtron-omer-jack-of-al-trades and military mercenary who had given up UN trouble shooting to helpin
the adventure of developing earth's own dien environment, Antarctica. Juan Obrion was an exobiologist
who had turned polar expeditions director.

A week ago Titus Summet, coordinator of UN Earth Resources Security, had ordered them to search
out thisthing regardless of delay to other work. Juan knew that the others were asimpatient as heto get
to the end of the matter and return to their own projects before the Antarctic summer cameto an end. He
could fed their resentment at having to be here; it was the same as hisown.,

Y et there was something strange about this place, something inevitable in the presence of such a
mysterious phenomenain the icebound Antarctic valey. For amoment it amused him to watch the way
his mind conjured up uncritical suspicionsindependently of hisgpprova. A scrap of information, an
irrational image, even afond wish that something could be true—all thiswent into the mix that supported
the emergence of avariety of judgements and conclusions. And if a sudden fact appeared to support any
kind of structure, smple or eaborate, it would have the effect of aspark in avolatile mixture; he would
rush toward theimplications.

The entire Stuation here was beginning to look like hiskind of problem, and he found himsdf enjoyingit.
He vaued theintellectua and emotional perception of the unknown, knowing that together with the
catalyst of curiosity the process released the play of human creativity. Mind and knowledge arefinite,
while what can be known seems endless, and what can be imagined isendless. Theintengity of
enjoyment made life worth living, he thought, while the unknown holds usin suspense between suspicion



and discovery...

Hewalked up to the tractor cab, threw back the hood of his parkaand climbed inside where Maachi
Moede was listening to the radio wail of whatever was embedded in theice.

"Why aren't you heping outside, Ma?'

Theblack Kenyan smiled at him, showing teeth like milk in an inkwell. "Magnus doesn't trust anyone with
his gear except Lena, claims she's more careful, the old chauvinist bounder.”

The radio sound silenced them for amoment. It reminded Juan of a perfectly formed carrier signa, an
aarm repesating endlessly, devoid of al except prearranged information.

"Why did they send you?' Madachi asked. "And why me? Why duplicate abilities? What does Summet
know that he hasn't told us?'

"Somebody got Titusal worked up about the importance of this thing—jprobably a military—enough for
him to send out two hounds. Makes him fed better. But you and | are different, we know alot of other
thingstoo.”

Through the forward windshield they could see Magnus Rassmussen and Lena Dravic pulling the small
radar ded acrosstheice. The ded gained speed but they stopped it a a previoudy set thousand yard red
flag marker.

"There are only afew explanations about this," Juan said, "and | can throw most of them away."

Maachi sghed. "Back a Oxford during my childhood there was afeding that the universe had dl been
collected, by Queen Victoriaactualy, and we were not to show surprise a anything sartling—asif we
could look it up for oursalvesin the place where they store extraordinary things. | wonder what the
increase in knowledge has done to them. Ignoranceis probably good manners now.” He paused. "Tell
mewhat you think isgoing on here.”

Juan shrugged. "Y ou guessfird."
"After you—you'e ready with at least one or two thoughts, maybe they'll suggest something to me.”

"Okay, oneit's something natural we've never encountered before. Two, it's something belonging to a
UN member. Threg, it's extraterrestrial. Four, it'sfrom the past.”

"That'sit?"
"All I've got, Mai."

Rassmussen and Lena Dravic looked like lumpy bears coming back acrosstheice. Juan stared a them
ashelistened to Malachi's answer.

"Y our firgt ideareminds me of the flap thirty years ago about signadsfrom intdligent life out in the gaaxy,
and that turned out to be arotating neutron star—a pulsar—emitting sgnals like alighthouse. Completely
natura but it seemed very intentiona at the time—but that wasthe only time. | don't think thisbelongsto
aUN member, or anybody €l se—"

"They told you more than they told me, | see.”

"l wasto tell you. That leaves your last two guesses. When you say something from the pagt, | takeit you
mean an advanced civilization?'



"It would haveto be."
"The extraterrestriad theory is aways an open one, | suppose..."

"Or your information is bad and it does belong to a UN member. It wouldn't be the first time someone
has lied to the UN."

L ena opened the cab door next to Juan and shouted, " Shall we finish setting up the camp quarters now?
Wedon't havedl year."

"Wed better, Juan,” Maachi said as he opened the door on hisside. "It's better to work in the dear old
aunlight.”

At night the frozen continent seemed to receiveits chill from the endlessicy starswhedling about the
south pole. Theinsulated hut was a black shadow standing on a blue-white plain. The mountains were
black teeth on the horizon. Four human figures emerged and stood looking up at the sky ...

"Thereitis" Juan Obrion said, pointing.

From behind the molar-like mountains abright star rose, .Polar Earth Station One, climbing dowly
toward the zenith.

Obrion led the way to the snowcab. He opened the door and climbed inside. Maachi and Rass-mussen
climbed in next to himin the front seat. Lena pulled hersdf into the back seat in one fluid motion. Maachi
dammed the door shut and sat back heavily. Rassmussen'stdl thin frame seemed hunched over the
glowing instrument panel.

Juan waited for the second hand of the clock to reach the appointed moment and opened the channel to
the station in the sky. Rassmussen pushed the button which activated the radar substation he and Lena
had set up earlier.

Malachi made voice contact. "Signas very clear. What are your coordinates for the location of the
source?'

Lenahad turned on alight over therolling map drum in the back sest.
Animpersona voice from the orbital station began to read off co-ordinates.
When it wasfinished Lenasaid, "But that's here, al around us. How large can thisthing be?"

"Triangulation with your subgtation isaccurate,” Earthwatch One said, "your source must lieinthecircle
where you are the center and the radius extends to the substation, perhaps beyond... we are also picking
up mascon readings from this area. The materia below you is exceptionally dense compared to the
surroundings.”

Juan opened the channel to the mysterious sgnd. Suddenly the perfectly symmetrical wail seemed likea
crying in ahuge empty auditorium where the house lights were stars. The sound was set in agreet silence,
asolitude that suggested an opened vastness, a space of fedling and pride beyond anything Juan had ever
known...

There was nothing left to do now except make preparations to excavate.

In the morning the big copters appeared with the heavy digging machinery. Juan Obrion watched them as
they beat across the blue from the north like giant insects and set down one by one within the circle of



red flags which now outlined the area of ignorance. Summet had promised fifteen machines, with al the
equipment and supplies necessary to the task, together with a hundred men to do the heavy labor. He
had been true to hisword.

By noon one heavy sted rotary digger had gone down ahundred feet to shatter itself against ahard
surface of some kind; by one o'clock the same thing had happened in a spot two hundred feet away.
Two big scoops were brought into place and they began to dig alarge hole between the two smaller
holes made by the rotaries. Fifty feet down the scoops ran out of reach,- forcing the workersto stop.
The rest of the day was spent in widening the hole and constructing aforty five degree ramp of packed
snow down into the crater for one of the smaller scoopsto use.

Asit grew dark, Juan and Maachi watched the excavators set up huge floodlights around the site, along
with the portable generators which picked up their daily power load through the microwave transmissions
from orbital solar plants. The compact batteries could store up to seventy-two hours of electrica power,
more than enough to last until the next feed from orbit. One by one the microwave disheswerelined up
to catch the power station asit came up over the horizon, and each ear would sweep one hundred eighty
degrees until the source waslost to sight at the other edge of the world. Againgt the darkening blue of the
sky, the earswere black circles, expectant sentrieslistening ingde ahollow universe. ..

Juan watched as the small scoop rolled down into the crater to eat away at the hard ice at the bottom.
Theice began to look dark in the harsh glare of the blue-white plasmalamps.

The crews were working in shifts around the clock, under strict orders. Lenaand Rassmussen had long
ago goneto deep. Juan and Maachi had come out twice during the night.

"The color of that ice," Mdachi sad, "it'snot just thelights.”
"It bothered metoo,” Juan said.

Suddenly there was a grinding sound and the scoop was quiet. Juan moved to hisleft at the edgeto get a
better view.

At the bottom of the crater a section of something black protruded from the ice like aportion of some
huge swimming beast trapped below, no longer capable of motion through whatever seahad first
contained it.

Juan walked past Maachi and down the ramp. Malachi followed. The workers had stepped back from
what they had uncovered. The claw of the scoop was frozen in mid air. The operator had climbed out
onto the tread and was staring a what he had found.

Juan came up to the thing and squatted down to fed the surface with his gloved hand. He made afist and
struck it. One of the diggers came up to him and handed him asmall geologist's hammer. Juan struck
once lightly. The only sound was adull metdlic thud. In awild moment he had dmost expected the beast
to move and shaketheice...

"We're going to try going through this" Maachi said kneding down next to him. "I don't think this
bel ongs to anyone we know, old man.”

"How big doyou think it is?"

"Noway to tell, yet. Thefirst dig holes are two hundred feet gpart and thisisin the middle. We could drill
more holes and widen them out like thisone.”

"Y ou pick the spot and give the orders,” Juan said. "Then we had better get some deep. Lenaand



Magnuswill wake usif anything new happens.”

Juan stood up and led the way out of the crater. Therewasafaint hint of dawn light coming up from
behind the mountains. For amoment he wondered what he was doing here, what this crazy dig-ging was
al about, and what were al these unlikely theories he and Maachi had started coming up with. He
staggered toward the hut thinking of deep.

Lenawas shaking him awake, gently.
"Juan, there's an opening, wake up.”

He opened his eyes and saw the high cheekbones and blue eyes of her face hovering over him. Behind
her Maachi was gtting in achair drinking coffee. The white coffee cup seemed to match histeeth, and

for amoment before hisvision cleared Juan thought it was a huge tooth. Through the smal window in the
direction of hisfeet he could see it was evening again. Suddenly he resented Antarctica. Where werethe
sunny beaches and the smple pleasures he had not known for so long? Where wasthe love affair he had
put off for so long now? What was this thing under the ice which was quickly becoming anagging puzzle?
Heimagined acity standing on the soil of acontinent locked in ice. Whatever it turned out to be, he knew
hewould resent it.

Sowly hegot up and dipped into hisinsulated coverall which went on over the therma indoor suitsthey
al wore. "What do you mean, Lena?' he asked as Mdachi gave him acup of coffee.

"Weve found an opening into thething,” Maachi said, "'she only repegated it nine times.”

Obrion started pacing next to his bunk while sipping his coffee. "1 expected that there would be one.” He
put the cup on achair. "Let's get out there."

Blue light was streaming upward from the crater. As Juan followed Maachi down into the new open-ing,
thelight radiated upward asif cast by ablue sun below the horizon.

Magnus Rassmussen was standing over acircular opening, his profile thrown into a strange shadow cast
upward by the blue glare. Juan came up to the well of light and stood |ooking down asif into an oceanic
eye. Lenaand Madachi walked around to hisleft and stared down silently.

"Mai, you come with me," Obrion said.

Lenaand Rassmussen did not protest as Juan sat down on the edge of the opening and let hisfeet hang
down ingde. The blue seemed warm and he fdlt asif he were entering the waters of an exotic bath. His
feet brushed againgt awall and found ladder-like ridges. He turned and lowered himself on his gloved
hands until he could grasp one of the ridges with hisleft hand.

"It'sonly fivefeet to the bottom,” Lenasaid. "We dropped aline before.”
Rassmussen dropped the line again as she spoke. "It'sthereif you need it, Juan,” the engineer said.

Juan reached out for the next ridge with his boot. Suddenly hisfoot dipped. He grasped theline and did
down quickly. Looking up immediately he saw Maachi coming down after him. Lenaand Magnuswere
dark figures above, giantsin thelighted circle.

The footing was solid. In amoment Maachi was standing next to him. Obrion peered around the
chamber, trying to guessitssize.

"You go left,” Obrion said, "I'll go right—but not too far.”



"Juan!" Lena shouted from above. "The cover isclosng—"

Helooked up intimeto see aglowing red circle. Then the opening was gone, with nothing to suggest that
there had ever been one. Quickly he walked direcdy under the place where it had been. Mai came up
and stood next to him.

The circle glowed and Juan was looking at Lenaand Magnus again. "It'sautomatic,” Lenasaid loudly.
"The diggers said it ppeared out of nowhere thefirgt timeaso.”

"l see now," Maachi said. "When there was no one inside here the opening was triggered by anyone who
came near outside. But whilewereinside, only we can open it. That's a safety festure of alock system, it
seems, completely automatic.” Helooked around. "There's got to be an inner entrance leading inside, so
that we can clear the chamber for othersto use from outsde. But that probably won't open until the one
above closes. The only way to find it isto make acircuit of the chamber.”

"Do you think this could be acity?' Obrion asked. "Was it once under water—hence the lock?!
"Well know more when we get insde,” Mdachi said as he started to fed hisway around the room.

"I don't think there's anyone here," Juan said. He stepped to one side and the opening above faded away
inafaint red glow. "Well get trekking packs and take alook-see trip insde before someone puts a
clamp on thewholefind. It would be just like Titus to come down here himself and rob us. If we're good
enough to leave our work to find thisthing, then we should get the credit, don't you think?"

"Righto, Juan—-do you redlize what this means? Incredible, but thereisaburied culturein Antarctica
... you don't suppose this could be ahoax, an e aborate plant made by some eccentric millionaire?"
"Suits mefine, whatever itis" Obrion said. "I'll get the othersand well get to work."

"It couldn't be ahoax,” Maachi added, "not with that kind of lock."

Asthey stood to one side looking up at the circle of night through which they had entered, it glowed and
disappeared.

"Hdlo, I'vefound it—the inner door!" Maachi shouted.

Obrion turned and saw an orange glow spilling out from the new circle. He walked forward and stepped
through into a corridor which seemed covered with hard obsidian. Overhead, orange-yellow lamps
curved away to the left. The black floor reflected the lights as a dull white Streak.

The others stepped through behind him. Obrion waited until the portal had disappeared before leading
the way forward. They would explore while the crew dept above them, exhausted from the digging.
Obrion had gained eight to ten hours before the foreman called in areport, at best a day before Summet
arrived with his baggage of worldly consequences and locust-like experts, including UN military security
teams. He shuddered at what the security and military personnel would seein thisthing. It was certain
they would try to turn it to their advantage in terms of gppropriations and practica authority.

Obrion loosened a shoulder strap on his backpack, threw back the hood of his parka and adjusted the
position of the emergency light on his hooded cap. As hewaked forward, he started to fedl very
pro-tective about the structure, asif he had been its architect, dmost asif it were enlisting hishelp,
leading him on with promises of strange rewards, stirring his curiogity in away he had not known since he
had been asmall boy...



"The curve of the corridor isaspird leading down,” Maachi said from behind. "My levd indicateswere
moving lower into thisthing."

"Look a the markingson thewadls" Lenasad.

Obrion stopped. Immediately ahead was alarge circular opening cut in the floor. The corridor continued
on the other side. They walked up to it together and looked down.

The passage wasfilled with bright yellow light and went straight down asfar asthey could see. Warm air
was coming up fromit, air that seemed to be overly rich in oxygen. Obrion took acoin out of his pocket
and dropped it in. The coin floated down dowly, asif something were holding it in avise-like grip.

"Curious," Rassmussen said as he watched, "it staysflat, in the position it had when you let go.”

"Heeeeeeeeeeceeceeeey!" The sound came from behind them in the corridor. They al turned suddenly.
Next to Obrion, Maachi staggered back from the load of his pack and stepped into the opening in the
floor.

"Juan, help me" he said desperately.

Obrion turned in time to see him moving downward. He fell to his knees at the edge, as did Lenaand
Magnus. They dl reached down with their hands, but Maachi wastoo far down, faling dowly away, yet
held doft asif by someforce, aman in aninvisble devator. Obrion could see him moving hislipsasif in
prayer, but dl sound seemed cut off.

Gradudly hisfigure dwindled to the size of atoy dall, then to adark point, and in another instant Maachi
Moede was gone.

""Heeeeeeeeeeeececeey!” The sound repeated itsalf behind them, asif to confirm with abanshee's glee the
loss of Maachi, one of Africals new men, newly swallowed by amechanica leviathan hibernating in the
land of cold.

"'Heceeeccceecceesey!”

Obrion, Lenaand Rassmussen got up and turned to face whatever was coming down the curving
corridor after them.

"It waslouder," Lenasaid.

For afew moments Juan heard only their breathing, and even that grew quieter asthey waited. The
passage seemed to befilled with ablue mist.

Footsteps.
"Juan, what could it be?' Lenawhispered.
Obrion shook his head, motioning her to be silent.

Rassmussen came up and stood at his|eft, readying himsdf. Obrion dipped off his pack and placed it at
his feet. Rassmussen did the same. They had no weapons except their bare hands.

At the bend of the passage two figures appeared in silhouette, coming partialy into view and stopping,
two cutouts made of black paper, standing perfectly dill...

Then Obrion noticed that they were growing larger, shadows coming forward to engulf them, threatening



asif inabad dream. Thisistherea world, he said to himsdlf silently; but al the events here were
fantagtic. The structure he was in was fantastic, yet cer-tainly red; itsvery redity seemed to promise that
the store of the fantastically red wasfar from exhausted. Slowly Obrion walked forward to meet the
shadows.

Chapter Two
The Seekers

The shadows seemed to retreat as he gpproached them.
"Juan!" Lena shouted with concernin her voice.

Suddenly the shadows dissolved into two human figures. The one on theright wastal, with blonde hair
and blue eyes. He was stocky even for aman wearing a snowsuit. The man next to him was middle sized,
with graying brown hair and afamiliar set of bushy eyebrows, their brown wires still untouched by gray.

"Titus Summet!" Obrion shouted. "What are you doing here?' The anger rose up in him. "Do you redize
what your intruding hasjust cost us—weve lost Maachi—"

"lvan Dimitryk, thisis Juan Obrion—|"

"Titus, theré's no time to stand and chat. Y ou hel ped cause a serious accident.”
"Where?' Juan saw the frightened smile on the UN Director'sface.
"Comesee."

He led them back to Lena and Rassmussen, and for amoment they all stared down into the drop.

"He must be dead,” Summet said. "1 don't see how anyone could survive afal like that. Let's get out of
here. Well be setting up alarge base dome before getting into thisthing any more.” Suddenly Juan hated
the older man's cold British tones, hislack of concern for Maachi'slife, aswell asthe rude hint that he
was about to assume command.

"We don't think he'sdead, Titus," Juan said.

"Oh, why?"

"Well, you see, hedidn't exactly fall. It seemed more like he floated down. HE'sin another section of this
thing and welve got to find him."

"What do you think, Rassmussen?' Summet asked.

"| tend to agree with Juan.”

"Very well, we shal come back when we're better equipped for asearch.”
Juan was gtill angry asheled the way out.

Summet had insisted on the wegpons. Obrion did not like wearing agun, and he could tell that Lena
tolerated her own as she would ajawbone club attached to her waist. They had brought additiona
provisons and first-aid suppliesto add to their backpacks which they had left near the drop tube.

At the drop, Obrion led the way around, followed by Lena, Summet, Rassmussen and Ivan Dimitryk.



Ahead the passage continued in adow curve, leading downward like aspiralling wormhol e cutting
through an apple. Juan played with the image suggested by the corridor: a solid sphere locked inthe
agdessice. Theimpression seemed very immediate, amost asif it had been placed into hismind.
Malachi, you can't be dead, the thought intruded. He could not accept the picture of hisfriend's body
lying broken at the bottom of the strange well. Then he realized that there should be doorsin acorridor,
unlessthe passage was for some kind of vehicle.

"Juan," Lenasaid behind him asthey walked, "theré's asound coming from ahead, can't you hear it?"
He stopped and listened. Gradually a high whine became audible enough to be more than suggestion.

"l can hear it," Summet said. Juan detected anote of fear in hisvoice, whilein hisown mind grew the
image of asnakdike vehicle pushing through the curving passage to crush them.

"Quick, everyone againgt thewall!" Obrion shouted.

They dl took afew stepsto their right and waited with backsto the wall. As he started to lean againgt the
surface, Obrion fdt it yield and he sumbled backward under the weight of his pack—

—and found himsdlf in abrightly lit room, done.

The slence was oppressive. The harsh white light made the skin of his hands seem amost transparent.
Around him were benches of various Sizes, and standing things that looked like cabinets. Juan sat down
to catch his breath. He heard his heart beating loudly in his chest. He heard hispulsein hisears... distant
plodding footsteps.

Suddenly the celling turned adull red and he felt heat penetrate to every part of hisbody. He started to
swedt in his heavy clothing. Then the ceiling changed back to white and he felt acool breeze rush through
the room. There was asweet scent in the air, pleasant yet Smilar to the sweetness of pure oxygen.

He turned and walked back in the direction he thought he had come from. A bright red oval appearedin
the section of wall. He reached out to touch it and his hand disappeared. He pulled it back and |ooked at
it. There was nothing wrong. Putting both arms out in front, he walked into the glowing ova—and
stepped out into the curving passage. Therewas no oneto hisright or left. He turned around in time to
see the porta fade away. He stepped up to the place where it had been and put out his hand. The
doorway appeared again, and disappeared when he pulled his hand back.

Ashe stood there, he redlized that no technology of histime could possibly have produced thiskind of
doorway. This entire place was afunctioning relic from apast which could not possibly have existed. He
fet adtirring of prideful resentment toward the past culture that could have built this entire structure. It
was the kind of thing one might expect of humanity'sfuture, agoa to work toward. If the past had
achieved what he saw, then the present was atime of decline. How would the world receive such
evidence of itslesser status?

Back aong the passage, the others began to appear as each in turn learned the mechanism of the doors.
Mogt likely the entire length of the winding passage was spaced with entranceways, probably on both
sdes. For amoment the room he had left reminded him of a bath.

Therewas alook of persond pride on Summet'sface. " Juan, we're going no further—these rooms come
first. We have got to start taking photographs. I've just seen some very curious things. What happened to
you?"

"I think | just took abath... I'm not sure. Titus, al this, it doesn't disturb you?"



"Not very much, redly. Why should it? It'sthe archeologica find of the century. Whatever itis, well
figureit out.”

"What do you think it is, Titus?' Rassmussen asked from behind him.

Thedirector turned around to face Magnus, then turned back to Obrion. "You're dl trying to needle me.
| warnyou..." Then he smiled. "Why nat, | try to bein agood mood.”

"Well, what do you think thisis?" Lena asked.

The worldly man shrugged hiswide shoulders, wrinkled his bushy brown eyebrows and said, "For one
thing, it's an Earth Resource as of right now, and fully protected by my... by the authority of UN
Resources Security. Everyone will get his share— nations, scientists, everyone, depending on why they
need it and what good it will do. For now, everyone out back topside! That's an officia order."

Juan looked at Ivan Dimitryk, who stood next to the director. There was a satisfied look on hisface.
Lenasighed. "Y ou'reforgetting we have to look for Maachi."

"I'll take the respongibility, Dravic. Now move, or I'll go get some security police. He started to herd
them before him, preferring to bring up the rear with Dimitryk. "Well al search better after we get some
deep. Oh, leave your packs near the entrance. No sense carting them around.”

"Shut up, Titus," Obrion said. "Y ou can order us about, but we're il bright enough to think of little things
for oursdves.

In the quiet Juan remembered how Maachi had openly mocked the director, in cutting ways that would
always be superior to the angry kick in the pants Titus deserved.

Ashelay in hisbunk, Juan wondered about what they were getting into. Summet had become very
nervous by the time they had gotten back to quarters, asif he were afraid that some disaster would rob
him of his prize. Obrion's own work seemed a distant thought next to Malachi's absence and the thought
of exploring the buried structure. There would be years of work here. ..

He should have insisted that the search for Maachi go forward immediately, but they weredl tired and
needed what deep waseft in the remaining night hours. He fell adeegp dreaming of seabirds crying loudly
under aburning sun...

Behind the partition in her corner of the cabin, Lenawas warm under the electric blanket. Malachi was
wheding away from her into the bowel s of a nameless congtruction and she remembered the feding of
hel plessness which was a cold whirlwind passing through dl of them. Y et she fdlt reasonably sure that
Maachi had not fallen to his death. She could not imagine the strong African dead.

