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        Chapter One

      

      Even before she stepped from the shower, she knew the attacker would be waiting. No words formed in her mind, or thoughts that might be put into words-it never happened that way. Only a vague feeling that danger waited beyond the shower door.

      She slid the door back and gazed at the man. His stance was that of a well trained fighter, and although he stood only six inches taller than five feet, his frame was layered in tectonic slabs of muscle beneath a black, tight-fitting jumpsuit. The gold sword and shield of Base Security was emblazoned on the glossy fabric over his heart, and a pink scar an eighth of an inch wide ran from the outside of his left eye, down his cheek, to the corner of his mouth, standing out against skin tanned nearly black. All facial hair-including eyebrows and lashes-was absent, and his bald head reflected the bathroom's overhead light as if oiled.

      A belter, she thought as her gaze darted to the stun pistol holstered on the man's left hip, then to the pendant suspended from a fine silver chain about his neck. The shape of a hen's egg and half the size of a closed fist, the pendant was fashioned from pitted dull-gray metal. Somewhere, sometime, she had seen another like it, but she could remember neither where nor when.

      "How did you get in here?" she demanded.

      The dark-skinned man did not respond. Instead, he looked her nude body up and down, as if sizing her up for strength and ability. What he saw was a six-foot- four-inch tall woman, apparently thirty years of age (actual age: forty-two), her body glistening with water droplets. Her breasts were high and firm, her hips not much broader than they had been twenty years before. Coal black hair falling to mid-back, eyes brown, features slightly Oriental.

      What he failed to see were her prosthetics, and a fighting ability honed to perfection through years of training and discipline.

      "Captain Susan Tanner?" he finally asked, his voice deep and strong.

      She wanted to ask who he was, but she couldn't; her thoughts were blocked. There was a unique quality to his voice, a certain hard inflection she had not heard in many years. It actually demanded a response.

      "I am Susan Tanner-"

      His lips pulled back against sharp-filed teeth and a concentrated bark issued from his diaphragm. He lunged, his right hand flashing out in a vicious karate chop directed at her head.

      She snapped her left hand up to deflect the punch, and the man's callused knuckles drove into the white ceramic tiles an inch from her ear. Pulverized tile peppered her body as her right hand shot out to slam into his throat. She felt his larynx collapse beneath her prosthetic hand.

      Pain mingled with surprise washed over his dark features, and he staggered back a step, then caught himself and again scanned her body. He had expected neither her speed nor her strength.

      "What's this about?" she demanded, putting as much authority as she could muster into her voice. "Who are you? What are you doing here?"

      As soon as she asked those questions, she wished she hadn't. It couldn't possibly do any good. Even if he wanted to respond, he couldn't. She had seen to that when she crushed his larynx.

      But there were those whose job it was to obtain that information. Base Security would get to the bottom of this. They could extract information from any mind; they had the probe.

      Before she could act on that thought, the dark man renewed his attack. Spitting blood onto the white tiles at her feet, he came at her again.

      This time he half-turned, kicking out and up with his left foot, the side of his boot aimed at her solar plexus. She side-stepped just enough to avoid the kick, then planted her bare feet as firmly as possible on the blood-slicked tiles and shifted her weight. In the same motion, she brought her right elbow crashing down into her attacker's knee.

      Bone shattered beneath flesh as his face contorted in pain. He tried to cry out, but the only sound his ruined vocal cords could produce was a soft gurgle. He crumbled to the floor at her feet.

      Propping himself up on one elbow, he looked into Susan's eyes. His gaze sent a cold shiver up her spine; it held a seething hatred greater than anything she had ever before seen.

      Then he fingered the pendant hanging about his neck, and silently disappeared.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      A fog of unreality descended over Susan's thoughts, and a tingling sensation began just behind her eyes. She felt suddenly dizzy.

      She stepped around the spot where her assailant had lain only an instant before and staggered into the room beyond. Dripping water across the carpet, she went to the chair before the small wooden desk and sat as the tingling behind her eyes became a full-blown headache. With a sharp shake of her head she tried to clear the pain, but it did no good. The headache merely intensified.

      Closing her eyes, she held her head in her hands and attempted to collect her thoughts. The headache, the dizziness, that feeling of unreality-she knew they had not been brought on by the dark man's attack. She could deal with violence. Since Aldebaran, nearly ten years ago, Admiral Renford had used her for myriad security assignments. Her superbly developed fighting ability and the power in her prosthetics made her a natural for such work, as did her ability to somehow detect coming danger, although she had never told the Admiral about that. On a number of occasions she had acted as temporary bodyguard for heads-of-state, and had often accompanied the Admiral and his family while they vacationed Earth-side. There were also her uncountable assignments as a diplomatic courier, transporting sensitive documents and various sealed packages. Many of these tasks had required violent action.

      No, the belter's attack had not caused those symptoms. They were products of what had happened after the attack. They were brought on by the man's sudden and mysterious disappearance, produced when Susan's normally rational mind slammed up hard against the cold wall of something she simply could not understand.

      She struggled with that for a few seconds, pushing against the wall, testing it, trying to break through into understanding. But she could not. And she realized she would not be able to function properly until she got beyond it.

      There were questions she should be asking, certain steps she knew she should be taking. But those questions simply would not form, and the steps refused to fall into any sort of logical order. And, to make matters worse, the cobweb remnants of last night's nightmare pressed in on her thoughts-long past emotions and conversations, long dead faces-and her body began to tremble.

      A multi-colored snowflake pattern suddenly blossomed in her mind. At first it remained confined to a small, isolated corner, but quickly spread to fill her entire consciousness. Within seconds she began mouthing guttural monotonal syllables in a language she did not understand.

      Along with her subtle ability to predict danger in the immediate future, the pattern and the chant had mysteriously appeared ten years ago, while she recuperated in the hospital after the Aldebaran incident. Although she did not know precisely what the pattern and the chant were, they did seem to work. Somehow, they came to her aid when they were needed most, keeping her anxiety in check during times of stress.

      She had never told her doctors-not anyone-about either the pattern and the chant, or her strange prescient ability. She did not dare.

      The fog lifted from her thoughts as quickly as it had come, and within seconds she was filled with calm confidence where an instant before there had been uncertainty and fear. At the same time, both the pain in her head and the dizziness disappeared, and her body ceased its tremors.

      The first clear thoughts to enter her mind were a string of related questions. Her attacker had been a belter-that much was clear-and his sharply filed teeth marked him as a member of the Society of Binding Light, a fanatic religious cult that had established a colony on Ceres more than a hundred years before. But why had he been in Susan's rooms? How had he gotten past the door's spore- lock? Why had he attacked her, and why hadn't he used his stun pistol? Finally, how had he pulled off that vanishing trick?

      That last question was the real stumper. One instant he had lain on the bathroom floor. The next he was gone.

      But to where? And how had he accomplished it?

      Again she thought of those whose job it was to ferret out that information. Her first task should be to contact Base Security.

      She opened her eyes, then stood somewhat shakily and went to the holo- phone on the far side of the room. As she entered the lens cluster's field, the device activated with a date-time display-two-feet-high glowing red letters and numerals hanging in mid air: OCT. 3, 2187-0738.

      "Base Security," she said. "This is a priority emergency."

      Instantly the date-time display disappeared, replaced by the three-dimensional image of a man sitting behind a small wooden desk. Perhaps twenty or twenty- five, he was dressed in a black uniform with white corporal's stripes on both sleeves and a gold Base Security emblem over his left breast.

      The young man reddened, his eyes becoming large and round with surprise. He reached out to the controls set in the desk top and his image vanished, supplanted by the date-time display: OCT. 3, 2187-0739.

      "Are you still there?" Susan asked.

      "Yes, ma'am, I'm still here," the young man's voice said, issuing from thin air.

      "Is something wrong with the equipment, then?"

      "The equipment is fine. I disconnected visual when I saw you weren't dressed."

      Susan forced her sudden anger down. "Just a minute," she said, not bothering to hide her contempt. Earth-side, her nudity would have gone unnoticed.

      She went into the bathroom, pulled a towel from its rack beside the shower, and dried herself. Toweling her hair, she returned to the bedroom and went to the closet. She dropped the wet towel on the bed.

      Reaching into the closet, she took down a red Fleet jumpsuit uniform with gold captain's stripes on both sleeves. She stepped into it and sealed the pressure- sensitive fastener up its front. She drew matching boots from the closet and pulled them on, then fastened a utility belt containing numerous small pouches about her waist. She checked the middle pouch for her LIN/C, then snapped it closed again.

      Log and Interface Neuro/Computer-a highly sophisticated, smart-card device functioning as both personal log and human/computer interface. An outgrowth of late twentieth century technology, at first the LIN/C had contained merely medical and payroll records, but later also held a complete service history. More and more was added, until by the year 2100 it included myriad sensors and a microminiaturized transmitter.

      Each member of Fleet, as well as the civilian Survey Service, carried a LIN/C. It served not only as a personal memo and computer tie-in, but also continually transmitted a powerful locator signal to either the Fleet or the Survey Service computer on Luna through a network of satellites scattered throughout the solar system.

      Again Susan positioned herself before the phone's lens cluster. Taking a final tug at her uniform, she brushed a stray wisp of hair back over her shoulder and announced:

      "I'm dressed. You can re-activate visual now."

      The date-time display vanished, and once again the young corporal sat facing her. His face was still red as he cleared his throat and spoke.

      "What can I do for you, uh, Captain?"

      "I was just attacked in my rooms. You can tell me how he got in here."

      "Attacked…In your rooms…Are you sure?"

      "Of course I'm sure." Susan glared at the young man's image. "Look-" she began, almost telling him what had happened. But she decided against it. The corporal would only kick it up his chain of command, and she would have to tell her story all over again. Instead, she said simply, "Get me your watch captain."

      "Yes, ma'am." Again he reached out to the controls set in the top of his desk, and his image was replaced by the date-time display.

      While she waited, she ran through in her mind what she would tell the corporal's supervisor. That a man had tried to kill her, then vanished into thin air? That sounded too improbable.

      And yet, it was exactly what had happened.

      Suddenly, she wondered if perhaps she might be making a mistake. The man who had attacked her had been wearing a Base Security uniform. Could there be a conspiracy of some sort to kill her-something in which Security was involved?

      That was impossible! The thought was strictly paranoiac.

      Still…

      The image of a large man of about sixty appeared, scattering those thoughts. He wore a gray flat-top haircut and Base Security uniform, and sat behind a desk identical to the corporal's. He smiled out at Susan in an almost fatherly fashion. After a few seconds of silence, he spoke.

      "I'm Staff Sergeant Evans, Captain. How can I help you?" His voice was deep and pleasant, and without thought Susan returned his smile.

      "An attempt has just been made on my life," Susan responded, "here, in my quarters."

      "So I've been told." He looked down and to his left, obviously watching a display set in the desk top. His face wrinkled in a frown. "We haven't received record of the occurrence from the Fleet computer yet."

      "I wasn't wearing my LIN/C."

      The staff sergeant's gaze snapped back to Susan and his frown intensified, further creasing his features. "Why not?"

      "I had just stepped from the shower."

      He nodded. "That is unfortunate. So, the Fleet computer doesn't contain a record of the incident." He was silent for a few seconds, then said, "But my locator readout shows you are wearing it now. Tell me what happened. Meanwhile, I'll send an investigation team out to inspect the area for physical evidence." He nodded to someone outside the transmitting holo-phone's field of view.

      Susan told Evans about the attack, and the smart-card in the pouch at her waist transmitted to the Fleet computer not only everything she said, felt, remembered, and thought about the experience, but also her pulse and respiration rate, pupil dilation, galvanic response, and several other physiological indicators. That transmission would constitute her legal statement, colored by her perceptions and emotions, in lieu of a record of the actual occurrence. It would be forwarded almost instantaneously to the Base Security computer.

      "Could it have been a case of mistaken identity?" Evans asked when she had finished her story.

      Susan shook her head. "Like I said, he used my name."

      "You confirmed it to him?"

      "I had no choice. He used the Voice."

      "Then it's lucky you crushed his larynx when you did. And you say he simply disappeared?"

      She nodded.

      Evans frowned and his gaze narrowed. He was silent for a few seconds. Finally he asked, "How long have you been on Luna, Captain?"

      "Nearly eight hours. I arrived on the shuttle just before midnight."

      "And what brings you here?"

      "Fleet Admiral James Renford sent for me from Earth-side. I have an appointment with him this morning."

      "You are on the Admiral's staff?"

      "That's right."

      "Here on official Fleet business?"

      "Yes."

      Evans nodded. Even if Susan knew more, she couldn't tell him, and he knew it. "You just sit tight until my people arrive," he said. He punched a button before him and his image vanished.

      The date-time display read 0744.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Susan went to the chair behind the desk and again sat down. Instantly she resumed the line of thought she had started a few minutes before. Was there a plot to kill her?

      If, in fact, such a conspiracy did exist, she doubted Evans was involved. Although she didn't know why she should, she trusted the staff sergeant. Of course, that did not rule out someone else in Security, and that might explain how the belter got into her rooms.

      She didn't bother to wonder why someone might want her dead. She had made many enemies during her career in Fleet-one simply did not perform the kind of work Susan had for the past nine years without making enemies-and those who might want her dead, for one reason or another, could be counted in the hundreds, if not the thousands.

      Then there was Aldebaran.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Two

      

      Susan's steps echoed loudly as she walked the well-lighted corridor in an awkward gait that marked her as one no longer accustomed to Luna's one-sixth standard gravity. Ahead, the corridor curved hard to the left, hiding until she was nearly on the single door she knew was located at its end. An occasional ventilation grill broke the finely finished metal walls, but there were no doors on either side.

      She was almost an hour late for her zero-eight-hundred appointment with Admiral Renford, but that couldn't be helped. She hadn't even stopped by the officers' mess for a morning cup of coffee, a ritual she'd practiced religiously since accepting her commission nearly twenty years before.

      The Admiral had an assignment for her. Lieutenant Krueger, Renford's administrative assistant, hadn't given her so much as a hint when he'd called Earth-side three days ago-security did not permit even the intimation of what an assignment might be until the briefing-yet Susan caught herself hoping it was a shipboard command. Perhaps now she would again be permitted to journey beyond Luna's orbit as both ship's pilot and commanding officer, something she had savored only briefly ten years ago.

      That thought sent a shiver of both fear and excitement coursing up her spine. She had consciously suppressed all thought of shipboard command since Aldebaran. And yet, before each assignment her hope was renewed. Might this be it? This time, would Renford offer her a ship and a crew? And could she actually take such an assignment?

      She couldn't think about that; she couldn't permit herself to think about it. Pushing the line of thought from her mind, she allowed the events of the past few hours to rush in to fill the void. Those events still seemed all too improbable. Why had the dark man attacked her? Who was he and how had he disappeared?

      So many questions, yet not one answer. Nothing substantial to which she might cling.

      The Base Security investigation team had arrived at Susan's quarters shortly after she got off the phone with Staff Sergeant Evans. The petty officer in charge had been a tall, thin girl who hadn't looked old enough to be in Fleet, let alone in a position of responsibility. The girl called Evans, and he talked to Susan again, telling her she could leave. He said his people would let themselves out when they were finished.

      Evans hadn't really been all that much help. He had wanted to help, but he simply did not have the answers to her questions. He couldn't even say for certain that the man who had attacked her was not a member of Base Security. But he had promised to keep her advised of anything he might uncover during his investigation, saying he would call if he discovered something significant.

      Susan knew Evans was simply humoring her. Without actually saying so, he had given her the impression he didn't believe her story.

      But then, how could she expect him to? She was having trouble believing it herself.

      A bright red holographic sign shimmered before her as she approached the door at the end of the corridor, driving all thought of the morning's happenings from her mind: JAMES RENFORD, ADMIRAL-COMMANDING OFFICER, FEDERATION FLEET. The sign vanished and the door irised open, then hissed closed behind her as she stepped through. She sank an inch into the waiting room's plush Fleet-red carpet.

      Lieutenant Philip Krueger sat behind a large wooden desk, paging through a six inch thick stack of computer printouts. He was broad of shoulder, large boned, blond, with clear blue eyes-an extremely good looking man of approximately twenty-five, dressed in Fleet red.

      Susan had had considerable contact with Lieutenant Krueger during the past few years. Not only was he Renford's administrative assistant, but he also served as liaison with the Admiral's Earth-side staff. He had taken Susan to dinner a few times when he was Earth-side, but he was definitely not her type; although he was always a good dinner companion, he was a bit too impressed with himself for Susan's taste.

      "Good morning, Lieutenant," she said as she approached his desk.

      The young lieutenant looked up and frowned. "The Admiral's waiting, and he's not happy. You'd better hustle your butt on in."

      Fighting down her anger, Susan stepped to the door beside Krueger's desk. He had been too near power for far too long, she decided. So long, in fact, that he was beginning to believe he held the reigns of that power.

      And perhaps, in a sense, he did. One thing was certain: Krueger was not a man to cross; Susan had seen many a higher ranking officer dash a promising career on his hard personality.

      The door irised open and she stepped through, into the huge office beyond.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Nearly a dozen Rembrandts, El Grecos, Monets, and Renoirs hung on the walls, along with the works of a few artists Susan had never seen before. She knew all the paintings were authentic, and she also knew that the Admiral had twice again as many hidden away somewhere; paintings were rotated to the available wall space on a semi-regular basis.

      The two men standing behind a large, ornately carved hardwood desk looked up from the computer monitor set in its top as Susan entered and snapped to attention. They seemed approximately the same age-about sixty-and both had salt-and-pepper hair and slightly slumped shoulders. From carrying for too many years the burdens of military bureaucracy, she thought.

      One man was tall, only an inch shorter than Susan herself. He sported a well- trimmed mustache and wore the red jumpsuit uniform of the Federation Fleet. On his sleeves were sewn the gold stripes of an admiral. He was James Renford, Susan's commanding officer.

      The other was Fredrik Hyatt, director of the civilian Survey Service. Although Susan had never before met Hyatt, she knew him from his many appearances on holo-vid, as well as his considerable reputation. His eyes were dark and piercing, his cheek bones high and pronounced, and he wore his hair cropped close to his skull. He was the shortest man Susan had ever seen-shorter by almost half a foot than the man who had attacked her in her quarters-and his build appeared unbelievably frail in the powder blue Survey Service uniform.

      She had no way of knowing whether or not the stories she had heard about Hyatt were true; the majority might simply be that vicious variety of publicity that invariably collects around those in the public eye. What she did know was that every year, for as far back as she could remember, Hyatt had received more General Fund money for his Survey Service, while all other budgets, including that for Fleet, had been cut. Even during time of war the Service was funded far more liberally than its military counterpart.

      She saluted crisply. "Captain Susan Tanner, reporting as ordered, sir."

      "At ease, Captain," Renford said, returning her salute.

      "Sorry I'm late, Admiral, but it was unavoidable. I was attacked this morning in my quarters."

      The Admiral nodded. "I just got off the phone with Staff Sergeant Evans." He motioned Susan to a chair before his desk. "Tell me what happened."

      As she sat, she looked to Hyatt, then back to Renford. "Is it all right to talk in front of him, sir?"

      "He should hear anything you have to say." Renford turned to the civilian. "Fred, this is Captain Susan Tanner."

      "Mr. Hyatt," Susan acknowledged, extending her hand. Hyatt made no move to take it, but gave her a close once-over, not unlike the look the dark man had given her before launching his attack.

      "You're sure I should talk with a civilian present?" she asked, withdrawing her hand.

      "I'm sure," Renford said. "Let's have it, Captain."

      Hyatt's sharp and calculating gaze never left her as she told her story.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      "…So I told Staff Sergeant Evans what I've just told you, then came straight here."

      That wasn't entirely true. This time around, she had left out the part about her attacker vanishing into thin air. She told Renford simply that he had escaped; she had learned from Evans's reaction.

      But had Evans said anything about it to the Admiral?

      If so, Renford gave no indication. He scratched along his jaw line and opened his mouth as if to speak, then closed it again. Finally, he simply shook his head.