Summet was ameddler. Juan had told her of histroubleswith the director. The man had to be
emotionaly blackmailed to get things done. Facts counted only as convincers. Summet depended on
those around him for advice, and often got the best through a process of dimination and delay; but athing
gtill had to look good paliticaly to be implemented. The director was a device brought into being by
circumstances involving science and world affairs. Politicos trusted him and world science knew that he
could be convinced by their best spokesmen. Shetried to imagine Titus Summet as the environmental
biologist he had been trained to be, and failed.

Summet depended on Juan's combination of skills. There were not many exobiologistswho had his
organizationd abilitiesand high standing in the scientific community. In Summet's position of power Juan
would have been envied. A tdl, black-haired aristocrat from a Spanish-American Cdiforniafamily, Juan



could easily charm a public gathering with hisfluid bodily movements and noble posture. Summet wasa
madter a looking naturally uncomfortable and trustworthy at the sametime, especialy to people who
were planning to spend money. She could not remember him ever gppearing with Juan in public.

She wondered why Ivan Dimitryk was here. There was something about his presence that suggested a
Soviet protest, or at least amoveto steal some glory for Russian science. The officia status of such
interloperswas"UN Observer." Summet had been obliged to bring one dong, asign of hisservile
position to the world above his authority. It was obvious that Dimitryk was contemptuous of the director.
She amiled to hersdf at the Russian's ridiculousimage, one which reminded her of Texanstouring
Europe. She was beginning to fee some sympathy for Titus as shefdl adeep.

Magnus Rassmussen knew enough about energy conversionsto realize that the dissolving doorways
ind de the Structure involved a manipulation of power on aleve of sophigtication unknownin his
experience, or the experience of any engineer in recorded history, if the record of the past wasto be
believed.

Such acontrol of the fluid agpects of matter-energy was adream. Itsredlity implied arevolution in the
world's economic system through the capability for the synthesis of any scarceitemsfrom any kind of
raw materia. And here the application was used to operate doors! There had to be other applications
elsawherein the Sructure.

Hefdt lucky to be here. Raising his head, he looked around in the dark at the deeping bodiesin the
cabin. Through the small window the sky was dready light blue with dawn. He thought of the radio
beacon marking anew world below theice. Where was Maachi now, he wondered. What strange things
was he seaing?

The question was like asolid object in hisbrain ashefell adeep.

Hands reached out to Malachi as hefdl, hands which seemed to grow longer with the downward effort.
He saw thelook of horror in the faces of his friends as the world opened to swallow him. Their
expressions added to histerror, despite the sensation that he was sinking into quicksand rather than
faling. He shouted, but gradually the circle of the opening above him grew smaller and disappeared. And
suddenly he seemed to be moving faster. At any moment the bottom would rush up to meet him. His
head would crack against a hard surface, snapping hisspine...

Madachi screamed.

And asadnesstook hold of him liketheiron fist of some mad puppeteer jamming itsdlf into the glove of
the manneguin. He moved hisarmswildly. But behind the crisis he remembered his grandmother telling
him a story from apark bench. It was astory about aboy who fdl into a bottomlesswell and reached a
large ocean under the earth, where he learned to sail apirate vessd, taking it to all the ports of the
strange ocean where there was no sky or stars, only the glow of thingswhich flew high in the caverns.
The boy grew old in hisnew life, until agiant dropped a bucket into the well and fished him up ship and
dl...

Suddenly Malachi dighted onasmal platform jutting out from the side of the drop tunnd. He stood
shaking, surprised and frightened, but grateful for the reprieve. He noticed the small dcove which seemed
to lead back into the complex. As he stepped into it, the wall dissolved to et him through—

—into alarge circular room. The floor doped downward toward the middle as in an amphithegter; the
only chairs seemed to be standing in the center where the stage would be. Above him the space of the
room was enormous.



Sowly he started to walk down the dope. Looking more closely toward the center, he noticed what
looked like consoles of some kind spaced around the chairs, asif planned for some kind of work. For a
moment it seemed to him that he should be able to guesswhat al thiswasfor. His excitement increased
ashedrew near, dmogt asif hisentirelife had been lived to bring him to this place a this moment.

Juan dreamed of alarge red weather balloon carrying him acrossthe face of Antarctica. Lenawaswith
him in the open basket, unafraid of the cold wind rushing by them. It seemed that the dream had been
going on for ages when someone shook him gently awake. He opened his eyes, ready to push the
intruder away.

Malachi was grinning a him, and motioning for him to be sllent. "Get dressed,”" he whispered, "wake the
others, except for Summet and his tag-aong, and meet me at the entrance to the find." He got up from his
knedling position and turned to go, opening the inner door to the hut as Obrion was putting on his
overpants. In amoment the outer door closed gently.

Juan felt the sudden absence of the anxiety which had been eating away at the back of his consciousness
from the first minutes after Maachi's accident. He had restrained it, asthey al had, together with their
distaste for Summet.

When he was dressed he woke Lena, then Magnus. In fifteen minutes they were stlanding outside in the
morning sun, squinting a him.

"Madachi'saive" he said, "hewas just here and he wants usto meet him at the entrance to the structure,
minus Summet and hisfriend.”

"I'mso glad hésdive" Lenasad.
Magnus sghed, obvioudy relieved.

Shivering in his parka, Obrion led the way past the cabins housing the excavation teams, past the
helicopters squatting on the snow covered ice, toward the crater they had scooped out to placate human
curiogity.

The wesather was perfect again—ablue, cloudless sky, making for long, clear morning shadows. Obrion
led them singlefile down into the crater.

Maachi waswaiting a the entrance. Obrion grasped him by the hand; Lena hugged him while Magnus
patted him on the back.

"l guessit wasn't my time," Maachi said, "much too early, redly."
"How are you, what happened?’ Lena asked.

"I'll have to show you." He turned and sat down on the edge of the circular entrance. "Follow me," he
said and jumped down into thewell of bluelight.

One by onethey followed him down into the opening. Once bel ow, Juan reminded them all to put on the
packsthey had left for the next day's exploring. Findly they went after Maachi into the curving
passageway. When they came again to the well, Maachi turned around and grinned. "L ater we might all
become adept at using thisthing, but for now welll haveto hiketheway | came out.”

Obrion led theway after him down the continuing curve, thinking of al the hundreds of chambers hiding
behind the sealed membranes of potentialy fluid matter of which the doorways were made.



After agood quarter hour of marching, Obrion caled after Maachi. "How much more?”
"Three or four kilometers,” the black man said without turning around. "Thisisthe long way."

For amoment Juan was surprised at his own easy acceptance of what they were doing, and the least of it
was the fact that they werein technicd violation of Summet's orders. But more importantly heredized
that they knew nothing of what they werewaking into. Their brains and senses drew a blank in terms of
an explanation of what they were seeing. Only Maachi seemed to know something, and Maachi wasa
friend who had come back from near death asif in answer to a desperate wish.

"How big isthis place?' Juan asked loudly.

In the amphitheater Obrion noticed that there were just enough fixed chairsfor them al to st down.
Malachi asked them to sit down before he spoke.

"Now watch this" he said. He sat down in the fourth chair. Now they were al facing each other.
There was arectangular console at each right hand.

"Y ou see | needed four people only.”

"What are we supposed to see?' Lena asked. "Now relax.”

Rassmussen was drumming hisfingers on the metalic surface of the seemingly blank solid growing out of
the polished floor next to his chair. Obrion found himsdlf tensing. "Sit back," Maachi was saying. "'l had
only ahint before. Wait."

Sowly, like the motion of afine watch hand, the seats drew back, until they were dl facing the space
above the room. Obrion noticed that the light was everywhere, yet there was no direct source.

The circular chamber darkened quickly and he waslooking at astarfield, intensely bright in the open
darkness.

"All the brightest tarsare G types," Madachi said, "single or double systems. The view seemsto focus
attention on them.”

Suddenly the stars were gone. Obrion looked around in the dark, sensing that someone had stood up.
"Now look to your right,” Maachi said.

Thetop of the rectangle next to Obrion had opened to revea acomplement of glowing controls.
There was enough light from the four setsto reved

Malachi's dark shape standing nearby. Magnus was also up from his seet, peering closdly at hisown
pand, hisface aprobing profilein the dim light.

"What €lse have you found out?' Rassmussen asked.

"I have only one more thing to show,” Mdachi said. "I have been thinking that this area here might be
some kind of entertainment or educationa center for the people who once lived here. We might as well
face theideathat therewasahigh civilization in Antarcticawel | before recorded history. The date could
be ten to fifty thousand years ago."



"There may be another explanation,” Lenasaid, "but what we seeis certainly real enough.” Thelights
faded in as she spoke.

"Faollow me" Mdachi sad;

Heled theway out of the amphitheater, directly through the dissolving portd into the winding passage.
Stepping acrossto the other sde, Mdachi activated another portal and stepped inside. Obrion followed,
with Lenaand Rassmussen right behind him, into aroom which reminded him of the one he had visited
before, except that this one was entirely bare.

A haf dozen skeletons covered the floor, naked in the white light. Some were piled together, their bones
mixed; otherslay lonely near the comers.

"I'velooked at them carefully,” Maachi said. "They're not any human I've ever seen or heard abouit.
There are dozens of minor differences, aswell as some major ones. Two opposable thumbs on each
hand and avery large ribcage. | would like to have seen the heart that once best in one of these
gentlemen. Their physica characteristics were naturd evolutionary ones, or they were biologicdly
engineered. Both notions are fantastic enough.”

"What killed them?' Lenaasked. "They seem to have died suddenly.”
Obrion thought he felt the ground tremble dightly under hisfest.

"That's probably adippageintheice around us," Maachi said. "This entire structure might no longer be
resting on the bedrock of the continent. The glaciers might have sheared it off when they covered
everything. It might not be safe”

There was another, smaler tremor, then quiet. Obrion listened for the vibrations but they did not return.
"You know," he said looking around at theremains, "if they were like us, basicdly, then we can find out
al about them. Therewill be points of subjective aswell as externa analogy. Psychologicaly there will
aready be a bridge between ourselves and them. They shared the same planet with us when we were
gpefolk struggling to differentiate oursdves from the other amians..."

"Perhaps," Maachi said, "but only if we can run our minds forward to at least grasp the look, the qualities
of the kind of technicswe might have athousand years from now. Magnus, what do you think?"

Rassmussen shook his heed. Histall, gray-haired frame seemed frail in the antiseptic light. "A hundred
years might well give us some of the things I've seen here. Predictions are dways conservative because
the hard-to-imagine kinds of things seem remote and strange. But that can be deceptive. We're not used
to it—it'snot part of daily experience. Later it may seem simple and easy to accomplish. Any sufficiently
advanced technology will look like magic, if you're backward enough. .."

"But dl of thisisnot magic,” Maachi said. ™Y ou can imagine how it works, Magnus?'

"| think s0, though it would be along time before | could learn enough to do it al myself, without
coaching. Ingrumentd skill isadifferent thing from being able to furnish an explanation. A technician can
creste an effect without having an adequate theory. In fact he may even be able to do thingson the basis
of awrong theory. It doesn't follow that just because something works the theory istrue; it may work for
other reasons and the theory should be regarded as only possibly true. However, if something doesn't
work, and dl the conditions have been checked, then very likely the theory isfdse. Materia things often
seem to resst theory in practice, even when you fed certain that something must work. It took yearsto
send and receive thefirst radio signals across the ocean. It was difficult to send asigna from oneradio
st to another sucessfully, across aroom, even once.”



"Everything inthis place,”" Obrion said, "seemsto have been working for along time, possibly thousands
of years. Theresair, light, heat, living spaces. I'll bet there are adequately preserved stores of food
somewhere. And maybe, Magnus, thereis something in this place that might coax you into working
miracles”

They dl laughed. Juan looked at the skull on one of the skeletons, wondering what kind of smileit might
have worn once.

"If I could even learn to make one of these doorways," Magnus said, "then | could solve the world's
problems, the material onesat any rate."

Without warning the world trembled again, throwing them to the floor among the ancient bones, like
marionettes whose strings had just been cut.

Chapter Three

Trapped

The shaking and trembling continued, asif some percussive tunesmith were trying to throw the skeletons
on the floor into amad dance. Lena helped Obrion to hisfeet. Maachi did the same for Rass-mussen.

They passed through the dissolving portd in pairs and made their way up the curving incline of the
passageway back to the entrance locks.

When they entered the outer lock-chamber forty minutes | ater, trie shaking had stopped. The outer door
dissolved overhead and they saw that the exit was completely blocked.

"Maybeit's not too thick acover," Obrion said. "Boost me up, Mai."

When he was sitting up on Maachi's shoulders, Obrion started to dig with his hands. But the ice was
hard and cold, and after afew minutes Maachi let him down. "WEell bloody our hands, evenif we
rotate," the Kenyan said, "and then we won't be able to do anything with our hands. Well wait for
Summet to dig usout.”

"I hope he's angry enough *o do it quickly," Obrion said.
"Let's hope he can guesswherewe are," Lenasaid.

"I suggest we make use of our time," Magnus said. "It will take afair amount of timefor themto dig
through to us. In the meantime each of us could ex-, plore aroom aong the passageway. It's something
useful we could do whilewewait.”

"If they taketoo long,” Lenasaid, "well haveto plan our surviva, see about food and water in this
place

Obrion looked at hiswatch. "It'sjust past 9:00 am. If by this evening they haven't gotten us out, we'll go
back to the circular room, take an inventory of what we left in our packs and start rationing while we
search.”

They were dl slent for afew moments.

"Well, let's get started,” Mdachi said. Abruptly he turned and went through the portal back into the
curving passage.

Lenaand Rassmussen followed. Obrion brought up the rear.



Far ahead of Obrion, just before the turn in the passage, the smal figure of Maachi went through the wall
porta into aroom. A minute before, Lenaand Rassmussen had disappeared a hundred feet ahead of
him. Obrion paused before doing the same. He was done. The others had been swallowed up by the
enigmatic chambers of the giant shell-like Sructure. It was asif they had all disgppeared to avoid seeing
thelook of doubt in each other's eyes about the danger they werein. There was security in carrying out
an assigned task, asense of the normal.

Taking adeep breath, Juan pushed through the suddenly appearing red oval—
—into darkness.

As his eyes began to adjust, ascattering of smal lights went on like distant stars overhead. He saw that
he was in what seemed like ahuge crypt. Human size caskets grew from the floor at even intervals,
forming broken whed spokeswhich led to acircular consolein the center ahundred feet ahead. He
walked up to it and turned to look around. The caskets, if he could call them that, were completely
opague and pale green. For amoment he imagined that he had walked into a surprise birthday party and
at any moment hundreds of merry makerswould rise up out of the coffinsto cheer hishedth.

But the moment passed and the hall was quiet. He thought again about what was happening to them, how
suddenly they had al been joined to these circumstances. Are we equd to discovering, even guessing
what these things under the cold are for, he wondered; even if the guess wereright, we would never
know. Y et here was his chance—and a chance for dl of them—to make their names.

He shivered in the seeming cold of the chamber despite hiswarm clothes.

As Lena passed through the sudden insubstantia-ity of the portd, fear blossomed insde her. What if
somehow the portal were to freeze up around her as she went through? But before the terror of imagining
her atoms mixing with the materid of thewall could take hold, she was standing—

—inacompletdy bare room. There were no right angles. Thewalls curved like lenseslooking out into
fearful depths. It had to be anillusion; yet she felt there was something in the anaogy. The room had been
designed to be used exactly as she saw it. There was an infinity in its stillness, a perfection something-like
the sound ingde a seashell, carrying from afar.

The light wasindirect, softly white. She sat down on the smooth, perfectly clean floor and tried to put her
thoughtsin order. All of their scientific reputations were assured from thisfind, yet no one had mentioned
it. She had not even thought of it, until now. Oneway or another, their lives would be changed. It would
take years, perhaps lifetimesto explore, map and inventory the insdes of the structure; even longer to
understand what was here. Its very existence would ater human history asit had been written, changing it
beyond recognition and in ways which would have seemed ridiculousif they had been put forward
without overwhelming evidence, asimagindive cregtions.

But the floor she sat on wasred, solid, or she was mad, halucinating in some asylum and sharing the
dream with Juan, Magnus and Malachi. No, these facts did not need to be invented. They needed to be
understood.

Once again shefdt the rush of curiosity coupled with the feding that the room's visual evidence had
dready triggered aconcluson in her mind. It was the same fedling that the fascination of explanation in
the sciences had produced in her asagirl; the same attraction she had felt upon learning why Norway
had amidnight sun. To thisday she associated ingpiration and creetivity with the midnight sun shining over
snowy mountains. Knowledge was aglacier holding up the mountains. The dow accumulation of
knowledge could save alife, or aworld. It had done so many times, and would do so again. Whether for
practical things, or for curiosity, her life would servein this motion toward the light.



She looked around the room, redlizing that she could not tell how largeit was. Sowly she stood up and
was perfectly gill, imagining thet if she could say the right words the wallswould carry her soundsinto the
spaces between the stars.

Malachi looked around at the various shapes growing from the floor like mushrooms. They seemed to be
containers, hundreds of them covering the floor of the rectangular orange room. On both sides of him
were shelves holding smaller box-like objects. Thewadll at the far end of the room was bare.

He was beginning to fed dightly deficient, and annoyed. Too much of what they had seen seemed to exist
just beyond their immediate understanding. He walked up to two drums and tried to remove their covers.
They would not move. He noticed awhole battery of the same kind against the right wall. He walked up
to one and tried the cover, again without success.

They knew | was coming, he thought, so they sealed the covers.

Rassmussen was staring at ahuge wall covered with empty cubbyholes, reminding him of asold-out food
automat. The rest of the blue-lighted room held a concentric arrangement of what seemed to be round
tables complete with chairs. They must be tables and chairs, Magnus said to himsdlf. And if the builders
were like us, then perhaps we could eat the same food, if therewas any in an edible Sate.

He wondered how many rooms there might be a ong the descending spira of the passageway. How
deeply into Antarcticadid the spiral go? Heimagined ahuge hollow corkscrew stuck into theice by a
whimsica giant, with everything indde made deliberately puzzling, perhaps meaningless. But herecdled
the elegance of the- dissolving doorways, areminder that to find how they worked wasitself away into
much more than just another room.

When Juan came out again into the winding passage, he heard Rassmussen shouting.
"Help! Someone help me!™

Quickly he ran up along the way toward the engineer'svoice. As he drew nearer, Juan saw the older
man's hand franticdly trying to claw itsway through the dissolving portd. In amoment Juan saw that only
Magnus hand and face were visible. Therest of him was frozen in the substance of the doorway.

Juan came within afew feet of the face and looked into its eyes. "Are you hurt?"
"No—jugt stuck. Don't come near me, it might be dangerous.”

The substance around Magnus seemed almost smokey, something that agood gust of wind might blow
away. Magnus face was amotionless mask. Only the eyes betrayed hisfear.

Lenacame out of thewal up ahead, followed dmost immediately by the gpparently smaller figure of
Maachi further away.

"Quick!" Juan shouted. "Magnusis trapped!"

In seconds Lenaand Maachi were by hisside, looking with horror at the wall which showed aface and
ahand, theface looking like anewly hung portrait just beginning to accept itsfate, the hand moving as
much as possible to keep up circulation.

"What can we do?' Lena asked.
"Can that Suff sever hishand?' Mdachi asked in awhisper.



"I don't know," Obrion said. He imagined Magnus trapped forever in the wall. Food would be brought to
him while team after team of the world's youngest physicist-engineers studied the mystery of the porta's
mechanism. Nurses would bathe Rassmussen's face and brush histeeth after his meals, he would discuss
his plight with aspiring rescuersin seminar after seminar, arevered magician tragicdly set in stone. And
through the years the puzzle of the doorway would eude al who cameto decipher it. And what if itisa
problem we are incapable of ever under standing, Juan thought.

"Juan," Lenasaid speaking softly next to him, "with so much of hisbody enclosed hewon't last very
long."

Madachi said, "Thisisthefirst evidence we've seen that thingsin here are old and mafunctioning.”
"Doyou fed pan?' Lenaasked.

"No... but my circulation is being affected, | am sure now | can't fed my hand. Funny... when | camee
through before... | would put up one hand asif | didn't believe it would work, and thistimeit failed.”

They weredl slent for afew moments. /™Y ou may not be able to free me," Magnus continued, "so well
have to face that possihility... that | may be dead by the time Summet digsusout.”

Asif offering acomment, the world trembled again for amoment, then was till.
"WEéll get you out,” Lenasaid.

Juan imagined Magnus skull setinthewall like an ivory ornament; the long fingers of the fleshlesshand
were ahat hook...

"Of course!" Madachi said suddenly. "How stupid of us not to think of it." Before Obrion could react, the
Kenyan stepped toward the portal which held Rassmussen. The familiar reddening of the oval appeared
around the engineer's face and hand. Maachi grasped the wrist with both hands and pulled the trapped
man out asthe portal dissolved. "l was hoping this side could still be triggered to open on agpproach,”
Madachi sad.

Rassmussen was swesting heavily in his parka, and his bresth came dowly asMaachi held him up. The
look of relief was plainin hisface as Lenarubbed hislimp hands.

"Can you stand now?' Maachi asked.

Magnus nodded. "Unfortunately we may have to go into that room again. It might contain things we need,
or might cometo need if we don't get out soon.”

Malachi shrugged. " So the door sticks abit. It might not happen again.”
"Let'shope” Lenasad.

Obrion thought of al the explorers who had died on this continent of cold at the edge of the world.
Looking at Lenaand Maachi and the recovering Magnus, he knew that none of them had any specia
charms of protection, including himsdlf. Even if onewereto die, it would poison therest of hislife, it
seemed. They were dl safe for the moment, but how long would luck last?

Thefloor shook again, more strongly thistime. They dl threw out their hands to keep balance.

As Titus Summet watched the diggerstrying to uncover the entrance to the buried complex, the
conti-nent shook with aforce that knocked him on his back at the edge of the man-made crater. Ingtantly



he was grateful. He might have been knocked forward to roll down into the depression.

But as he tried to stand up, the trembling continued, growing more violent with every second. Crawling
on his hands and knees, Summet saw that that diggers at the bottom were strewn on the white like black
pick-up sticks, each man holding on in the hope that the shaking would stop. As he watched, the bottom
of the crater began to rise. An anger rose up inside him, amogt asif he had expected any such silly event
to have at least had the courtesy to file apermit with his officefirg.

The bottom of the crater and sides began to crack as they were pushed upward. Some of the diggers
began to ydll loudly for help. Summet stood up precarioudy and began to stagger back toward the huts
and copters. Everyone was outside looking past him to the rising excavation site. He stopped and turned
around. The crater's bottom was now at theleve of hisknees. At the highest point some ice had fallen
away to show something dark pushing through. The diggersrolled downhill asthe dome-like object
pushed upward into view.

Theice cracks around it grew longer. He looked afew feet to hisright and saw one pass him by, moving
quickly toward one of the huts. With anumbed realization he guessed that whatever was pushing up was
very large, large enough to push upward high enough so that their whole base, huts, digging machinery
and hdicopters, would be rolling downhill from the center. How could this be happening, he thought
suddenly.

Dimitryk rushed up to him and tried to hurry him dong. "What could it be?' Summet asked asthey
garted running. Dimitryk ran next to him, motioning at him to keep up the pace. Ahead of them, scores of
men were fleeing like black penguins, trying to reach the copters.

Asheran, Summet tried to keep his salf control. Degp down insde him he felt the impul se to scream, but
he recognized it asa sign of possible shock. He looked right and left and saw that the cracks were dll
around them and radiating ahead like huge arteriesfrom the crater. He felt theicetilt upward behind him.

When they reached the command copter, Summet turned to see a giant dome growing up from the
snowfield, risng like a huge brown bubble. Most of the work crewswerein their copters. Asthe blades
turned over above him, he hesitated, appalled at the Size of the thing that had come so suddenly into his
life. And Obrion, Rassmussen, Lenaand Moede were insde. For amoment he felt a spasm of fear, then
anger...

Someone grabbed him by the collar of his parkaand pulled him insde the copter just asit wasleaving the
ground. Summet saw his own shadow and that of the whirly running across the crowding cracks.

"Areyou wdl?" Dimitryk asked as he let go of Summet inside the open doorway. Summet looked out as
the copter circled the titanic dome below.

"Yes, I'm fine—sorry old man," Titus said without looking at him.

The copters circled once, and again, like whaing boats waiting for the leviathan to disgorge those it had
swalowed.

But for the moment al was Hill, asif the cold of Antarcticahad quick-frozen al motion, except for the
copterswhich refused to stick to the sky.

"l sugpect,” Summet said, "from the curvature we can see, that the dome might eesily take up a quarter of
the valey when fully exposed, don't you think?"

The Russian nodded. The wind coming past the open loading entrance whipped their visible breath avay



likespun glass.

"If it says quiet,” Summet said, "well land and try to pick up Obrion and histeam. They should be able
to get out now that the entranceway is no longer covered. The dope of the domeis still shallow enough
to dide down, and—"

"They may be dead,” Dimitryk said.

Summet looked directly a him, but the Russian continued staring out at the dome. "No reason to think
that," Summet said. "They'rejust abit blocked up, that'sdl. It'sjust asmall quake pushing up somevery
old stuff. There's nothing there that could kill them. Were dl safe and the quake is over. How old do you
think itis?'

"Thereisno way to tdl,” the Russan shrugged, and was silent.

The Russian had been contemptuous of him from the first, and was more so now after seeing him blunder
around in the out-of-doors. Titus had to admit to being out of shape, better suited to UN chambers and
effective office procedures. He should not have come here, he thought glumly. Then he remembered the
mini-camerain the elbow zip pocket of his parka. Reaching around, he brought it out with hisleft hand
and began to snap color holos of the scene below. Hopefully, satellite cameras were aso hard at work
from above, and in afuller range than just the visible spectrum.

"Givethe order to land aways off," Summet said as he put the cameraback in his pocket and zipped it
up. "Weve got to give Obrion's people some time. We don't want them coming out to find us gone. Oh,
and radio for relief craft to come and take over our watch. Even if we haveto send dl these copters
back, | want one or two crews here at al times. If everything stays put while we're il here, well walk
up to the bloody thing and try to get insde. But we've got to play it carefully...”

Without aword of comment or the dightest Sign of approva, the Russian stood up and made hisway up
to the pilot to relay the order. Summet looked after him into the passenger cabin, where morethan a
dozen men from the digging crews were crowding around the seat windows to see the strange object on
the continent below. Summet began to fed foolish ashe waited for Dimitryk to come back.

The Russan came back in two minutes, just asthefirst of the eight circling whirlieslanded on the far Sde
of the brown dome. The others dropped in low to form ahalf circle to the west of the cracks, landing one
by one more than half amile from the longest fissure. Dimitryk handed Summet one of the two pairs of
binoculars he had brought back just astheir copter landed.

Summet put the glasses up to his eyes and the round mountain was thrown up-close suddenly, breaking
the foreshortened distance to the jagged peaks behind it. He scanned the surface, looking for asign of
the entrance. Hetried to hold the lenses steedy as he stood up in the entranceway, but adight jiggling
crept into the blue-framed visud field. The trembling increased, magnified by the power of the glass.
Now hewas sure that his hands were not shaking enough to cause the motion al by themselves.

Turning to Dimitryk he asked, "Do you see that tremble?"
The Russian nodded without lowering his binoculars.

Summet felt the nervousness in his ssomach increase suddenly. "L et's get back in the air now. We can't
trust what may happen, can we? And we may not get a chance to get off again properly. Can't risk all
these lives, can we?' The ground began to tremble noticeably. Dimitryk lowered his glasses, grabbed a
handhold and turned to shout something in Russan into the passenger cabin.



Thetrembling became violent just as the copter lifted. When they were high enough, Summet saw that the
crackswere running again.

Chapter Four
| celock

The dome pushed upward.
Ragged chunks of icefdl in arolling tumble down theincressing dope.

"Wearerunning out of gas," Dimitryk said next to Summet. The Russian had put on hisgoggles, turning
his eyesinto twin mirrors reflecting the cloudless blue sky and an occasiond flash of sunlight. " Summet,
we cannot stay any longer. Therewill be no fud.”

"I know, | know—-Iook!"

The dome had risen high enough now to buckle the dope around it into avertica wall. A sound like
thunder reached Summet's ears as large sections of the wall collapsed. The radiating fissures were now
black crevasses, darkening arteriesin the once unbroken white. Summet could not take his eyes away
from the Straining center of the thundering magl strom.

"It must be at least two miles across," he said. "What can be pushing it up?' He had to shout to hear
himsdf oesk.

Suddenly there was asharp sound, like aballoon bursting. The dome was ahuge globe rising from the
broken surface. Its skin was no longer brown. A pulsating silver glow enclosed the ball, an iridescent field
seemingly pushing away the massive sections of ice ftill clinging to the sphere. In amoment the ob-ject
was hovering level with the copters. As Summet watched, it jerked upward, suddenly pulling tons of ice
after it from the surface, asif they were attached to invisible strings pulled tight abruptly. In secondsit

was high above them, dwindling quickly into ablack spot in the blue sky. The spot collapsed into a point
and disappeared.

A roaring continued from below, where ice was collgpsing into the titanic hole left by the globe. The Sides
which had been held gpart for uncounted centuries gave way. Theicefel inlike aniagarafor more than
five minutes, healing the wound in the continent.

"We can leave now,” Summet said turning to Dimitryk, but the Russian had gone inside. He stood up,
staggered into the passenger cabin and sat down next to Dimitryk. The men insde wore stunned |ooks on
their faces, glancing only occasiondly out the windows which circled the cabin behind their seats. The
Russian was slent as Summet turned around to look out at the other coptersfollowing their lead away
from the caved-in hole.

Hefet defeated and drained. There was nothing to say. Summet thought of Obrion and histeam, hurled
suddenly through the sky.

Putting his face up close to the window, he strained to look back at the site, where ahuge cloud of steam
was belching upward toward the sun.

"Do you hear that?' Lenaasked suddenly.
The shaking had stopped and everything seemed perfectly ill.

"No, | don't,” Obrion said.



"It'shigh frequency, | can barely pick it up mysdf.”

" wonder," Mdachi said, "if it'sasound the builders of this place were supposed to hear. If it'sanormal
sound, then their hearing extended into a higher range.”

"Good thing we have Lenato hear it for us," Rassmussen added. "It might be important.”

"It seemsto be coming from theroom | wasin before, Juan,” she said and started to lead the way.
"Areyou sureyou'rewd|?" Obrion asked Magnus as they followed.

"I'm surethat | am,” the older man said smiling.

Lenapaused at the door in front of them, then took ~& step forward. The portal glowed like acod as
they dl followed her through. Obrion wasthe last—

—to step into darkness. In amoment he was standing on what seemed a cliff overlooking the stars.
There were stars at hisfeet, together with the blue globe of earth as seen from the south pole. Antarctica
was a brilliant white patch over the ocean; the tips of South Americaand Africawere moun-tainoudy
ridged pieces of green and brown land, reminding him in places of plowed soil. The Taylor range was
clear inthe Antarctic, as wasthe valey in which they had found the hidden complex of curving passages
and rooms and dissolving doorways.

Thebdll of earth grew visbly smdler, Juan noticed. In front of him he saw the dark shapes of hisslent
companions, each of them, he knew, was coming to terms with what they were seeing.

Obrion had been to the moon, and the sight of space and home reduced to a small object was not
drangein itsaf. But to see earth shrinking so quickly was ashock. Who were the unknown oneswho
had built this vessdl—and it had to be avessd, he told himsalf—which could move through the dark so
effortlesdy? Heredlized that it must have broken through the icelock. The trembling and shaking during
their exploration had been the ship's continuing effort to free itsalf. But onceits drive had comeon... he
amost laughed out loud at how easily his mind accepted the existence of such adrive... oncethe ship
had lifted from the polar continent, itsfield held it steady, so steady that none of them had noticed its
awesomdy swift motion. Except for the sight of the shrinking earth, he felt nothing in hislimbsto suggest
that they were moving. Drive and field, he thought, two vague concepts, unknowns his mind had plugged
into, aset of relationshipsto help make sense of what was happening to them. The sight of home might
be amovie. Only the shaking was an experience he could take as having been real. Could this be some
kind of smulation Summet had set up for them?

"Thisroom," Lenasaid softly in the dark, "it'swhat | sensed it might be—some kind of telescopic pickup.
Can you hear the sound now, anyone?”

Obrion became aware of it, asoft, dmost musical wind sighing between the worlds as they stood on
what seemed an open platform hurling through space.

The earth was now half the size it had been afew moments ago. Obrion knew that he had to accept that
the ship must be moving at ameasurable per cent of light speed, and chances were that speed was
increasing.

Obrion stepped forward to stand between Lena and Maachi. The sense of an abyss grew stronger ashe
looked out across space to the diminishing earth.

"The room below," Malachi said, "where | was before, where we s, I'll bet it'sa control room! The
sound—maybe werre being summoned as once the crew might have been..."



To what duties, Juan wondered, and what incomprehensible tasks? For amoment he resented finding the
ship... and it had to be agtarship, heredized, because only an interstellar vessel might need such
gpeeds... heresented finding it at atime well before humankind could build itsown. We are
canoe-building natives who have come upon agiant ocean liner, deserted. .. wasit deserted? What could
they ever make of it? What could hurt them asthey prowled through the ship? What could be useful to
them? Are we that backward, he asked himsalf. How are we different? We ask the question, hetold
himsdlf, and we understand the analogy; surely thereisa point in awareness which must be distinguished
from primitiveinteligence. ..

Earth was no longer aone, though once only imagination had believed that fact. Probability was ill the
feeble step child of casuad demonstration and eyeball witness. Obrion had aways been sure that
intdligent life had to exist e sawhere; it went with being an exobiologist. But there was comfort in the
great dark distances. They hid the possible accomplishments of the others which were il beyond
human abilities. The black spaces spoke of travel timestoo great to conquer with anything except the
power of asun. Isolation insured that whatever humankind dreamed of doing, it would have the chance
of completing before coming into comparison with other starfolk. The only comparisons possible on earth
were between members of the same noisy family, and perhaps one day with the infant computer
intelligencesjust starting on the road to awareness and salf magtery... yet dill, he thought, thisvessd
might be ours, built in afantastic past, but close enough in timeto cal our own. How many civilizations
might have risen and died in geologic time? How many varieties of humanity might have existed? Ashe
looked out into the widening gulf, the earth became very smdll, merely agreen star that showed adisk
and aspeck of quicksilver that was the moon. At the angle they were leaving the solar system, the sun
would soon appear overhead.

"Perhaps we should go to the control room," Rassmussen said. "Thereisaviewing facility theredso if
you remember. Thismight be aspare.”

The sun gppeared, flooding the chamber with light. Asthey dl looked up, the light was cut downto a
bearable brightness. Obrion visualized that the ship would pass under the sun's south pole on its way
starward.

"I wonder where we're going,” Lenasaid. There was trembling and fear in her voice, and bewilderment.
Juan wanted to answer her, but there was nothing to say.

After aminute or two of slence, he said, "We should go to the control room. We have to see about
surviving—how were going to eat and drink. 1t'sagood walk, so we'd better get started. The sooner we
organize our resources the better.”

No one answered him. The slhouettes stlanding againgt the starfields and the solar system might have
been cold satues. The eectric glare of the sun was hypnotic, underscoring an insecurity no amount of
words could dispd.

Asthey sat down in the four seats on the floor of the amphitheater, the sarfields they had seen here
before appeared, convincing Obrion that it could not be alive view.

"It must be a photographic chart,” he said.
"If so, it might be very old," Maachi commented.

Obrion sat forward and the lights went on. "Maybe if we play with these controlswe can get alive view
likein the other chamber."

"I wonder how far welve come,”" Lenasaid, her words conjuring up vast distances and colors of garsin



Juan'smind.
"It might be dangerous,” Rassmussen said.

"True," Obrion said, "but unless we gtart experimenting some more, we won't learn much about this
vess. It'sthe only chance we have of getting home."

"Y ou believe we can get back?' Maachi asked.

The thought startled Obrion. He had pushed it into the back of hismind, but they al shared it, adisbelief
intheideaof ever seeing earth again.

"Well get back, Juan," Lenasaid quietly, "even if we have to pull the whole place apart. Intelligences built
this ship, and just maybe our brains can aso learn what the others knew long ago.”

Obrion looked at her for amoment. "Do you redlly think so?'

"It might take awhile, Juan.”

Obrion felt himsdf shaking his head.

"Magnus, tdl meif I'mright,” Maachi sad. "Firg of dl the ship seemsto be automatic, right?"
"Yes goon."

"How many people on earth actualy understand the gadgets they use—very few. Instrumentd skill
doesn't require that we be able to explain how this ship worksto get aminimum of use out of it. If much
of it isautomatic, then chances are we will not override anything with trid-and-error tinkering.”

"Y ou might beright," Rassmussen said as he sat up and put his feet on the floor.

"It'sactudly the only way were going to learn,” Maachi continued. He got up from hisrecliner and
stepped over to Obrion's console.

"Make the best guessyou can, Mai," Juan said.

As Obrion leaned over to watch, Maachi reached down into the open pand and pushed what |ooked
like asguare button. The arealit up into adeep indigo color when he took hishand away.

The room darkened and the stars came out. In amoment Juan noticed that it was not the motionless
chart they had seen earlier. All the starsin one quadrant were shifted dightly into thered. At once he
understood.

"Weremoving," he said, "away from those reddening stars. That's where we came from—the sunisone
of those dars..."

"| think it'sthat one," Maachi said, pointing.
"How far do you think we've come?' Lena asked.

"Maybe afew times the diameter of the solar system,” Rassmussen said. "It's hard to tell. We don't know
what kind of accdleration the ship ismoving at, but I'm certain it must be a staggering number.”

"If itsagtarship it will haveto go up to near light speed,” Obrion said, "just to get wherever it'sgoing in
reasonable subjectivetime. If it stays near light, well never come back to the earth we knew. Our



biologica clockswill run dow, whilein relation to us earth'stimewill rush into the future.”
"That's dready happening,” Lenasaid. "But what do you mean if it stays near light Speed?’

Maachi answered for him. "What Juan meansisthat perhapsthis ship will go faster than light. Thisisjust
arunning start. If it doesgo FTL at some per cent of light speed, then we can, in principle, return to our
owntime"

"Do you think it can?" Lena asked.
"l guesswelll haveto wait and see, won't we?"

Obrion watched the star which was very likely the sun grow redder. Suddenly it began to fade, until it
was a patch of black, adowly growing circle of darkness againgt the dust of stars.

"The arriving wavelengths of light catching up with us are being stretched beyond the sengtivity of normal
human sght,” Mdachi said. "Only infrared light is catching up with us.”

"How fast are we moving, then?' Lenaasked.

"Just under aquarter of light speed,” the Kenyan said.

Chapter Five
The Starcrossers

The child of the starcrossers awoke.

It had been adeep for an undetermined length of time. Now it searched memory to measure the time of
inactivity.

» 106,000 revolutions oj the local planet around primary::

The most recent events included the departure of the starcrossers to explore the surface of the natural
world, and the death of those who remained behind. With their passing had come the directive to wait for
the return of the explorers, followed by automatic suspension of systems through non-use.

The star web's power component, one of thousands linking the starcrossing vessal s through the
timel essness of the superspace continuum, was approaching depletion. Neutraity was cancelled. The
switching signa, which would penetrate to another sun in the web, had been sent.

A party of survivorswas safely on board.
«.-.Decision::-.Break icelock and return to nearest web station::
- -.Proceeding::

Asthey dept in therecliners, Juan hovered near deep, consdering their adaptation to the demands of a
fantastic circumstance. Suddenly they were functioning in astrange place, accepting the motion of their
bodies across vast distances, accepting even the possibility of never seeing home again. Ther guesses
had seemed correct so far, but sooner or later there would be mistakes. It was as if they had been reborn
in atime-place beyond human experience, where the universe was once again new. They were children
continualy discovering new things.

Hefdt that hisbody knew that it was no longer oriented toward the familiar sun. It knew that it had been



cut loose and would have to look to the cleverness of the brain for guidance. Juan wondered how many
subtle and deeply held bodily functions might be affected by their remova from solar space. So little was
known about such possihilities, and their lurking presence worried him...

Above them the dome-viewscreen showed a star-strewn heavens. Maachi paced back and forth as he
listened to Lenas questions.

"How can we be sure that the view shows our direction of travel ?* she asked.

"Because the sars are shifted into the short end of the visible spectrum—Dblue, violet, then ultra-violet.
Before we saw light stretched out into the long end—orange, red, infra-red. When this happens, itis
amost dwaysasign of movement toward or away from alight source. | say dmost because light can be
affected in other ways, by astrong gravitationd field, for example. But in our case, the interpretation of
motion isthe only one that makes sense. Y ou want to finish this, Magnus?'

"Go ahead, you're doing fine."

"Now the black circle growing larger in front of usiswhere the speed of our forward motion is shortening
the wavelengths—literally bunching them up— until they're beyond the sensitivity of human eyes. The
black area dso tells us how fast we're moving, because the black spot appears ahead at just over one
third light speed, about 111,000 kilometers per second. Light travels at 300,000 kilometers per second.
All of these visud things about interstellar travel were well discussed by the 1950'sand 60's, asit began
to dawn on usthat the solar system was a place to be industrialized, but that findly we would have to
recognize that we could travel outsdeit to other star systems. | only hope that our most imaginative ideas
about such travel can help usin understanding this ship. | think there are afew things we can count on,
like the good possibility that the ship's builders were not too different from usbiologically and
psychologicaly—up to apoint.”

"What do you mean, up to apoint?' Lenaasked.

"There are bound to be differences. Crucia ones may baffle us." He paused before continuing. "Now as
the ship approaches light speed, the circles of black ahead and behind uswill grow until they eat up the
whole sky, leaving only athin rainbow of starsin ahuge ring around our middle, so to speak, if theshipis
abal, asl think itis. At very near light speed, we will pass huge distancesin dmost no timeat dl for us
on board, but the time on earth will go forward into the future rapidly, and be lost to us. Thisisaoneway
trip, redly.”

"Unlessthe ship goes FTL," Rassmussen said standing up.
"Even then, wewill till come back at least afew yearsin earth's future. Were losing time right now.”
"Any reason to think the shipwill go FTL?' Lenaasked.

"Here'swhat Juan and | suspect,” Rassmussen said as Maachi sat down on the edge of the seat next to
Obrion. "Thisship can't be carrying itsfud supply within itself—it would take a huge supply to move us
up to even this speed, most of the ship's mass. Unlesswe suddenly find huge fuel tankstotaling ninety per
cent of the ship, then it is reasonable to ask whereit is coming from, and the answer is not from itsdf.
Maybe it's ramming hydrogen gas from outside down its gullet, like aramjet. But | see nothing to suggest
that, if we can trust our view of outside. Power must be coming from elsewhere, if my reasoning is
correct.

"If it'sfrom asource we can't imagine, then maybe the ship is made to continue past light speed, using
some other kind of technique. | imagine that the builders had a good knowledge of what prevents



materia bodiesfrom being able to boost faster than light—inertia and mass—and maybe they found
way's to reduce the ship's mass and inertiato zero, thus permitting unlimited speeds. Or maybe they found
ways of apparently travelling at FTL speeds, through warping space, or moving in and out of a
hyper-universe to get the same effect of collgpsed distances without violating Eingtein's injunctions.
Normally aship coming up to light gpeed would increase in massto infinity, thus requiring an infinite
amount of power to push it at optic speed, if attained. Any transport system that requires destroying the
universe by pulling the plug in the energy bathtub is not something an intelligent race would, even if they
could, build. | rather think we're on aone way trip at near optic speed, or thisvessd isof aradicaly
advanced design. Those arethered possbilities, | think."

"WEelIl see soon enough,” Obrion said whilelooking up at the circle of darkness dowly growing to cover
more and more of the forward view.

Maachi sighed next to him. "I think our chaps the builders have indeed left usan FTL ship. | don't think
that oneway star travel makes for much civilized continuity, much lessafirgt classempire. One way
travel might exigt at the beginnings of astar-crossing culture, and that might be terribly dramatic for
adventuroustypes, but... then, well, well have to see, won't we?

In the silence that followed, Juan could fed the apprehension among them as the blackness continued to
swalow the sky.

The universe was a blackened deadspot ahead. The only stars|eft to visibility werein anarrow band of
yellow circling the darkness ahead of the starship. Obrion wasworried at the silence of the last few
hours, as each of them waited, pacing, Stting or lying down under the oppressive sky.

Astheir speed had increased, the rainbow of stars made up of red, orange, yellow, green, blue, had been
like aband painted on the insde of agiant cylinder through which the ship was moving. Asthe vessd
gpproached the velocity of light, the rainbow had gradudly closed up, reminding Juan of avaricolored
orientd fan, until only the thin band of yellow stars seemed to move before them. If and when the ship
decelerated, the rainbow would open again in reverse. But for now there was only the fearful darkness
lighted by anarrow ring-lantern. The only radiation reaching the ship from behind wasinfrared, and
ultraviolet from aheed.

In an effort to relieve the pressure of the awesome sight hanging over them, Obrion suggested they open
their packs and take inventory of the supplies. When thiswas done, Obrion read them the list he had
made. "We have two quarts of water in each pack, candy bars, coffee, salf-heating packets of fish, rice
and vegetables, beef stroganoff with soy meat, oatmeal, dried milk, apricot bars, bread loaves, canned
fruit, fish protein powder, can of green vegetables. We have matches, collapsible spades, torch lights,
chewing gum, soap, small mirror each, vitamins, anti-tooth decay powder coating, underwesar, shirts,
socks, combs, knives and two flares. We're wearing therma underwear, shirts, sweater, warm pants,
heavy duty boots, fur-lined parkas with face masks attached inside, goggles attached aso, gloves, and
we have our pistols. | estimate the food might last us aweek, maybe two, if we're careful. | suggest we
wear our parkas and all the underclothes. It's not too warm in here, and we wouldn't want to get trapped
somewhere with our pants down. Also, keep the rest of the supplies stowed in the packsin case we have
to take them with us suddenly. Keep each pack next to your station seat. We're going to run out of food,
s0 should gtart exploring well before then.”

Suddenly the ring of yellow stars disgppeared, leaving them in near darkness, except for astrange light
filtering in from the S des of the viewspace, vague stresks, dmost invisible. They dl stood up next to their
chairsand strained to see in the strange oblivion. Obrion felt asif his eyes had become open pits striving
to gather light.



"The ship has|e&ft the known continuum,” Malachi said asif he were announcing the end of theworld.

The space around the ship faded into adull gray. Juan imagined that beyond the gray lay blackness, and
beyond that the lighted universe they knew. They were looking into it -through imperfect windows,
through glass which had been covered by the swirling particles of astorm.

"Wewill haveto learn how to operate the ship,” Rassmussen said.

Obrion sat down on the edge of his chair and stared up at the grayness. It seemed to be rushing past him
asif, perhaps, achild in asuper-universe were shining lanterns through the grayed windows. Vaguey he
redlized that he wasin amild shock. Lenawas spesking to him, but the iron-willed fascination of the
unformed around him was too strong for him to speak over it.

"Juan," Lenawas saying, "are you we|?'

Maachi came up to him and grinned with teeth of ivory. He opened his mouth and histhroat was an
endless darkness.

"Juan!" Lena shouted, and the sound of her voice turned into particles of light appearing like snow around
her face.

Then suddenly the circular amphitheater of the control room came back into focus, and hefdt asif he
had come out of a daydream.