      "This is the ship's pilot you told me about?" Hyatt asked, speaking for the first time since Susan had entered the room. His voice was extremely high pitched- much higher than it had seemed during his holo-vid broadcasts. It must be electronically altered during those broadcasts, she thought.

      "Uh, yes," Renford said, abandoning his own thoughts with obvious reluctance.

      "She's Art Tanner's daughter, then?"

      The Admiral nodded.

      Instantly, Susan thought about her father. Like Renford, he too had been an admiral with Fleet, highly decorated during the Oromine rebellion. Both her father and her mother had died when she was two, in the New Year's Eve riot of '47.

      "And she was in command during the Aldebaran affair?"

      "That's right."

      "I understand there was considerable physical damage," Hyatt said, and Susan looked down at her hands resting in her lap. For the first time in years they felt unnatural, alien.

      "Her arms and hands," Renford said, looking at Susan, "and a metal plate in her head. But she's perfectly fine now. Her prosthetics are much stronger than flesh and bone could ever be." Without thought, Susan flexed her hands. "She can do things with them you wouldn't believe."

      "And she hasn't piloted a ship since?"

      The Admiral shook his head, his shaggy brows coming together in a frown.

      Hyatt fell silent for a few seconds. Finally he said, "I don't think she's right for this-there's still too much publicity surrounding Aldebaran. And now, someone's trying to kill her."

      "What you mean is you don't want any leaks," Renford said. "It might cause political embarrassment."

      "Hang the political embarrassment," the small man squeaked. "I've dealt with it before, and survived. But you're right, I don't want any security leaks; I won't lose General Fund money over this."

      "So, that's what this is all about."

      "What else is there?"

      The Admiral took a moment to calm himself, then said, "She can still handle your assignment, whatever it is. She possesess some rather unique capabilities."

      "Has she been tested?"

      Renford nodded. "She checks positive."

      Tested? For what? Before Susan could ask, Hyatt spoke again.

      "I'm afraid I am at a disadvantage here. You know your people, and I don't."

      Both men were silent for several seconds. Renford rocked on his heels, his hands clasped behind his back, while the civilian chewed on his lower lip.

      Finally, Hyatt said, "I suppose I must trust your judgement. Have her orders cut." He glanced at Susan, again fixing her with his gaze, then looked at his wrist chronometer. Without uttering another word, he strode from the room

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Susan looked up at Renford. The Admiral glared at the door as it irised closed behind Hyatt. For the first time since joining his staff, she saw disgust in his gaze. Perhaps even hate.

      "He's a strange one," she said, more to break the silence than for any other reason.

      Renford nodded. "But he's one of the shrewdest, most intelligent individuals I've ever met."

      Susan nodded noncommittally. "Why is he like that? Why such concern over General Fund money?"

      The Admiral was quiet for a few seconds. Finally he shrugged and said, "You know the story of the Survey Service's formation?"

      "Of course," Susan said. Everyone knew the Service's history. It was started nearly fifty years before, by a group of Federation Fleet officers who found they could no longer condone a military presence in space. Humanity should be peacefully exploring the infinite frontier, they proclaimed, searching for signs of intelligent life other than humankind, rather than suppressing its own struggling colonies. They felt the human race could better use its time and talents seeking an intelligence that had not yet been discovered and had not even left a clue to its existence, but which they none-the-less believed did exist. Their convictions were so strong they resigned their commissions in Fleet to form the Survey Service.

      "Hyatt was one of the Service's founders." the Admiral said. "He was one of its first pilots, when General Fund money was tighter than it is now."

      Again Susan nodded. "What was it you told him I'm right for?"

      "A special assignment. He wants you to report to the Survey Service duty desk in Luna City by twelve hundred hours tomorrow."

      "An assignment for which there are to be absolutely no security leaks."

      "That's right." Disgust was again evident in Renford's voice.

      "And just what is this assignment?"

      The Admiral shrugged. "All Hyatt would say was that he needed someone with a background similar to your own-someone with extensive hand-to-hand training and experience in security. And he wanted a qualified ship's pilot."

      Once more Susan thought of Aldebaran, and flashes of the nightmare entered her mind. "I'm no longer a ship's pilot."

      "You're wrong," Renford said. "You were never stricken from the active roster. The only thing holding you back is your own lack of confidence. That's all that has ever held you back."

      No, Susan thought, he is wrong. Although she had been vindicated ten years ago at her court-martial-it had been said more than once that she had done more for her crew than humanly possible, seeming to be in more than one place at a time-she knew it had been a mere formality, a way for Fleet to save face in a bad situation. If they publicly stated that she had done nothing wrong in Aldebaran system, then she would not have, and Fleet's record would remain unblemished.

      But she knew better. She alone knew the true extent of her guilt. She had come away from that court-martial a hero, receiving a decoration and several letters of commendation, but she had lived with her guilt ever since. She was responsible for those deaths-it had been her decision to run the blockade. And, although she'd had the opportunity to save at least a portion of her crew, she could not remember making the attempt. Traumatic amnesia, the doctors had called it.

      "I want you to keep your eyes open while you're in Luna City," the Admiral said, breaking into her thoughts.

      She pushed the fear and doubt down into her subconscious. This was something she could handle-something she had experience with. "For anything in particular?" she asked.

      "There's rumor that Hyatt is making another bid for independence. I want to know how close he is to achieving it."

      Susan nodded. Every few years the Survey Service director went through a short period of giving rousing speeches on the holo-vid, and pumping great sums of personal money into the small but always existent Luna City independence movement. It would last a few months, generating considerable excitement in the press concerning the possibility of an independent Luna, then die down until the next time.

      Personally, Susan liked the idea of an independent Luna; she thouoht it inevitable. But she worked for Fleet, and officially Fleet did not like the idea.

      "How long will I be on loan to the Service?" she asked.

      "It's an open-ended assignment."

      She was silent for a few seconds. Finally she asked, "And what's this test you told Hyatt I passed? I haven't been tested."

      "You wouldn't have noticed. If you had, it would have altered the results. It was simply a number of small, insignificant obstacles placed in your way over the past few weeks, to see how you would react."

      She tried to think what those obstacles might have been. "I can't recall anything."

      "They were everyday-seeming occurrences. But I assure you, they were all carefully engineered."

      "What were you testing for?"

      "I don't know. I simply set up the circumstances according to Hyatt's instructions, then reported the results to him. All highly mechanical."

      She sat numb, not speaking, wondering how anyone could perform a satisfactory test when he did not know what he was testing for. And, still more incredible, how Renford could possibly recommend her for an assignment he knew absolutely nothing about.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Three

      

      Susan arrived back in her quarters shortly after ten hundred hours and called out as she entered. The Base Security investigation team might still be about, and she wasn't entirely sure she could trust them.

      They weren't in the bedroom. She checked the bathroom. The only evidence of the morning's violence was several shattered tiles at eye level.

      Returning to the bedroom, she stood for a few seconds before the holo- phone's clustered lens array, just outside the sensor field. She wanted to step into the field, activating the device, and call Evans.

      She almost did just that, but at the last instant changed her mind. Evans wouldn't have anything yet; he'd barely had enough time to begin his investigation. Besides, he had promised he would call if he uncovered anything.

      If he investigated her story at all.

      Meanwhile, shouldn't she begin packing?

      No. The floater to Luna City wouldn't leave Fleet Base until zero-six-hundred hours tomorrow morning. She would get up early, perhaps four or four-thirty, and pack then. That should give her plenty of time.

      Then what should she be doing? She knew she'd have to remain in her quarters if she wanted to receive Evans' call.

      Stepping to the desk, she sat and opened its drawer. She pulled out her chip carrying case-six inches by three inches by one half inch thick-and placed it on the desk top. Thumbing the case open, she scanned the neat array of a dozen garnet chips filed inside. Each chip measured less than half an inch on the side and a thirty-second inch thick, and each represented an entire book. Printed across their surfaces in nearly microscopic script were the names of the books they contained.

      Most held history texts, a passion Susan had inherited from her father. Some contained biographies, while others were Fleet technical manuals. Only two chips were programmed with fiction.

      She took her LIN/C from the pouch at her waist and positioned it in the center of the desk beside the carrying case, then removed a chip from the case. It was a fiction she had started on the shuttle up from Earth. She placed it atop the appropriate contact spot on the LIN/C and felt it adhere.

      Instantly images formed in her mind, sharp and clear, picking up precisely where they had left off on the shuttle. Again she sat in a one-man fighter, bucking turbulence as she dove into a planet's atmosphere. Behind her, a fighter of alien construction pursued.

      With those images came other elements: she smelled the acrid scent of scorched air in her cockpit, heard the metal of her ship creak and moan, felt a trickle of sweat crawl itching down her back within her life-support suit. She could actually taste her own fear.

      And finally, another's thoughts blossomed in her mind. Suddenly, she was the protagonist of the story, living manufactured experiences, feeling artificial emotions, thinking synthetic thoughts.

      This was a piece of fiction that should have grabbed her totally, holding her interest to the very end. It was a LIN/C adaptation of the twelfth book in a series written by a long-dead twentieth century author, a series that was quickly becoming her all-time favorite. There was plenty of action and adventure, and the main character was certainly someone with whom she could identify: a female captain in a Federation Fleet not unlike the one in which Susan herself served. The only difference was that intelligent races other than humankind were members of the fictitious Federation, while in reality humanity had not yet encountered another intelligence.

      But today the fiction could not hold her attention. There was simply too much on her mind. Within a few seconds her concentration slipped, and the images, sensory impressions, and emotions ceased.

      She removed the chip from her LIN/C and put it back in its case. After slipping the card back into its pouch, she returned the case to the desk drawer, then stood and stepped to the phone's lens cluster. She began pacing nervously, just beyond the activating field.

      Again she toyed with the thought of calling Base Security, and again decided against it. It was ridiculous. Evans would call as soon as he had something, just as he had promised.

      Who was she trying to kid? Evans would never call. He didn't consider her story worth investigating.

      This waiting was getting to her. There was so much nervous energy bottled up inside her it felt as if at any moment she would explode. She had to be doing something-anything.

      She shuffled to the door. It irised open and she stepped through.

      Besides, she thought as she started down the corridor, they-whoever they were-might try again. They had already shown they could enter her rooms at will. If she stayed in her quarters, she would only make it easier for them. At least in a crowd she would stand a chance.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Four

      

      Unlike Luna City, Fleet Base possessed little in the way of organized entertainment, and the exchange stores provided one of the community's few social outlets. The stores were always open, and because there was neither day nor night and work continued in shifts around the clock, they were always well patronized. There were, however, three peak periods within each twenty-four hours when the crowd was nearly intolerable.

      Susan arrived almost an hour before one of those peak periods. It wasn't quite eleven hundred hours, yet the crowd was larger than she had anticipated, making browsing in the stores anything but enjoyable. And, although fighting the crowd was preferable to sitting alone in her rooms, waiting for a call she was certain would never come, after being jostled in several of the more popular shops-not really seeing the merchandise, but merely struggling through-then gulping down a hurried lunch at a stand-up deli while watching the crowd swell, she was more than ready to return to her quarters.

      On her way back through the crowded exchange area, a sign above a door off the main corridor caught her attention. It was the only old-style, painted sign in sight; all others were holographic, flashing their messages in garishly colored three-dimensional block letters. This sign was two dimensional, yet physically present, peeling and faded with age. In nearly unreadable red script it proclaimed: EDDIE'S OUT-SYSTEM CURIOS.

      Susan didn't remember the shop being there on any of her previous visits to Luna. Somehow, although she had been on Fleet Base as recently as three years ago, she had always missed it. Yet from its antiquated appearance, it had obviously been there for quite some time.

      Much to her surprise, the door beneath the sign irised open as she approached. On impulse, she stepped through.

      Inside, the light was considerably dimmer than it had been in the corridor, and there was a damp, musty odor in the air, as though a water pipe had burst long ago and had never been discovered. It was silent, almost eerily so; the hectic crowd noises from the corridor had been silenced when the door irised shut behind her.

      Three rows of large, metal, five-tiered storage shelves stretched back to the shop's rear, nearly disappearing in the gloom. They stood close together, leaving little room to navigate the aisles between. A clutter of objects of all sizes and shapes filled the shelves nearly to overflowing, and she noted with irritation that none of those objects was identified. There seemed to be absolutely no system to their storage. Something neat and orderly within her cried out against the cluttered confusion.

      "Can I help you?" came a voice from behind, soft and papery thin.

      Susan jumped, startled. She had heard no approaching foot steps.

      Turning, she faced a small man with a fluffy white halo of hair ringing his otherwise bald head. His jumpsuit may have been clean and white at one time, but it was now a dirty gray color, with darker patches of grime at elbows and knees. He was one of those men whose age it is entirely impossible to guess, but he was old-there was an aura of antiquity about him that did not in any way depend on appearance.

      "Did I frighten you, my dear?" he asked, and Susan found his voice's softness extremely pleasant, like the touch of velvet on her cheek.

      "Yes," she answered, "a little."

      "I am sorry. I didn't mean to, you know. It's just that I don't get many customers in here any more."

      "Why is that?"

      "Perhaps people no longer find the strange interesting-and I do have a shop filled with the strange collected from across the inhabited galaxy." He gestured toward the cluttered shelves with a sweep of his hand. "Perhaps man has lost his sense of wonder." He smiled sadly.

      "Yes, perhaps some have."

      "Perhaps all have, some."

      Susan nodded, noting the distinction.

      "But I'm boring you. No, I can tell, I am. Are you looking for something special?"

      "Just browsing. I probably won't buy anything."

      "That's fine." He smiled again. "If you find you need help, please call."

      "I'll do that." Susan returned the old man's smile, and he shuffled off down the aisle, a shuffle of age rather than that of an unseasoned lunar visitor. He turned right in the gloom at the back of the shop and disappeared from view.

      Turning her attention to the contents of the shelf before her, just below eye level, Susan identified a few of the objects in the chaotic heap: a small crystal bottle containing a pale green liquid she recognized as wine from the Rigel colony; a blood-stone necklace from Phobos colony; a three-piece Gordian knot puzzle from Beta colony in Sirius system, employing a ninety degree twist into hyperspace. But she had never before seen, nor did she know the function of the great majority of the objects.

      A sudden glint of reflected light caught her attention and she reached out, picking up a fine silver chain with a small lump of pitted, dull-gray metal dangling from it. The pendant looked exactly like the one she had seen earlier that morning, the one worn by the dark man who had attacked her in her quarters.

      She glanced down the aisle the way the old man had departed, about to call him, but she did not know his name. Then she realized that, in fact, she did know it; it had been painted on the sign outside the shop.

      "Eddie," she called softly, expecting to have to call again, louder.

      "Yes, ma'am," came an immediate response from behind. Again she jumped at the voice so near, then turned to face him. "Ah," he said, "you have found something."

      Susan held the pendent up by its chain between them. "What can you tell me about this?" she asked.

      "Very little, I'm afraid." The old man scratched the white stubble on his chin and thought for a few seconds. "Now, let me see," he said, "I bought that so long ago. Thirty-five, or was it forty years back?"

      "Anything you might recall."

      He reached out, taking the pendant in his long, thin fingers, and Susan involuntarily gripped the chain tighter. Somehow, she could not let him have the pendant for even an instant.

      He shook his head. "Like I said, it has been here for quite some time. You wish to buy it?"

      "Yes."

      "Then it is three-no, four credits."

      "So cheap!" She lifted the pendant from the old man's fingers, then slipped her LIN/C from its pouch and handed it to him.

      "I'm afraid it's not much of a necklace," he said, taking the card. "Besides, the set is broken."

      "A set?"

      He nodded. "The fellow who sold it to me had two, identical."

      "He kept one?"

      "That's right. I tried to talk him out of it-told him I could give him a better price for the set-but he insisted he had to keep one."

      "Can you describe him?"

      The old man did not speak for a long moment. Finally, he said, "No, I'm afraid I can't remember."

      Susan nodded. Perhaps she was expecting too much. After all, for something that had happened so long ago, he had done remarkably well.

      He turned, and Susan followed him down the aisle to the back of the shop. There, atop an ancient wooden desk, sat a credit terminal, a green painted metal box about a foot on the side. The old man sat wearily in a chair behind the desk. Without a word, he placed Susan's LIN/C into the slot in the side of the box, then typed slowly on a keyboard built into the desk top, hunting for each symbol as if unaccustomed to using the device. When he had finally finished, a red light blinked on top of the terminal, indicating an electronic transfer of credit from Susan's account to his own.

      "There you are," he said, smiling as he removed the card from the machine and handed it back to her. "I hope you will enjoy your purchase."

      Again Susan returned his smile. "Thank you for your time and trouble," she said as she placed her LIN/C back in its pouch. She slipped the chain over her head and tucked the pendant into her jumpsuit, out of sight between her breasts. The metal felt cool against her skin.

      Turning, she walked back up the aisle, toward the shop's exit. Within a few feet of the door she again heard the old man's soft voice behind her.

      "Young lady." Susan turned and gazed down at him. "I just remembered something about that pendant. The man who sold it to me said he found it on a burned-out cinder of a planet circling a star at the very heart of the Crab Nebula. And he…" Eddie paused.

      "Yes?" Susan prompted.

      "He wore a Base Security uniform."

      Again Base Security! "Are you sure?"

      The old man nodded. "And he was tall-at least as tall as you."

      That was a surprise. "You're sure about that, too?"

      "As sure as I can be after all this time."

      "Anything else? Anything at all?"

      "No, nothing."

      "If you do remember anything more, please get in touch with me. I'm Susan Tanner. I can be reached through Admiral James Renford, here on Fleet Base."

      "I understand," the old man said, still smiling.

      "Thanks for your help." Susan turned back to the door. It irised open, and she stepped through, out into the side corridor.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Tall, she thought as she shuffled toward the junction with the main corridor. That was interesting. She had been expecting him to say that the other man had been short. She had half expected him to describe the belter who had attacked her in her quarters. But that wouldn't have made sense. That belter couldn't have been much older than thirty. He probably hadn't even been born when the old man bought the pendant.

      As she stepped out into the main corridor, she was instantly struck by a blast of hot, stifling air and the heavy stench of body odor. There were many more people in the corridor now than there had been when she had entered the shop, and the ventilation system simply could not cope.

      In spite of the crowd, or perhaps because of it, Susan no longer wanted to return to her quarters. She wanted to be out among people-doing, seeing, experiencing. Alone in her rooms, she would only brood about everything that had happened since this morning. And she was not yet ready for that.

      She remembered a nice little cafe from her last visit to Fleet Base. It was only a short walk up the main corridor, and it served the best espresso available on Luna.

      But this time of day the place would be packed. Was that espresso really worth fighting the crowd for?

      Yes! she decided, and she could almost smell its aroma and taste its dark richness on her tongue as she made that decision.

      Light glinted on polished metal, flashing through a break in the crowd to her left. She turned to stare into the shadows between shops.

      Thirty feet away, a tall man in Security black stood with his feet planted slightly apart. The shadows hid his face, but a patch of light fell on the pendant hanging around his neck-a pendant identical to the one Susan had just bought.

      The light fell as well on his right hand, a hand wrapped in dirty cloth. In that hand he held a weapon-a weapon pointed directly at Susan.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Five

      

      It took her an instant to realize that the weapon was not a stun pistol, but a blaster. It would not merely knock her out; it would burn flesh and char bone. It could kill.

      She scanned the corridor, looking for somewhere to hide. The nearest shop entrance was several yards away. The other could get off two, perhaps three shots before she reached it.

      Then her ears popped, as if there was a sudden change in the corridor's air pressure, and the man standing in the shadows holding a blaster on her disappeared. One instant he was there, the next he was not.

      Could she have looked away for an instant without realizing it, she wondered, giving him a chance to become lost in the crowd?

      No, that made no sense at all. He'd had her-he wouldn't just melt into the crowd without first taking a shot. And even if he had taken it, and missed, the blaster charge would have hit something or someone. There would have been destruction, or at least panic in the crowd around her.

      But there was nothing. The crowd remained calm and unaffected, their movements not at all out of the ordinary. Yet it was a much thinner crowd than it had been only an instant before, as if two out of every three people had simply vanished.