"Areyou okay, man?' Maachi asked.

Obrion nodded, noticing that the lights were on again, shutting out the strangeness of other-space.
"These... dreams appeared around me," he said. "I think they were triggered when.... our universe
disappeared..." Helaughed.

Magnus said, "'l caught it too, Juan, found mysalf staring into space. | guessyou can't just fade out of the
redity were used to without feding something.”

Obrion stood up and stretched. "We've got to keep together, so we can monitor each other's reactions.
Sooner or later the ship will drop back into normal space—I hope. It does seem to be running
automatically, according to some routine program.”

"I think it has thingsto accomplish,” Magnus said, "and portsto vist. Look at Lenaand Maachi, Juan.”
Lenawas staring at the floor. Maachi gave the gppearance of having turned to stone.
"l guessthey'vegot it too,” Obrion said. "Well have to walit for them to come out of it."

-:Star system, three stars, outpost::: The child of the starcrossersfell back into the continuum at more
than five times the gpparent speed of light, cutting in and out of space-timelike aneedle passing through a
thick black fabric. Findly, at more than five hundred light years from the departure sar, its presence
became continuous again. There was no decderation, snce motion in the usua sense was not involved. It
was like moving from athin liquid to a more viscous one—the movement in one was exactly equivaent to
amuch dower onein the other; space-time quantum jumps between normal and superspace werered,
but they were not conventiona motion. However, departure from either realm required vast amounts of
energy.

. -.Further energy required::



::One of the three sunsismissing::
: Casting for new web component:::

Above them the arswinked onin dl their colors, sartling them asif they were childrenin anursery and
an adult had just turned on the lights, mysterious yellow globes of warmth on the celling.

Obrion noticed the double star system directly ahead. The sense of three dimensiona space was
overwhelming as his eyes caught the difference between the background of stars and the nearby binary.
Both sunswere yellow-white, and orbiting each other close enough to be exchanging materia adong
gravito-magnetic channels. Each star was aflattened disk, and as he watched he knew they were moving
around each other like children holding hands, wrapped in agauze-like film of gases.

"I'm s0 glad weve come out,” Lenasaid. "'l was beginning to fed that everything was dying insde me.”

"We're probably the first human beingsto reach another solar system,” Maachi said. Thetone of awein
his voice could not compete with the s mple meaning of his utterance.

"The ship knowswhat it'sdoing,” Obrion said. "How are we ever going to find out enough to take over
control, Magnus?'

Rassmussen said camly, "Let'swait and see what happens. 1 think we're about to make a stop.”

The double suns had grown ten times larger as they spoke, and the combined glare was beginning to
soften the hard brilliance of the background stars. As Obrion watched, one of the suns started to move
across the face of the other, dowly eclipsing it. Suddenly there was no distance between the masses and
it seemed that they would combineinto alarger sun.

"Look at that," Lenasaid pointing.

Passing across the incandescent configuration of eclipsing sunswas agray spot. The center was adark
umbra, tapering off to alight penumbraaround the edges.

"Wheat could it be?' Obrion asked.

"One of two things," Maachi answered. "Either it's a planet trangting the face of the suns, or it'sablack
hole, a collapsed star whose gravitationd field is so strong that not even light can escape. If that iswhat
thisis, then thisis one of the rare ways ablack hole can be seen.”

"We seem to be heading directly at the suns" Lenasaid. "Y ou don't suppose we could be on acollison
course?'

Chapter Six
TheMissing Star

The star web till fed the non-organic child of the starcrossers, but with energy now channeled from an
aternate sector of the grid, not from ether of the suns ahead, where the third star was missing, along with
its power gathering component and other-space repair dock.

The child of the starcrossers knew that a sun cannot last forever. Depending oninitia Sz, it runsthrough
itssupply of hydrogen in a period which may be counted from millions up to billions of years. After that
the balance between gravitationa compresson and thermonuclear expansion is upset. The equilibrium
which governsagar'slongest stable sizeisgone, and it givesin to the force of expanson which for the



moment is stronger than thein-pull of gravity. The star expands, distending into ared giant millions pf
miles across. But after afew brief millions of years gravity again becomes stronger than expansion,
collgpsing the gtar into the sudden brightness of adying dwarf. But if the star's mass was sufficiently large
at birth, it will continue collgpsing into avery dense body, and findly into ablack hole.

Then there will be insufficient thermonuclear fuel to check the process of contraction, aswasthe case
when the origina protostar condensed out of interstellar gas and dust. Not even the forces within atomic
structure can halt the compress on-to-infinity which creates ablack hole. Nothing can leave ablack hole,
not even light, which would have to exceed its own speed to escape. Anything coming within the event
horizon, an areawhereit isstill possibleto pull away, isdrawn in and swallowed in agravitationa
whirlpool. A black holeisacyst in space, a place where spacefoldsin on itsalf, where matter is
compressed into zero volume—an impaoss ble condition which must result in the matter pushing out into a
new space beyond the known continuum; or it may outstream el sewhere in space-time, leaving atunnel
of distorted space which gtill retains gravitationa properties, since the geometrica shape of spatidity
creates the variable curvatures which result in gravitationd effects. . The star which had contained the
otherspace dock existing within the core of each web sun was gone, leaving only the darkness of the
black holein normal space while cutting the station loose from its congruent locus in superspace. The
child of the star-crossers knew al these thingsto follow from the fact that the varieties of space are
formed by the presence of matter, asisthe gravitationa effect, which is smply the dope of space where
meatter exigs at the bottom of depressions or welsin the pliant, foam-rubbery fabric of the continuum.
Space is shape, geometry. Lesser objects come near to larger ones and must roll down the hill of the hole
made by the larger piece. Matter rolls toward matter, mass toward mass, affecting space to create the
shape-effect of gravity. The greater the piece of matter, the steeper the dope and greater the gravitationa
fidd.

Normally, the ships of the starcrossers 'could enter the core of any grid sun where a station housing
power accumulators shared space with the star in an dternate but congruent continuum. The energy-core
of the power element flickered in and out of normal space, letting the star's power lesk into the
accumulators which used the differentia while transmitting the energy across anarrow sub-continuum to
the ships of the web. Long ago those who had chosen to travel between the stars had learned that large
amounts of energy were required, more than could be carried conveniently. Certain types of early
sub-light vessels had carried huge amounts of frozen deuterium, enough to attain near-light speeds, but at
the cogt of didocation in time from the home civilization. Conserveation of timein relation to place of origin
could only be achieved by leaving the continuum at near light speed to createtrie practica effect of faster
than light travel without violating the light speed limit for materid bodies. Using the vast energy of the
web, aship would attain to near-light speed by warping space directly in front of itsalf while manipulating
the mass-inertiaof its entire system. Any high sub-light speed could be achieved in thisway, depending
on the power expended. The star-crossers used the various methods for different purposes. Superspace
continuum switching was used to establish the space-sharing sun-core accumulators, to feed the web,
and for direct interstelar travel, while reserving sub-light capabilities for locdl travel and
priming-acceleration prior to covering large distances through superspace. Simple continuum switchover
where no large distance was involved was used to enter the repair stations at the sun-centers.

But now with the station star missing, there was no choice but to drop back into normal space for
conventiond reconnaissance. The missing sar was ablack hole, betraying its presence by the signature of
x-ray burdgs given off during the process of matter being pulled into its gravity well.

:".Bypass to next station::

Throughout the ship's globular structure, lesser devices carried out orders, channding energy through
subtle, whigpering devices that were more like living things than mechanisms. There was till power to be



had from far off components, but much less than long ago.
y.Field effect warping motion to direct passage:::
: *.Minimal malfunctions. Station testing-repairs necessary:::

As Juan watched the starry hollow above the control pit, the vessel again gained speed. In afew
moments of terrifyingly swift acceleration it was passing over the binary stars. The view looking down
showed the two suns at the center of aspirdling whirl of shared gases, long curving spokes that sagged
for millions of milesaround the pair.

"| think that we were going to stop here,” Rass-mussen said, "but something went wrong.”

"Any ideawhat?' Obrion asked. He looked at their packs on the floor next to each seat. There was il
enough food for most of aweek, with care. But the water was getting very low.

Magnus shook his head. "I wonder if well ever know more than we think we know now. Thereisno one
to teach us, no omniscient narrator to take us out of our skulls and show us the whole picture.”

"Isthere awhole picture?' Lenaasked. "I would think there could be only amultiplicity of individua
observers, each seeing from only one vantage point.”

"Put them dl together,” Mdachi said, "and you have the view from theinfinite point, somewherein the
eyeof God."

Obrion got up, ignoring the increase in speed which showed itsalf above them. Soon the darkness would
again sart to eat up the heavens. The thought was a vague sicknessin his scomach.

"One of us should aways be here," he said, "while the otherslook for food and water. Lenaand | will go
firgt today."

Malachi and Rassmussen only nodded. They were al aware, Juan knew, that there might not be any kind
of water or edible food on the ship, and that within aweek or two they would al be dead asthe ship
rushed on through the darkness.

Juan led the way up the incline from the pit and out into the curving passage. Lenawas very quiet behind
him, and he noted that she had not spoken directly to him for some time. He stopped and turned to face
her.

"Isanything wrong, don't you fed wdl?'

She shook her head without looking up a him. "Just thiswhole stuation. Y ou fed it too—on the one
hand we're excited and interested by what's happening, but the odds are against our coming out safely.”
She looked up into hiseyes. "Y ou know this—there will be terrible choicesto make."

He nodded.

"Do you redlize, Juan, that our lives as we have known them are over if we do not get back? If we do
live by some chance, well haveto make anew lifefor ourselves out here, in the ship, or wherever it
might land."

"I don't think we should leave the ship, no matter whereit lands.”

"Y ou see, well have to decide things like that— well haveto vote. It could become very bad between
the four of us, thisand many other things"



He nodded. "Y ouTe right to think ahead. But no matter what we see coming, welll have to deal with one
thing a atime.

She came up to him and they embraced nervoudy. Obrion felt the tensgon in hisbody and in hers, awall
of fear that no amount of reasoning could dispdl. "There's never been any time," Lenasaid.

"WEelIl do our best," he said, "thereés nothing else.” Helet her go. "Well split up—you take the direction
down into the ship while | go upward. We can accomplish more separately.”

She turned from him and went down the passage.
"Shout if you need help," he said.

Ashewaked up the halway, he rubbed his chin with hisfingers, noticing the rough growth of beard. He
needed a shave and abath, but it was impossible with the water left to them, even with the saved water
they would one day have to recycle unless they found more.

In two days there will be no food and no fresh water , Juan wrote in the small notebook he had found
in his pack. Hefdlt that it wasimportant to keep alog, to write down observations which might be ussful
if found. He wrotein avery compact, artificia hand because the pages were so few and small. The only
water that will be left is what we've saved from our wastes, but when treated with purification
tablets

it will be potable. We've noticed in the last few days that the ship's oxygen must be present in a
higher proportion than on earth, because we fedl lightheaded once every so often. Ifs also getting
warmer, but we have tried to wear most of our clothes, while packing up what we've taken off. |
don't want us to get caught without adequate clothing somewhere. Today is the end of the third
week, by our watches, since we |eft the solar system.

Juan closed the notebook and dipped it into hisleft shirt pocket. The others were adleep. Helooked at
each of them in turn, then lay down and closed his eyes, knowing that very soon hunger would replace
anxiety completely, and there would be no deep for any of them.

"| felt like an gpe faced with an intelligence test," Rassmussen was saying. They were dl Stting on the
edges of their seats. It was the end of another day, as measured by their watches. "1 went back to that
room with al the cubbyholes. Yes, | knew the danger of the doorway mafunctioning again—but | had to
test out anumber of things that had been bothering me. Besides, it seemed that the odds were against the
malfunction happening again. There would have to be sdf-repair systemsfor the ship to have lasted so
long in the nearly perfect state we see.”

"Goon," Obrion said, amost resenting Magnus careful retelling of his day'swork.

Above them the hollow was smply a soft glowing light in an empty auditorium, devoid of starsand the
vision of superspace. For the moment they did not need to see where they might be going, Juan thought,
asfor so long humankind had not felt the need to recognize that earth and solar system were moving
through space. Smaler concerns might decide their life or degth.

"The door worked perfectly... and when | was standing in front of the cubbyholes, | felt theintense
desireto learn what they werefor. | reached out with my hand. Suddenly the seemingly open cubbyhole
glowed just like the doorway ... my hand seemed perfectly okay, but when | took it away... well, there
in the orange-lighted chamber was a copy of my hand, perfect, dead and bloody, asif someone had just
cut it neatly from my arm. Nothing happened when | reached in to touchiit..."



"A replicator,” Maachi said standing up.

"| should have thought of it,"” Rassmussen continued. "Its principleisimplied by thefluidity of the
dissolving doorways. In fact, both the replicator and the doorwaysimply agood number of other things
on this ship that we're not avare of yet..."

"WEell have to get together dl the food and water we have |eft, even scraps,” Lenasaid, "and start
duplicating." She got up and started going through the packs on the floor.

"... probably dl the ship's systems invol ve subtle manipul ations of matter on the atomic and molecular
level," Rassmussen said, "and probably on the subatomic leve ... maybe even smaler.”

"Thingslikethis often seem very clear, after thefact,” Maachi said.
"l hopeit worksagain,” Obrion said.
The door did not malfunction as Obrion led the way into the cafeteria

"I'm dmost convinced," Rassmussen said when they were dl ingde, "that the ship might be repairing itsalf
astimegoeson.”

Obrion helped Lenafeed the remaining provisonsinto the cubbyholes, using as many on thewall as
needed, while Ma achi and Rassmussen carried the new food out of the glowing openings and piled it on
thetables.

"We can just aswell storeit here)" Maachi said.
"No," Obrion said, "well have to take some outside for safety, just in case we can't get in here later.”

They took al the food on the tables out into the passageway and piled it on the floor. At any moment
Obrion was afraid that the portal would fail, but it functioned perfectly. When they werefinished they
repeated the entire replication of their original supplies, until the tableswere again piled high. Only then
did they fed secure enough to st down and et their fill.

"What arelief after rationing,” Lenasaid opening a can of fish-flavored protein.

Obrion took along drink of water from a copied canteen, while Mdachi and Rassmussen split a can of
duplicated vegetables.

"Wed better make sure we copy the vitamins, and anything else we feel ashortage of," Obrion said ashe
opened a self-heating packet of beef stroganoff with soy mest.

Obrion noticed the silence around the table as they finished eating. He picked a candy bar from the top
of the pileand put it in his shoulder pocket for later. He looked around at the dien tables and chairs.
Everything wasfamiliar, but different enough to be disquieting. They were not on earth in an ordinary
cafeteria, yet he fdt hismind wrapping itsdlf in amoment-to-moment illusion of the ordinary. He looked
at Lenaand Malachi and Rassmussen gitting across from him in their parkas. Each of them had the look
of the last three weeks suspense; and each of them, like himsdlf, was grateful for even thissmall portion
of the ordinary.

Chapter Seven
Sun Core

The ship moved through an infinite fog, reminding Juan of avessal coming into ahidden port through



treacherous waters. He sensed something ahead, a presence that seemed to flicker in and out of redlity,
pulsating like agiant heart. Time stood gtill asthey waited, trying to guess what might be happening. Each
dow beat seemed to be made up of countlessfast vibrations. The light streaming into the control pit was
adead gray white, wide beams standing in a cathedral of colorlessglass.

Asbefore, the ship had come up to near optic speed to travel through a darkness which showed only
fleeting flashes of light parallel to their course after the yellow ring had disappeared. And after atimethe
ship had again entered agray oblivion.

Findly it had dropped out into normal space, but only for the instant of adow shutter click. Juan had
seen lighted space and a sun ahead and then there was no sun, only the pulsing that would not show itself
asthe ship glided forward. ..

And dowly it seemed that his own heart was beginning to match that ponderous best.

They had explored more than fifty rooms aong the spiral passage, but only the cafeteriaand Lena's
upper observation lounge seemed to make sense, at least to the point they had learned to make use of
them, Obrion thought. In the control pit they had learned nothing beyond turning on the avesome viewing
device, and how to dim or brighten the lights. Obrion sat up in the dim light and looked at Lena,
Rassmussen and Maachi. Each was adeep peacefully. His own deep had deteriorated recently, despite
their improved circumstances. His mind would not shut down when he wanted to rest. He lay awake
trying to guess what might happen to them. Asthe one in command he was responsiblefor dl their lives.

"Juan, how can such aresponghility rnean anything hereV Lenahad asked him. "Very littleiswithin our
control. We're dl trying to do the best we can. Were dill dive and trying to understand. Save your
energiesfor that."

Now that they could not go hungry, the Situation was just too interesting to remind them of possible
dangers, he thought. Thought by itsalf was of little use, and the task of exploring the ship for cluestoiits
control was just too large to accomplish quickly. Hefelt frustrated.

Meanwhile... thisartifact of an ancient non-human humanity was carrying them further and further away
fromhome...

But where was home?

Heimagined a Cdifornia coast without the Pacific ocean, on an earth aged beyond belief when he
returned to his boyhood castle on the rocky shordline. .. afeeble sun was shining over the empty ocean
bottom that stretched out to the horizon, where great brown crab things crawled and aweak wind blew.
He saw his childhood books still on their stony shelves, volumes of astronomy and biology, picture-fiche
books showing thelife of the first Martian colony, artist's conceptions of multiple star systemsin remote
parts of the galaxy. Therewas apicture of hisfather, who had died mocking his son's profession, which
he had dways regarded as a peculiar hobby rather than work for agrown man... aportrait of his
mother, who would have accepted anything her son chose to do.

Shewas 4till dive, he thought, if the ship's speed had not aready taken him hopelessly beyond the turn of
the century ...

: :Sun Core station attainable::

The child of the Starcrossers|et the station pull it in dowly, bathing in the outflow of power. Once, long
before the time of its consciousness, the power accumulators had only orbited the suns of the web,
automatically retreating into wider orbits when astar expanded into ared giant, or faling into acloser



position if astar collgpsed into adwarf, but dways drawing power and transmitting it through the
sub-continuum into the web despite a particular star's place on the sequence of life,

But that system had not been as efficient as the placing of accumulator stationsinto the core of asunto
share space with each star through the congruence of continuums. From their new locus the accumulators
could make use of agtar's power output right up to the moment of complete gravitationa collapse. The
flickering core of each tation fed an artery of power, one of the thousandsin the web pulsing energy into
the ship receivers. Unless a station was moved to another sun core before a star was compressed out of
its gpace by gravitational collapse, the accumulator and dl the station facilities for repair and resupply of
web starships would disappear with the star. Normally the intelligences of each station would know well
in advance the time left to a star. Fluctuationsin the core would reveal amost exactly what would

happen. Stars of insufficient mass would never become black holes, thustheir power giving life was much
longer. : ".Identification compl ete::

As Obrion and histeam stared into the pul sating obscurity, alarge object appeared ahead, amassive
gructure floating in the waves of otherwhere. It was ahuge black ball circled by sweeping rings of silver
at its equator and the north-south meridian. Cables snaked out into the gray, with gnarly looking devices
floating at their ends. Juan felt the pulsing in his heart. The bal's center was glowing at the limits of
vighility.

"Doyou al seethat?' he asked.

"It'spulsing visblelight," Rassmussen said, "but a wavelengths just near the sengtivity of our eyes—
maybe at both ends of the spectrum.”

Suddenly the ball filled the entire viewing space and an entrance opened at the equator. Light poured out
likeariver into the grayness.

"Why—it'stitanic," Lenasad. "It must be ahundred timesthe size of this ship!”

As she spoke the ship was pulled into the river of light and there was no room for anything elsein the
viewing hollow.

The ship moved with the flow and passed into the ball.

The sensing cradle held the child of the star-crossers, linking it to al the technical knowledge necessary to
maintenance and areciprocal |og-dataexchange.

Repair sequencesfollowed diagnosis, energy flowing in to modify failing structures which had held their
energy-shape far too long, resisting random noise and materid fatigue now only half aswell asnormal.
The ship became one with the station. Systems reached into every energy state of the structure, including
al the crystdline lattices of solid materid, strengthening bonds and charges. To theintelligences of the
gation, lesser but no less children of the star-crossers, al thingsred were merely states of energy,
including solid matter, and completely plastic during maintenance procedures.

** Data influx**
-:Open:::

Obrion led them up the winding passage to the lock they had first used to enter the ship. All the doors
were completely open, and when they entered the chamber that led to the outside they found that amuch
larger circle had formed itself in the outer hull, one they could walk through instead of having to climb up
on each other's shoulders.



They stood in the circular lock and looked out into alighted realm of strangeness.

Rassmussen grunted next to Obrion. "What can we ever hope to understand! Look at this place. What is
it for?'

"We can be sure," Mdachi said camly, "that automatic procedures are being followed and the ship
knowswhat it'sdoing, old fellow.”

“I'm getting tired of just accepting what happens," Rassmussen answered.
"Canwego out?' Lenaasked.
"No," Obrion sad.

"But it seems safe enough, Juan. Theresair we can breathe, further supporting our idea that we share
with the buildersasmadl bit of the natura world from which we sprang.”

But for Juan there was fear in the idea of leaving the ship. It was the only security they had, and if it
should leave without them, then the last link to earth would be broken. His mother and dl hisfriends
would die without ever seeing him again; his scientific work would be aruin. There would be no placeto
have sons and daughters; the entire fabric of hisindividuaity set in the context of the world would die.
There would be no future.

They weredl slent for afew moments asthey stood in the lock. The strange light felt pleasant on Juan's
face. It invited them to go ouit.

"It'sliketheland of thelotus eaters,” Mdachi said, "the place whereit's dways afternoon, theidand
where Odysseus found rest for hisweariness.”

"But how will we know when the ship wants to leave?' Obrion asked.

"Wewon't know," Lenasaid.

"Youtak asif the ship were aperson,” Rassmus-sen said in atone that made Juan angry for a second.
"Maybe it won't be able to leave until we're on board again,” Lenasaid.

"A regular ferry,” Mdachi said.

"I don't think we should go out,” Obrion said loudly. "I'll makethat an order if | haveto.”

"Juan..." Lenagtarted to say, but he motioned for her to keep quiet.

"Weredl on edgealittle," Rassmussen said clgpping him on the shoulder.

"l guess 0, Magnus," Obrion said, but the fear was till there, the kind of overwhelming fedling that
comes before some terrible accident or disaster. Hetried to smile at Lenaand Maachi.

"Loneliness of command and al that,” Maachi said softly, but the attempt a humor produced another
long slence.

Finaly Obrion put afoot outside the lock and stepped down onto the surface of the dock. "We might as
well stay together,” he said motioning for them to follow.

Hewalked a hundred feet across the lighted surface, then turned around for alook at the large dome of



the ship above them. The huge spaceit sat in took his breath away, banishing al fear for an intense
second. Endlesslight filled the gtation, and there seemed to be no celling.

Lenacame and stood next to him looking up.

"Where have we cometo?' she asked, and Juan felt something stronger than all of them enter hislimbs,
something he might have caled courage, or the sweep of events, environmental stimulus, or sm-ply
degtiny. But he knew that it was enough to make him want to stand up to whatever was going to happen.

"We must pay attention carefully, to everything,” Rassmussen said. "It'sthe only way well learn anything.
Even the amallest clue might be enough.”

Obrion shrugged. "We haven't suffered yet,” he said. "Let'sgo exploring.”

Chapter Eight
Other space Station

The light was everywhere, asoft beautiful glow that warmed their skin, penetrating deeply into their very
bones. Y et it was not oppressive, Juan thought, astropical sunlight could often be.

Thefloor seemed soft, meeting every pressure of their feet asif trying to please.

Juan noticed that none of them cast any shadows. But as the thought crossed his mind, shadows
appeared, long darkly defined shapes waking with them at their |€eft liketall dancers.

He gasped.

"I noticed that dso," Malachi said. "The shadows appeared as | thought of them." He turned to Lenaand
Magnus. "You saw it too?"

They nodded. Juan felt adight breeze spring up out of nowhere. As he watched their shadows, he
wondered what those of the non-humans might have been like, cast here ages ago. Where had they
gone? Why wasthis place so empty, giving itsgolden light to no one?

As he mused, a shape appe”ared far away, on the very edge of the world, it seemed.
"Look!" Lenapointed.

Asthey dared at it, Juan redlized that someone was walking toward them, a sudden stranger whose
presence renewed all hisfears. There was ahead and two arms and two legs, but the silhouette's
darkness was impenetrable.

Sowly the figure gpproached, asif swimming through their sillence. Juan began to see that the visitor was
tall and with flesh color smilar to hisown. But strangdly, the dlien seemed not to notice them. When the
figurewas only fifty feet away, Juan saw thelarge eyes. Closer il they revedled their agua color with
white spots like snow inside. The face seemed expressionless, impossible to read. The hands, each with
two opposable thumbs, hung motionless asthe dien walked.

Soundlesdy, the figure came within six feet and stopped. Then dowly it turned around asif for inspection.
Suddenly it faced them again and walked forward, passing first through Lena, then Maachi.

Lenacried out and stepped to one side, while Maachi turned after the alien and shouted. The figure
walked toward the limit of vision and disappeared.



Juan saw that Lenawas shaking and her face was pale. Maachi's face held what looked like agrotesque
amile. Rassmussen was sguatting on the floor shaking his head. Juan fdlt like screaming to relieve the
panic hefdtin hismusces

A saw-toothed skyline appeared on the horizon as they squatted together to discuss the Situation.

"Things pop into our heads—and appear,” Obrion said. They had compared thoughts to test the notion
more carefully. They dl turned their headsto look at the skyline.

"I'm afraid that'smine," Maachi said, "except that | didn't quite seeit that way. I'm afraid they have a
difference of opinion with me."

"Maybe it's gpproximating from those programsit can deliver,” Lenasaid looking a bit recovered.
"I think we saw their trueform," Obrion said, "since that iswhat | was curious about.”

Rassmussen was touching the strange floor with the flat of hishand. "It just cameto methat | can't tell
which directionthe shipis”

Sowly they dl got to their feet and looked around the desert of artificid flooring and afternoon sunlight.
Juan was determined not to let hisfear show again.

"I... think it'sthat way," Lenasaid. "Thefigure camefrom... the city, S0 | remember the ship isthe other
way, remember?’ Juan noticed that her shoulder length blonde hair, athough well combed, seemed
lifelessfrom alack of washing. Thewrinklesin her forehead seemed deeper. She did not look at anyone
as she spoke. "How long has it been since we left earth?”

"Middle of the fourth week," Obrion said checking hiswatch.
"Correct,” Mdachi confirmed checking hisown.

Obrion started to lead the way back toward the ship. As he walked he began to notice arestful feding
creeping into hisbody, asif he had just been adeep.

After ten minutes of walking Obrion stopped and faced them. "We couldn't have comethisfar. I'm afraid
we'relogt." We should have stayed on the ship, he thought to himsdlf.

Suddenly helooked past Lena, Maachi and Rassmussen to where a huge dug-like mass was crawling
after them acrossthe expanse. Seeing the terror he felt, they al turned around to look.

"It'safear creature,” Lenasaid without looking at him. "Cam yoursef, Juan, and it will disappear. Juan,
pleasal™

"l don't think this place was designed for use by human beings," Rassmussen said. "We seem to be too
primitive to control solid hallucinations, much less enjoy them. God knows what we might be ableto

imagine”
"You'reimplying,” Maachi said, "that thiswas some sort of rest stop for starship crews?"

"I couldn't prove any theory about this place,” Magnus said impatiently, "short of finding areputable
horse's mouth.”

"Wl | for one think we're quite up to this show,” Mdachi said, "and here goesto proveit.”

Obrion saw his dug disappear. A crowd appeared around them, made up of dienslike the one he had



seen before. Strange soundsfilled the air. The sky became a deep blue, with two large moonsfloating in
snowy white cumulus like the eyes of agiant invisble creature. The city was suddenly al around them.
Strangdly shaped buildings, some of them looking almost familiar, towered around the crowd in the huge
plaza. Juan sensed vague odors coming in on agentle breeze.

The crowd ignored its viditors. Juan looked down to see the head and torso of a short aien protruding
from his own chest. Asthe humanoid passed through him, it backed into Lena. Briefly her face was gone
and strange eyeswere looking up at him. In amoment the figure had passed through her to reveal again
the woman he knew.

Rassmussen and Maachi stepped out of the way and took a deep breath. Lenaturned around asif she
were adeep.

The crowd was dancing in alarge maglstrom of acircle. Intense music, like the sound of adistorted love
song, wailed above every other sound. Juan felt drawn to the dance. Its bio-rhythms had come into being
under adifferent sun, influenced by strange moons. Y et these beings aso celebrated life. He could hear
their breathing, so much like the music. They lived and died with their own joys and sorrows. How well
did they love each other? How did they hate? How old were these images, he wondered, and how
accurate?

The dancing whirlwind gained speed, like a hurricane beginning to move faster across ablue ocean.
Perhaps we're the ghosts, Juan thought as the figures continued to pass through him. Lena, Maachi and
Rassmussen seemed logt in the crowd, turning asif trying to learn the dance step and failing. And likea
storm moving out to sea, the dancersin the city square faded away, leaving only the afternoon quiet and
the sght of hiscompanions.

"I certainly did not create that,” Malachi said coming up to Obrion.

"We haveto find the ship,” Obrion said. "Léet's continue in the same direction. Maybe we came further
than we thought." He turned and continued walking in the same direction.

In afew minutes the ship loomed up ahead of them out of the brightness, an immense dome growing out
of thefloor, itsairlock open to welcome them.

Obrion did not stop. "I think we shoufd egt,” he said as he led them inside and down the winding passage
toward the cafeteria.

When they reached the doorway, it glowed normally asthey entered one by one. Picking up self-heating
packets from a cluttered table, they sat down around a clear oneto eat. For awhile there was only the
sound of tearing and plastic forks being broken off.

Theimages of the dien dance were dill vivid in Juan's mind as he ate. "Where could they have gone?' he
asked wonderingly. "Weve met no living beingsat dl."

"Maybe they destroyed themselves," Rassmussen said, "or were destroyed.”

"Theréssmdl evidence of that,” Maachi said. "They might be reluctant to meet with us."

"Y ou don't supposethey are what we saw," Obrion proposed, "and that is the only form they have?’
"They don't interact with anything,” Rassmussen said Sghing. "It's difficult to speculate.”

"By theway," Lenasaid, "how do weal fed? Noiill effectsfrom the copied food?"



Obrion shook his head and the other two men did the same.
"Do you suspect anything?" Maachi asked as hefinished hisvegetables.

"Well, the door malfunctioned, so why can't the duplicator missaprotein or two, or something subtle at
the molecular leve?"

"Let'skeep awatch on oursalves,” Obrion said, "and report even amild discomfort.”
He stood up. "'I'm going to shave, wash, and go to deep.”

When they came up to the open lock the next day, Obrion saw agiant figure with one eye peering in at
them from aknedling position on the bright floor outside.

"Cutitout,” Lenasad. "Whoever isthinking about Homer's cyclops, stop!”
Obrion watched as Polyphemus faded from sight.

Rassmussen said, "In asense something knows that we are here, because it responds to our thought
patterns, but | wonder if it could be consciousin the way that we mean it.”

"Nobody liked my smashing Polyphemus,” Mda-chi lamented.
"We don't even know wherethisgtation is," Rassmussen continued.
"I'll wager it'snot in our continuum,”" Maachi said.

Obrion led them to the edge of thelock and they dl sat down in the entrance with their feet on the bright
floor outside. "Watch this," Mdachi said as he conjured up alightning storm in the distance, black
convoluted clouds, deep bluein places, contrasting with the bright foreground. " It's strange to consider
that the slorm thereisredly insde my mind. A bit skull rending, don't you think?*

A deafening thunder reached them as a giant hand appeared over the storm and crushed it out of
exigence againg the floor. Maachi turned and looked into Juan's eyes. "That was you, dear friend, was it
not?'

Obrion nodded, till haf unsure.
"Juan, look!" Lenashouted.

Obrion looked up into his own face hanging on the horizon, its features distorted, brows knit, eyes closed
and lipstight in aworried grimace. It sat in the distance asif recently removed from agiant body. Juan
fdt pity, and adight shamefor reveding himsdif.

Suddenly Lena put asad smile on the face, one which did not quitefit. "I'm sorry, Juan, but | couldn't
hdpit."

Hetook her hand in hisand squeezed it. "1 have still not accepted that we are dl out here, away from
everything welve known." And as he looked up at his own face again, its eyes opened to Stare a him.

- -.Repairs complete::

The starcrossers on board had till not defined a single new program, thus leaving a choice of options
open.



:-.First choice: return to home cluster:::

An darm sounded, coming from the power core of the station. Flickertime was being affected. Energy
output was dropping. The star was growing old suddenly.

:-.Alarm, signal to starcrossers, close all locks, prepare for departure::

Power-draw changeover to another star in the web was automeatic aslock sensors cast their links through
the sub-continuum, brushing past dozens of live terminas until they found asun of comparable output to
the one which would soon become useless.

::Lock on:::

Juan heard awailing sound coming from somewhere deep in the ship behind them. It came up froma
hush into a pure brassy cry, reminding him of the sgna from benegth the ice. Then the lock began to
close around them, contracting like aniris. They stumbled to their feet and levered themselves through the
drinkingarde.

"Help me!l" Rassmussen shouted as he fell backward onto the bright floor outside.

Reacting ingtinctively, Obrion pushed his head and shoulders through the closing circle, grasped the older
man's hands as they reached up to him, and pulled him insgde just before the lock became too small.

"Thanks," the engineer said ashe got to hisfeet.

"We'd better get going," Obrion said and started to lead the way through the inner door. It closed behind
them as they passed through and continued down the winding passage to the control pit.

By thetimethey werein their seats fifteen minutes|ater, the viewing area showed that the vessd waswell
out of the station, which seemed to be glowing like askeleton of light in the gray fog, asif power were
permeating its entire structure, transfiguring it into what looked like aghostly house set on amisty

hilltop. ..

Then they werein normal space and the star behind them was abright disk seething with pent up energy.

"I suspect,” Rassmussen said in the darkened chamber, "that we have just come out of that star. | know it
soundsincredible, but the ideafits... think of the way we approached the star before. Don't you see
what'sgoing on?"

"No," Obrion said.
"| don't either,” Lenasaid.
"The gtation gets power from the sun,” Maachi said, "and the ship getsit from the sation.”

"It either stores power after charging up at asta-tion,” Magnus continued, "or the station transmits
power... to the ship... why that meanswe werein... therefor repairsand... recreation.”

"Why did we leave so suddenly?" Obrion asked.
"It must have been an darm," Lenasaid. "But what could have been so dangerousfor the ship to leave?”

"Condder the possihilities," Rassmussen continued asthey stared up at the dwindling sun. "Something is
wrong with the station, maybe with the way it's picking up power from the sun... which, remember,
exigsdsoin norma space. What could go wrong with asun?”



"A nova," Obrion said, "expangon into ared giant after hydrogen exhaugtion, collapse into awhite dwarf,
neutron star, or black hole." The beating heart, Juan thought, the pulsing he had sensed during their
approach to the otherspace station, that had been the power of the star feeding into the station core—the
mightiest machine a human being had ever seen. Ashelooked up & the star in normal space, the disk
oppressed him with its possibility of sudden expansion into the distended monstrosity of ared giant, or
the expolsion into anova

And asthe ship moved ever faster and the star's light was Stretched into longer wave engths, growing
redder with the effort to catch up, Juan knew that the star would disappear before they could witnessits
fate. Time and distance and vel ocity—nature's time and distances, both long and short, and the ship's
swift motions, were insurmountable obstacles; yet these things could be seen by the near-omniscient eye
of imagination and reasoning. Scenarios created by beings who could scarcely be noticed on the scale of
the universe could nevertheless capture the movement of vast processes, much in the manner by which
Rassmussen might guess what the builders of this ship had devised.

"Inthat gar,” Rassmussen said, "and in dl the endless othersisdl the power that any starcrossing culture
might need. Ships do not need to carry their fudl. It istransmitted to them by the same kind of route this
ship takes when it leaves the space we know. And when astar beginsto die, another iscut in.”

"Were only guessing,” Obrion said. "How could we ever check any of this?!

"It fitsthefacts," Magnus said, "and aslong aswe find it practica we must think in thisway. Our lives
have nothing better to depend on.”

"Magnus, doesn't it disturb you that we have thiswild way of probing the unknown?" Obrion asked.

"Congder, Juan, that the other way requires that we have a basic ability that would be the equal of
omniscience. Everything can't be deduced unless you aready know everything. So we have imagination,
which you call wild, and others call salf-congstent theorizing, and we have deduction too, coupled with
experimenta experience. That's apretty good arsend, if you ask me. And remember, we don't have to
aways be able to explain the universeto liveinit, or make good use of thingswe can't produce
blueprintsfor. Narrow practical skill ismaking this ship work for usas much asit does..."

"I'd rather know everything," Mdachi said, "just for afew minutesto satisfy my curiogity. | would give
anything for that. But, of course, | would want to forget once | knew. Nothing would be interesting.”

"Y ou don't know any such thing,” Lenasaid. "A date like that might have satisfactions we cannot
imegine”

Obrion watched until the star was a circle of darkness. Slowly the universe was disappearing asthe
starship gained speed in preparation for another big jump.

Chapter Nine
The Beckoning Beyond

Rassmussen lay awake while the others dept.

Hetried to imagine the vast quantities of energy required by any kind of interstellar capability, sub-light or
the FTL effect. But even starsdo not last forever. He was looking up at the obscurity in the viewing
hollow, impenetrable, three dimensiond gray, showing an occasiond fresk flash of light from adirection
at right anglesto the ship'sline of movement. He tried to imagine the smooth mesh of systems operatingin
the ship, the hand over hand sub-light motion by which one unit of space was identified with the next to



pull the vessel up to the speed needed for the large jump through the open timel essness of superspace.

The ship had certainly changed over to another star for its energy, or the hollow would not show what he
saw now. And if there was one other energy source, there might be anetwork of suns, dl linked through
to... afleet of vessls.

A persond thought intruded again, and he recognized it with some pain. How could he ever work on
earth again, assuming they would return one day. How could he work in his profession, knowing that out
here was atechnology and systems of engineering greater than anything he could work with at home? He
would spend the rest of his daystrying to dupli-cate some of the things he had seen, and he would fail, if
for no other reason than for the beggar's portion of the sun's energy available on earth. He was glad that
the ship was moving again, carrying them into an immensity from which they might never return. But he
could accept, dmosgt, the dark infinity, because it would not humiliate him in the same way that areturn to
earth would. Out here, at least, there was a chance that if he observed and reasoned and guessed
correctly, lesswould be hidden from him than on earth. Here at least the pieces of further knowledge
were present, strewn everywhere. On earth he would only be able to stare up at the night stars, unable to
move through the dark, probing.... trying to imagine what he had missed...

"| fed," Obrion said the next morning, "that the buildersare dl gone." Above them the viewing hollow
was empty, the gray oblivion driven out by the house lights which cagt illumination but were themsdves
invisble

"Maybe the star web system is old, old enough to have stars die,” Rassmussen said as he sipped a cup of
copied hot coffeein his sedt.

Maachi said, "There could have been agtar travelling civilization springing up maybe seven billion or
more years ago. The universeis certainly fifteen or twenty billion yearsold. That's plenty of timefor the
darsinther system to start dying. Cometo think of it, that's plenty of timefor any raceto buy the farm.”

"Excuse me?' Lenaasked from where she sat on the edge of her cot.

"Kick off," Mdachi said as he sarted to pace back and forth. "That's why there aren't any of these
advanced chaps on board with us.”

" wonder where we're going now," Lenasaid.
Obrion raised his seet to upright and put hisfeet on thefloor.
"Can'ttell," Rassmussen said.

"We have no way of telling,” Maachi sad, "even if the star web system is contained within our galaxy, or
by thelocd clugter of gaaxies—"

"—or," Rassmussen cut in, "if the civilization that built it came from our galaxy, or islocd inalarge
universe, or if they've unified the entire cosmos with their web.”

"How large would that be?' Lena asked.

"At least auniversethat istwenty billion light years across. That'show old it is, so it would have
expanded to that kind of distance.”

Obrion asked, "Wouldn't unifying auniverseinvolve afaster sysem?We seemto betravelling along
time, Magnus™"



Rassmussen shrugged. "So maybeitisaloca culture. It may cover acluster of galaxies, but not the main
meta-gdaxy.”

"There may be greater cultures beyond,” Lenasaid.
"Or they did develop afaster trangport system and left thisonetoidle,” Mdachi said.

"We're getting very good at this," Obrion said. He took a deep bregth. "We may never see earth again,”
he added suddenly.

Magnus gave him an irritated |ook.

"Dear friend, getting back to earth isapossibility so far down on the scale of fantatic thingsthat by
comparison it gppearsfantagticaly likdly," Maachi said, grinning a him.

"I've been thinking about how we might pilot the ship back,” Rassmussen said quickly, trying to dispd the
gathering tension between them. "To do so we must learn to program the ship's cybernetics, or whatever
super-advanced versions of the concept they have here. Also, | have come to think that the computers
might beintelligent. It's certain they resemble biologica entities more than machines; we've seen that
much in dl the other systems."

"Well haveto say hello,” Mdachi said, "in the manner of the British, who say hello to anything, even
chars”

"It'sthe only way to control," Rassmussen added. "And we might learn other things besdes.”
"Very good,” Mdachi sad, "where do we start?'

Juan was surprised how the world of common sense and local experience managed to remain astrong
censor, even in hisown mind, which had been trained in counter-intuitive theorizing and the consderaion
of mattersfar beyond everyday life. His heart was just not in the things being discussed thismorning. In
the eyes of an Amazonian aborigine he would have seemed a silly figure—aman without awife or family
who had travelled to an icebound continent for inexplicable reasons, none of them concerning food or
shelter or any materials necessary for life—and for hisfaults had been snatched up by adeeping god and
carried into the heavens...

"It would be like learning to speak anew language," Rassmussen was saying. "It might be beyond
us—unless somelevel of communication isaready present, something in our Smilarity to the builders,
something shared, enough to build abasic vocabulary of equivadents. It might liein their mathematics.”

Lenasad, "Y ou're also assuming thereis an entity, consciouslike us. That could help, if it'saware of us."

"Maybeit'sdead,” Obrion said, "fallen back into automatic programs. Then again, maybeit'sdead in the
sense of being apurely deductive, mechanica device? Very complex and beyond us, especidly if it was
designed by other such devices."

"Oh, I think it would have to be conscious," Mdachi sad. "Anything else would be too inflexible, not
adaptive enough to run aship likethis. I don't think we have amachine herein any old sense of machine.
A machine can never be conscious, not enough openness or indeterminacy, that much we know from all
the old fights about computer intelligence. So let's not talk about machines, but entities of varying
complexity. If the entity here hasto learn, it must be conscious.”

"Everything here," Rassmussen resumed, “resembles biologica rather than mechanica automeata. That for
meisthe strongest evidence for consciousness.”



WE'l never find it, Juan thought.
: -.Resemblance, but these were not the star-crossers: :;

The child of the star web builders reached out and studied the image-sensations emanating from the
beings within its structure, as degper contingency areas of its extended self were roused by long delayed
needs.

«.-.Continuance: ::

Theimages were strange. At once the prohibition on scanning the colloidal minds of the builders was not
gpplicable. Normally the minds of the star-crossers were idands of free thought in the sea-field of
permanent structure. Entrance was permitted only in times of extreme emergency. Now the problem was
to determine identity, especially why these were so much like the starcrossers, and how to communicate
with them.

'.».Continuance, no restrictions::

Taking-in-images began the task of associating primitive sounds with the kaleldoscope of minds,
comparing with endless stores of psychological models and variety of actua encountersin the past. The
images were often very clear, but untrained, asin young starcrossers. ..

Juan lay awakein thedimly lit pit while the others dept. From time to time he would reach over to the
console and turn on the viewspace above, but each time it would show him only obscurity and he would
turn it off.

The ship continued to reach across distance, but suddenly there seemed to be no space. The ship was
locked in ahuge spacefilled with black pitch pressing in from al sdes. Then the vessdl was tunndling
through an infinity of cod. Findly he saw an abysswhere dl the stars were blackened cinders hanging
fromwires...

He smiled to himsdlf &t these near-deep images, in which the mind rearranged known things asif changing
the furniturein aroom, trying perhaps for more pleasing or more harrowing results.

But he dso knew, very faintly, that something was trying to push up into his awareness...

The child of the starcrossars reached out.

Chapter Ten
The Awakening

Something cameto lifein Juan's brain, suddenly illuminating a portion he had never known, aplace which
had aways been shrouded with an unnoticed silence.

He sat up shouting and holding his head.

Lenawas next to him. "Juan, what'swrong?' He opened his eyes and saw Rassmussen and Malachi
ganding at hisfeet, looking at him with concern.

"Il... don't know, my head. | don't fed like mysdlf... theréstoo much!"
She sat down next to him and took him by the shoulders. "Lie back, are you in pain?’

"No, it'snothing like that."



Malachi walked over to the console and turned up the lights.

"l seemto be... somebody ese," Obrion said, "off and on. Have we come out yet?
"Not when | last checked the view," Rassmussen said.

"Want meto check?' Mai asked.

"No," Obrion found himsdlf saying loudly. "Were not there... yet."

"How do you know, whaE are you saying?' Lenaasked.

Helooked at her familiar face and felt that he was|ooking at astranger. There was something aien about
her expression and... her handswere... wrong.

He got up and stood by the recliner, looking around at the others, the ones who had taken possession.
Then he turned and ran up the incline and out of the pit into the curving passage. There were shouts
behind him but he paid no attention. There seemed to be no meaning in them.

He ran up the corkscrew corridor, knowing that he had to reach the gravitationd tel escope, which from
its measurements of long-range spatia distortions could reconstruct for him the sight of home.

Juan Obrion struggled with hisrunning limbs, terrified by their sudden manipulation.

Be calm. 1 amone... who was... a long time ago. Therest of the thought was conveyed by images,
vague ana ogies and intuitive prompts which suggested rebirth, the awakening of one of the Sar-crossers
within himsdlf. Images of storage within structures of energy by vastly complex systems passed through
the vison center of hisbrain.

Juan came to the doorway and hislimbs carried him—
—into theroom with lens-likewdls.

Starfidds appeared like sprinklings of snow on black ground. In abrief moment of seeming autonomy he
held up hishand and looked at it in Silhouette. It lacked the other thumb, but it would serve. A wave of
longing and loss came over him and he staggered in the darkness.

To cometo frail life... again... in the body of a beast . ._. humiliation. But | am never to live
again, except as an auxiliary to the ship.

Elsewhere, beyond the person who had come into his body, Juan sensed arestricting force, the ship's
intelligencesworking hard to hep him understand.

He was hanging in space, surrounded by the spinning moths of white galaxies.
There! Home, at the edge of universal expansion.

One gadaxy was becoming prominent. Itslight was visibly shifted into deep red asitsimage grew, a
massve cod glowing inthe night.

Once it had been closer to the beginning.

Juan gathered his strength and asked, Why was the ship empty and filled with dead when we found it
?



Another answered. : : A malfunction in the war ping device affected many fatally. Others wandered
out in shock and never came back, their nervous systems permanently damaged, their minds
thrown into for-getfulness. Thisis known only now::

[ am another .
- 11t seemed possible to recreate one of the builders, because you seemed so like them:::

Juan felt regret, the loss of apast he had never seen. How could the alien be so bittersweet? Were these
things reserved only for the life he knew? Could these fedings have survived from, such afar beginning?

/ feel kinship.
.1t seems possible to do more::
Juan felt arush of expectation, and curiosity.