      And now Susan noticed the air in the corridor was cooler, the odor of many tightly packed bodies considerably diminished from what it had been only an instant before. The ventilation system, unable to cope prior to her attacker's disappearance, was suddenly doing a quite adequate job.

      It couldn't have reacted that quickly, she thought. Even if the crowd had miraculously thinned, the ventilation system would have taken at least an hour to cool the air and scrub it of the stench of so many bodies. Yet in the blink of an eye it had accomplished exactly that.

      Her mind felt suddenly numbed by the experience, her thought processes momentarily paralyzed as they came up hard against the inexplicable. The dizziness she had experienced earlier in her quarters returned, and again the pain began to build behind her eyes.

      Instantly the snowflake pattern blossomed in her thoughts, and within seconds she was mouthing the mantra's guttural monosyllables. The headache and dizziness subsided as quickly as they had come.

      She became aware of a burning sensation between her breasts, beneath her jumpsuit. Fumbling for the chain hanging around her neck, she pulled the pendant out. It felt hot in her prosthetic fingers. She unfastened her jumpsuit several inches down the front and checked her skin. There was a definite reddening where the gray metal had rested between her breasts.

      Why was the pendant now hot, she wondered as she re-fastened her jumpsuit, when only a few seconds before it had felt cool against her skin? Why and how had her assailant, as well as a good portion of the crowd, suddenly vanished?

      It all seemed so familiar, smacking of that earlier incident when the dark man had attacked her in her quarters, then disappeared. He, too, had been wearing a pendant.

      Lifting the chain over her head, she dropped the pendant into one of the pouches at her waist. She would not wear it again, she decided, until she knew more about it.

      She started down the curiously depopulated corridor toward her quarters, glancing at the chronometer on the back of her left wrist. It read 0911-slightly more than three hours earlier than it should have registered. She tapped the crystal with her fingernail and waited for the last digit to change. It was working, but she would have to get it looked at.

      Pushing that thought from her mind, she again concentrated on more urgent matters. One thing was certain: There was no longer any doubt that the first attempt on her life had been meant for her. Evans's inference that it might have been a case of mistaken identity no longer held up. They, whoever they were, had now tried twice.

      But Evans would have just as much trouble believing an account of this attack as he had that first one. There was simply too much that could not be explained: The way the attacker had failed to take his shot. The way the crowd had thinned and the pendant had become hot. But most of all, the way the attacker had vanished.

      She would report the incident to Evans, she decided, but she didn't expect him to believe her. She was having trouble believing it herself.

      Suddenly, it struck her-she had not known of this attack before it happened; she had not been forewarned. Each time she had been in danger since Aldebaran, she had been given the slightest hint of a warning just before it happened. But not this time.

      Of course, she could not tell Evans about that.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      The date-time display read 0927 as she again stood before the holo-phone lens cluster in her quarters. She glanced at her wrist chronometer. It indicated the same time. Apparently, there was nothing wrong with it.

      But that couldn't be. It couldn't have displayed the correct time back in the corridor, outside that strange little shop. It had said 0911 then, but at 0911 she had been in Admiral Renford's office.

      There had to be something wrong with the phone's time display circuitry as well.

      "Base Security," she said. "Priority emergency follow-up."

      The date-time display vanished, and the image of the young man who earlier had been so unnerved by her nakedness appeared. He looked up from his computer printouts and blushed.

      "Can I help you, Captain?" he asked nervously.

      "Get me Staff Sergeant Evans," Susan replied. He reddened further as he reached out and pushed a button on his desk top console, then disappeared.

      A few seconds later Evans appeared. He nodded. "Captain Tanner," he said flatly. The smile was gone.

      "Have you found anything?"

      Evans frowned. "Look, Captain, we're good at what we do, but we can't work miracles. It has been less than an hour since my people left your quarters."

      "It's been at least three hours!"

      He didn't say a word. When the silence became too awkward, Susan broke it: "What time do you have? There seems to be something wrong with my chronometer."

      Evans looked at his wrist chronometer. "Zero nine twenty-nine." Susan checked her own. It read the same.

      "Thank you, Staff Sergeant. I'm sorry I bothered you. I laid down for a while, and I guess I'm still a bit disoriented."

      "You're sure there's nothing else?"

      For an instant she considered telling him about the second attack, but only for an instant.

      "Nothing," she said.

      "I'll call as soon as I have something," Evans said, then disappeared, his image instantly replaced by the holographic date-time display: OCT. 3, 2187- 0930.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Susan walked to the chair behind the desk and sat. Placing her elbows in the center of the desk, she rested her head in her hands, then closed her eyes.

      What was going on? Had more than three hours actually elapsed since her first conversation with Evans, as she remembered, or had it been less than an hour, like Evans had said? Was it possible for something to affect every chronometric device on Fleet Base, mysteriously causing them to lose more than two hours?

      She didn't know, but she doubted it. She couldn't imagine anything that would affect only the chronometers, leaving the base's other systems untouched. And Evans would have noticed if there had been something wrong with his date-time display. He would have said something.

      Then what could have happened to those two missing hours? She remembered living them. Apparently Evans did not.

      I should never have called him, she thought. Too much pointed to Base Security's involvement in the attacks. Even if Evans wasn't personally responsible, he could be used to get to her.

      Besides, he really wouldn't be much help. No doubt he thought her insane. And perhaps, she thought, I am.

      But now there was a way to find out. If the attack in the exchange area had actually happened. It would be recorded in her LIN/C, stored in the device's memory circuits.

      She opened her eyes. Taking the LIN/C from its pouch, she placed it on the desk, then thumbed the memory tab. She closed her eyes and concentrated on the events she remembered happening in the exchange area less than half an hour ago.

      Instantly she stood in the access corridor outside the curio shop. She walked to the main corridor and stepped out into the crowd. Again she saw the glint of light on metal, spotted the figure cloaked in shadows, felt panic scurry through her mind like a small, sharp-clawed rodent. And again she scanned the corridor for somewhere to hide.

      Her ears popped, just as they had before. The man holding the blaster on her vanished, and the crowd thinned. The air was suddenly much cooler and fresher than it had been an instant before.

      She felt the dizziness again, and the building headache. Then the snowflake pattern formed in her thoughts as she mouthed the monosyllabic mantra, and the headache and dizziness were gone.

      The pendant burned between her breasts beneath her uniform…

      With a thought, she stopped the flow of images and emotions. She took a deep breath, exhaled noisily, then opened her eyes. Again she sat at the desk in her quarters.

      So, it had happened, just as she remembered. She had lived those missing hours. But why didn't they show on her wrist chronometer? Why hadn't the holo-phone's chronometric circuits registered them? And why weren't they lodged in Evans's memory?

      Removing the pendant from the pouch she had put it in outside the curio shop, she held it up before her eyes. Egg-shaped. Pitted dull-gray metal. And now it was again cold to the touch.

      Could it have somehow been responsible for what she had experienced in the corridor outside the curio shop? Was it at the heart of what was happening to her? Both her attackers had worn one like it. And the one she had been wearing had become hot when that last attacker disappeared.

      She still didn't have any of the answers.

      Who might have them? she wondered as she returned the pendant and her LIN/C to their pouches. Who could possibly help her?

      Instantly she knew.

      She stood and went to the holo-phone's lens cluster on the far side of the room. It activated with a date-time display: OCT. 3, 2187-0934.

      "Personal call for Admiral James Renford," she said. After a few seconds Lieutenant Krueger appeared. It was a head shot, but behind him she saw a Rembrandt. He was in Renford's office.

      "What can I do for you, Captain?" he asked.

      "Is the Admiral in?"

      "I'm afraid not. He left on the Earth-bound shuttle almost twenty minutes ago. I don't expect him back on Luna for several days."

      "Thanks." She stepped out of the phone's sensor field. She didn't want to talk to Krueger.

      Besides, she thought, perhaps Renford had done all he could by getting her off Fleet Base and out of sight.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Six

      

      The trip out from Fleet Base to Luna City took nearly five hours by floater.

      Although she had slept little the night before-again the nightmare had come to haunt her dreams, rendering what little sleep she could wrestle from the night both unpleasant and unrestful-she dared not sleep onboard the floater. Filled to capacity with a complement of forty passengers, it could be a death trap; any of its passengers, or even a member of its three man crew, might be her next assailant.

      Strapped securely into her acceleration webbing, she watched those around her without seeming to do so. Most were Fleet enlisted personnel on their way to a Luna City furlough, eager for the many entertainment possibilities that civilian outpost offered over the military base. Six were officers, either likewise headed for furlough or, like Susan herself, on orders to the Survey Service facility. Only three were civilians.

      Two of those were that seedy breed of pioneer that made a rough life on any human frontier. It was these she watched most closely. Her next attacker, if he was onboard at all, would probably be one of them.

      Did she really have anything to fear, she wondered, or was she simply being paranoid?

      No, someone was out to get her-there was no doubt of that now. The first attempt had failed, so whoever wanted her dead had sent out another assassin. And somehow, miraculously, she had been saved from that killer as well. Whoever was behind those attacks would not give up until she was dead.

      Or until she discovered who he was and stopped him.

      After fifteen minutes, she realized the attacker would not give himself away. He would try nothing right now, but would wait until she was alone, with no witnesses and no one to interfere. Perhaps in her temporary quarters in Luna City.

      She turned her attention to the cratered and dusted landscape of Mare Tranquillitatis displayed on the small viewscreen, marveling at its primeval beauty and serenity. The last time she had made this trip was nearly four years ago, yet the scene remained unchanged. Again, as she had that last time, she felt awe at the tremendous energy it must have taken to transform Luna's surface into this harsh yet beautiful landscape. Man's efforts, his pitiful scratchings at the lunar surface, seemed pathetically meager by comparison.

      Less than an hour into the journey, the floater crossed the terminator, and instantly the landscape's brilliance became muted on Susan's screen. Yet there was still sufficient light to make out major features-a profusion of intensely bright stars shined out of the black sky, accompanied by a nearly full Earth of rich blues and browns, streaked with white layers of cloud.

      The subdued illumination produced a tranquilizing effect, and soon she fought to stay awake.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Susan was again Executive Officer onboard the Federation Fleet cruiser Defiant as the ship stood on station outside Aldebaran system.

      There was a Federation colony on the second planet out from the primary. Established thirty-five years earlier by a militant Moslem faction, and backed by a consortium of high-tech companies eager to show off their world-conquering equipment, the colony had been threatening secession for nearly half its existence. Now, it seemed to mean business.

      The colonists had begun to set up a blockade, positioning their ships around the system's perimeter. They might just be strong enough to make the blockade work, but only if they were given the time necessary to get a sufficient number of ships into space and positioned around the system before the Federation Fleet arrived.

      Defiant's captain had been killed in the first skirmish as the Federation Fleet ship entered the system. At that time a call for assistance had been sent out by hyperspace radio.

      Now Susan was in command, and the hard decisions of battle were totally hers to make. Should she give the order to go in before the colonists could complete their blockade and close off the system, running the blockade alone and risking the lives of Defiant's three hundred plus crew? Or should she wait for the Federation Fleet ships she knew were even now making their twisted way through hyperspace to bring aid-perhaps too late?

      She decided not to wait. She was determined to take Defiant in alone. When she told Karl of her decision, he tried to dissuade her.

      They were in Susan's cabin, laying together in her zero-gravity hammock, trying to snatch a few private moments before beginning the battle to which she had already committed them. They had just made love, and that familiar glow of satiation was still with her.

      "You're making a mistake," Karl said as he held Susan close, "a horrible mistake."

      "Are you talking as a ship's officer?"

      "No. Nothing so official as that. But it's a mistake, all-the-same."

      "Something has to be done," she said, then kissed him tenderly on the neck, breathing in his heady man-smell. "And there's no one else here to do it."

      Karl crawled out of the hammock and hung weightless before her. "It's too great a gamble," he said, "especially with this ship. Its crew is untried, made up of little more than children. And you will be sending most of them to a certain death."

      "Then you think I should wait? You think I should allow those colonists down there the time they need to finish their blockade?"

      "You've called for help. A Fleet task force will be in-system soon enough."

      "I'm sorry, Karl," she said, "I can't wait. It will be too late by the time Fleet arrives. These colonists are too strong, and too determined."

      "Then it'll be on your head." He turned and kicked off against the bulkhead. Floating to his clothing, he steadied himself with an arm through an anchoring ring and silently got dressed. Without another word he floated from the cabin.

      After a few minutes Susan got up and got dressed as well. She went into battle with Karl's words burning in her mind.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      "Ten minutes to docking," came the floater pilot's voice from a speaker in the passenger compartment's overhead. "Passengers will please prepare to disembark."

      Susan blinked her eyes open. The mining camp stood out on the screen. The floater was passing within a quarter mile of the oldest still-functioning facility on Luna, its route taking it past on slightly higher ground.

      The camp's layout should have been bathed in too-white, artificial light. Instead, it was dark. Yet in the dim starlight and the soft glow from the near-full Earth, she could just make out the camp's major structures.

      In the foreground were the miners' quarters, little more than an air-tight Quonset hut covered over with lunar soil. Three large, rectangular pits filled the majority of the camera's field of view. She knew at the bottom of each a yellow- painted scooper should have been working, an occasional puff of water vapor turned ice cloud its only exhaust. Yet they were not there. The nuclear power plant, a large dome-shaped structure, stood several hundred yards to the right of and beyond the living quarters. It, too, sat darkened on the cratered plain.

      That reactor was more important now than it had ever been in the past. It not only supplied power to the mining camp, but supplemented Luna City's power resources as well. Three months ago, when the city's solar power satellite was destroyed by a faction opposed to lunar independence, the city had to again rely on nuclear power. And Luna City had grown too large in the past several years for its own antiquated nuclear power plant to be sufficient.

      But why was it all dark now? Why couldn't she see the activity she knew should be going on?

      To the right of the reactor dome the mass-driver's dual track stretched off into the distance, barely discernable in the darkness. Susan imagined its buckets flashing down the track, accelerating packets of lunar material to escape velocity for their two day journey to the catcher forty thousand miles above the moon's far side. She should see it happening before her-the spots of light that were the packets flashing down the mass-driver's track at the rate of one each second. But she did not. For some reason, it was not in operation.

      The mass-driver had launched its payloads nearly continuously since it had been opened almost one hundred fifty years ago. Only twice in all that time had it been shut down for maintenance, and both times it had been for less than a month.

      But if it had been shut down, she would have heard about it. It was a rare enough occurrence that it would have made the holo-vid broadcasts on Earth. And she would certainly see a repair crew working on it now.

      She would find out when she got to Luna City, she thought. The mining camp was only thirty miles from the city. She squinted at her wrist chronometer in the dim cabin light. It read 10:47. She had slept through the majority of the trip.

      The floater banked to port. On her viewscreen she noticed a barely discernible spot of light ahead and to the left, bobbing frantically.

      At first she thought it was her imagination, but as she squinted and strained she thought she could make out a human figure atop a low hill, silhouetted against the star field. Someone was out there, walking the lunar surface. Probably a miner from the camp. Or a member of the mass-driver's maintenance crew.

      The floater descended into a narrow canyon, and the spot of light disappeared. The nightmare's remnants rushed in to fill her thoughts.

      It had come again as she slept, sharp and clear after all the years, unlike most dreams that possessed a quality of the unreal.

      She forced that thought from her mind, then scanned the passengers, again wondering if someone onboard might actually have orders to kill her. If so, which one? From what quarter would the next attack come?

      "Five minutes to docking," the overhead speaker squawked.

      Now she could see the glowing dome-shape of Luna City on her screen, an almost surrealistic apparition. She was nearly there, nearly to her new assignment. Then the floater banked hard to the left, and the dome was blocked from the camera's field of view by the bulk of the floater itself.

      What is this assignment for Survey Service? she wondered. Renford had said he didn't know, and Susan believed him. As far as she knew, he had never lied to her. But there was security around this thicker than methane around Jupiter.

      "Docking in one minute."

      What could it possibly be? What was so important that Hyatt could not permit even Renford to know the details?

      "Docking in five seconds. Four…three…two…one…" A shudder ran through the floater's structure. "Docking complete."

      Susan hung quietly in her webbing while those around her busied themselves with unstrapping, gathering their belongings, and shuffling toward the hatch in the forward bulkhead. They talked loudly of the fun they would have on furlough, more softly of their temporary assignments to Survey Service. Only the civilians remained silent.

      One in particular seemed to be paying her a great deal of attention. He tried to look as if he was not watching, quickly averting his gaze whenever she glanced in his direction. But to her trained eye it was all too obvious-he was watching.

      He was a foul looking character. About five ten in height, he was at least a hundred pounds overweight. He wore a scraggly growth of beard, and his jumpsuit was soiled and worn. But what struck her most were his eyes. They were sharp and clear, almost calculating. Certainly not what one would expect in a ne'er-do- well of his apparent ilk.

      What could she do? Should she ask one of the other passengers for help, or go straight to the Luna City police?

      Neither course of action felt right. The other passengers would only think her a silly paranoid woman, and the police could do nothing until he had committed a crime. By then it might be too late.

      Suddenly she realized what she had been thinking. With all her experience in security matters, and her extensive training in hand-to-hand combat, she should be able to take care of the assailant herself, no matter who he might be. It was the strange disappearances of the first two attackers that had so unnerved her.

      She unstrapped and stood, then shuffled to the hatch behind a group of loud enlisted men and women. She could almost feel the civilian's gaze on her back. She wanted to turn and face him, to look him in the eyes and confront him, but she couldn't. Her best weapon was surprise. She had to keep him thinking she was not yet aware he was watching.

      The hatch irised open and the passengers began filing out.

      Susan's eyes were assaulted by brilliant light from beyond the hatch, and her sense of smell was assailed by an exotic mixture of odors. The smells of several different kinds of smoked drugs filled the air, as did the hint of a variety of alcoholic beverages and coffee. The noise level was nearly deafening: mumbles and shouts and laughing and backslapping, a multitude of languages and dialects mingling to make it almost impossible to identify any one.

      She reached the hatch, stepped through, and the assault on her senses tripled in intensity. She was literally knocked back into the floater's passenger cabin by its force. It took nearly a quarter minute for her to regain her composure. When she finally did, she realized the passengers behind her had pushed past.

      Stepping out into the corridor, she scanned it for the fat, bearded man. He was gone. The other two civilians were just disappearing around a bend in the corridor to her left, and the fat man was not with them.

      She had lost him. Now he could be anywhere, waiting beyond any turn, crouching in any shadow.

      Cursing under her breath, she turned and headed for the luggage claim area. She had handled it poorly-like a rank amateur. She should have followed him, turning hunter into hunted.

      But it was too late. All she could do now was collect her luggage, then head for the Survey Service compound on the far side of Luna City.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Seven

      

      Less than half an hour after the floater docked, Susan checked in at the Survey Service duty desk and was assigned a small transient apartment outside the compound. The apartment's furniture was worn and the small desk was fashioned of metal rather than wood, but the quarters were more than adequate.

      As she entered, the phone chimed and a soft electronic voice spoke: "Two script messages for Captain Susan Tanner. Two script messages for Captain Susan Tann…"

      "Display them," she said, putting her luggage down and turning toward where the lens cluster should have been. It was then she noticed that the screen was two-dimensional. The device was not a holo-phone.

      Instantly, the first message appeared, glowing phosphor letters on the flat screen.

      TO: SUSAN TANNER, CAPTAIN, FEDERATION FLEET

       

      
        FROM: BILL DARCY, MAYOR, LUNA CITY

      

       

      TEXT: WELCOME BACK TO LUNA CITY, SUSAN. I'M TAKING YOU TO DINNER TONIGHT, THEN TO THE BALLET, AND I WON'T TAKE NO FOR AN ANSWER. I'LL PICK YOU UP AT 1830.

       

      
        END SCRIPT-MESSAGE

      

       

      It would be good to see Bill again. She hadn't seen him since her last visit to Luna City, nearly four years ago. They had met more than twenty years before, when both Bill and his two-year-older brother, Sam, had been in Susan's class at the Fleet Academy. Both men had resigned their commissions after the mandatory six year commitment, and had spent almost eight years as freelance miners in the asteroids. For the past six years both had been pursuing careers in Luna City politics.