Lenafet it come stedling into her, asad being as old astime, telling her what she needed to know, about
Juan, about the ship, and the necessity for cooperation.

She stopped running after Juan and stood in the passage, waiting for Maachi and Rassmussen to catch
up.

Juan knew that besides Lena, Rassmussen and Ma achi, there were now four strangers standing in the
garry darknesswith him, four others meeting again after an incomprehensible moment of time.

Hefdt closeto hisfriends, and the meeting of the otherswas a mime set on astage. The four strangers
moved nearer to each other and stood in afour-sided figure. They stared out at the growing galaxy which
now covered more than haf the sky in the telescopic recreation, its center blackened like that of aused
pot. And Juan knew that this galaxy was where the others had come from originally.

Here was the star web's center.

But theredlity was il far off asthe ship reached for the fleeing edge of the universe, where some of the
oldest stars burned toward extinction and cpl-lapse, aragged crowd of unwanted guests who had been
expdlled from the brighter spaces of abalroom.

- We must see what remains. Will you bear with us?. ::

The ship and the others asked the question in unison.

Acceptance went unspoken.

Suddenly Juan felt empty and lights came on.

"Do | have aheadache," Mdachi said, "ared crusher.”

"Sodol," Magnus said.

Lenawas rubbing her forenead in pain. Juan dowly became aware of the pain in histemples and back.
"They've gone for the moment,” Rassmussen said.

"| think they understand that it's not healthy for usto be used in that way. The human brainisnot infinite.
Itselectrica capacity is probably the problem.”



"Can wetrust them, Juan?' Lenaasked. "I think so, though we can only go on what we've been told. But
| don't think they have any other motives except a curiogity about their own lost past. It's not like we're
dedling with criminaswho are holding usfor ransom. I'm reluctant to project any kind of mativation that
we know onto them. We may be misinterpreting.”

"| fed hunger,” Mdachi said, "and exhaudtion.”

"Don't draw theline of doubt too gtrictly, Juan,” Rassmussen said. "If they had been very different from
us, acompletely dien psychology and evolution, then we might never have understood anything here
—everything in the ship would have been strange and inaccessible.”

"That is<till mogtly the case, old man,” Maachi said.

"But they are wise enough to have been able to speak to us, putting things in terms we can grasp. We
were hoping for this, Juan. And maybe humanoid races everywhere in the universe can communicate
easly;, maybethat isascommon aresult in the evolution of earth-like stars and the life on their planets as
grassison earth! And it has been said that stars like our sun are the grass of the universe. If that'strue,
then what I've said may follow."

"You'reright," Obrion said, "atrue other would be forever beyond us.”

"| think what's bothering Juan,” Lenasaid, "isthat perhapswe are not communicating with themin aredl
way—that we're interpreting things our own way, that something different isbeing directed at us, but
we're not capable of seeing that..."

"| seewhat you mean,” Magnus said, "but that assumes that we're locked in our own skulls moretightly
than | think isthe case. | think they are reaching us and we're reaching out to them. | just don't think there
isdl that much evidence for our cognitive and psychologica isolation. A haf century ago it was dmost
fashionable to believe in such isolation, because our mental horizons did ntit extend beyond the solar
system and we were more doubtful about intelligent lifein the universe. But that was only a moment of
history, and it was defined by our provincia experience. About these things | think popular vulgar
imagination, which does not seek the precision to be found in the philosophy of science, has a better
chance of being right—and not because it is romantic, but because it does not seek precision wherelittle
isto be had. And it recognizesthat the universe is stranger and more open than anything we can imagine,
so imagination, because it iswild and open should have avery good chance of being right, though not
aways. But only redlity, not criticism, can make it wrong." He raised a hand to his forehead and took a
deep breath. "I fed tired, but | won't be able to deep, | know, not after this.”

"Well stay awake until we can't,” Lenasaid.

"We cantak in the cafeteria," Maachi said. "Actudly the pit ssems abit haunted. We can take turns
going to check theview."

After abrief slence Obrion led the way out.

Ashelay near deep, Magnustried to grasp the fact that they were moving toward the very edge of the
universe, as once the stars had moved outward after the big bang of creation more than fifteen billion
years ago. And that edge was still moving, like the skin of an expanding balloon, but the ship would
overtake it, despite the near-light speed of the receding galaxies. There was one thought which troubled
him. The ship's apparent speed was fasfying time as it moved through superspace, where there was no
timein relation to the known universe. True, the ship had no real FTL speed as such, that was
impossible, and was not violating the mass-speed difficulty. But the ship wastraveling into the future of
the universe, suddenly, to aplaceit had taken light fifteen billion yearsto return from, in effect abolishing



time as a passing through space. What timewould it be on earth when the ship reached its destination?
And would it return them to their own time, the time of earth?

And he wondered what had happened to the star-crossers, and why they had seemingly abandoned the
star web which had made interstellar travel aredity. Why did they not extend the web?

Answersrosein histired brain like athrong crying for justice. Perhaps the use of sunsin the web drained
them sooner than normal, and the endless use of stars had denied life to new races.

Hetried to imagine himsdf on earth and standing on the crystaline edge of the universe a the sametime,
trying to read the time on his wristwatch between eyeblinks.

Dark shapes crossed hisbrain ashefdll adeep.

Maachi woke peacefully to awonderful stillness. He sat up and looked at his friendsin the soft light of
the control room, at Lenadeeping like achild, at Juan who wanted to be rational too much to admit that
his brain was seething, at Magnus who was earnest and attentive to what could be known, so much that
he loved knowing more than hisown life,

A giant had placed them al in asoccer ball and kicked it acrossthe darkness....

One by onethey awoke, pulling themsdvesinto agtting position at their stations, looking at each other
with new eyes.

And their stations became familiar, known things, asthe others joined them. The control pit darkened
and they al knew that they had come home at last.

Chapter Eleven
Bright Cinders

The ship burst out into normal space above the disk of agaaxy. Ancient stars hung below them, growing
redder toward the center of the whedl, where hid a darkness greater than the black of space or the dust
which laced the swirl of suns. Above the oblivion of the hub rode three globular clusters composed of red
and white dwarfs. Asthe ship hung over the plane of the gdaxy, the whedl wasaplain of bright cinders,
and the clusters were buoys marking the danger of the dark maelstrom at the center below.

Asthey gazed at the clustersfrom their gations, they all knew that once there had been pridein these
dying stars. Each had been ajewd inits cluster, each contributing to the strength of the star web, each a
source of fredly flowing energy feeding the starships which had crossed and recrossed the stellar and
inter-gaactic dark between worlds.

Until the very stars had faded, drained by time...

"l think," Malachi said, "that the center of that galaxy isagiant black hole, swallowing sunsand dugt. In
time it may swalow the whole galaxy. What we're seeing is the dead area that surrounds—"

Juanfelt his other heditate. What has happened? The question was an ache, following amoment of full
orief.

Suddenly the universe of dying lanterns was gone and the ship was drifting to port through the fog,
toward the pulsing presence of an other-space dock. What had the iron game of life done to these great
builders so that none was I €ft to greet them? Juan asked himsdlf.



The other's presence was asadnessin his mind, and aresolve to find out.

The ship inched up to the gaping entrance and floated inside, humbled by the parent's size, and cameto
restinitsservicecradle.

Obrion stood up, fedling the nervous animation of the other in hislimbs.

"We had better take two packs with us. Check your parkas and make sure you have your gloves." He
picked up one pack from the floor and waited until Maachi dipped the other one onto his back.

Then Obrion led the way out of the control pit into the winding passage. When he came to the well where
they had once lost Malachi, he was sartled to find himsalf stepping into it and being whisked upward. He
looked down to see the othersfloating upward with him, their surprise fading into acceptance.

He stepped out finally and walked toward the large open circle of the airlock. He looked out.

"Another gtation, but the same," he said over his shoulder and stepped out onto the dock. Immediately
hislegsdirected himinto acorridor fifty feet ahead.

When he led them out on the other side, Obrion saw asmall vessdl waiting for theminitscradle. It was
no more than two hundred feet long and dmost ovd in shape. He led the way in through an open lock of
the same shape. The passage insde led toward the center, where he knew the control room would be.
Everything seemed to suggest designstaken from the larger vessdl.

"Why have we left the large ship?' Juan asked silently.

Further repairs are needed. It killed its crew. But this vessel will take usto the surface of my home
world just aswell. Thethoughts of the other were gracious, anxiousto please.

There were adozen reclinersin the control room, and the same kind of viewing space and controls next
to the forward seats. They al sat down and waited.

/ have been gone... longer than the time of the ship's stay on your world. To Juan it seemed that the
other had never expected to be conscious in thisway again, but the ship had taken an initiativein
reconstructing the person of a starcrosser, or a portion of one, in what seemed acruel parody.

Above them the viewing space turned trangparent to show them the gray waste asthe smdl ship began to
move. Juan fdt the other tenseingde him.

In norma space the smdl vessel moved at what seemed to be asmall per cent of light speed, only dightly
shifting the light from the dwarfs of the cluster. Juan guessed that they had come out somewherein the
center of the grouping because the red and white stars seemed evenly distributed in space.

"It'slike being insde achanddier!" Maachi said.

The ship moved across the northern hemisphere of the sun which contained the station and dropped
down to the plane of its equator, where it curved out in awide trgjectory to catch up with a planet
huddling close to the white dwarf's ebbing fires.

Next to Obrion Lenacried out and clutched her head, sitting up suddenly.
"Juan, the painin my head is getting worse."
"Same here" Magnus sad.



Maachi smiled at him in an attempt to show that he could takeit.

"I don't think welll get used toiit,” Rassmussen said.

Obrion's hands suddenly reached for the control console and made afew adjustments.
Lenafdl back in her seat, limp and unconscious.

"I hope they don't need usto land the ship," Magnus managed to say.

The planet ahead had grown into alarge brown hanging disk as the shuttle continued to rush quietly
toward it. In amoment the globe took up the whole sky. The pain in Juan's head produced illusory
flashes of light on the dark surface, and findly the mass of the dien world became a huge weight that fell
on himwith crushing findlity.

Coming back from death was like floating upward through cold water. Juan broke through the surface
gasping for breath. He opened his eyes and saw Lena holding the open canteen for him. His eyes focused
completely and she reached down to let alittle water into his mouth. The liquid wastastelessand he
pushed it away after one swallow.

"Isyour pain gone?" she asked.

He nodded and looked past her to Rassmussen and Malachi. There was fear and wearinessin their
faces. Hefelt sorry for them, and for the first time he resented being ayoked animal in the power of
un-knowns. He resented the fact that the earth was not the whole of creation, and that so much lay
beyond it. It was one thing to speculate and imagine, another to fed powerful, invisible forces reaching
into ones most private places, however gently. Not evenin the joined life he saw for himsdlf and Lena
would such control and prying be possible. He sat up dowly and looked around at the lighted control
room. It seemed safer with the view space off.

"Where are we?"
"| think we've landed,” Lenasaid.
He put hisfeet on thefloor and stood up carefully. "I'll be finein afew minutes. What'sit like outsde?!

Magnus said, "It was indicated to mejust before we landed that we won't need suits, but | think we
should bring our parkas and supplies.”

"And gloves... don't forget your gloves," Obrion said remembering the experience of Antarctica. "You
can diewithout aglove.”

"Juan, areyou sureyou'redl right?"
"Fine—let'sgo." He picked up his pack, Magnustook it away.
"Mdachi and | will manage the packs.”

Obrion led them out to the lock, staggering once in the short passage, wondering what was this
compulsion to see the outside so quickly.

Thiswas my home, long ago, for at least a small part of me. Thevoicewasdistant, smal, asif trying
hard not to intrude.

"Notice," Rassmussen said, "that both theinner and outer lock doors are dide designs, more primitive



than our garship.”
The outer lock opened to show them arusty brown desert ruled over by the red-white dwarf of asun.
Obrion leaned against the side of the lock as Magnus stepped past him onto the alien ground.

"Weé're close enough for some warmth during the day, if thereisaday and night. The planet may not
rotate. | suspect it might have been moved closer to the primary astime went on." Rassmussen put his
hood up. "It'swindy."

Obrion stepped out and felt the rusty soil under his boots. With the others following he walked a dozen
yards away from the shuttle and looked back.

Thevess sat on aflat plain, under adarkening sky which was brilliant with the uniform stars of the
clugter, cadting, together with the primary, astrange daylight. Far in the distance adust sorm wasraging.

"Why did they haveto bring us here?' Lenaasked. "They should not have even come themsdlves.”

"I don't think they are complete persons,” Mdachi said, "but only pieces surviving in the ship's memories.
Maybe they've come out to help us, or replace the dead starcrossers. But they remember also, even
though they were supposed to be only devices, not individuals ever again. Thismight be one of therisks
in usng organic components, if I'm correct.”

"We can't be sure," Rassmussen said. "Maybe there is something here for usaswell asfor them?”

"| fed... likel would liketo walk that way," Lenasaid pointing toward where the dust ssorm hid the
horizon.

"They're being gentler,” Rassmussen said.
Lenadarted to lead the way. Silently Juan followed with Maachi and Rassmussen.

They walked for aquarter of an hour. Juan felt the strange wind pushing inside the hood of his parka,
carrying with it occasiond grains of sand. The planet's odors seemed dead, mushroom textures de-void
of strength. But they were welcome after the cleanliness of the ship. Juan looked up at the sparkling sky
of sars, the wind made hiseyeswater, asif chiding himfor his presumption.

Ahead of them the dust storm died away to revea aruined city. They walked into it in afew minutes,
walking down what seemed a main thoroughfare. On either side of them the buildings were hemispheres
looking like turned-over bowlswith cubes and other shapes protruding to make second floors. Juan
could not see any taller Structures.

"Do you want to go on?" he called after Lena. "There's no one here.”

"Yes," she said without sopping.

"There doesn't seem to be any damage,” Rass-mussen said next to him, "only the sand.”
"It'samog asif... they didnt want to live here anymore," Maachi said walking at his|eft.
"Atree" Lenasaid.

She quickly led them under the large branches to the heavy trunk, where the sun and sky cast shafts of
white light onto the ground. Juan stooped to peer out at the sun and saw that it seemed to be hanging
forever inits position, a piece of faintly red white paper cut out and pasted to the bright sky.



Lenawas staring at the ground asif looking for something lost. I don't know," she said, "but | can amost
remember.”

Briefly Juan felt that he would know what she meant, if he could only concentrate enough. Rassmus-sen
seemed morosdly intent in the same way.

Malachi left them and walked across the street to one of the domes and touched it.

The others had no need for al this, Juan thought, or for the ships of the web. Thefedling of looking at
usdless, unwanted designs, persisted.

Rassmussen followed Maachi acrossthe Street, if it could be called a street. Lenalaughed softly as she
leaned againgt thetreetrunk. "I fed so nostagic,” she said. "It'sfilling me up to the bresking point. | could

ay.”

"I think they're looking for adoor," Obrion said. Maachi and Rassmussen were touching the dome like
blind men.

"When the others left,” Lenasaid, "there were very few of them. It wasn't disease or war, or collapse of
any kind. They knew too much for that after building the web. Juan, they knew the universe when it was
much younger, younger than we've known it, younger than it is out here at the edge. They might have
tried to unite it with their web. | wonder what it waslike to be dive then?’

At her words Juan redlized that earth and the solar systern now lay billions of yearsin the past; light from
the sun's gdaxy had travelled for billions of light yearsto be visble here, if he searched the sky to seeit.
Thethought of what time it was on earth was meaningless—there could be no smultaneous moment of
here and there for any observer; the star-ship's sudden traversal of the universe wastimetravel. A return
to earth would be avoyage into the pat, in rdation to this place, which lay in earth'sfuture. ..

Malachi shouted from across the street. Juan saw afamiliar reddening appear in the structure of the
dome. In an instant Ma achi and Rassmussen had passed inside.

But Juan felt no need to follow quickly. He was looking at the sand which covered the Street asif seeing
it for the first time. It seemed to be made up of hundreds of perfectly shaped crysals, asif dl the beauty
of thiscivilization had been ground up to make it. Lenacame up to him asif fleeing from the wind.
"Wevegot to go," she said taking hisarm and leading him across the Strest.

Asthey crossed the street she said, "When nothing is | eft, the space between worlds becomes aterrible
barrier. No one comesto ook, to guess what happened. | wonder how many civilizations are entombed
in thisway throughout the universe?'

"Let megofirg,” Obrion said when they cameto the portd, "just in case.” Then, feding that something
more was required, he turned and squeezed her hand. "I know, | know. Follow when I'm through.”

He stepped forward. The portd glowed normaly and he passed—

Chapter Twelve
Super civilizations

—Into awarmly lit room, acrystaline sphere of light under the dome. There was adepressioninthe



center, aspace reminding him of the control pit in the starship.

Lenacamein behind him and walked down to where Ma achi and Rassmussen were Sitting. Slowly Juan
followed, feding late.

St. Thethought of the other was suddenly in hismind, giving theingruction and fading, fearful of causing
more pain.

Juan sat down on the floor next to Lena. The dome grew dark. The floor became transparent and the
familiar swirl of agadaxy appeared beow them.

This| can show you in my effort to aid your return. Juan felt that he had verbalized the thought
himsdf.

A mode!.

Theview pulled in closeto adenseregion just off from the galaxy's center, closer and closer until they
were looking at abright yellow sun surrounded by countless artificia worlds drinking in the star's energy,
forming adiscontinuous shell of life around the centra hearth. Each world wasthe size of earth or larger.

Thisis not ours, but one of many ways.

Thoughts began to tumble into Juan's mind as he looked down through the floor on which he sat. We
grew older, longer-lived... fewer in time... extreme long-life, individual or cultural, selects only
those who can go on with interest-in-life, doing-with-love and winning over the... urge to pass
away... the web and all its worlds are unnecessary possessions. There are greater things...

What do you mean? Juan asked.

For those who come after us, know that we have gone into time, forward, circling the collapsing
center of this galaxy... while we are near it the ages of the universe pass swiftly and we see all of
time, but our lives pass slowly near such dense matter ...

But the web, al your works? Magnus objected.

It isyoursif you can master it. There is one refinement we made before leaving. If you can
comprehend it, the web will truly be yours, to explore and learn from, for atime... | leave you
with this... as our imprint fades... our shadow has been too long in the past...

The others were gone suddenly, and Juan felt asmal achein his head as the room came back to light
agan, warmly perplexing yet comfortable asawomb.

"Werenot up toit,” Obrion muttered, "well fail. A dog might just aswell try to become a surgeon.”
Suddenly he realized he was speaking out loud. He looked into the faces of hisfriends and he knew they
would dietrying, despite the enormity of what they had witnessed and the hopel essness of the task.

"The ship inthe sation,” Rassmussen said, "itsintelligences brought us here to show usthe past. It was
the only thing it could do. Now we have to guessthe rest. Are we to go back the way we came, using
the ship?"

Malachi lifted himsdlf off the floor and sat up on one of the backpacks. "The answer must be in what we
know about how the web functions. What could they have done to improveit?!

Obrion amost laughed. ™Y ou think the answer to that will solve our problems?”



"It may," Maachi said.
"Simplification,” Rassmussen said, "think of what would make using theweb simpler .. ."

"WEIl haveto try everything we can,” Maachi continued, "trid and error and wild idess—whatever we
comeup with."

"He'sright, Juan," Magnus said camly. "Timidity now might maroon us herefor therest of our lives."
"We should not have separated ourselves from the ship'sfood duplicators,” Obrion said angrily.
"Get agrip onyoursdf,” Lenasad, "it'snot likeyou to tak likethis."

"Pick up your backpack, Mai," Rassmussen said, "and let's get going. HEll recover.”

When they came out through the glowing porta the small sun was near the horizon. It had taken it along
timeto get there, reveding that the planet rotated dowly. A wind was blowing sand in from the desert
again, making arushing sound in the nearby tree. A large group of strange insects suddenly Ieft the
concea ment of the red leaves and buzzed padt, startling Obrion by their size. But they were goneina
moment, motes of dust againgt the disk of the white dwarf.

"They looked like large bees" Lenasaid.

"Insects may be the oldest and only form of surviving life here," Rassmussen said. "They can adapt to
anything intime—radiation, lack of air and water in free form, even insecticide carried out againgt them
by intelligent beasties like us. Insects don't need to beintelligent. If survivd isthe prize, they can win with
automatic brains, anatural reason called ingtinct and a simple adaptive Structure.”

Without aword Obrion went ahead, leading the way up the street which would take them back into the
desert and toward the shuttle. The sun seemed to be sinking more quickly now. The lower edge of the
disk touched the brown horizon, reddening the land into a deeper, bloodier shade. For amoment it
seemed to be poised there, asif it were aball on atable, readying to roll toward them. Then the planet
took abite out of the disk, creating aragged chord from atangent. It grew noticeably darker and the
wind quickened like a sudden rush of cold water in awarm stream.

Obrion stopped as Lena came up to him and took hisarm. "Do you hear it, Juan, that high pitched
mechanica sound, like gears or crickets?"

"No—your hearing is better."

She pointed at the sun, cut nearly in haf now by the planet, snking asif into abog. "Look, there! The
ground seemsto have risen higher, there on the sun! 'Y ou can see afew bumps on the ground outlined

agang it."
"l can seeit," Maachi sad.

Juan saw the ground ahead ripple like amuddy ocean. Whatever it was, it was well matched to the color
of theland.

"Look, therel" Lena shouted.

What |ooked like a piece of the bumpy ground seemed to break away from alarger body and was
coming toward them dowly.

Rassmussen went ahead of Obrion for abetter [ook. "I think... it'saliving thing of somekind."



"Wed better go back," Obrion said.

Only athird of the sun's disk was now visible from behind the planet, the red-white eye of acosmic
snake coiled a the world's edge. The wind was whipping strongly now, hitting them with dust and a
gtench of corruption.

Asit grew colder they dl put on their gloves and secured their hoods. Then suddenly the sun was gone,
leaving only the white pallor of stars. Shadows raced across the desert like an incoming tide.

And thetundra of sand turned into asea of glowing lights, amillion candles springing up from the sand as
if the sarswerefdling from the sky. . And dowly the crystaline points were moving.

"What are they?' Lena asked asthey started to back away.

"Theinheritors of asupercivilization!" Rassmus-sen shouted over the wind.

Chapter Thirteen
The Survivors

It came glowing out of the starry night, moving dowly, dmaost mechanicaly—something thet looked like a
cross between an armadillo and agiant mantis. It was about three feet high and six feet long, Obrion
estimated. Behind it the desert had belched up numberless otherslike aplague. As he listened to their
sound, Juan knew that these cregtures, drawing their nourishment from the soil and whatever other
creatures il lived here, had inherited what was | eft of thisworld. For amoment heimagined them
spreading to al the worlds of the web, leaving only the desert and the skeletons of intelligent beings
behind.

"Back!" Obrion shouted. "Weve got to go back through the town!™

Thewind now brought the full force of the stench, gagging them. Coughing, they turned and ran. If they
stopped, Juan knew there would be nothing left but bones in the white dawn. He wondered if thiswas
the death he had sensed, but he had not imagined anything so strange and find, so obscure. Someone
looking at the star from light years away would never guessthat they had died here, so far from home;
only asmudge of red shift on a photographic plate would mark the fleeing galaxy of which thisstar wasa

part.

Fdling behind the other three for amoment, Juan turned and saw only dust in the bright oblivion of the
planet's night; but he could till hear the sound of their pursuers, tinkling in hisearslikeamad
harpsichord.

Turning, he saw that the others were waiting for him, looking like statues dowly being worn away by the
dusty wind. He waved for them to go on and followed.

Somewhere ahead there was bound to be a place of safety. The shuttle wasin the direction now
swarming with insects, and very likely afew had entered the craft through the open lock. He thought of
hiding in one of the buildings on the street, but it was hard to seein the dust. He wondered if they had
aready passed the dome they had entered before. The pressure of the horde behind them would make it
dangerous to take exploratory sde trips; and there was aways the danger of becoming separated in the
dust storm.