      But there was something wrong with that message-a glaring error in the From line. Sam Darcy, Bill's older brother, was mayor of Luna City. Bill was a city councilman.

      The other message was from Fredrik Hyatt's office. Its text line read simply: REPORT TO CONFERENCE ROOM A-12 AT 1400 FOR BRIEFING. A map of the Survey Service facility accompanied it, the route from Susan's apartment to the conference room traced in flashing phosphor.

      Susan checked her wrist chronometer. It read 1337. She memorized the route, then quickly unpacked and left the apartment. On her way out she checked the door's spore-lock. It seemed to be working.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Although Luna City was completely civilian owned and operated, it was in many ways quite similar to Fleet Base-particularly the Survey Service facility responsible for the city's existence. The arid harshness of the lunar environment dictated a necessary compactness and leanness in both cases. From air and food to bedding and books, nothing was wasted.

      Even the conference room to which Susan's briefing had been assigned did double duty as an after-hours recreation room specializing in cards, dominoes, and board games. So said the hand-painted sign beside the door. A Survey Service corporal stood on the other side of the door, a blaster rifle held diagonally across his body.

      Susan stepped to the door as she pulled her LIN/C from its pouch. She placed the card into the appropriate slot beside the corporal's position, and the door irised open. The corporal nodded her through.

      Her breath caught in her lungs. On the other side of a gray metal conference table, dressed in Survey Service blue, sat Karl Alterman.

      Her gaze slid away from him, but not before she noticed he had changed very little since Aldebaran. As always, he was her physical match-tall and muscular- but now there was a little less set to his jaw, a bit more weight on his frame, a touch more gray in his hair. Still, he looked good, and Susan felt the animal maleness that had attracted her so many years ago.

      Finally she worked up sufficient nerve to look into his light blue eyes. Nothing. She had hoped to see the love they had shared ten years ago, but it wasn't there.

      For an instant, she thought she saw another image superimposed over Karl's. His body appeared disfigured, his uniform burnt and blackened, the skin beneath charred in spots to the bone. His face, too, was disfigured, bloated in some places and scorched to the skull in others. His eyes were gone, the sockets dark, wet pits.

      The snowflake pattern filled her mind, driving the nightmare image from her thoughts. Involuntarily, she began mumbling the mantra.

      "Are you all right?" Karl asked, snapping Susan's thoughts back to reality.

      "I'm fine," she said, realizing that, in fact, she was fine. But what had that been? Why had she seen that horrible apparition?

      Taking a deep breath, she stepped into the room. The door irised closed behind her as Karl motioned her to a chair across the table from him, and she sat.

      She wished she could leave; she wasn't ready for this. She knew she might never be ready for it.

      "Susan," he said, without emotion. "It's been a long time."

      "It's been nearly ten years," she said, noting the hardness in her own voice. "And in all that time, you didn't even try to see me…not once."

      Karl shrugged. "You had your life, and I had mine."

      "You still blame me for Aldebaran, don't you? You blame me for all those deaths."

      "No, I don't-not any longer. You did what had to be done."

      Again she stared into his eyes, hoping to see at least a hint of the love she had once known. But still she saw nothing.

      "It can never be the same between us, can it?" she asked.

      "No. You're not the same woman you were ten years ago. And I guess I've changed, too."

      They were silent for a few seconds. When Susan finally spoke, it was with reluctance.

      "How long have you been with the Survey Service?"

      "Almost three years."

      "Why? You were always such a Fleet man."

      After a few seconds, he said, "I guess I finally saw things Survey's way."

      Susan looked for a specialty insignia on Karl's uniform. She could not find the Caduceus he had worn ten years ago. "You're no longer in medicine."

      He shook his head. "I'm with the Survey security branch."

      Susan nodded. "Then this is a security assignment."

      "Not exactly. But there is a security angle you should be made aware of." He fished a small memory chip carrying case from a pouch at his waist and pushed it across the table to Susan. She opened it and found four unmarked chips filed inside.

      "Scan one," he said.

      Susan took her LIN/C from its pouch and set it on the table beside the case, then plucked out a chip. It was unmarked. She placed it over the appropriate spot on her LIN/C, then leaned back in the chair and closed her eyes.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Instantly she was Rosco Hamm, a prime Survey Service security operative.

      He crouched in the shadows between two disposal chutes, the scent of garbage heavy in his nose, waiting for his target to emerge from the restaurant entrance twenty yards away. The target had been in there more than two hours. He would have to come out soon.

      A shiver ran up Hamm's spine-not of cold, but one of apprehension. Normally, he enjoyed his job; he was permitted more freedom than most men, or he took it. At any rate, he enjoyed the thrill of danger that came with the job, and what it did to him.

      But this time was different. Here he was, in Ceres Colony, skulking in an alley in the bad section, waiting for a man who had already killed three Survey security operatives.

      This target was simply too good. Those he had killed were three of Survey's best. Not as good as Hamm, of course, but still…

      He felt a sudden dull pain on the back of his head. Instantly that pain became more intense, then spread throughout his body. His arms and legs went suddenly numb, and he collapsed, falling onto his back.

      Looking up through the fog of pain, he saw a blurred figure standing over him. His vision cleared and his attacker came into focus. Dark piercing eyes, high cheek bones, close cropped salt-and-pepper hair. And he was extremely short, with a slim build bordering on frail. A small pendant made of pitted gray metal hung from a fine silver chain around his neck.

      This was Hamm's target-the man on whom he had been conducting his surveillance.

      As Hamm watched in growing horror, the other pointed a blaster at his head, then pulled the trigger…

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Susan opened her eyes and pulled the chip from her LIN/C. Again she sat in the small conference room on the Survey Service compound. Karl sat across the table, watching intently.

      That man-Hamm's target-it had been Hyatt! And he had worn a pendant exactly like the one Susan bought in the curio shop on Fleet Base.

      While she was Rosco Hamm, the man's subconscious thoughts had been almost unnoticeable. Now they flooded her conscious mind.

      That target had not been Hyatt, she suddenly realized. He had been an impostor.

      "He's good!" The statement was nearly involuntary.

      "He is that," Karl responded.

      "If I didn't know better, I'd swear it was Hyatt."

      Karl nodded. "He's fooled Survey's best. And he's been using Hyatt's identity for more than a year now, making underworld contacts in locations Hyatt has never visited."

      "Why?"

      "It's pretty obvious, isn't it? Hyatt's a powerful man. And he'll be still more powerful when Luna achieves independence."

      "Then you think he's trying to replace the Director?"

      "Don't you?"

      "But you said this isn't a security assignment. If I won't be protecting Hyatt, what will I be doing?"

      "Hyatt will brief you on that himself," Karl said. "He simply thought you should know about this first. Study those chips at your leisure. Learn all you can about this impostor, and let me know if you experience anything out of the ordinary- particularly as regards the Director."

      Susan fell silent. Should she tell him about what was happening to her. Of course, he knew about the attacks-in general, if not the specifics. Should she tell him about the strange parts, the disappearances and the pendants?

      No, not just yet. There was still no emotion in those blue eyes and, as much as she wanted to, she wasn't sure she could trust him with that kind of information. Again she thought of the two attackers. They had both worn Fleet Base Security uniforms, but there was no reason to ignore the possibility that someone in the Survey Service might be recruited to kill her.

      Maybe even Karl.

      After a moment she said, "Is that all? Are you through with me?"

      "For now. Tell the corporal outside to take you to hangar four. Hyatt's waiting for you there."

      Susan got to her feet, then turned and went to the door. Karl didn't say a word as the door irised open and she stepped through, out into the corridor.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Eight

      

      The corporal did not talk as he and Susan walked the near-deserted corridors. Somehow, he sensed she could not make idle conversation just now. She had too much on her mind. Again that strange apparition haunted her thoughts, the charred image she had seen superimposed over Karl's form.

      What had it been? What had it meant?

      She didn't know.

      She banished it from her thoughts, and instantly something from her past bubbled up to take its place-memory of her tour of duty aboard the Federation Fleet cruiser Defiant ten years ago.

      There had never been much room in her life for men; she'd set her career goals high and was now a captain in Fleet because she had allowed nothing and no one to stand in her way. But Karl had been different. From the very beginning she had known he was something special-that all-too-infrequent man who could appreciate her goals, and not subjugate them to his own.

      At that time Susan was a commander and Executive Officer onboard Defiant, second in command only to the ship's captain. Karl was two years her senior, and ship's physician. Yet in rank he was her junior, a lieutenant commander, stuck in a designator group that advanced officers at a slower rate than many others.

      And, although at first she fought it, they fell in love.

      After finally accepting the inevitable, she let down the barriers she had spent a lifetime erecting and for the first time in years allowed herself to become close to another. Initially she felt fear; she was truly vulnerable, her soft spots exposed. But Karl quickly vanquished those fears with love and understanding. With him, there was no competition. He was a kind and gentle man, but also strong and wise, and he made a warm, protected place in his life for her.

      Then, almost before their life together had begun, there was Aldebaran. Susan was sent Earth-side, to nearly a year in the hospital and then her work in security, while Karl was transferred to another shipboard command. She hadn't heard from him since Aldebaran.

      But now, here he was-again in her life. And in spite of what he said, he still held her responsible for Aldebaran. Without him actually saying so, Susan knew he did. It was evident in the lack of emotion in his gaze.

      She could not fault him for that. After all, she, too, blamed herself.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      "This is hangar four, Captain," the corporal said as he stepped to a door. He inserted his LIN/C and the door irised open.

      Hyatt stood with his back to Susan and her guide, leaning on a railing, looking down at something below her field of view. The corporal motioned her through, then followed. The door irised closed behind him.

      The Survey Service Director turned from the railing as Susan stepped out onto the narrow catwalk ringing the large hangar high up on its wall. His gaze met hers and held it, as it had in Admiral Renford's office on Fleet Base. They both remained silent for several seconds.

      "There she is," he finally said, turning back to the railing, "S. S. Photon." There was a strange expression on his face-unnatural. Then Susan suddenly realized the Survey Service Directory was actually smiling, something she had never before seen him do-neither in person nor on any of his many holovid broadcasts.

      She stepped to the railing and looked down into the hangar. Beneath brilliant overhead lights, in one corner of the cavernous hold, sat a ship.

      As a rule, a space craft was not a thing of beauty, but a highly sophisticated and strictly functional collection of hardware. This ship was no exception. Its nearly spherical outer hull was painted non-reflective black and deformed by the myriad bumps, pits, and spikes of sensor pickups. The ship was smaller than any Federation Fleet ship Susan had ever served aboard-as small as a lifeboat. A dozen men in white coveralls crawled over its skin like achromatic ants on an apple, adjusting its supersensitive eyes and ears.

      "It will be cramped in there," Susan said, more to herself than to either of the men present.

      Hyatt again turned his grim stare on her. "She is not a Fleet destroyer, Captain." His voice became comically high with sudden rage. "She is a one-man Survey Service scout ship. We refuse to waste limited General Fund money on unnecessary luxuries."

      He had used the feminine pronoun in referring to the ship, a practice that had gone out of style nearly two hundred years ago. And, although he didn't actually say it, the implication had been plain enough: Fleet did waste money on luxuries.

      Letting the insult go unanswered, Susan asked, "Is that the ship I'll be piloting?"

      Hyatt nodded, then turned back to the ship. "She's something very special- totally unlike anything you've ever flown. There is only one other like her in existence."

      Susan glanced to the young corporal who had been her guide, standing at Hyatt's right elbow and gazing out past the older man, into the hangar. It was evident from the look of rapt awe in his hazel eyes that he longed to take a more active part in the adventure unfolding around him.

      "How long before I lift?"

      "I don't know yet. My technicians aren't finished outfitting Photon. Then there's my impostor-we've momentarily lost track of him. We know he's somewhere in the asteroid belt, but we're not sure where. And until we know exactly where he is, your mission has been put on indefinite hold."

      "What is this mission?"

      "You will be told that when the time is right."

      Again Susan fell silent. Finally she asked, "Why me? Why not send one of your own people?"

      "Let's just say it would not be the political thing to do right now." He turned toward Susan. "If I sent out another civilian, and he didn't return, the publicity would be far worse than if I lost a military pilot. The press would have a field day, and I'd lose General Fund money."

      "Another civilian?"

      "That's correct. Photon's sister ship, Tachyon, has been missing nearly a year."

      Susan nodded. It was beginning to make sense. If she failed, all the blame could be placed on Fleet, and again Survey Service would come out unblemished. But if she succeeded, she knew Hyatt would not hesitate to take the credit.

      "Then it is mere politics, like Admiral Renford said?"

      Hyatt's face flushed, and for several seconds he seemed unable to speak. Finally he said, "There is nothing mere about politics, Captain. Politics can feed the poor, or put a man into deep space and keep him there. Or, for that matter, a woman."

      When she did not respond, he continued. "As far as I'm concerned, this assignment is strictly volunteer. I didn't want you to begin with, and I'm sure there are plenty of other Fleet pilots who would be glad to take the assignment."

      "Fleet pilots with my security experience?"

      "Hang the security experience. That is not the only reason you were chosen."

      "The testing you mentioned in Admiral Renford's office?"

      "The abilities you were tested for are essential, but you're not the only one possessing those abilities."

      "Exactly what was I tested for?"

      "You will learn that in good time, as well."

      And now anger began to boil within her. She took a deep breath, then said, "Look, you're going to have to start leveling with me-"

      "I don't have to do anything. You will be told what I want you to know, when I want you to know it. Is that clear?"

      "But-"

      "You don't seem to understand, Captain. We will find someone else if we have to. It would be difficult to replace you, but certainly not impossible."

      Susan didn't say another word. Instead, she stood with her hands on her hips, glaring at the Survey Service Director.

      "Do you wish to pilot this mission," Hyatt asked after a few seconds, "or don't you?"

      He knew her record. He knew she would do anything to get back into deep space. This was perhaps her last chance to prove herself-not only to Fleet, but to herself as well. She could answer that question only one way.

      "Yes," she said without hesitation, "I want to pilot your ship."

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Nine

      

      Of course I'll take the assignment, she thought as she hurried down the corridor toward her quarters. There had never been any question of that. This was the chance she had been waiting ten years for-a way back into deep space-and there was no way she could possibly turn it down.

      But Hyatt wasn't telling her the entire story. For some reason-probably something to do with retaining General Fund money-he was feeding her information only a little at a time. She did know that there was a sister ship, and that it hadn't been heard from in nearly a year. She assumed her assignment would be to rescue Tachyon, but she didn't know the mission's destination.

      She forced those thoughts down as she approached her quarters, and a sudden anxiety filled her mind. Someone waited in her rooms; her strange ability subtly told her as much.

      Stopping just beyond the spore-lock's sensor range, she listened intently for the sound of breathing or a muffled thump, but there was nothing quite so obvious. Only the vague mental hint that someone waited on the other side of the door.

      Could she trust that feeling? The last time she had been in danger-in the corridor outside the curio shop on Fleet Base-the ability had not worked for her. It had not warned her of the attack. Could it be working opposite now, telling her there was someone there when there was not?

      She had no choice; she had to act as if there was someone in her rooms. She knew she should turn around, go find a member of the Luna City police force. Yet, by the time she returned with help, her unseen assailant would surely be gone. Whoever was in her rooms could simply wait for another opportunity to catch her alone. If she went in now, at least she would know what to expect.

      Besides, she was certain she knew who it was: that all too seedy-looking civilian who had been watching her on the floater out from Fleet Base. And no matter how good he might be, she was certain she was better. This was something she should be able to handle.

      The spore-lock responded to her presence as she stepped within its sensor field, and the door irised open. She entered and stepped quickly to her left, out of the shaft of light stabbing into the room. Flattening herself against the wall beside the door, she scanned the narrow slice of room bathed in light before the door irised closed and the room fell into total darkness.

      The light should have fallen on the chair that had sat in the center of the room when she'd left for the briefing, but the chair was gone. Whoever waited for her had moved it from where the light would fall on it, and into the shadows. Even now he might be sitting there, holding a weapon on her.

      She doubted sufficient light had entered the room to spoil the other's dark- adapted vision. The light had not fallen on him directly, so in the dark his eyes had to be better off than her own. Her best chance lay in having the lights on; he would be partially blinded for at least a few seconds.

      But to get to the light switch she would have to step in front of the door, crossing into its sensing field. It would iris open and she would be silhouetted for an instant in the glare from the corridor before the apartment's lights came on. For that brief instant, she would be an easy target.

      Still, it was her only chance. Taking a deep breath, she held it, then tensed to spring.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Ten

      

      The lights flared on.

      "Hold it right there!" a voice barked, and instinctively Susan went into a defensive crouch. She squinted in the bright light, but could make out only a vague shape.

      Her eyes adapted quickly, and she began to see detail. The other wore dark glasses against the light. One beefy hand still covered the light switch, while the other held a formidable-looking blaster aimed at her.

      Muscles tensed as she again prepared to spring. She knew she didn't stand a chance, but she couldn't just stand there and let him burn her down. If she was going to die, she would do her best to take her attacker out with her.

      "I wouldn't try it," he said. "I don't want to hurt you, but I am prepared to defend myself."

      Something in what he said stopped her. "What do you mean, you don't want to hurt me? Isn't that why you're here-to kill me?"

      "No." The man shifted the weapon's barrel slightly to the right, off Susan. "I'm with Fleet-on a special security assignment."

      "How am I supposed to know that?"

      "I'm afraid you'll have to take my word for it. After all, I could have killed you the moment you stepped through that door, but I didn't."

      That was true enough. Susan relaxed her stance a bit. "Okay, I'll grant you might be with Fleet. But what are you doing in my rooms?"

      "I'm here to protect you, Captain."

      "I can take care of myself." Now that there might be someone, she found she didn't want the help. Especially the way he had accomplished it-breaking into her rooms.

      "Perhaps you can," the fat man said. "But I've been assigned to keep an eye on you, all the same."

      They were both silent for a few seconds. Finally, Susan asked, "What should I call you?"

      "Clayton. Alan Clayton."

      "Your real name?"

      "Of course not."

      Susan nodded.

      "I understand the man who attacked you back on Fleet Base was a belter," Clayton said as he tucked the blaster out of sight, into the folds of his soiled jumpsuit.

      "That's right. A member of the Society."

      "Why would a belter be after you?"

      Susan shrugged. "The line of work I'm in?"

      "That's possible. Or maybe it could have something to do with Aldebaran. He might have lost someone there." Clayton had done his homework.

      "It's possible," Susan said. "But how did he get into my quarters?"

      "A spore-lock scrambler was reported missing from the Base Security armory three days ago. I wouldn't be a bit surprised if both a Security uniform and a stun pistol are missing as well, although neither has been reported yet."

      "Is that how you got in here?"

      Clayton nodded. He pulled a chrome tube measuring six inches long and a quarter inch in diameter from a fold in his jumpsuit, then quickly replaced it.

      "Then you believe me?" Susan tried to keep the excitement out of her voice, without success.

      "I believe you were attacked. There's undeniable evidence for that."

      "What evidence?" Susan asked.

      "First, there's the stolen scrambler. And Base Security found traces of raglon oil on the bathroom floor." To all but those who had spent considerable time in the asteroid belts, raglon oil was a lethal poison. Certain trace elements found only in the asteroids not only neutralized its poison, but made it an extremely reliable sun- screen. Those who lived and worked in the belts assimilated the protective elements into their tissues.

      "But you don't believe my attacker disappeared into thin air."

      "I can't pass judgement on that."

      Neither spoke for several seconds. When the silence became unbearable, Susan said, "There's another one after me. He has already tried once."

      "Someone else tried to kill you? When?"

      She told him about the attempt made on her life as she left the curio shop back on Fleet Base, but said nothing about her assailant's sudden disappearance, or how the crowd had thinned. And she didn't mention the inexplicable time discrepancies, either; she knew he would not believe her. Without elaborating, she told him simply that her assailant had escaped.

      "Why didn't you report the attack to Base Security?" Clayton demanded.

      "I guess I just didn't have time in all the rush of packing." Even to Susan that sounded lame, but she could think of nothing else to say-nothing he might believe.