He ran up behind them and pulled them into ahuddle. "Weve got to try right or lft for one of the
buildingd™ Lenashouted.



"No good,” Maachi said, "we might get lost and run into the svarm.”
"WEélIl lose time!l™ Obrion shouted over the howl.

"The best thing,” Mdachi said, "isto go in agtraight line and keep together—then we can circle around
them and make for the shuttle when the sorm lifts. If we enter a building we might never be permitted to
leave, and these things can trip the porta aswell aswe can.”

"| agree," Rassmussen said.

"Let'sgo,” Juan sad.

They ran. It seemed asif hours were going by as Juan fled next to the grainy shapes of hisfriends.
Briefly, Rassmussen fatered under the weight of his backpack and Obrion stopped to take it from him.

Juan's lungs were hurting from the wind and increasing cold, and always the sound of the insectswasin
hisears, ringing likeamillion smal bells despite the insulation of hishood. Exobiologist, Juan thought,
and now you're face to face with a life form from out there—and you're out here with it. Here it
is, tinkle-tinkle-tinkle, how do you likeit?

He amost laughed then, but as he turned to catch a glimpse of the others hisfeet struck what seemed to
be ameta incline, dmaost toppling him forward. But in amoment he was moving upward, with the others
straining to keep up. Hefell once, tearing the fabric on hisright knee, but Maachi came up behind and
picked him up.

Theincline did not seem to vary from twenty degrees, but the longer he climbed the more it seemed that
something in his head was going to burst from the exertion and the piercing notes of theinsects. He
stopped and looked up. The dust cloud seemed to be trying to cover the stars, asif the planet were
embarrassed before their beauty.

Suddenly his head redled. The world tipped and he fell on hisknees, holding his head between gloved
hands. It seemed that his bresthing had grown louder than the sound of the swvarm. Malachi reached
through the dusty air to pick him up again, and dragged him afew feet further to where€lLena and Magnus
were huddling againgt the beating sand.

Juan squatted with them, putting his hands up on their shouldersto form whet little protection was
possible against the dust. But there would be no protection againgt the swarm that must aready be
coming up theincline behind them. He pulled himsdlf closer to hisfriends, feding a strange exultetion, a
rushing will to resst even as his body was being pulled apart by vise-like jaws. Now, he thought,
perhaps we do look as if we have striven across half of all space-time to be hereintimeto die, as
if by appointment...

Next to him Lenasaid his name softly three times. He tightened hisright arm around her in response.
Frantically he searched hismind for the other but found only himsdlf.

"Weve got to try and move forward again!" he shouted suddenly.

They al got up together and started adow walk up theincline. It would be better to try than to wait for
death, Juan thought, even if the wind broke their chain of handsto sweep them down into thewaiting
swvarm.

"Thetinkling!" Lenashouted, "It's not getting louder.”



Sowly thewind started to die down.

In the cold night the stars sent down anicy light. From what they could see it seemed that they had
climbed onto the roofing of ahuge structure which seemed to lie mostly below the desert. They were at
the center of alarge shadlow dome at least amilein diameter.

Theinsectswaited around it.

Occasiondly, Juan could see adark shape cross onto the metal, but it would not continue upward.
"If they don't et us off here, well run out of food,” Lenasaid.

"Dawnisalong way off," Obrion said. "Good thing we dressed warmly."

"We should get some deep,” Maachi sad, "or at least somerest. I'll take the first watch.”

"No youwon't,” Obrion sad, "l will."

Alone, Juan sat hating the things which surrounded them. He looked up at the stars wondering if he could
guess how quickly the planet rotated, but the clear sphere of bright stars seemed frozen. He looked over
his shoulder at his companions degping on the metdlic dope, washed up here from another time and
place, yet still sane and human, coping, trying, hoping...

Malachi touched hisarm as he was dozing, releasing him from watch.

For amoment Maachi was sure the creature would come al the way up the dope, but it turned around
after athird of the way and returned to its glowing kind. Maachi breasthed asgh of rdlief, grateful that he
did not have to wake the others.

Where were the others now, he wondered, when help was most needed. It was an idle thought, he
knew. What was |ft of the Starcrossers was not even as strong as a conscience, or agood migraine.
Like providence, or luck, or strong idedls, their ethereal hand could not reach acrosstimeto do
everything for theliving, who had to learn for themsel ves how to cope with the intractable inertia of the
red world.

As her watch came to an end, Lena decided not to wake Magnus. The older man needed more rest than
any of them. Suddenly sherealized how much it would hurt her if any of the three men wereto die. She
loved Juan, but the loss of Madachi or Rassmussen was unthinkable. Every bit of humanity seemed
infinitely precious under these stars, numberlesslight yearsfrom home.

She looked over her shoulder to see Rassmussen's darkened shape rise in the starlight and come over to
her.

"l can't deep, Lena," he whispered, "you'd better get your share.”

"Thanks," she said as he helped her stand up. She went and lay down next to Juan, where she was
awake for awhile watching Magnus slhouette squatting againgt the stars, occasiondly [ooking up,
shifting hisweight as he tried to see down the dope where the desert was dotted with a pale counterfeit
of sars...

Juan was the last to awake. He stood up quickly, feeling nervous. The dwarf was Sitting on the opposite
horizon, abonfire lighting the planet, sending ragged shafts of light across the desert. The otherswere
nearby, watching the horde swarming below like maggots on a corpse.



Juan dretched, breathing in dowly the stench-filled air. Behind the vast mass of insectslay the town,
amogt hidden by the creatures swelling the streets.

Lenaturned around and noticed that he was up. "I'm glad were not in one of those buildings,” she said
waking up to him.

"The domeslook asif they were part of anest," he said.

"Theresthe shuttle," Rassmussen said pointing beyond the town. "We could go down the other side of
thisthing and make abig circleto get to it." Obrion turned around to seeif the desert was clear behind
him. He saw anarrow corridor through the horde, no more.

Malachi shook his head and took a drink out of acanteen. "Maybe, old friend, but they might catch usin
the open. They can probably change direction like aflood.”

The sun cleared the horizon dowly, like aballoon letting go. Suddenly Juan saw that the insectswere
moving, adozen single rows starting up the circle of the metd al around them.

Maachi and Rassmussen turned and came up to him and Lena. "I don't think they'll stop thistime,"
Maachi said. "Weregoing to haveto runfor it, | believe.

As Juan turned to choose the most open direction, the sound started up again.

"There'sno wind or darknessto hide us," Lenasaid as Obrion picked up one of the backpacks. Maachi
grabbed the other and they both put them on.

Juan started to lead them down the other side, but new rows of insects started up between the existing
rows of marchers, new spokes growing toward the center of the giant whedl.

"We're trapped at the center,” Obrion said.

"And probably the largest catch of flesh they've ever seen," Mdachi said with atrace of horror in his
voice.

"Let'sget to the highest point,” Obrion said leading the way, leaning forward under the weight of his
pack. He dmog fell into the man-sized hole at the center.

"Hdllo, what'sthis?' Malachi said holding him back by the shoulder straps of the pack. When Obrion had
regained hisfooting, the Kenyan fell to his ssom-ach and peered down into the darkness. "There's some
kind of ridging that will do aswell asaladder. No time, herel go!"

Juan watched him disappear up to hishead. "It's all we can do now, so hurry,” Maachi said and was
gone. Juan looked at the insects coming up the dope. The head of the leader in each column was very
clear now. Each had antennae and large eyesthat reflected the morning light like auminum.

Helooked at Lena, kissed her quickly asif the chance might never come again, and went into the
darkness after Maachi. In afew moments he looked up to see L ena and Rassmussen coming down after
him. The only sounds were those of his pack and Maachi's scraping against the sides of the passage.

Suddenly something covered the light coming in from above.
"Oneof thethings hasfdleninwith us" Lenashouted. "But it'stoo big to fal dl the way through!™

"Everyone okay?' Obrion shouted.



One by one they answered, shaken but safe, lonely voicesin the dark.
"I hope that thing jammed in above us doesn't dip and fal," Rassmussen said.
"Magnus, areyou dl right?' Lenacaled.

There was amoment of silence before the engineer answered. "Y es, but that thing's antennaor leg
scratched me on the back of the neck, but | don't think it's serious. .. we'd better hurry down, | think the
beast will dip any minute... | can hear it moving!"

Obrion continued downward as quickly as he could.
"I've touched bottom!" Maachi shouted.

Obrion tried to move faster when he saw thefaint light below. Findly he jumped the last few rungs,
landing heavily next to Mdachi.

"For amoment | thought this might be a huge anthill for our friends,” the black man said.
"Hurry!" Obrion shouted upward.
"Thelight iscoming from that corridor,” Maachi said pointing.

Obrion's eyes adjusted as they waited for Lenaand Magnus to come through. Malachi took out atorch
from Obrion's pack and turned it on the opening. After what seemed an infinity of heartbests, Lena
jumped to the floor, followed in amoment by Rass-mussen.

"Quick, out of theway!" Magnus shouted. A rumbling sound came out of the hole and one of the
creatures hit the floor near them with a crunch of snapping legs and cracked armor. Maachi turned the
beam on it and they watched asit lay on itsback dying, moving itslegs afew times before al motion
ceased.

Madachi turned hislight into the corridor and led the way. He stopped for aminute to check the scratch
on the back of Rassmussen's neck.

"I should not have dropped my hood back,” Magnus said.

"It looks nasty, friend, but | can wash it with antiseptic from the kit. Juan, come here and turn around
again." Maachi took out asmall plastic bottle of dcohol and poured it liberaly over Rassmussen's
wound.

"Y ou know," Magnus said, "this corridor reminds me of the style we have come to know and love on the
garship. But thisis not a ship. We camein through awater collector, chimney or vent, not alock at al."

"Let'sget moving," Obrion said after Maachi had put the bottle back inits place. The black man went
ahead with the torch and they dl followed.

Thedimly lit corridor seemed endless, but finally Maachi led them out into alarge room which reminded
Obrion of the one which had housed the shuttle in the otherspace station. They went to the wall on the
other side and were surprised when a porta glowed open—

—to lead them into gtill another empty room.

Thisonewasbrightly lit with the same invisibly indirect lighting they had seen on the starship. Theroom
ended in ahuge dcove with ametal frame around it, like agiant picture window looking out on nowhere.



"We never find machines,” Rassmussen said, "or anything with moving parts. Knobs yes, but you never
haveto turn, only touch to get aresult. Aslong asthereis energy, these kinds of thingswill function
forever. It'sdiscouraging.” He was near the frame now, looking into the alcove as he spoke.

Suddenly he stepped into it and disappeared.

Chapter Fourteen
Transmat

Rassmussen regppeared with alook of relief on hisface.

"What happened?' Obrion asked.

"I'll show you," Magnus said, "follow me." He turned and disappeared again into the frame.
Obrion looked at Lenaand Maachi, then walked into the frame—

—to emergein aplace that looked just like the otherspace station in the core of the white dwarf. Lena
and Mdachi came out right behind him.

"We are back in the station,” Rassmussen said. "We've passed from a planet-based ingtdlation using a
system even more advanced than the web. Do you know what that means? This might be the
improvement we're supposed to find."

"We need deep and acadm medl," Lenasaid. "Then we can tak. I'm too relieved to think. It'slike
coming home, dmog.”

"Therésthe cradle where the shuttle once sat," Rassmussen said. "We might have used the frame at this
end of the chamber if we had known—"

"—and gotten lost underground somewhere," Lenasaid. Sheled the way through the passage that led
back to the starship.

"It redly does look like home," Obrion said asthey came within sght of the open lock.

"It might be the only home well ever know," Maachi said asthey went insde. Thejoke did not seem out
of place. Juan was beginning to hope again.

After they had eaten their fill in the cafeteria, Maachi bandaged up Rassmussen's neck, aswell as
disnfecting dl their minor cuts and bruises, just in case a surprise infection by something unknown
showed up.

They dept in the contral pit, feding safe in their deegp location within the ship. Juan dreamed of being
welcomed by itsintelligences. Fragments of the others danced around in the open light of the station,
each avisble harpsichord note. Briefly he awoketo find himself chained to the metallic dome on the
planet's surface while insects poked him painfully in the face. He woke up to the quiet of the pit and the
sght of hisfriends degping near him. Sowly hisfears drained away again and hefdl into acomfortable

deep.

Malachi and Rassmussen were discussing something when Juan awoke. He opened his eyes and listened,
content as he had not been for along time.

"The web was becoming obsolete," Rassmussen said. " Transmission of power through subspace arteries
might just aswell be used to transmit passengersdirectly. It's more elegant, and probably instantaneous.”



"Do you think the fact that we've found this star-ship and the shuttle might mean the new improvement
was not fully implemented?’ Maachi asked.

"Naturdly you'd find previous transport desgns, especidly if the improvements had been cumulative, one
advance |leading to the next, making the one after that possible. First they had near light-speed ships,
probably big clunkers powered by thermonuclear bursts, then FTL vessdls. But they a so used the
different kinds of hyperspace to create the web's power supply, aswell as supplying arefuge station for
shipswithin each star used. The fina step wasimplicit—transmit people directly through the narrow

subspace channds.™

"These kinds of otherspace," Malachi said, "they are, one, akind of nearby, local hyperspace used for
putting stations into stars, core-accumulators and all, two, superspace for big jumps, three, narrow
channdlsfor web power transmission, to be aso used findly for direct passenger transmission.”

"Right," Magnus said, "clever, weren't they?"

Obrion sat up.

"Good morning,” Lenasaid from where she sat on the edge of her recliner.
"I've been ligtening. Now how will thisaffect us practicaly?'

"Well," Rassmussen said, gesturing with hisright hand as he stood up, "thisis whét the others wanted us
to find. If the transmat was built to cover any large portion of the older ship-feeding web, then dl those
worlds of the starcrossers are open to us, provided we learn to operate the system.”

"Of course we could use the ship," Mdachi said, "but the transmat would be faster. Doubtlessthere are
other ships"

"Anyway," Rassmussen continued, "this means we might be able to go home without ever having to learn
how to run the ship. If atransmat receiving station was built somewhere on earth, we can go back.
Somewherein this sation or on the planet there is atrans-mat frame which might have a setting for earth.
Maybe we can learn to set the frame oursalves."

"Why should there be a station on earth?' Obrion asked.

"Wefound the ship," Mdachi sad.

"What if we can't find aframe anywhere that will do what we want?'
"Then well haveto learn how to take the ship back as we planned before."”
"Let'sget started,” Obrion said as he got up.

"I've looked thisthing over ahundred times;" Rassmussen said as he stood in front of theframein the
otherspace station. Obrion and Maachi stood on either sde of him. "Maybe we won't be able to make it
work, ever."

"Again no moving parts" Mdachi said. "They liked for thingsto work on their own, likethingsin nature.
Maybetheresaclueinthat?'

Juan fdlt there was nothing he could contribute, except obvious questions none of them could answer. It
was beginning to bring back his old fears, just as he had started to get anew hold on himsdf. They were
al beggars from abackward planet, trying to operate acosmic subway system, and failing, marooning



themselves a each station, or even in the vehicleitsaf. And there was no one to throw them the scraps of
information which they needed.

He was about to go to the cafeteriaand make himsaf a cup of coffee when Rassmussen said, "You're
right, thereisacluein that! Maybe the frames are pre-set for one destination and back?"

Obrion legped to the conclusion, determined to befirst. " There are no settings on this frame, so maybe
they're preset, each one for one place only. We found this ship on earth, and we know the web was
becoming obsolete, S0 maybe they were establishing aframe station. And the ship... isthe only way they
could have had to establish transmat stations throughout the web, and beyond. So... theremust bea
frame set for earth on the ship, not here or on the planet!”

"You'reright,” Rassmussen said, "l thought that might be the case earlier, but this frame seemed like such
an obvious place to start. There probably is a station on earth—if they had a chance to establish it before
disagter took their lives. If not, then the frame which wasto be |eft on earth is ill on board and we can't
do athing with it—it might be linked to anywhere, maybe a service relay, anywhere but earth.”

Juan was becoming annoyed as he listened.

"But theré's one other possibility,” Maachi said. "Consider that perhapsthey went in pairs, like chaps
who string wire, or that sort of thing. Maybe there were two ships. One ship would have atransmat on
board, just to check the new landbound unit after it's been installed. Or maybe some ships have them so
that crew could pass quickly between two ships or more, if say, for instance, the shipsarefar gpart on a
planet or infasolar system where they're putting in web services..."

"Soif our ship hasaframe,” Obrion cut in, "and we agree that a ship which isdoing ingtaling must have
one, then where on our ship would it be?’

"Good question, Juan," Magnus said.
"Well, where?' Mdachi asked.

"Why, | think it would be near whatever—Iet's call it the web's artery output core—where the web
power comes through into each ship, wherever that is. But | think it would operate the transmat also, and
what better place to put the frame than near its power source?’

"Youreright,” Rassmussen said.

"Think of this" Maachi said, spinning out the consequences, "if you want to get to thisstation via
transmat, you would leave through the station frame on earth, pop out somewhere on one of the web
worlds, and maybe there find the preset link with this otherspace station by looking it up in some kind of
directory. If wefall, that may be the kind of hit or miss search we may have to undertake.”

"| sugpect that frames opening into otherspace sations," Rassmussen said, "are mostly linked to each
other, and are used by technicians and for emergencies. But at some point there would be linksto worlds
and ships, in the same way thisoneislinked to the planet circling thissun werein.”

"I hope we don't have to go back there," Obrion said.
"Wemight haveto,” Magnus sad, "if thelink with earth isthere. | don't think itis."

For Juan the thought of along, protracted search, that might turn out to be futile, seemed too terrifying to
even sart.



"Where's Lena?' Magnus asked.
"Segping or in the cafeteria,” Obrion said. "She was very tired.”

"We had better eat something,” Maachi said, "and decide where were going to start looking on the
ship.”

Juan thought of how many chambers the entire ship might hold.

After they had searched dozens of chambers aong the winding passage near the control pit, Obrion
caled them together in front of the entrance.

"Thismust be smpler than we think, Magnus," Obrion said. "Where in the ship would the power intake
from the web be?’

"Wl protected, in the center. But whereisthat?'
"| think it's below the control pit,” Obrion said.

"Funny we should call it acontrol," Lenasaid. "We've never learned to control more than lights and the
view."

Obrion ignored her remark. "Let'stry lower down, then."

"What bothersme," Lenasaid, "is how many empty rooms I've run into. What were they moving in
them?'

"They only look empty to us, Lena," Obrion said, "because we don't know what they were used for.
There might be dl kinds of subtle devicesin them.”

Lenasghed. "I don't think well ever know what's in this ship—not in any human lifetime.” She laughed.
"Y ou know what | think would really be subtle? It would be aroom which redly had nothing at dl init.
Scientists would spend lifetimes and come up with nothing. | know, it'sabad joke."

"Well meet back herein front of the pit entrance in three hours," Obrion said. "'l can't believe our
reasoning isvery far off."

"I'm going to deep,” Lenasaid. "Wake me only with good news."

The dissolving doorway was at |east ten times the Size of any Juan had seen in the ship. And stranger dlill,
it was more clearly marked than any other. He was amost certain that the room inside was located
direcdy under the control pit-auditorium. Somehow the size of the doorway suggested that the room
would be very large.

He- stepped forward and the portal glowed. Another step—

—and he was standing in darkness. He took a small torch out of his parka pocket and threw the beamin
acircle

The room seemed to be empty, reminding him of Lenas sarcasm. But there was something about the
room that disturbed him. He put hiswatch up to the torch and saw that it was dmost time to meet with
the others. Perhaps one of them would have some progress to report. He turned—

—and passed through the portal into the lighted passage.



He could tell by their faces as he came down into the pit. They had found nothing. Slowly, he knew, they
werelosing hope again, including himsdf. He felt an awesome ignorance hanging over thefour of them.
Hefdt likeachild looseinsde agiant Christmas tree ornament, trying to find out where it was hanging on
the cosmic tree.

He cameto hisrecliner and sat down on the edge. He put hisface in his hands and rubbed his eyes and
forehead. He wastired suddenly, moretired than he had ever felt in hislife.

When he looked up he saw that they were looking at him silently. In time Lenawould become cynically*
resigned, Maachi would never joke, and Rassmussen... would get very old.

He could not bear to disgppoint them, even for amoment, evenif hehadtolie. "Theresa' large porta
leading into a huge empty room just below us.

It'sthelargest dissolver I've seen on the ship. | saw no transmat frameinside. .. nothing. It's strange
ingde..."

"I'm going to take alook," Rassmussen said.

"Il come," Malachi added.

Lenafollowed the two men asthey started up the ramp.

"Theré's nothing there," Obrion shouted after them. "1 only mentioned it. .. to keep our hopes up.”
But when they paid no attention to him, he got up and staggered after them.

Chapter Fifteen

TheWay Home

The child of the starcrossers turned into itself now, one by one integrating the remains of stored
individudsinto totdity, thus silencing the epiphenom-enaof pain created by sdf-referentid synergistic
loop sums. Findly, only its consciousness remained, purged of fragments and lesser sub-systems derived
from storage of the past. With the starcrossers gone, and their final programs completed, even the
vaguest sequencesinvolving such intangibles as hope and curiosity, it chose sllence, a peacefulnessfrom
which only another of its own kind could wakeiit.

Those who were like the starcrossers would find their own way . ..
Juan turned on historch and passed through the dissolving doorway after hisfriends—
—to see them standing like minersin adeep cavern, circling the wallswith their light beams.

"Just aminute," Lenasaid. She turned and went past him, back out into the passage, making the portal
glow like acod in the empty darkness of the chamber. In amoment she was back inside again.

"Funny, but | fed dightly heavier in here, and dightly disoriented.”
"Heavier?' Obrion asked.
"I'm certainly not gaining any weight on thistrip.”

Malachi took out his compass and held his torch over it. Then he aso went outside and came back.
"There'samagnetic north in thisroom, but it disappears when | go back into the passage.”



"Come herel” Rassmussen shouted from the other Sde of the giant room. "It'sthe insgde markings of a
door just like the one we came in through." Obrion walked across the emptiness with Lenaand Malachi.
Rassmussen traced the marked outline of the dissolving doorway with historch. "I think I'll try it."

The portal glowed and Magnus went through. A minute went by, but to Juan it seemed like an hour.
Finaly, Rassmussen appeared, lighted by the momentary glow of passage. "It'sjust more corridor.”

Maachi walked through without warning, and was back immediately. "There's a magnetic north out there
just likethe onein here”

Rassmussen laughed out loud. "Y ou're thinking the samething | am, Mai, am | right? We've been looking
for atransmat frame or device of some kind, but not one of us thought that maybe awhole room could
be atransmat, especidly if they wanted to move personnd and suppliesin onebig jump.”

"l disagree," Mdachi said. "We certainly have thought of it—now."

Juan thought of Lena complaining about weight gain, and the magnetic north on the compass, the sense of
the familiar he had felt in here before. We're on earth, hetold himself in disbelief, inside an ancient
base, or in another starship...

"But we have got to proveit!" Rassmussen shouted.
"Weve got to get outsde," Lenasaid softly, "and see the sky, the beautiful sky..."

She sat down on the dark floor suddenly, overcome. Obrion helped her up dowly. "Areyou dl right?" he
asked.

"l hopeyou guysareright,” shesad.
"Now, the portal we entered thisroom through is the transmat,” Rassmussen said.

"It very well must be," Maachi said, "unlesswe've come to another planet that has the same exact
magnetic north asearth.”

"Then wherever the corridorslead from the other side of this dissolver,” Obrion said, "they must lead
outside eventudly. Thisroomison earth.”

"Shall we go through, gentlemen and lady?* Mdachi asked.

"l hope," Rassmussen said, "that the corridors outside bel ong to the companion starship that was setting
up trangmat linkswith our own in earth's past. We must have one of those ships.”

"Dont worry," Mdachi said, "you can aways come through here and study this one. Like walking from
oneroom to another."

Rassmussen, Malachi and Lenalinked armsin front of Obrion and walked into the portal.