      Clayton stroked his beard and scowled from beneath bushy eyebrows. "Listen, Captain, you're going to have to start leveling with me if I'm to be of any help. You're saying an attempt was made on your life, and you failed to report it because you were too busy?"

      "Yes." Susan put as much authority as she could muster into that single word.

      "I don't believe it. In fact, I don't believe you could have let him escape in the first place. I know your background. I know what you're capable of. You would never have let someone who tried to kill you escape. Not twice-not even once. Either you would be dead, or your attacker would be. And if he did somehow manage to get away, you certainly would have reported it."

      What could she tell him? What would he believe? She could think of no fabrication that might work, so she told the truth. The whole truth.

      "That's an incredible story," Clayton said when she had finished.

      "I didn't think you'd believe me."

      "I didn't say I don't believe you. I simply said it's an incredible story. And you have to know it is. You don't want to change any of it, do you? Make it a bit easier to digest?"

      "I wish I could, but that's exactly the way it happened."

      "You checked your LIN/C, of course."

      "Of course."

      "And?"

      "It agrees with what I remember."

      Clayton shook his head. "Let me see that pendant."

      Susan went to the closet and removed the pendant from the small personal effects drawer located at its back. Then she returned to Clayton and held it up between them.

      "You haven't worn it since?" he asked.

      "No."

      "Maybe you'd better. It seems to have saved your life, although I'll be damned if I know how. And right now you need all the help you can get, whether you'll admit it or not."

      They were silent for a few seconds. Susan slipped the pendant out of sight, into a pouch at her waist. Finally, Clayton broke the silence.

      "I'll have your story checked. Someone else must have felt that change in atmospheric pressure, or noticed something out of the ordinary. Meanwhile, go about your business as if nothing has happened."

      "Something is happening. Someone is trying to kill me!"

      "I know." He stepped to the door and it irised open. "But getting excited about it won't help. Just go about your normal routine, and give them the chance they want. I'll be there to take them out when they make their move."

      "What if you don't get them?" Susan asked. "What if they get me first?"

      "I won't let that happen. Although you won't see me, I'll be near." Clayton hesitated, then asked, "By the way, what are you doing here in Luna City?"

      "I'm on loan to the Survey Service."

      "That much I already know. What's the assignment."

      Susan shook her head. "I can't tell you that."

      "Look, I'm going to find out anyway. And the sooner I know everything you know, the better I'm going to be able to protect you."

      "I'm sorry, but I have a job to do, too. And, like yours, it involves maintaining strict security. Besides, I really don't know anything yet myself."

      Clayton didn't answer for a long moment. When he finally did, he said simply, "I understand." He turned and stepped out into the corridor, then walked away without another word. The door irised closed behind him.

      Susan stood still, staring at the door. Clayton might be right, she may need all the help she could get. She didn't understand any of what was happening to her.

      And he might be right about the pendant, too.

      She took it from the pouch at her waist and examined it, holding it by its chain. It looked so dull, so cold, so totally lifeless. Could it have been somehow responsible for her attacker's disappearance outside the curio shop on Fleet Base?

      She didn't know. Still, like Clayton had said, if it had saved her life once, it might do so again. But only if she wore it.

      Putting the chain around her neck, she tucked the small lump of gray metal into her jumpsuit.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Eleven

      

      Bill Darcy arrived a few minutes before eighteen-thirty. A year younger than Susan, he stood six feet tall and sported light brown hair with hints of red and gray at the temples. The lower half of his face was hidden beneath a full growth of beard. He wore a light green casual jumpsuit.

      "You're looking good," Susan said as she let him in.

      "A bit grayer," he responded, "but I do feel good." He looked her up and down. She wore her own variation on the latest Earth-side female evening attire: a few strategically placed patches of silver lace and a complete iridescent body-paint job. The pendant hung between her breasts from its chain.

      "You haven't changed," Darcy said. "In fact, you actually look younger than the last time I saw you."

      "You always were a charmer." He smiled, and Susan gently squeezed his upper arm. "You don't think I might be exposing too much for Luna City, do you?"

      "Without a doubt, but I like it."

      "Then I won't change."

      His smile broadened and Susan reached out, stepping into his arms. They kissed warmly as the door irised closed.

      "What would you like for dinner?" he asked.

      "Italian."

      "That's what I like about you. You always know exactly what you want."

      "And I usually get it," Susan joked. "Right now, I can think of nothing I want more than to be with you."

      Darcy beamed. "There's a nice Italian restaurant a short walk from the theater. We'll have to hurry, though-the ballet begins at twenty hundred hours sharp."

      They left the apartment arm in arm. A few steps down the corridor, Susan asked, "How's your brother?"

      Darcy looked questioningly into Susan's eyes. "You know Sam is dead."

      She stopped, then turned to face the man. "No, I didn't know. When did it happen?"

      "Susan, you know Sam died five years ago, in that mining accident out in the asteroids. What's wrong with you?"

      "I don't know. Sam isn't Luna City's mayor?"

      Darcy shook his head in disbelief. "Like I said, he's dead. I've been mayor here for the past six years. But you know that."

      Then the From line of the script message had been right.

      But what of her memories? She remembered Sam Darcy as mayor of Luna City, and Bill as a councilman. She remembered Sam alive and married; three years ago she had visited him and his wife here in Luna City. And only a couple weeks ago she'd watched him deliver a speech on a holo-vid broadcast beamed Earth-side.

      Yet Bill had just said his brother died five years ago. Why would he lie?

      The answer was obvious-he wouldn't.

      There was the same feeling to this there had been during that incident in the corridor outside the curio shop. The same uneasiness filled Susan's thoughts now as had then. She would have to check her memories against those stored in her LIN/C, but she was certain they would match.

      "Maybe we'd better not go out tonight," Darcy said, scattering her thoughts. "You should get some sleep."

      "I'll be fine. I want to be with you."

      "You're sure?"

      "Positive. We haven't seen each other in such a long time."

      Darcy nodded, and they continued down the corridor, Susan leaning on his arm a bit more than necessary. She felt suddenly weak and vulnerable.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Less than fifteen minutes later, they sat talking quietly in a booth at the back of the restaurant, becoming re-acquainted. Most of what Susan told Darcy about her life since they had last met she fabricated on the spot.

      When the waiter arrived to take their order, Darcy asked for a good vintage Earth wine. The waiter told him he could no longer serve wines imported from Earth.

      "But I was in here only last week, and I was served an Earth wine." To Susan, he said, "As Luna City's mayor, I shouldn't admit this, but it is much better than the wines produced here on Luna."

      "I agree, Mr. Mayor," the waiter said, "but we can no longer get it. The ban on Earth wines came down from D. I. only three days ago."

      Darcy frowned. "Very well," he said, but Susan could tell from the tone of his voice that it was not very well. "Bring a bottle of your best Luna City red."

      The waiter nodded and left.

      "What was that all about?" Susan asked.

      "Hyatt's pushing for independence again."

      "Can he do it this time?"

      Darcy shrugged. "He has more of a following than he did last year at this time, thanks to completion of the solar power satellite. It makes us more self-sufficient than ever before."

      Again something jarred in Susan's mind. The solar power satellite had been destroyed three months ago, yet Darcy acted as if that destruction had never occurred.

      She said nothing. If he couldn't believe she remembered his brother alive and well only three weeks ago, he would never believe what she remembered about the satellite.

      "This D. I. the waiter mentioned," she finally asked, "what is it?"

      "Department of Insularity," Darcy said. "Hyatt possessed enough influence in Luna City politics last year to maneuver me into forming it. It's why you haven't seen any holo-phones here in Luna City. We stopped using them six months ago. Not only are they manufactured Earth-side, but they consume copious amounts of energy that can be better used to further our push for self-sufficiency. At any rate, that's the theory."

      Susan had thought the lack of holo-phones was due to the power satellite's destruction. "There seems to be quite a bit going on here of which I wasn't aware," she said.

      "Communications beamed Earth-side have been censored for the past six months. Right now, we still need General Fund money to keep going. And if nothing comes of all this-" He shrugged.

      The waiter returned with the wine, and their conversation fell into a more casual track. The meal was good, and the companionship even better.

      Still, Susan's mind mulled over what she had just learned. The solar power satellite had not been destroyed, as she remembered. And Hyatt's group was closer to independence than anyone on Earth might suspect.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      She relaxed some at the ballet, for the first time in two days. It was just what she needed. She knew she was taking a chance being out-the latest attacker had proved he would strike in a crowd-but she would probably be no more safe in her quarters; the first assailant back on Fleet Base had used a spore-lock scrambler to get into her rooms.

      And somewhere out in the crowd, unseen, Clayton watched.

      She pushed those thoughts from her mind and sat back to enjoy the performance. She hadn't seen a low gravity ballet in almost ten years, and she had nearly forgotten just how much fun it could be. The dancers were considerably more acrobatic than their Earth-side counterparts, able to do things in Luna's one- sixth standard gravity only dreamed of by those on Earth.

      But by the final curtain fear was again gnawing at the back of her mind. There was an assassin out there in the crowd, perhaps more than one, waiting for a chance to kill her. She was making it too easy by taking this night out; there was simply no way she could control the environment sufficiently. At least in her apartment she could exercise some control, and she trusted her own abilities far more than she did Clayton's.

      Besides, with these two new bits of knowledge-that Sam Darcy was dead, and that the solar power satellite still hung in Clarke orbit above Luna City-she had enough to think about.

      She had Darcy take her back to her quarters immediately following the performance.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Twelve

      

      "I had a wonderful evening," she said as they approached the door to her quarters.

      Darcy smiled. "Are you feeling better?"

      "I'm fine," she lied.

      He nodded. "I'll call tomorrow. Maybe we can have lunch."

      "That does sound good." Susan turned to the door and it irised open. A Fleet uniform lay on the floor, caught in the light slicing into the dark room. Everything had been in order when she left with Darcy, all her clothing unpacked and hanging neatly in the closet.

      She stepped away from the door and it irised closed.

      "What's wrong?" Darcy asked. He took Susan by the shoulders and turned her toward him. "What is it?"

      "Someone's been in my rooms?"

      "Are you sure?"

      "Yes," she said, then realized that her strange ability had not warned her.

      They were silent for a few seconds. Finally, Darcy said, "We'll go in together. You know the room's layout-what side is the light switch on?"

      "Left."

      "When we enter, step to the left. Flatten yourself against the wall just out of the door's sensor range. I'll go to the right. Find the light switch. When the door closes, wait a few seconds, then turn the light on."

      Susan nodded, took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. She would do her best to let him take charge; she had to maintain her cover. Besides, his plan was sound.

      Turning from him, she stepped to the door. It irised open again, and she went in quickly and stepped to the left, flattening herself against the wall. Darcy entered immediately behind her and disappeared to the right.

      The uniform lay two feet ahead and to her right. It looked like a handless, headless body laying face down on the carpet. Darkness cut it off just below the knees. Then the door closed and the room went dark.

      Cautiously, Susan worked her way along the wall to the light switch. She reached out, felt it with the sensitive tips of her prosthetic fingers. After waiting a few seconds, she threw the switch.

      The light came on, and she gasped. The closet stood open and empty, her clothing strewn everywhere. All the furniture was overturned. The bed's mattress had been slashed repeatedly, its stuffing scattered about the room. Even the contents of the small bathroom had been dragged out and dumped in the middle of the bedroom floor.

      "What the hell happened here?" Darcy asked from the other side of the door.

      Susan put a finger to her lips, then pointed to the bathroom. Although her ability had not warned her, whoever had ransacked the apartment might still be present. Darcy nodded and advanced cautiously toward the darkened room.

      He disappeared into the bathroom, and a few seconds later its light came on. "No one," he said, re-entering the bedroom.

      Stepping up to Susan, he took her by the shoulders and held her at arms length. "Now," he said, his voice suddenly stern, "tell me what's going on."

      "If I told you, you wouldn't believe me," Susan said. "Besides, I can't."

      Darcy frowned. "What do you mean, you can't? What are you involved in, Susan?"

      She wanted to tell him. She wanted to sob against his chest, blubbering her entire story while he stroked her hair. But she couldn't. If she told him what was happening, that might somehow jeopardize her assignment. It might be cancelled, and she could not allow that for any reason; this was probably her last chance to get back into deep space. And she couldn't let anything stand in the way of that.

      Besides, she wasn't entirely sure she could trust him. And even if he wasn't involved in this, whoever was after her could use him against her.

      She shook her head. "I just can't," she repeated.

      "If that's the way you want it…"

      "That's the way it has to be."

      Darcy nodded. "One thing is certain: you can't stay here tonight. They- whoever they are-might return."

      "Someone is expecting to contact me here."

      "You can leave a message. You're coming home with me tonight, where security is considerably tighter."

      "But-"

      "No buts. Make your call, and we'll leave. And don't tell them where you'll be. Just give them this number." He spoke five digits. "It's unlisted and private."

      He was right. She would be much safer with him tonight. And she didn't want to be alone.

      She took a step back, out of his grasp, then looked around the room. They had trashed her quarters thoroughly.

      Why? What were they looking for?

      The pendant.

      She fingered the lump of dull gray metal hanging from its chain around her neck. It had to be the pendant. It had saved her once.

      But that didn't make sense. The first attack, in her rooms back on Fleet Base, had occurred before she had possessed the pendant. Yet, why else would her rooms here in Luna City be searched?

      The pendant was part of it. Although it probably wasn't the only cause for what had been happening to her, it might explain some of it.

      But why were they after her in the first place? Why did they want her dead?

      Perhaps it was her assignment with Survey Service. Those behind Hyatt's impostor would want her out of the way if they thought she might be sent after him.

      And then there was Aldebaran.

      She stepped around a pile of clothing, went to the phone and placed a call to the Survey Service duty desk. She kept visual off so they would see neither Darcy nor the condition of the room. They would think she was merely undressed.

      She could do nothing to let Clayton know.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Two extremely capable-looking young men in Luna City police uniforms stood guard outside the entrance to the mayor's apartment. The quarters were large and luxurious, but still without the more expensive wood furnishings.

      Susan slept in a guest room, on a huge round bed, beneath an old-fashioned feather comforter, alone. Under ordinary circumstances she and Darcy would have slept together, but Susan was too confused for that now. Too much had happened during the past few days, too much for which she had absolutely no explanation. Darcy understood, and respected her privacy.

      Before she went to bed she checked her LIN/C. According to its memory circuits, Sam Darcy was dead. Yet she remembered him being alive only a few weeks ago, when she had watched him give a holo-vid address beamed to Earth from Luna City-a speech condemning lunar independence. Obviously at that time there had been no censoring of news from Luna City. At least, as she remembered it. But her LIN/C had not recorded a holo-vid broadcast originating from Luna City in quite some time.

      She checked, as well, what information her LIN/C contained concerning the solar power satellite. Its memory contained no reference to the satellite's destruction. In her own memory, however, the satellite had been destroyed three months ago.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Thirteen

      

      The nightmare came, as it had nearly every sleep period for the past ten years, sharp and clear, as if played directly into her mind through her LIN/C.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Heat. The stifling rage of fire in a confined space. Smoke. And the choking fumes of burning insulation.

      She approached the air-tight door to Engineering Department's crew's quarters and brought the back of her hand to within a few inches of its polished metal surface. It radiated sufficient heat to instantly blister her flesh.

      Searching by feel, she groped for the dogging wrench she knew should be in its rack beside the door. Twice her hand came off the bulkhead minus skin before she found it. She put it to one of the dogs and strained. The dog moved grudgingly, but finally gave.

      Another dog…Another…Six in all. All tight due to metal expanding in the tremendous heat.

      Finally, after what seemed a lifetime, they were all loose. Using the dogging wrench, she pushed the door inward.

      Flames leaped out at her, singeing her hair and blistering the flesh on her face and the backs of her hands. Through the wall of fire she saw others, men and women, rushing toward the open hatch, then forced back by the heat and flames.

      They were members of her crew. And they were trapped in there.

      Movement to her right, beyond the wall of flames in a dark corner of the compartment, caught her attention. She turned toward the movement.

      Then nothing…

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Susan woke in the middle of the night, screaming, the charred and twisted bodies of nearly three hundred dead hanging before her eyes. The nightmare had been particularly bad this time. And, as always, it had been incomplete.

      Had she jumped through that wall of flame in an attempt to save those others? That was the scenario which had emerged during her court-martial, but she could not be sure. She simply couldn't remember. For all she knew, she might have turned and ran. The last thing she remembered was turning toward sudden movement in a corner of the compartment. Then nothing.

      And she couldn't use her LIN/C to verify the occurrence. For some reason, the device had not recorded any events her conscious mind had not registered. The technicians couldn't explain it, but there was simply no record.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Fourteen

      

      She spent most of the following two days in Darcy's apartment, studying the chips Karl had supplied, familiarizing herself with the LIN/C reports of four of the best operatives the Survey Service had ever produced. In spite of their impressive abilities, they had not succeeded in apprehending Hyatt's impostor, and all four had died.

      Several hours both days were spent leaning on the catwalk railing overlooking hangar four, gazing down at the small spacecraft huddled in one corner under brilliant overhead lights. The technicians no longer crawled over its outer hull. Now, the hatch stood open and an occasional white-clad tech entered, laden with instruments, only to emerge empty handed minutes or even hours later.

      As she watched, she had to continually remind herself that the ship was being readied for her. After ten years, she would again pilot a ship. That ship was not a massive Fleet cruiser, or even a destroyer, but it was hers, and it would again take her beyond Luna's orbit.

      Late the second day, she received a call from Clayton. "You're hard to reach," he said as his image materialized on the flat screen in front of her. Behind him she recognized the wall of a pay phone booth.

      "There's good reason." She told him about her ransacked apartment.

      "Then they were searching for something," he said.

      "So it appears. I think it might be the pendant."

      Clayton nodded. "I have to talk to you. Meet me in your quarters in half an hour." He clicked off without another word.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Fifteen

      

      Clayton sat in the jumbled chaos of Susan's apartment as she entered, his huge frame nearly overflowing the room's only chair. But he no longer looked sloppy-fat, simply large. And he no longer wore the soiled and tattered jumpsuit she had last seen him in. Instead, he was dressed in the powder blue of the Survey Service, silver captain's stripes sewn on his sleeves. The beard, too, was gone.

      "This is quite a mess," he said, looking around the trashed room. "I can see why you moved."

      Susan almost smiled, but stopped herself. She went to the bunk and sat on its edge. "You've been on the Survey Service compound. What did you learn?"

      "It was difficult, but I gained access to Survey's computer. I now have Hyatt's personal access code. And I know your assignment-the mission out to the Crab Nebula."

      The Crab Nebula! Susan thought. So that's where she would be going. But it was also where the proprietor of the curio shop back on Fleet Base had said the pendant had originated. Could it be a coincidence? She doubted it.

      At any rate, it seemed Clayton was unaware she did not know what her assignment would entail. Should she admit her ignorance to him? Should she tell him Hyatt was giving her information only a little at a time?

      No. It was probably best he did not know how little she knew.

      "Is that how you got Darcy's unlisted number," she asked, "from the Survey Service computer?"

      "That's right."

      "Are you going to try to stop my mission?"

      "I hope that won't become necessary. But I will if I have to."

      "I understand. But you must know how important this assignment is to me."

      Clayton nodded. "When are you scheduled to leave?"

      She would have to admit her ignorance on this point. "I don't know yet," she said. "If it wasn't in Survey's computer-"

      "Maybe Hyatt hasn't decided yet," Clayton finished for her. "When will you be ready to leave?"

      "That's hard to say. Hyatt's techs aren't finished with the ship yet, and he won't let me onboard until they are."

      "You'll be on your own then, you know. I can no longer protect you after you leave Luna."

      "You won't be out there with me?" Susan joked.

      "We tried to get someone on your crew, but the ship's a single-seater."

      "You're serious. You really think I'll still be in danger after I leave Luna-alone in deep space."

      Clayton nodded. "Think about it. Whoever is after you is determined. They've already tried twice, and did this." He motioned around the cluttered room with a sweep of his arm. "Is there any reason to think they'll quit now?"

      "No, I guess not."

      "Who recommended you for this assignment?" Clayton asked.

      "Admiral Renford."

      He was silent for a few seconds. Finally he said, "We've uncovered evidence that points to the Admiral as being behind these attempts on your life."

      Susan remained silent for a few seconds, her mind numbed with the shock of what she had just heard. Finally she said, "You can't seriously think Admiral Renford is behind this. You can't think he's trying to kill me."

      Clayton shrugged.

      Standing, Susan paced before the bunk. Again she thought about telling him how little she knew about her assignment, and again decided against it. The less he knew about her ignorance, the better.

      After a few seconds, she turned to Clayton and asked, "Have you learned anything about my first two attackers?"

      "Nothing about the one you say attacked you outside the curio shop. We couldn't even find anyone who experienced that sudden change in atmospheric pressure you described."

      It had been a mistake to tell him about that one, she thought. She should have followed her instincts, telling him only what she knew he could accept.

      "What about the one who got into my quarters on Fleet Base?" Clayton had at least acknowledged the existence of that attacker.

      "There we've made some progress." He struggled out of the chair and stepped to the phone, then took a memory chip from his breast pocket and placed it in the appropriate slot at eye level below the screen. "Activate display," he said.

      Instantly the flat image of a short man looking off to his left appeared on the screen. Instead of the black Base Security uniform Susan had last seen him in, he wore a civilian jumpsuit of gleaming white. His skin was tanned nearly black, and the livid scar stood out on the left sided of his face.

      "Is that him?" Clayton asked.

      Susan nodded. "Who is he?"

      "Just as you thought, he's a belter. Fourth generation. Name's Haxton-Raul Haxton."

      "Any ties to Aldebaran?"

      "None that we could uncover, but he's been in and out of trouble most of his life."

      "You think he was paid to come after me?"

      "I would say so, yes."

      Susan didn't say anything for a few seconds. Finally she asked, "You don't have him yet?"

      Clayton shook his head. "That's the strange part. According to our people on Ceres, Haxton is in prison there, serving a thirty year term for attempted murder. They say he's been in prison for the better part of a year."

      "But I saw him only three days ago, here on Luna. He tried to kill me."

      Clayton remained silent. Susan couldn't read the large man's expression.

      "Where did you get that chip?" she asked.

      "The image was recorded less than two weeks ago, as Haxton got off a ship here in Luna City from Ceres Colony."

      "Then you're saying he's in two places at once?"

      "I'm saying no such thing; I'm merely repeating what I've been told."

      Susan nodded. He didn't believe it, just as he refused to believe her when she told him her attacker had disappeared. But she couldn't blame him for that. She wasn't sure she believed any of it herself.

      "Anyway," Clayton continued, "he fits the description of a man observed stealing a Base Security uniform a bit more than a week ago." He stepped to the phone and pulled the memory chip. The image disappeared.

      Susan felt a few seconds of uneasiness. What was this all about? How could this Haxton fellow be in jail on Ceres, and here on Luna at the same time? It made as much sense as…

      As any of this had made so far.

      Clayton went to the door and it irised open. For an instant Susan thought she should tell him what had happened with Bill Darcy, about her not remembering him as mayor of Luna City and her remembering the destruction of the solar power satellite. Then she decided against it. How could she possibly convince him that the satellite that gave power to the city he was now in did not exist in her memories, and that the man who was that same city's mayor should not be? She had no proof. And, strange as it seemed, her LIN/C's memory did not agree with her own.

      "How can I get in touch with you?" she asked instead, stepping over the clutter to follow him to the door.

      "You can't," he answered, without turning. "I'll be in touch with you." He stepped out into the corridor, and the door irised closed behind him.

      Susan stood unmoving, just outside the door's sensing field, her mind and body paralyzed with shock. Clayton had hit her with too much all at once. The identity of the dark man and the fact that he seemed to exist in two places. Her assignment's destination. But the most shattering item had been his statement that Admiral Renford might be behind the attempts on her life. That was something she simply could not believe.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      That night, in the guest room in Darcy's apartment, only three hours into her fitful sleep, the phone awakened her from the nightmare. It was Fredrik Hyatt.

      "Meet me in hangar four," he said, then clicked off.

      His technicians were finished with the ship!

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Sixteen

      

      Hyatt waved Susan through the ship's outer hatch. She stepped into the airlock. The inner hatch stood open and she continued through, onto the small bridge. Hyatt followed.

      Walls, ceiling, floor-everything was painted a light blue, and there were no sharp angles or edges. An acceleration web hung before a conspicuously bare control panel. There was no view screen, and none of the myriad push-buttons and slide-bars Susan was accustomed to seeing on the bridges of Fleet ships. Gone, too, were the indicators and status lights that traditionally displayed ship's functions.

      "This is it?" she asked, unable to hide her disappointment.

      "You don't seem to understand, Captain. Photon is different than any ship you have ever been aboard."

      "I can see that. How am I supposed to pilot it?"

      "Through your LIN/C."

      "What?"

      Again he used the feminine pronoun: "You will control her through your LIN/C." He stepped past Susan to indicate a narrow slot cut into the panel before the acceleration web. "You will insert your LIN/C here, and instantly you'll be tied into Photon's main computer."

      "You're serious, aren't you?"

      Hyatt nodded. "While tied into the computer, for all intents and purposes, you are Photon. And you can forget everything you thought you knew about astrogation, insertion points, and tensor math. If you know your destination, Photon's computer will see to it you get there-without prior acquisition of an insertion point."

      Susan couldn't believe what she was hearing. Although travel through hyperspace was nearly instantaneous, it was necessary for a ship to travel to a specific insertion point in normal space in order to arrive at a desired destination at the other end. That journey through normal space to the hyperspace insertion point was what consumed so much time in hyperspace travel. If the point of entry into hyperspace was not calculated precisely, a ship could not achieve its desired exit point. It might re-enter normal space anywhere-even within the heart of a star.

      "You're saying I won't have to figure for insertion?"

      "That's precisely what I am saying. With Photon, you may enter hyperspace at any point to achieve any desired destination. Photon actually maneuvers while in hyperspace!"

      "That's impossible."

      "It was until now. With this ship we are opening up an entirely new era. Finally, Man's dream of an interstellar empire might actually be within his grasp!"

      Susan was silent for a few seconds; she didn't know what to say. Hyatt's attempt at Lunar independence was only the first step in what she now saw as a far grander bid for power.

      But that wasn't her problem. Right now, her sole concern was the ship, and what it would take for her to pilot it.

      "Is my LIN/C compatible with the ship's computer?" she asked.

      "It will be made so before you leave Luna. It requires only a minor adjustment to the standard Fleet LIN/C."

      "When will I leave?"

      "In three days."

      "Three days! But that can't possibly allow sufficient time for me to become familiar with this ship. I've never before piloted anything like it."

      "The time will be more than sufficient, Captain, I assure you. Familiarization is little more than a formality; Photon does it all. But what little familiarization you will need must wait until tomorrow. I want my technicians present for your initial interfacing with the ship's computer, and they must make the necessary adjustments to your LIN/C." He held out his hand, palm up.

      Susan took the card from its pouch at her waist and handed it to Hyatt. The Survey Service Director slipped it into his breast pocket.

      "Have you located your double yet?" she asked.

      "Not yet. It has been determined that is no longer necessary."

      Susan was silent for a few seconds. Finally, she asked, "Is this ship armed?"

      Hyatt nodded. "Three laser phase-cannons. They're tied into the computer, and you'll control them through your LIN/C, just as you will all her systems."

      "Isn't the inclusion of weaponry a bit unusual for a Survey Service ship?"

      "She is an extremely unique ship, Captain, and that uniqueness must be guarded against falling into the wrong hands."

      Susan nodded. "What about propulsion?"

      "For normal space, an anti-matter engine. And we have completely modified a Grace/Hannover drive for hyperspace. Those modifications allow us, among other things, the ability to maneuver while in hyperspace using the anti-matter engine."

      "I'm still having trouble with that."

      "Believe me, Captain, Photon is capable of doing precisely that." He paused, then said, "Let's take a look at the rest of the ship, shall we?" and stepped past her, into the short corridor to his left.

      "Cold storage and labs on the deck below this one," he said without turning around, "and large equipment stowage below that. We won't bother with either for now."

      The bulkheads on both sides of the corridor were lined with small access hatches. He rapped one with a knuckle on his way by. "For life-support systems repair. But I don't expect that sort of trouble; all her systems have been checked, and every possible bug has been worked out."

      "Still, it's good to know I'll be able to make repairs if I have to," Susan said. Hyatt didn't respond, but turned around and stepped past her, heading back to the bridge. Beyond where he had been standing Susan saw a small kitchen and a latrine, and that was all.

      Something wasn't right; something was missing.

      Then, suddenly, she knew what it was. She hadn't seen the bulky cold-sleep coffin that was standard equipment on every ship she had ever served aboard-in fact, on every ship she had ever heard of. She asked him where it was.

      "Cold-sleep won't be necessary onboard Photon. Remember, you will spend relatively little time in normal space."

      But those coffins were designed for more than making the usually long periods of time in normal space bearable. "You mean, I will actually experience hyperspace?"

      No ship's crew had braved hyperspace in more than a hundred years; each had gone into cold-sleep prior to entering hyperspace, trusting ship's functions to the computers. Too many crews had either come back hopelessly insane, or never returned from their missions at all in the first few pioneering years of hyperspace travel. The strange elements that made up that other existence seemed to be totally incompatible with the proper functioning of the human mind.

      "That is not entirely correct," Hyatt said. "You will not experience hyperspace directly, but you won't enter cold-sleep, either. Unlike any ship before her, Photon has been completely shielded against the effects of hyperspace."

      Again Susan fell silent for several seconds. The answer to the hyperspace problem had eluded man for more than a hundred years. Had the Survey Service finally solved it?

      "What is this shielding?" she asked.

      "Sixteen small yet highly efficient force field generators form an unbroken shell around Photon's outer hull. They will hold out any form of radiation, wave, or force."

      "You said small."

      "Don't worry, Captain, they will be more than adequate. That I can promise you."

      "How extensively has this shielding been tested?"

      "I'm afraid it has not been tested."

      "It hasn't been tested?"

      Hyatt shook his head. "Your mission will be Photon's maiden voyage, Captain."

      Susan couldn't believe what she was hearing. This ship had not undergone a shakedown cruise. She certainly hoped the shielding worked-her life would depend on it. If the shielding failed for even an instant while she was in hyperspace, and she became exposed to its raw elements…

      She forced that thought down. "You said there's a sister ship. Where is it now?"

      "The last message we received from Tachyon was broadcast as she approached the system at the heart of the Crab Nebula. Captain Larry Spearman, the ship's pilot, reported everything was in order. That was nearly a year ago."

      Susan's breath caught in her lungs as she remembered what Clayton had told her about her assignment. "And you want me to follow Tachyon out to the Crab Nebula." It was a statement rather than a question.

      "Correct."

      She remained silent for a few seconds. That explained why Hyatt had wanted a Fleet pilot; he had already lost one of his own.

      "It all comes down to money, doesn't it?" She couldn't keep the venom from her voice.

      "That is correct."

      Susan sniffed, not bothering to hide her contempt. She felt anger building within her. First, the lack of a cold-sleep coffin, then the realization that the ship had not been properly tested. Now she finds her mission is to follow a Survey Service ship into the unknown-a ship that has been missing for nearly a year. And Hyatt had waited until now to tell her.

      "Damnit!" she said, putting as much thunder into her voice as she possibly could, "Why couldn't you tell me all this before?"

      Hyatt's face went beet red and contorted with rage. "Listen, Captain, if you can't live with the way I do things, I'll find a ship's pilot who can!"

      "But-"

      Hyatt held up a hand to stop her. "That's it."

      Susan wanted to tell him what he could do with his assignment, but she couldn't. This was her first chance in ten years to get back into deep space-very likely her final chance-and she could do nothing to jeopardize it.

      She nodded. "I can live with it," she said, keeping her voice calm and level with an effort. She only hoped that, in fact, she could.

      Hyatt turned and started back down the short corridor, toward the bridge, and Susan followed. "One more thing," he said without turning around.

      "What is it?" she asked, her voice sounding flat. Anything else would be anti- climactic.

      "Commander Alterman will accompany you on this mission."

      Susan stopped as a sudden numbness filled her mind. Karl would be going with her! His life would again be in danger, and she would again be responsible for it, just like ten years ago in Aldebaran system.

      Again she saw the strange apparition that had appeared in the briefing room- the image of Karl charred nearly beyond recognition. Had her ability to detect danger in the immediate future somehow been responsible for that?

      "This is a single person ship," Susan said. "There is no room for him."

      "Of course, it will be tight, but you can manage."

      "But he's Survey Service."

      "He will be going with you none-the-less. I want him onboard as my representative, and he will double as ship's physician."

      "No!" Susan said, before she could stop herself. "I won't have him aboard this ship!"

      Hyatt stopped and turned toward her in the cramped corridor. "This is not negotiable, Captain," he said.

      And Susan suddenly knew nothing she could say would dissuade him.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Seventeen

      

      By the time she returned to Darcy's quarters, undressed, and slipped beneath the comforter, her wrist chronometer read 0407. She set its alarm for 0700, then lay on her back in the dark, unable to sleep, staring up at the invisible ceiling as if she could make out something there that would answer all her questions. She had come up against too much in the past hour and a half, facts and concepts she had not been able to absorb at the time. Now they bubbled up in her mind, jostling for prominence.

      Foremost among them was the thought that Karl would accompany her on her mission to the Crab Nebula. He would join her on an assignment in search of a lost Survey ship, a ship that had been missing for nearly a full year.

      She didn't want Karl along, but there was absolutely nothing she could do about it. Hyatt had made it clear that if she wished to pilot his ship, it would be on his terms. It was either take Karl along, or not go herself. And that was no choice at all.

      Again she would be responsible for his life. And again she thought of that strange vision.

      It always came down to being responsible for the lives of others. And if it happened again as it had in Aldebaran system…

      A shiver rattled up her spine and she pulled the comforter snugly around her neck. There was nothing she could do about any of it. She could chase the questions around in her mind all night, and by morning be no nearer a solution than she was now. She needed sleep-in only a few hours she would have to be alert, ready to absorb what little ship's familiarization Hyatt would permit.

      Closing her eyes, she pushed the thoughts from her mind and forced her breathing into a regular pattern, then concentrated on relaxing her tense muscles.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Again the nightmare came, the dream/memories knifing into her sleeping thoughts. She was again in Aldebaran system, onboard the Fleet cruiser Defiant, and Karl's body worked gently against her own as she held him in her arms…

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Eighteen

      

      "Incoming call for Captain Susan Tanner," said the phone's soft monotone.

      Susan woke with a start, her body bathed in perspiration. Although she was not cold, she trembled uncontrollably beneath the comforter.

      "Incoming call for Captain Susan Tanner."

      She stood and went to the phone. Slapping at both the signal off and audio only buttons, she stepped into the lens cluster's field.

      "Who is it?" she asked, glancing at her wrist chronometer glowing in the dark. It read 0532.

      "Put this on secure." She recognized Hyatt's voice and instantly came awake, then pressed the appropriate button glowing on the wall.

      "I'm on secure. What is it?"

      "Something has happened. We will lift in less than two hours."

      Susan shook her head to clear it. There was something wrong with what Hyatt had just said. We. And there was something else…

      "What about the familiarization session you promised?"

      "It won't be necessary. Besides, there is no longer time for that."

      "Why? What happened?"

      Hyatt hesitated an instant, then said, "I've just talked to Commander Alterman. We are in agreement that I should leave Luna at once, under both yours and his protection. My impostor has been spotted on Luna within the hour, and Alterman believes the attempts on your life are somehow connected to him."

      "You told Karl about the attacks?" Then it struck her-Hyatt should know about only one attack. He shouldn't know about the one in the exchange area.

      "I had to. There has been another attempt on your life within the past hour."

      "What are you talking about?"

      "The technician who was working on your LIN/C has been murdered."

      Sudden fear filled Susan's thoughts. That's what he had meant. They had tried to trace her through her LIN/C. "When did it happen?"

      "Her body was found less than half an hour ago. But we don't have time for this. We must get off Luna-now."

      Perhaps Karl was right. Maybe the attacks did have something to do with Hyatt's impostor.

      "As we speak, Photon is being moved to my private launch site," Hyatt continued. "Report to my office immediately, and you will be escorted out to her." He clicked off.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Susan stood in the dark for several seconds, unmoving before the phone's lens cluster, her mind numb with shock. Karl finally knew about the attempts on her life.

      But the fact that they had tried to trace her through her LIN/C meant access to the Fleet computer on a top security level. And that could only mean someone high up in Fleet.

      Someone like an admiral?

      She forced her legs to move. Going to the far side of the room, she slapped at the light switch beside the door, then blinked for several seconds in the sudden glare. She shuffled to the closet and took out a uniform jumpsuit and boots, and began to dress.

      One thing was certain: Renford hadn't killed that technician himself. He would have known it wasn't Susan. It had been someone who didn't know her, someone who'd never before seen her.

      But that certainly didn't rule out Renford as the one behind those attacks.

      She tucked the pendant into her jumpsuit, then fastened the uniform up the front. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she slipped into her boots.

      What about Clayton? Should she let him know she was leaving Luna earlier than either of them had anticipated?

      No. Even if she wanted to tell him, she didn't know how to reach him. And she did not want to tell him, anyway. If he knew about the technician's death, he might somehow delay her departure. He would find out soon enough what was happening-hopefully too late to do anything about it.

      And should she tell Bill Darcy? Darcy had been good to her. He had given her help when she needed it, and had let her keep her secrets. She owed him the truth now, and the knowledge that she was leaving Luna. She didn't want him to worry.

      But there wasn't time. She fastened her boots and stood, then went to the door.

      "Incoming call for Captain Susan Tanner," the phone began again.

      For an instant she considered ignoring it. If it was Clayton, that one call could end her chance to pilot Photon into deep space.

      But it could just as easily be Darcy. Or even Karl…

      "Incoming call for-" She stepped into the sensing field and the phone's drone ceased. Hyatt's image appeared on the screen.

      "Meet me at the mining camp," he said without preamble. "I have someone waiting for you outside Darcy's quarters to escort you there."

      "You're there now?"

      "I will be by the time you arrive."

      "What about Photon?"

      He hesitated a beat, then said, "It will be there when we return. Right now, I want you to meet me in the mining camp's living quarters." He clicked off.

      Susan's thoughts were suddenly filled with apprehension. Something wasn't right, but she couldn't pin it down.

      Still, Hyatt was in charge. And he was in contact with Karl.

      She turned and went to the door. It irised open and she stepped out into the corridor.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Nineteen

      

      A young lieutenant dressed in the green uniform of the Luna City Police Force waited outside the door. One hand rested on the butt of a blaster holstered at his hip.

      "Follow me, please," he said, then turned and started down the corridor. Susan struggled to keep up with his practiced stride.

      "Why am I meeting Hyatt at the mining camp?" she asked after a few seconds of silence.

      The lieutenant did not look at her, and his pace did not slow. "I'm sorry, Captain, I'm afraid I don't know anything about this. My orders are to escort you to the Survey Service compound, and turn you over to a Service officer there."

      Susan nodded.

      They showed identification and were spore-scanned as they entered the compound. There, a Survey Service lieutenant took over escort duties with a crisp salute. She, too, wore a blaster.

      Only a few years Susan's junior, the woman was short and heavy bodied-not fat, but of sturdy build. Her pace was faster than the police lieutenant's had been, and she silently refused to slacken it. She waited at each bend in the corridor, tapping her foot impatiently, then hurrying on ahead, only to turn and wait again at the next bend.

      Susan tried to talk to her several times, but she refused to respond. She was taking her task entirely too seriously-she had obviously been instructed to hurry and to maintain strict security, and she was certainly doing both.

      Soon they were in an area of the compound Susan had never before seen. There were fewer doors along this section of corridor than there had been in any area she had previously visited. Those doors that did exist bore small metal plates with inscriptions like HIGH-STRESS LAB, METALLOGRAPHY LAB, and COMPUTER SCIENCE LAB. All the signs warned against unauthorized entry, and armed guards stood at every turn in the corridor.