Juan gtarted to follow when he saw the glow, but stopped when he heard cursing and shouting, strangely
cut short.

He stepped back and ran hislight over the portad's area. He saw Lends leg sticking out, apart of
Ma-lachi's shoulder, and the back of Rassmussen's heed.

They were trapped in the portal, perhaps dead or dying, at the very moment when it seemed that their
troublesmight mercifully end,



Juan saw himself done, living out hislifein the ship at the other end of the universe, yet il linked to earth
through adark room and the closed door which held the remains of his friends. He would never be able
to cut through thewalls, especialy if they were part of another starship. If time had failed to breach them,
nothing he could do would succeed. And he would never know if dl their speculations wereright, if he
was even on earth.

He reached out and touched a shoulder, aleg and the back of Rassmussen's head. They were warm, and
there was some trembling in the leg and shoulder. Quickly he stepped back from the portal and
approached it freshly, asif to passthrough.

Nothing happened. Hetried again, and thistime the porta glowed for amoment, then went dark.

Juan stepped back to try again. He took a deep breath. // might never work again, histhoughts
whispered. They'll die where they stand. He stepped forward and let hisfingers touch the surface. For
amoment hefdt that he could dmost understand his father's fatalism. Suddenly the porta glowed,
brighter thistime.

Frantically he pushed at the shoulder and head, stopping only to put hisweight against what was visible of
Lenas heavily clothed thigh. The grotesque image of pushing out paper dolls cameinto his head. Sowly
the figures were beginning to move, iron mannequins struggling through atthick curtain of dimly glowing
graphite. In amoment they were gone and his hands were sticking to the protean redness which suddenly
seemed like the angry hide of abeast from hdll.

He stepped back and let his hands drop to his sides, feeling more aone now than ever as he redized that
he would a so have to attempt passing through the defective portal. And he would have no one to push
him through if the otherswere injured or unconscious. There was no timeto think about it. The doorway
might become entirely inactive while he hesitated, and the others might need his help.

He thought of the remaining packsin the contral pit. If he did not get them before going through, they
would al be stranded without supplies. He would be of no help to anyone without those packs, and there
would belittle chance of coming back for them if the portal remained defective.

Turning quickly, he ran across the dark room, historch beam playing strangely across the cavernous
space. The portal on the far side glowed as he approached—

—and he stepped out into the winding passage half auniverse away. He ran up the corridor asfast ashe
could. The control pit ssemed very far away.

At last he burst into the auditorium control room, ran down the ramp and picked up the ready packs
from the floor, onein each arm. He ran back up into the curving corridor, and thistime it was easier,
running down the curve that led into the ship.

He passed through the large portd, feding the small but sudden risein gravity. Insde he put the packs
down and turned on historch. He put it under his armpit, picked up the backpacks and walked across
the empty chamber. He was sweating heavily inside his parka as he approached the portal which led, if
he was not dduding himsdf, into an ingdlation on earth.

Without stopping he went forward—

—into atingling fire and the feding that the substance around him was trying to merge with hisflesh,
dissolve the bonds of hisbeing, turning himinto... something dse.

He continued to push with dl hiswill as he held on to the packs and torch. For amoment he began to see



asif through heavy gauze. Then the view cleared and historch illuminated the bodies of hisfriends, face
down in the dark passage.

But as hard as he continued to push, his encumbered body would not go al the way through. He strained
until the blood was aheavy weight behind his eyes and his face threatened to burst. Finaly helet go,
relaxing hisbody asif it were held in stocks.

Lenadtirred at the sight of historch beam. Mdachi turned over and groaned. Together they helped
Magnusto hisfest.

Lenacame up closeto the torch and noticed him. "Juan!™ She took his embedded face in her hands and
he opened his eyes completdly. "Areyou al right, Juan?'

"It burns," Obrion said.

Gradudly thetingling was turning cold, an ancient cold born of a pitiable mafunction that had returned to
plague them again, one that would not have occurred once in athousand years—but time had generoudy
provided more than enough milleniato help it happen, and more than once. It had nearly killed hisfriends,
threatening Magnus once before, and would claim him shortly if he was not freed.

"Juan," Lenasaid, "there's no way we can pull you free. Y our hands and shoulders are not visble. We
can't get ahold”

"The porta isjust barely glowing," Maachi said. Hewalked up to it severd times but the dissolve would
not activate.

"Try and push your hands through!" Lena shouted.

Juan pushed again. We've been given a round trip by this mighty technology, he thought, bridging
countless light years of darknessto arrive at a trap. Even the mightiest things have a right to fail.
No, it wasn't failing. It's taking me as payment...

He hated the superdtition risng up ingde him as he strained. "Lena," he managed to say, "seeif the packs
are coming through, even alittle”

"Yes, they are, Juan, | can seethem!”

Immediately Madachi and Rassmussen came up and grabbed a part of each pack. Slowly they pulled as
Obrion pushed. "Lena," he shouted, "put your arms around Mai'swaist and pull..."

When shewasin postion, they dl pulled and Juan pushed. Slowly he began to fed that his shoulders
were moving, even as a cold death continued to stedl into his bones, despite the heavy clothing. He
opened hismouth and took in grest gulps of air.

"Quick, grab hishands!" Madachi shouted.

Thetwo men grabbed his now exposed wrigts. Their fingers felt hot on his skin. For amoment he thought
that they would bresk off hisfrozen hands, leaving his cold blood to flow duggishly from twin spouts.

"Pull!' Magnus grunted and they jerked him through asif removing afly from ointment. Obrion went
down in aheap of bodies, backpacks and the wildly stabbing beam of the torch. Suddenly he felt the
blood resuming its motion through his body, and he lost consciousness asit flooded his brain.

Rassmussen was saying, "Once we get above the control pit in this ship, well continue toward the lock at



the end of the winding passage. Everything seemsto be the same. When we go through the lock, well
know if were gtill on the other ship, or on earth, once and for dl."

"We cannot go back," Lenasaid, "wherever we are.”
Obrion sat up dowly. Only one of the torches was on, pointed upward.
"How do you fed 7' Lena asked.

"I'll bedl right." He got to hisfeet and stood up as straight as he could in the darkness, remembering the
pridein hisfather's voice when he had told him to stand straight as aboy. "L et's get going.”

"Juan," Lenasaid, touching hisarm, "thanks for getting us through the door, from al of us."
"Wheres my torch?' he asked.

Shehanded it to him.

"Mai and | will carry the packs," Rassmussen said.

Obrion turned on the torch and cast the beam ahead into the dark corridor. He led the way, putting one
foot in front of the other like a condemned man who does not believe in the reprieve just given him. He
quickened his pace, feding that he had just come fully awake, dismissing the continuing sense of doom
hovering at the edges of hismind.

Hewas silent, not once looking back through al the kilometers of winding climb which led up the
congtant dope to the inner door of the ship'slock.

Obrion waked across the last few feet of black floor toward the lock. It glowed open as he came
through, and he was grateful for its smooth operation.

The others came through behind him and stood by his side, looking at the place where the outer lock
would be.

Lenaclicked on her torch. "Looks norma enough to me," she said. "But you know, maybe the
gravitational sensation in here has nothing to do with where we are. The ship does generateits own, and
might have been set at an earth-like force for comfort, one not quite matching what we experienced on
the other ship. We could be on the moon."

"But there's the magnetic north,” Maachi said.
"That could be explained in other ways," Obrion said.
"Youreright,” Rassmussen said.

"The rest of you go back insdethe ship," Obrion said. "I'll open the outer lock. If therésno air, I'll try to
back up quickly soit will close”

They did not turn to leave him.

"Theresno pointin al of usgetting hurt,” he said, "don't worry, I'll have plenty of time to get back ingde
the inner door."

Lenacame up to him and shone the light near hisface. Juan knew that he was sweating, and he felt the
St expressionin hisface.



"Oneof ushasto dothis, Lena," hesaid.

Silently shelet thelight fal from hisface, and turned to the others.
"Let medoit,” Madachi said, "you've done enough, old man.”
"It'smy respongbility—get going.”

Juan watched as one by one they went through the opening of the doorway back into the dark ship. How
long have the lights been off in this vessel, hewondered asit glowed shut. Then he turned and
stepped in front of the outer lock. The circle opened to show him awall of earth pressingin. A clod of
dirt detached itsdlf and fell in, breaking apart at hisfeet. The ship is buried, and us with it. But how far
down? And where?

As heturned away, the outer lock closed, pushing in some more |oose earth.

Chapter Sixteen
The Way Out

Obrion tripped the inner lock door and told them to comeinside.

"We're buried," he,said. "Take off your packs and let's get out the collapsible spades so we can sart
digging out."

Lenaput both torchesin the middle of the floor as Malachi and Rassmussen took out the pieces and
assembled them into four two foot spades. Obrion and Maachi started digging, dternating with
Rassmussen and Lenain haf hour shifts. After two hoursthey were dl exhausted and the result was a
shalow tunnel running only five feet past the open lock into the rocky earth.

"Theresfood in the packs,” Lenasaid, "maybe we should rest.”
"We might need those suppliesif we haveto trek anywhere," Obrion said.

"The shipsare the same from what | can see" Lenasaid, "so there should be a cafeteriadown the
passage. We can make more before we leave.”

"Should werisk it?" Magnus asked. "We might have more problems with the dissolving doorways— our
luck will run out."

"Juan, werre dmost home," Lenasaid.
"Arewe? Even if were on earth we might be a thousand miles from nowhere.”

"We haveto dig out,” Maachi said. "I'm for check-ing over the caf6 so we can savethefood in the
packs. Then let's get back to digging.”

Juan tried to smile. "Okay, let's get down there.”

At the entrance, Magnus shone historch at the porta. He stepped close and it glowed dull red.
"It ssems okay," Maachi said from the darkness.

"Maybe we should throw something through,” Lenasaid.

Juan watched as Magnus took aring from hisfinger and tossed it into the portal. The doorway glowed



and the ring was gone.

"Of course it might be stuck and we'd never know it,” Obrion said.
Magnus went through suddenly—

—and was back in less than ten seconds.

"Ah, despair!" Mdachi said. "It makes one hungry." He picked up the one pack they had brought with
them from the lock and went through the portd. Lenafollowed immediately.

"Coming?' Magnus asked and gave him the torch before going insde.

Juan came up to the portal and trembled with the memory of fear. But he mastered the feeling and
stepped forward—

—into alighted chamber which looked exactly like the other one.
"Thelightsare on here," Mdachi said, "must be another fuseline.”

Asthey ate their salf-heating packets of duplicated fish protein and vegetables, Rassmussen said, "The
dissolving doors are a perfect safety feature. Each chamber is perfectly sealed until the protean moment
when someone goes through, and each chamber hasits own life support—Iight, heat and duplicated air. |
think the duplicator makes everything from raw materias. Now the locks and the winding passage are
something else. The locks open and can stay open so you can see through them. But the entire
corkscrew corridor can become a perfect vacuum and the chamberswill stay filled with life support.
There'sno way one of the dissolvers can open and stay . . ."

Juan thought of the reclinersin the pit below. Somehow the thought of seeking out that room in this ship
seemed strange. The vessal seemed less friendly, more cold, but that was perhaps because he knew it
was more damaged. He looked up from his empty packet of food. "Shall we get some deep, or go back

todigging?'
"l won't be ableto deep,” Lenasaid, "until we know."
"I'mfor pushing on," Mdachi sad.

"l can dways unroll apack and lie down in the lock while were digging,” Rassmussen said, "but | don't
think | can deep ether. Let's get back to the digging right now."

After an hour of digging straight up at the end of their five foot tunne, Juan's Spade went through into an
open space.

"I've broken through!™ Quickly he started to widen the hole. Perhaps he had only found a space of some
kind in the ground above the ship and was dtill far short of their god.

"Madachi, come up below me quick!" Obrion shouted.

In amoment Obrion was on Maachi's shoulders and pushing dirt upward through the widening hole.
Findly he put his hands up and pulled himsef through for alook—and saw Lunariding high above adark
land that breathed with a hot humid wind, the familiar moon of ages, shield for lovers, puller of tides, and
the place from which humankind planned to ook outward to the stars, preparing for the day when afirg,
frail vessal would creep across the solar system bound for Alpha Centauri, around trip of a scant twenty
years. Once such a dream would have seemed grand to him. But as he noticed the dawn's light behind



what looked like ajungle, he knew that he had seen redlities greater than current dreams, and still larger
dreamsin which lay new responsibilities for himsdf and al who lived on earth.

"Were homel" he shouted downward. "l can see the moon, afull moon, and it's ours!™
"What luck we missed an overcast,” Mdachi mumbled from bel ow.
"Let medown," Obrion said loudly.

They came out of the ground with the dawn, and saw that the ship was entombed within alarge
mound-like hill. Around it lay jungle, athick carpet of trees, brush, and vines. The sun wasjust up over
the trees on the horizon, abdl of white-hot iron dripping light. Moisture was coming up from therain
forest, thereverserain of the water cycle.

"Lookslike the Amazon," Maachi said, "but very much home with old sol's smashing heat.”

Obrion walked to the top of the round hill and looked around. We can still die here, he thought. No one
knows where we are, we don't know where we are, and we have no radio. We can't walk through
all that without a trail or a guide.

Lenacame up and stood next to him holding hisarm. "Y ou're still worried. But we've comethisfar, and
we can lagt alittlelonger." Hewas quiet. "I'm trying to cheer you up.”

"Maybeif | stay cheerless, it might improve our chances. It'safeding that stayswith me, afeding that to
be redistic one must cultivate pessmism.”

Malachi and Rassmussen joined them .on the hilltop. "We'd better get rid of our outer clothing,” the
Kenyan sad.

One by one they took off their heavy parkas and double overpants, until they were each wearing only a
shirt and dacks and boots. "The green matchesthejungle,” Mdachi said.

"I have flaresin the pack,” Obrion said.

They brought up the two remaining packs and threw their heavy clothes down into the hole.
"Listen, you hear that noise?' Obrion asked.

"Sounds like machines," Lena said. She pointed toward the hot sun. "1t's coming from there."
They dl stood up and listened. "There must be people nearby," Lenasaid.

"Let's cover up thehole,” Obrion said, "so no onefindsit."

Lenaand Rassmussen brought branches and afew rocks from the hillside. Obrion used them and the
dug-up dirt to cover their exit.

"It'll grow over soon,” Magnus said.

Quickly, Obrion and Maachi put on the two packs and led the way down to the jungle, heading east, in
the direction of the sounds.

"| fed naked without the heavy clothing,” Juan said.
"WEll be bathing in humidity soon,” Maachi said, "so fear not."



They cameto the jungle dmost immediately, and trying to enter it was worse than tunneling through a
sonewall. Lacking amachete, Juan tried to hack out atrail ahead of them with his spade. Mdachi
worked next to him, with disgppointing results.

"It'll take hoursto go afew hundred feet,” Lenasaid, looking at their accomplishment.

"What choice do we have?' Rassmussen asked. Obrion saw that aready al their shirts were stained with
swedt.

Inexorably, the sun rose high enough to beat down on them between the trees, its shaftslike hot laser
beams controlled by the fluttering filter of green leaves.

Juan continued to beat hisway forward through the vines and underbrush, grateful that they at least had
heavy boots and pants coarse enough to protect them from insects and snake bites. Next to him Maachi
hed fallen into arhythm of tirdlesswork.

"You'vedonethis... before" Juan said between breaths.
"Of course. I'm very vauable, master.”
"The sound, it's getting louder,” Lenasaid from behind.

Juan knew that they would have to reach help by early afternoon, otherwise they would not have the
strength to go back aong their trail to the ship. He did not want to spend the night in thejungle. They
would have to bresk through to the sound, and hope it was a sound made by people who could help
them.

Just before noon the jungle fell away in front of them, suddenly revealing aroadway under congtruction
below. Obrion led them to the edge, where they stopped. Below, al the heavy machinery wasat a
standdtill, and no one was to be seen anywhere.

The sound returned abruptly, adull machine-gun-like patter. A man darted out from behind a bulldozer
and ran up the road, spraying the jungle to hisleft * with an automatic weapon. Ten other men appeared
like ratsfrom behind trailers parked on the other side of the unfinished road. They all wore fibrous body
armor and face masks, aswell as hedmets. They fired into the jungle on both sides asthey ran. There was
areply of arrows, spears and the whistle of darts.

Then it was quiet again. Obrion shouted to the men below, who stood like statues on the road, each
garing upward into adifferent section of forest. "Don't shoot, we're friends!” They turned to look up at
him, pointing their weapons. Juan stood up with his hands raised, knowing that theword friend here
meant only that foreign intruders stick together.

Someone shouted at him in Portuguese.
"He wants us to come down," Obrion said, sarting to lead the way.
When they emerged on a portion of paved road, the armed figuresimmediately encircled them.

The one who seemed to be the leader came up to Obrion, lifted hisface mask and demanded to know
who they dl were.

"Do you spegk English?"
"Yes, | do," the big man said. "Who are you!"



"WereaUN scientific team,” Juan said. "We're not armed.”

"Arethere more?’

"No." Juan noticed that the group seemed to stiffen at the mention of the UN.
"Areyou inspectors?' the big man asked.

Juan suddenly understood. These were contractors who wereillegdly building aroad through thejungle,
moving natives out of the way, fighting the lush growth which would destroy their road in ayear. But not
before the road had given them what they wanted. Then the natives would come back like the green
vegetation, their numbers greetly reduced. Over the years such road workers had become mercenaries,
serving the wildcat companies that continued to plunder much of South America. Too often the UN was
late in the enforcement of its protection laws. Observers had reported wholesale murder, the swindling of
natives, airdrops of contaminated food, anything that would get atribe out of adesirable area. Thishad
gone on for most of acentury.

"Werejudt logt," Juan said, knowing that the other was considering whether he should kill them on the
spot. "Can you radio for hep?'

All a once the big man smiled, having decided what courseto take. "Of course,” hesaid. "Thereisa
government airfield nearby, and we have ahdicopter link withit. A plane leavesfor Limatwice aweek.
Or you could wait for the plane for Bradiliain five days." He held up five fingers. "Fortunate for usal the
natives do not have guns, so they cannot damage the road, only human flesh.” Helooked at the gunin his
hand and smiled. "No bullets, just trank pellets. Better thisway than their way." He looked at each of
them as he said the words, but the undercurrent of fear and the tacit sense of wrong wasplain. "This
way—please," the big man said, holding his non-lethal weapon in one hand and pointing toward the
largest trailer with the other.

"Thank you," Obrion said and motioned for the othersto follow. He looked back at the faceless men
who had lowered their weapons to point at the pavement.

"Wemugt build Brazil," the big man said.

In the trangport helicopter Lena sat with her back to the window and asked Juan, " Are we what's | eft of
the starcrossers?'

Obrion looked at her from across the narrow aisle where he sat between Maachi and Rassmussen. For
amoment he wondered how much of the starfolk might be present in Lenas gaze as she asked the
question. "I doubt it very much," he answered finaly. "Too much history pointsthe other way, that were
origind to the earth.”

"It may flatter someto think so," Magnus said, "and thirty years ago some such theories had a great
vogue, and were believed on the basis of no evidence at dl, except wish-fulfillment. The notion assumes
that the human species could not have made it from scratch on its own, so help came from the stars. |
think we did make it on our own—if we can take pride in where we are, even if elsawhere others
progressed further. Even if they did visit usat sometimein the past. It'salong way from these thingsto

tracing lineage."
"Weredill our jolly old selves" Maachi said, "even those chapslaying the bit of road with blood for

water in their cement. They probably up the dosage in their tranquilizer pellets, just for fun. That's us,
whoever we are.”



They were sllent asthe copter neared thefield.

An old Learjet took them off adirt runway into a cloudless blue sky, which turned cloudy asthey passed
over the Andes.

"I'm still not clear on what killed the starcrossers when they visited earth,” Lenasaid asthey sat inagreen
carpeted loungein two pairs of facing sedts.

"I don't think welll know the exact detailsfor along time," Rassmussen said next to her.
"The shipsmay gtill pose adanger to us," Mdachi said.
Juan was looking out the window at the crumpled furrows of earth which were the mountains.

"Incidentaly," Mdachi continued next to him, "are we the same people who stepped into the subspace
transmat, or are we exact duplicates of the four who perished out there?"

"Werethe same," Rassmussen said, " only if the same atoms were transmitted through the links, the same
atoms which stepped into the transmat frames we used. But if only the pattern of ourselves was sent and
made over from raw energy at the recaiving end, then we're only the twins of our originalswho no longer
exist. WEIl never fed this, or redly know which isthe case until we know more about the star-crosser
technology, but we arewell... we are oursalves, and they're gone, whoever they were."

"But we are exactly like them, if suchisthe case," Maachi sad, "with the same memories—then what is
the difference that distinguishes?'

"Youvesad it yoursdf," Rassmussen countered. "Werelike them, another set, twins, if the same atoms
were not sent.”

Juan stole aglance at Lena, then continued looking out at the mountains, wondering what other tracesthe
darcrossers might have left on earth, till hidden. We can't have humanity swarming through the
deserted systems of the starjolk, not if we can still behave like barbarians. A deserted web and the
worldsit links would be staked out into territories to be defended by local whims and for ce of
arms... Suddenly he was afraid that the roadbuilders would find the starship and deliver it into private
hands. But hisfear subsided as he redlized that they would not dig up amountainside for no reason. And
roads were not best built over hills.

"Why do you suppose,” Maachi was asking, "these star traveling fellows failed to stick around for use of
their web and itstranamat improvement?”

"We can only guess," Rassmussen answered. A huge web like .that could conceivably gobble up the
energy output of whole galaxies, draining suns of life too quickly.”

"Why should that bother them?' Maachi asked. "There are nations on earth who use most of the planet's
resources. And they'll be using most of what the solar system hasto offer after the turn of the century.”

"Maybe the starcrossers came to believe that what they were doing waswrong?' Lenasaid.
"But wheredid they go?' Mdachi asked.,

Rassmussen shrugged. "It may befair to say that something happened to change things for them
completely. Maybe they |eft the expanding clump of matter that is our universe, to find other universesin
superspace, that open realm in which our universe swvims. Maybe they became beings without physica
ingrumentaity. Or perhapsthey died of something too subtle for them to understand. Or worgt of dl,



maybe they've expanded operations on some vast scale in which our universeisonly oneunit..."
"I don't believe they could have become such infinite scoundrels,” Lenasaid.

"We're responsible for what we found,” Obrion said, bringing them back to the one topic they dl feared.
"We should be thinking about whether we want the kind of people we know to handleit. Y ou can bet
Summet and Dimitryk will be at the airport to greet us. They both know enough to want to deny us our
freedom for the rest of our lives."

They wered| slent. Juan watched as the jet whispered into sight of the Pacific ocean. We've come back
acrosstime, he thought, from the dying edge of the universe where galaxies are fleeing ever faster
into the mad dark—we've come back to a younger time of lighted spaces and unbegun
beginnings. Maybe the starcrossers had simply grown weary of venturings and had decided to
die? And their shipswere perhaps dightly used toys thrown away for lesser beingsto find. What
beckoning beyond had they followed?

Juan closed his eyes and saw the ship in the hill, surrounded by jungle. And he redlized that Strangenessis
only the ordinary come from afar to alesser time and place. Ignorance supports the sense of wonder and
the redlity of the unusua; while knowledge dispels magic and the miraculous, begetting in their place the
sense of the ordinary, and al the responsibilities born from dreams. He felt the presence of the starshipin
thejungle, and itstwin left so far away in astrange port. He thought of the sun, wondering if the
starcrossers had placed a gtation in its other-space. ..

L ooking out the window, he saw the vast Pecific, ssemingly different after dl thelight years, yet dill the
same aswhen Balboa had first Sghted it. How much of the others did we invent, Juan asked himsdif,
in our clumsy efforts to understand? How much that was left of them under stood us?

Ashelooked out at the earth, then at Lena, Maachi and Rassmussen, he was certain that home could
never be the same again for any of them.