      At last Susan's escort stopped before a door marked: FREDRIK HYATT, DIRECTOR, SURVEY SERVICE. The lieutenant showed her identification to the guard standing beside the door, and Susan did the same. The guard nodded them through.

      A middle-aged Survey Service sergeant sat behind a gray painted metal desk in the anteroom. He did not bother to look up from his work as the lieutenant marched to a door on the far side of the room. Susan followed a bit more slowly. The door irised open and they stepped through.

      The first thing to strike her was the room's starkness. This was Hyatt's office. It belonged to the man in charge of the entire Survey Service. Susan had been expecting plush carpets the same powder blue as a Survey uniform, and at least here a real wood desk. Some hint of the luxury to which his position entitled him.

      What she saw was floor tile the dirty gray characteristic of that manufactured from lunar rock, and a medium-sized metal desk-also gray in color-occupying the center of the room. A straight-backed conventional chair sat behind the desk. Set in the rough rock wall behind both were several non-holographic, two-dimensional- display monitor screens. The office was the model for Hyatt's austerity and self- sufficiency program.

      Susan's escort allowed her no time for closer inspection. "Let's hurry along, Captain," she snapped, and Susan followed her to the door to the right of the monitor screens.

      Beyond was Hyatt's bedroom. It, too, was stark and nearly bare, containing an uncomfortable-looking conventional bunk, a small bathroom, and a closet. The room's only obvious concession to technology was a vid-phone in one corner.

      The lieutenant went to the closet on the far side of the room and opened the door. She pushed aside a few uniform jumpsuits hanging there, then stepped behind them. Over the lieutenant's shoulder Susan saw a heavy door built into the back wall-an airlock.

      What was an airlock doing at the back of Hyatt's clothes closet? It made no sense. Unless, of course, it was meant to be used for escape.

      The lieutenant mumbled a few unintelligible syllables, and the airlock irised open. She stepped through, and Susan followed. The door closed behind them.

      The room was small. A low bench ran along one wall, and there was another door at the opposite end. That door, too, was of heavy metal. Controls were built into the wall beside it.

      Then they were in an airlock. Four Survey blue life-support suits hung from pegs on the wall above the bench. One peg stood empty.

      "Get into a suit," the lieutenant said. She unbuckled her holster, laid it on the bench, then reached for a suit.

      "Now, just one minute-" Susan began.

      "I'm only following orders, Captain," the lieutenant said as she stepped into her suit. She pulled it up over her body.

      Susan paused. The lieutenant was right-she was only following orders. Taking a suit from a peg, Susan began pulling it on. "Why am I meeting Hyatt at the mining camp?" she asked. "Why not at the ship?"

      "Don't talk," the lieutenant said, frowning. She shrugged her shoulders into the upper half of the life-support suit. "Someone might have a parabolic pick-up trained on this airlock."

      Susan nodded, and fell silent as she continued to dress.

      The room was cramped, which made for slow and uncomfortable work, but the two women finished at almost the same time. The lieutenant pulled the blaster from its holster, attaching it to the appropriate brace on the outside of her suit.

      "You're expecting trouble?" Susan asked.

      "I hope not, but we have to be ready just in case." She put on her helmet and activated her suit.

      Susan put on her own helmet, then activated the suit. She tapped a switch in the helmet with her tongue. FULL, painted a glowing message on the visor, indicating the status of the suit's air tanks.

      The lieutenant turned to the controls beside the door and pressed a button. The muffled hiss of air being sucked from the airlock lasted several seconds, then stopped. She pressed another button and the door irised open.

      Light slashed out into total darkness beyond as she stepped from the airlock and to her left. The blackness swallowed her. Hesitantly, Susan followed. She felt uneven ground beneath her life-support suit's heavy boots. The door irised closed behind her, and she was suddenly alone in the dark, seemingly cut off from the rest of the universe.

      Brilliant overhead lights flared on, and she blinked. She stood in a high-domed chamber carved from the lunar rock. On the far side of the chamber, fifty feet away, stood a large metal door, very much like an Earth-side hangar door. It didn't look air-tight; it was obviously meant to keep intruders out, not air in. Four standard-design, hydrogen powered open crawlers were parked along the wall to her right, their balloon tires giving them an awkward appearance.

      The lieutenant stood to the left of the hangar door, her hand still on the light switch. She shuffled to Susan and they touched helmets.

      "I don't have to tell you not to activate the radio circuit," Susan heard, muffled, in her helmet. She nodded. The frequency could be monitored. This way, whoever might be listening would not overhear.

      "Let's have it," Susan said.

      "There isn't time, Captain. And I really don't know anything, anyway. Can you drive one of those things?" She pointed toward the line of crawlers.

      Again Susan nodded.

      "Fine. Then follow me out. And whatever happens, don't turn on your headlights." She stepped away from Susan and shuffled toward the crawlers.

      Susan stood unmoving for several seconds. Her questions remained unanswered. She had meant to ask why she was being taken to the mining camp. Before, Hyatt had been so eager to get off Luna. Now, this delay…Why?

      The lieutenant stood beside one of the open crawlers, impatiently signaling Susan to follow. Susan nodded, exaggerating the motion in her helmet, then shuffled to the nearest crawler.

      The large hydrogen and oxygen tanks left little room for a suited driver, but with an effort she squeezed in behind the wheel. The seat wasn't padded; she anticipated an uncomfortable ride.

      Reaching down to the valves beneath her seat, Susan turned on the hydrogen, then the oxygen. She looked at the gauges on the dash. Both tanks registered nearly full pressure. She pressed the starter button and instantly felt the engine's vibration through the seat and heard it as it was conducted through her suit.

      Putting the crawler into reverse with her left foot, she backed away from the wall, then maneuvered to face the hangar door. The lieutenant did the same ten yards ahead.

      The overhead lights went out, leaving only the dim glow of the crawler's dash to break the darkness. Susan searched for the switch that controlled the overhead lights and found it beside the one marked door.

      When she looked up, she saw a patch of black, star-speckled sky where the door had been only a few seconds before. It grew as she watched, and she could just make out the other crawler going through the opening, silhouetted against the unexpectedly bright field of stars. Shifting into forward gear, she followed the other crawler from the chamber.

      She clutched the wheel with both hands and concentrated on driving, and on keeping the other crawler in sight. Without headlights, it would be a rough trip. Although the starlight was sufficient to make out the other crawler ahead if she really worked at it, it wasn't nearly bright enough to reveal every crater and bump. Her crawler lurched and jerked over the rough terrain, throwing her about between the tanks at her back and the steering wheel in front of her. She only hoped her guide knew the way well enough to keep them out of the deeper craters.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty

      

      They were nearly to the mining camp before Susan saw it.

      Something wasn't right. The entire area around the camp should have been bathed in bright light, but it wasn't. There should have been the bustle of work, yet the only indications that the facility was even there were the shadow shapes of buildings blocking out sections of the sky's star field.

      She stopped her crawler beside her guide's. She could just make out another vehicle parked ten yards beyond.

      Unfastening her seat belt, she struggled from the crawler and started for the dirt-covered Quonset hut living quarters almost invisible fifty yards ahead. Then she stopped. Her escort sat in her crawler, unmoving. Susan shuffled back, bent, touched her helmet to her guide's.

      "I have orders to leave you here, Captain," came the other'smuffled voice. "You'll return with director Hyatt."

      Susan nodded in her helmet, although she was sure the other could not see it. She no longer felt anger toward her guide. The lieutenant's methods were unconventional, yet she had accomplished the task assigned her. She had delivered Susan safely, with minimum delay.

      "Thanks," Susan said. She straightened, then turned and shuffled toward the mining camp's living quarters.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-one

      

      The airlock's outer hatch stood open. Susan stepped in, then keyed the helmet chronometer with her tongue. The digits projected on her visor: 0812.

      She waited for the outer hatch to close, but nothing happened. Then she realized that only manual airlocks existed when the mining camp was built. This was the oldest still-operating facility on Luna.

      Yet the mining camp had been in nearly continuous use since its construction, almost a hundred years ago. It had brought more than its share of wealth to the lunar colony. Wouldn't the facility have been updated in all those years?

      And again she wondered at the camp's lack of light and life.

      She pulled the outer hatch closed and turned its locking ring. The red airlock light should have come on, casting its customary sight-adjusting glow, but it did not. She tongued her helmet lamp on and blinked in the sudden glare.

      Within a few seconds her vision adjusted, and she turned in the small airlock to face the inner hatch. The light that should have glowed green when the airlock attained full pressure was broken-slivers of glass littered the floor, covered with a thin layer of dust. Obviously, the airlock had not been used in some time.

      Again she felt the unnaturalness of the place. It seemed as if the camp had been deserted for years.

      But that couldn't be. She remembered…

      She pushed the thought away and reached to the manual air valve on the wall beside the door. Turning the handle, she waited for the hiss of air rushing into the airlock. For nearly half a minute she stood listening to the rasp of her breath and the pounding of her heart in her ears before she realized the airlock was not working. She turned the inner hatch's locking ring and pushed the heavy door open, then stepped through.

      Danger clanged in her thoughts as her ability warned her. Someone waited here.

      Slowly, she turned her head, directing the helmet lamp in a wide arc, sweeping the single large room with its beam. The metal frames of more than two dozen triple-tiered bunks were bolted to the floor, many twisted or broken. At the far end, in the corner to her right, stood the galley. The microwave oven's door laid on the floor. In the left-hand corner stood the toilet. It, too, was in ruin.

      Empty metal brackets that had once supported communications equipment were bolted to the wall on either side of her. A tangle of wires and electrical couplings dangled from the overhead beside her right ear.

      The light's beam fell on a patch of blue beneath a bunk frame in the center of the room. She shuffled to it, keeping the helmet light trained on it. It was a human figure, laying face down, wearing a Survey Service life-support suit. A blaster burn blemished the suit at mid-back, a dusting of crimson ice crystals feathered out around an opening as small as a thumb nail.

      Susan squatted and took the suited figure by the shoulder, then rolled it over. A face stared up at her through the fog of ice crystals on the inside surface of the helmet's visor, eyes frozen wide in shock and pain.

      It was Hyatt.

      She stood and staggered back a step, coming up hard against the bunk frame behind her. Catching a stanchion with a wildly thrown arm, she leaned against it for a few seconds, trying to clear her thoughts.

      Hyatt had told her to meet him here. He had arranged for her to be brought out to the mining camp.

      And now he was dead.

      Sudden movement to her left brought her around in a defensive crouch. The beam from her helmet light caught a red-suited form as it stepped from behind the ruined galley. The other held a blaster pistol trained on her.

      She could not tell who it was. The light from her helmet caught the other's visor just right and was reflected back.

      Susan felt suddenly dizzy, and her would-be attacker disappeared, just like that other had done in the corridor outside the curio shop on Fleet Base. The headache came and the pendant burned beneath her suit. Both lasted only a few seconds, then were replaced by the snowflake pattern. Without thought, she began mumbling the healing mantra.

      She panned her helmet lamp back and forth over the smooth, undisturbed layer of dust. Hyatt's body was gone, too.

      On impulse, she again keyed the chronometer in her helmet with her tongue. It read 0814-exactly what it should have read, and not at all what she had expected.

      If only I had my LIN/C, she thought. With it, she could at least verify the sequence of events. Perhaps she hadn't jumped back in time outside the curio shop on Fleet Base, as she had started to suspect. Maybe she was going insane.

      She forced those thoughts down. They were dangerous; they could actually cause insanity.

      Besides, she didn't have time for them now. She had to think about getting back to Luna City. She would get into her crawler and away from here as quickly as possible.

      Turning, she shuffled to the airlock, stepped into and through it, and out onto the lunar surface. Sweeping her helmet's lamp in wide arcs, she searched for the crawlers that should have been there-both her own and Hyatt's. And perhaps a third crawler she had not seen before: the one belonging to the man who had killed Hyatt.

      The crawlers were not there. Not even her own.

      Somehow, that didn't surprise her. She had almost been expecting it.

      She stood unmoving, trying to decide what to do. She couldn't wait for someone to come out for her. The only one who might do that was Clayton, and by the time he missed her, then pieced together where she had gone, her suit's air tanks would be exhausted and she would be long dead. Her only hope lay in starting for Luna City on foot.

      Of course, she didn't expect to make it; it was much too great a distance. The walk back would take a full ten or twelve hours, and she had less than half a tank of air now. Still, if she could get near a well-traveled lane, she might be spotted by a passing floater. It was a slim chance, but all she had.

      She thought she remembered the way her guide had come. They had approached the camp from the north. She tapped the appropriate switch with her tongue, took a bearing, then started walking.

      Although she knew it would drain her suit's batteries, eventually disabling the cooling system, she left the helmet lamp on. Unlike during the crawler drive out from Luna City, she now wanted to be seen. Her life depended on someone spotting her.

      She trudged through the lunar landscape, over small rises and down into impact craters. The scenery that had seemed so tranquil and beautiful only three days before, on the floater trip out from Fleet Base, was now horribly monotonous.

      Soon a fog of non-thought settled down around her mind.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-two

      

      In less than an hour her joints ached and her legs felt as if they were made of lead. Her breath rasped in her helmet. She shouldn't have been this exhausted so soon.

      Then, suddenly, she knew what was wrong. Her suit was overheating, just as she had known it eventually would.

      She toggled the suit monitor on with her tongue and squinted at the display projected on the inside of the helmet visor: 46 degrees celsius! No wonder she was sweating like a pig! And the cooling unit was operating at full capacity! When it finally quit, after the headlamp had totally drained the suit's battery, the temperature would climb faster still.

      She toggled the lamp off with her tongue-she shouldn't have left it on. It really wouldn't do her any good until she was nearer the traffic lanes. She had only wasted precious battery power.

      But it really didn't matter; she wouldn't last much longer anyway. At the rate she was tiring, it would be less than half an hour. She was burning too many calories far too quickly, but if she stopped she would be dead. Her only chance lay in getting to one of the traffic lanes between the mining camp and Luna City.

      She plodded on, mechanically placing one foot before the other. After a while, the fact that she was literally cooking inside her suit no longer mattered.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      She had been watching the floater for a long time before its presence actually registered in her mind. By the time she realized what she was seeing, she was in a shallow valley between low hillocks, and the horizontal pattern of green running lights was no longer visible. She clambered up the hill, losing almost as much ground as she gained with each step. She had to be visible to the floater's passengers and crew.

      As she crested the hillock, she saw the floater in the distance. Now she could actually make out its outline as it glided silently toward her over the lunar surface. It would pass near-perhaps within range of her suit's radio.

      But even if they couldn't receive her transmission, they would surely see her. She was in the open now, on high ground.

      Suddenly, she realized her helmet lamp was off. She had turned it off some time ago to conserve the batteries.

      She tongued it on, but the beam was too weak. The suit's cooling unit had drained the batteries.

      She waved her arms frantically over her head, but she knew that would do little good. She shook her head from side to side, hoping at least one of the floater's passengers was looking in her direction and would see the weak helmet beam. That was her only chance.

      Tonguing the radio on, she screamed into the helmet. "Here! Over here! I need help!" But batteries that no longer held enough charge to produce a strong beam from the helmet lamp could not drive the radio with sufficient power to raise the floater.

      A high frequency beep started in her helmet speaker, and for an instant she thought it was the floater signaling her. Then she realized it was the suit overheat warning, and instantly digits painted on her helmet visor. The temperature was climbing past 66 degrees.

      She didn't care. They would see her-they had to see her. Soon she would be safe onboard the floater, headed back to Luna City.

      The floater came silently on.

      They must have seen her by now, she thought. Someone onboard that floater had to be looking at his viewscreen…

      A sudden chill slithered up Susan's spine as she tapped the chronometer switch with her tongue: 0912. She tapped it again to display the date on her helmet visor: Oct. 4, 2187.

      Her breath caught in her lungs. The fourth was three days ago. That was the day she had left Fleet Base for Luna City-on a floater!

      She remembered a dim light atop a low hill. Of course she was being seen from that floater. At least one person onboard was watching her. And that passenger would do absolutely nothing.

      Tears welled up in her eyes, stinging hot as they coursed down her cheeks. The floater would not stop. Three days ago, she hadn't reported the spot of light she had thought she'd seen.

      She walked slowly down the hillock. The floater passed its closest point of approach and she turned off her helmet lamp, then followed after it.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      She walked for hours, mechanically putting one foot in front of the other. Occasionally, she wondered why she was walking. There was no one out on the lunar surface to find her. No one knew she had gone to the mining camp. She hadn't-not yet. There was another Susan Tanner in Luna City, being briefed by a nervous lieutenant this very minute. A Susan totally unaware of what awaited her.

      Or was there? Did Susan's existence out on the surface somehow negate that other's existence in Luna City?

      Somehow, she didn't think so. It just didn't feel right. That other Susan belonged in this time. She had a right to exist here-now. She was the one out of place, out of time.

      Besides, she had existed then, so that other Susan existed now.

      But what would happen if she somehow returned to Luna City and encountered that other? Could it even happen? And if not, might that mean she could not return to Luna City, that she was doomed to a slow death on the lunar surface?

      She didn't know. She didn't really want to know.

      Again she blanked her mind, and walked on.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Gradually, she realized she was having trouble breathing. Willing her diaphragm to work, she took a deep breath. It did no good. She tried again, attempting to force air into her lungs. Then again. Suddenly, she was hyperventilating.

      She toggled the air supply display on with her tongue. The suit's tanks were empty. She was suffocating.

      Staggering a few more steps, she fell. In spite of Luna's one-sixth standard gravity, she hit with jarring impact. She bounced once, then lay on her face, struggling to catch her breath.

      She was dying, and she could do nothing about it. She wished she hadn't gone out to the mining camp. She wished…

      She wished air into her lungs, then mercifully passed out.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-three

      

      Susan gasped, a sharp inhalation that burned deep in her lungs. The dizziness was present, and the headache pounded behind her eyes.

      But it was the fact that air could hurt in her lungs, and that she was capable of experiencing the headache and dizziness at all, that was so amazing. She was alive! Somehow, she had survived.

      The snowflake pattern and the mantra came, but this time a hint of the headache remained.

      She opened her eyes. A blurred face swam into her vision, its features coming slowly into focus. After a few seconds she recognized Clayton. He sat in a chair beside her bed.

      "Welcome back among the living," he said, smiling down at her.

      Susan tried to speak, but produced only a hoarse croak. Her throat burned as if on fire.

      "Your doctor said your throat will be sore for several days," Clayton said, "the price paid for fighting suffocation with such fierce determination."

      Again Susan tried to speak, but could not.

      "I know, you have questions. I'll answer them, but you have to promise you won't try to talk."

      She nodded.

      "Good. But first things first." He reached to the low, wheeled tray beside the bed and picked up a squeeze bulb of water, brought it to Susan's lips. "You're supposed to have plenty of liquids," he said.

      She drank-the water felt good going down. When she'd had enough she nodded, and Clayton put the bulb back on the tray, then leaned back in his chair.

      "Now, you want to know why you're still alive, right?"

      Again she nodded her response.

      He paused for a moment, then began: "I learned your ship had been moved from its hangar, out onto the surface, and figured that meant you would be leaving Luna soon-perhaps sooner than you had led me to believe." He raised his eyebrows questioningly, and Susan nodded.

      "I thought so. I tried to get in touch with you, and in the process stumbled across information about the technician-the one murdered while working on your LIN/C."

      She winced.

      "You were observed being escorted through the Survey Service compound," Clayton said, "and a bit of money across the proper palms bought the information that you were taken to Hyatt's office. I even learned about the airlock there. Of course, you were being taken out to the ship."

      Again she tried to speak. She wanted to tell him that he was wrong, that she hadn't been going to the ship. She wanted to tell him about what had happened at the strangely deserted mining camp, about Hyatt's body and the man who had tried to kill her, but still she could not talk.

      And then she realized that even if she could talk, even if she told him everything that had happened to her since she had left Luna City, he would not believe it. He couldn't. Here, in this world, the mining camp had been deserted for years. Clayton would remember it that way; there was no other way he could remember it.

      "I knew you didn't have your LIN/C," he continued, "so I used the Fleet computer's infrared locator to find you on the surface. The first pass, it missed you entirely, so I ran the program again." Susan hadn't yet arrived back in his world-in this time. "The second pass it picked you up, and I got a crawler and went out for you. It's a lucky thing I got to you when I did. A few more minutes and you would have been dead."

      Clayton paused for a moment. Finally he said, "But that's enough for now. You need rest. And don't worry, they can't get at you here. I have a guard posted outside your door." He stood, then smiled down at her. After a few seconds he turned and went to the door. It irised open and he stepped into the corridor. The door irised closed.

      In less than thirty seconds the room's sensors determined the lights were no longer needed, and they went out. Susan was left in the dark with her thoughts.

      Again, as she had so often since that first attack, she felt horribly alone. No one would believe what was happening to her; no one could believe it. She wouldn't believe it herself, if it wasn't happening to her. It all seemed too unnatural, too unreal.

      But what did it all mean?

      Finally, some of it was beginning to make sense. Somehow those who were after her had the ability to jump through time. It seemed the pendants had something to do with it. Hers had saved her twice by displacing her in time.

      No, three times. As she lay unconscious on the lunar surface, her air tanks depleted, the pendant had done it again. It had jumped her forward in time to a point where Clayton would be looking for her, to a time shortly after she had left Luna City for the mining camp.

      But it seemed the pendant did more than simply juggle time; it worked with space as well, with the very fabric of reality. Somehow, it had transported her to a different place-to a place where the mining camp was no longer inhabited, where the power satellite still functioned in geostationary orbit. It had dropped her into an entirely different world, where Bill Darcy was the mayor of Luna City and his brother Sam was dead.

      Susan put her hand to her throat. Sudden panic filled her thoughts. The pendant wasn't there.

      Where was it? Where could they have put it when they undressed her? She had to have it. It was the only weapon that seemed to work against those who wanted her dead.

      It was probably in the closet across the room. It no doubt rested in the pocket of her Fleet uniform there. In a moment she would get up and find it, put it around her neck.

      But before she could act, the door to her room irised open. A figure stood silhouetted in the light from the corridor, a shaft of light reflecting off a blaster he held in his left hand-trained on her.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-four

      

      "So, I have finally located you," the man in the corridor said. Susan recognized his voice immediately. It was Lieutenant Philip Krueger, Admiral Renford's secretary.

      "That-" she started as he stepped into the room and the lights flared on, but it came out a hoarse croak.

      Krueger nodded, a vicious smile playing on his lips. "It was me at the mining camp. But I didn't know you had a pendant." He wasn't wearing one. "Where did you get it?"

      When Susan did not answer, he said, "No matter," and motioned with the pistol. "Get up."

      Susan stood, clutching the blanket to her breast. Strange, she thought. She had never been the least bit modest, but now, with Krueger watching-holding the blaster on her-she felt suddenly self-conscious.

      "Drop the blanket," he said. She did not respond. "I said, drop it." Krueger's voice was heavy with menace.

      Susan complied, and Krueger's gaze raked her nude body. His expression reminded Susan of the assailant in her quarters on Fleet Base. He wasn't interested in what he saw, but in what he didn't see. He was looking for the pendant.

      Then she remembered the man who had held a blaster on her outside the curio shop. His face had been hidden in shadows, and he had worn Base Security black, but he'd been about Krueger's height. Had that attacker been Krueger as well?

      If only she had gone to the closet immediately, and searched for the pendant when she'd first thought of it…

      Krueger's presence in her hospital room could mean only one thing. The man responsible for the attacks, the one who wanted her dead, was Admiral James Renford.

      Suddenly, silently, a duplicate of herself appeared behind Krueger. She was dressed in a red Fleet captain's uniform, and a pendant dangled from its chain around her neck. A cut over her right eye dripped crimson blood onto the gray floor tiles.

      With an effort, Susan eased all emotion from her face. She hoped the shock hadn't shown when her duplicate appeared; she didn't want Krueger to know what she suddenly realized would happen.

      She had to keep him from noticing, had to buy time for her duplicate. She forced air through her strained vocal cords.

      "What…" she started, then stopped. She tried again, and this time the question came out a barely discernible exhalation of breath: "What are you doing here?"

      Amazement washed over his features. "You mean, you really don't know?"

      Susan didn't answer. How could she? She didn't know.

      Krueger shrugged then said, "I guess it doesn't make much difference now. After all, I am going to kill you anyway. You might as well know what this is all about before you die."

      At that instant, the other Susan stepped up close behind Krueger and gave him a quick karate chop behind the left ear. He pitched forward, the arm holding the pistol flailing out, the barrel catching Susan a glancing blow over her right eye. She staggered back a step as Krueger crumbled to the floor at her feet.

      Her fully dressed duplicate looked at the man stretched out in front of her, then gave her a knowing glance and stepped to the door. It irised open, and she went through without a word, dabbing at the cut above her eye with the back of her hand.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Susan stood unmoving, gazing down at the unconscious Krueger. What had just happened was beyond belief. Yet, it had happened.

      Why had her duplicate hit Krueger just as he was about to tell her what was happening? Had she done it for some specific reason? And if so, what was that reason?

      Just now, she didn't have time to work that out. For the first time since all this had begun, she knew precisely what she must do.

      Stepping over Krueger's body, she went to the closet on the far side of the room and took down her uniform. She ignored the bleeding gash over her right eye and quickly got dressed. After pulling on her boots and fastening them, she removed the pendant from the pouch at her waist and slipped it over her head.

      She held the lump of cold metal lightly in her prosthetic fingers, concentrating on the exact instant, only a few moments ago, when her duplicate had appeared behind Krueger. She pictured herself standing naked before him, while he held a blaster pistol on her.

      It didn't work. For some reason, she couldn't make the jump. And yet, she knew she must. She had seen it happen.

      She tried again, with exactly the same result.

      Then, suddenly, she realized what was wrong. Her mental image of that instant was not complete. It wasn't specific enough. She had to re-create the exact circumstances in her mind, remembering everything from the grossest element to the most minute detail. She even had to remember her thought processes for that instant in time.

      She built up the mental image bit by bit, until she was certain it was a precise copy of the actual occurrence. Then she added her thoughts just prior to her duplicate appearing behind Krueger. She had thought that Krueger's presence in her room meant Admiral Renford was behind the attempts on her life.

      Still nothing.

      What was missing? She held in her mind the exact scene as she had experienced it before. She held the thought she had been thinking. Why wasn't the jump taking place?

      Then it hit her. She had to actually see herself appear behind Krueger.

      Dressed in Fleet red, a pendant hanging from its silver chain around her neck, the bleeding gash over her right eye…

      Again, as she had so many times in the past few days, she felt the dizziness. And the throbbing ache built behind her eyes.

      In that instant she stood behind Krueger, just as she had watched herself do a few minutes before. He was about to say something, something her past self wanted to hear. Something she wanted to hear.

      Could she let him say it? She hadn't let him say it before, but could she now?

      No-because she hadn't!

      With practiced accuracy she delivered her karate chop, and Krueger fell forward. The barrel of his pistol caught her naked self above the right eye as he went down.

      For an instant, as her other self staggered back a step, she thought about finishing Krueger off, but she couldn't. She had not done so before, when she had watched herself strike him down, so she would not do it now.

      She glanced at the blaster the man still held in his hand. Should she take it?

      No! Again, because she hadn't before.

      She threw that other Susan a glance as she went to the door. It irised open and, wiping at the cut over her right eye, she stepped out into the corridor.

      Just as she had watched herself do before.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-five

      

      Susan shuffled down the corridor in Luna's one-sixth standard gravity, trying to put as much distance as possible between herself and the man laying on the hospital room floor. When Krueger came to, he would again come after her.

      She had at first thought that Hyatt's impostor was behind these attempts on her life, and he could still be responsible for some of them. But now it was becoming increasingly clear that Admiral Renford was at least partly responsible- he had sent Krueger after her.

      Why? Why did Renford want her dead?

      She tried to force that question from her mind; she didn't want to deal with it. She wanted to forget the whole thing, to get onboard Photon and simply head out into the asteroid belt, or to some other star system entirely-anywhere she could be safe and away from it all.

      But she knew she couldn't. They would follow, continuing the attacks until they killed her.

      If she couldn't stop them first.

      She would have to accomplish that alone-Susan knew that now. Clayton would not believe her story, any more than Karl would. No one would believe what was happening to her. From here on, she would have to depend strictly on her own resources.

      So, what now?

      Instantly, some of it began to fall into place. Hyatt's impostor had called her at Darcy's apartment, telling her to meet him at the mining camp. That had been just after the real Hyatt had called to say he would meet her at the ship.

      But Krueger somehow found out about the meeting and got there first. He killed Hyatt's impostor.

      Or had it been the real Hyatt Krueger had killed? Might he be working for the impostor? Was the real Hyatt actually dead, and had the plan been to eliminate both Susan and Hyatt simultaneously?

      If that was true, it meant Hyatt's impostor was still alive. He was here, in Luna City-somewhere. But where? Where could she find that other Hyatt?

      Then she knew. If he was taking the real Hyatt's place, she could probably find him in Hyatt's office.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      There was no longer a guard outside the office when she arrived, and the receptionist who had been stationed in the anteroom earlier was gone as well. She stepped to the inner office's entrance, and the door irised open.

      The impostor sat behind the small gray desk, signing papers. He looked exactly like Hyatt-the dead Hyatt, the real Hyatt.

      Or was he the real Hyatt?

      He looked up and smiled as Susan entered. A pendant like the one she wore hung from a silver chain around his neck.

      "I've been expecting you, Captain," he said, motioning her to a straight-backed chair beside the desk. "We have much to discuss."

      "We have nothing…to discuss." Her voice was returning, becoming stronger, but her throat was still sore.

      She stood defiantly before him, knees slightly bent, ready to spring. If she sat, she would lose whatever advantage standing gave her. Although this man was many years her senior, she did not doubt his abilities.

      "But you're wrong," he said. "We could be of considerable benefit to one another."

      "If you're trying to buy me, it won't…work."

      Hyatt's smile broadened. "Perhaps you will cost more than Krueger did," he said, "but I promise you, Captain, you can be bought. Everyone has a price."

      "Then Krueger is working for you, after all." A statement rather than a question.

      The impostor nodded. "We were hoping to get both you and my double at the same time."

      "Double," Susan said. "That's a strange way to refer to him. After all, you are the impostor."

      His smile broadened. He was enjoying this. For him, it was all just a game.

      "I'm as much Hyatt as he was," the old man said.

      Susan's mind raced frantically, trying to work out what he had just said, but it made no sense.

      "You've been working under the handicap of ignorance and misinformation long enough," he said. "If you are to decide whether or not you will join us, you must know what this is all about."

      He fell silent for a few seconds. Finally, when he realized Susan wouldn't respond, he continued:

      "Like I said, I am as much a true Hyatt as was that other. And yet, we are separate individuals."

      "What are you talking about?"

      "I'm a future Hyatt," he said, "from nearly five years from now. Therefore, I am Hyatt. And yet, because I am from that other's future, I am a completely different individual."

      Susan's knees became suddenly weak, and she staggered back a step. She collapsed into the chair he had offered a moment before.

      Her mind couldn't grasp what he had just said. There was something wrong with it, something horribly wrong. Something that made absolutely no sense. And yet, she couldn't quite pin down what it was.

      Opening her mouth, she started to speak, then realized she did not know what to say. Until now, she had believed her experiences since arriving on Luna a few days ago the strangest possible, but what this man was saying made them pedestrian by comparison. What he had just said tore at the very fabric of what she considered reality, filling her mind with a dread far greater than anything she had yet experienced.

      But it couldn't be true. He simply could not be from Hyatt's future.

      She recalled everything that had happened to her since that short dark man had attacked her in her quarters on Fleet Base: the second attempt on her life in the exchange area, her spotting that figure out on the lunar surface during the floater ride out to Luna City, the time-jump at the deserted mining camp that had put her in a position to become that very figure. And there were those unexplained discrepancies between what she remembered and what everyone else remembered. Bill Darcy was Luna City's mayor, and his brother had been dead for years. The power satellite and the mining camp…

      Alone, all those things meant nothing. Together they gelled into something nearly concrete.

      Nearly, but not quite.

      Suddenly, she knew what he had said was true; she felt it deep within her. This man was from the future, from five years hence.

      And the pendants somehow made it all possible.

      Then it hit her: she knew what hadn't seemed right a few seconds ago. This man had murdered his past self, or at least had his past self killed. And yet, he still existed. If he had died in his past, how could he still exist?

      Susan asked the man as much.

      "As long as I am wearing a pendant, I exist outside the time stream," he answered. "And, although I am no longer subject to time while I wear it-maybe because of that-I can react within time, in any period."

      Susan frowned. The concepts he was dealing with were difficult to grasp. Perhaps impossible.

      "You don't believe me, do you?" he asked.

      Susan shook her head.

      "I know, it is hard. But it's real!"

      "The differences in the world around us," Susan asked, "the power satellite, the mining camp, and Bill Darcy as mayor-how did they come about?"

      "I am responsible for them," Hyatt said. "Actually, the only thing I wanted to change was Darcy. I wanted to eliminate Sam Darcy, making sure he never became mayor of Luna City. He was, of course, as I am certain you remember."

      Susan nodded.

      "But as mayor, Sam Darcy was a hard opponent. I could never have gotten my D.I. program past him. On the other hand, I could manipulate his brother, Bill. So I went back into the past and made sure Sam would never become mayor. The other changes-the mining camp and the power satellite-were simple by-products of that conscious change."

      Again Susan nodded. "But why did you kill-your past self?"

      Hyatt smilled. "I must see that things come out the way I know they must. That, you see, is my destiny."

      "And you can actually know your destiny?"

      "Yes," he said. "As strange as it might seem, I can. In fact, I do."

      Control, Susan thought. With Hyatt, it was all about control. And the means to that control were the pendants.

      "Where did you get it?" Hyatt asked.

      "Get what?" Then she realized that, as she had thought about the pendant, her hand had strayed to the device hanging about her neck.

      But she couldn't tell him how she got it. In that knowledge might rest the very element he needed to make his conquest a success. She couldn't tell him anything.

      "No matter," he said when he realized she would not respond. "Eventually you will tell me everything I wish to know. But for now, we will let it go."

      "Damn," Susan responded, "I wished I had a blaster. Then I would stop you."

      "You two are so very much alike," he said.

      "What do you mean?" Susan asked. "Which two?"

      "That doesn't matter right now, either," he said. "And a blaster probably wouldn't do you any good-particularly one from another time. A power weapon carried across time lines simply does not work."

      She thought about the belter in her quarters on Fleet Base, and the tall man outside the Exchange area. That explained why neither had used his weapon.

      "But now for the negotiation of your price," the old man said, scattering Susan's thoughts.

      "There will be no negotiation," Susan responded. "I will not deal with you, not for any price."

      He smiled. "Not even for Photon? It can be yours. But first, you will be of use to me."

      A chill rattled up Susan's spine, yet she remained silent. He knew her weak spot-he knew his offer would tempt her. She wanted that ship more than anything in the world. She needed it. With it, she could get away from all this, leave it behind and begin life anew.

      But there was no way she could bargain with this man. Deep down, he possessed an inhuman flaw. A flaw so evil it poisoned the very air he breathed. She didn't know precisely what his motives were, but she did know that whatever he hoped to accomplish would not be in the best interest of humankind.

      Yet, why would he make the offer if he knew she would refuse it? Why would he waste his time?

      Maybe he wasn't wasting it. Maybe he knew something she didn't. Might he know she would accept his offer? Could she do that?

      No! she thought. There was absolutely no way she could accept this man's offer.

      When she did not immediately respond, Hyatt said, "You do understand, of course, that you know too much to be permitted to live if you refuse my offer. You are either with me, or you are against me."

      As he talked, Susan's mind raced, searching for a means to stop him. Somehow, she must kill this man. She knew that.

      "I can almost predict what you are thinking," he said. "You are trying to formulate a way to stop me." He smiled and shook his head. "But you can't, you know."

      Both were silent for a few seconds. Finally, Hyatt said, "I don't have time for this, Captain. What is your answer?"

      It was then Susan launched her attack. She lunged at him across the desk, grabbing the front of his Survey Service jumpsuit. The fabric tore beneath her prosthetic fingers.

      A fraction of a second later, the man in her grasp vanished. Her fingers clutched at empty air.

      The door irised opened behind her, and she spun about. Hyatt stepped into the room

      "As I said, you can't stop me," the Survey Service Director said. In his left hand he held a blaster pistol he had not possessed only an instant before, pointed at Susan's chest.

      "You said a blaster won't work," Susan said.

      Hyatt smiled. "One carried across time lines wouldn't. I jumped back only a few minutes, went to the armory and requisitioned a blaster, then returned here. You can't beat me. Eventually you must understand that."

      Susan didn't know what to say.

      One thing was certain: She could not stop him this way. She knew too little about the pendants and how they worked to put anything together, while he had far more experience with them. The best she could hope for now was a simple escape.

      But how could she possibly accomplish even that?

      Again, the pendant; it was the only logical answer. She had consciously made it work for her once before, less than half an hour ago, when Lieutenant Krueger had attacked her in her hospital room. Then, she had accomplished it only with considerable difficulty, and Krueger had not possessed a pendant. How might it work against someone who did?

      She didn't know, but she had no choice. She knew she must try. It was the only chance she had, and perhaps-just perhaps-she could make it work again.

      She could not pull off precisely the same trick. Something as simple as that would not work on this man; he was far too shrewd. Besides, she would have seen herself behind him by now if she was actually going to do it.

      But a simple escape…

      She focused her thoughts on what she knew must be done. Clearing her mind, she concentrated on-

      On what? If she jumped to some time in the past, they would only send someone after her. Someone who would have had considerably more practice with the pendants than she had.

      No, she couldn't possibly hide in the past. But what of the future? Might the pendant be capable of projecting her into the future, the same as it had the past?

      Of course it could. It had already done exactly that, out on the lunar surface, saving her from dying of suffocation. Or had it?

      Not quite, she decided. Then, the pendant had not projected her past a time she had already experienced. What she needed now was to jump to a time beyond any she had yet lived. A time that, in fact, might not yet exist.

      But how could she do that? How could she possibly project herself to a time she had never inhabited?

      She knew she couldn't accomplish it consciously. Perhaps she could trick her subconscious into performing that feat.

      Again she cleared her mind of all thought beyond those necessary to accomplish the task. This time, however, she replaced them with a vague, amorphous thought of the future. It was more a feeling than an actual visualization. After all, this was a future she had absolutely no way of knowing.

      Suddenly, she felt the dizziness.

      Then, nothing…

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-six

      

      The scent of antiseptic nearly overpowered her, and for an instant she thought she was again in the hospital room in Luna City. But that wasn't right. This room lacked corners; every line was strangely curved. There was a no-nonsense efficiency to it, and everything was colored a soft blue.

      Before her sat a ridiculously bare control console. And her feet did not touch the ground. She floated in mid-air, and could not tell up from down.

      Then it hit her: She was in freefall, onboard a ship. But not just any ship. She was aboard Photon.

      And it was no longer on Luna-it was in space!

      A woman hung suspended in the acceleration webbing between Susan and the console, her back to Susan. The woman was dressed in a black Base Security jumpsuit, and her dark hair was cropped close to her head.

      Before she cleared her throat, forcing that other woman to turn around, Susan knew what she would discover. But still, when she did so, and the woman did turn her head to face Susan, Susan's breath caught in her lungs. The woman strapped into the acceleration webbing before her was Susan herself!

      "I've been expecting you," the other said.

      "Have you?" Susan didn't know what else to say.

      "Of course I have. Think it through."

      But Susan couldn't think it through. The headache pounded behind her eyes, draining both her strength and her will. Then the snowflake pattern formed in her thoughts and she mumbled the mantra. The headache became less intense, but did not disappear, and the residual pain was more than it had been last time.

      But at least now she could think. And suddenly she knew her duplicate was right. She would be expected. After all, this other had done in her past exactly what Susan was doing now. Her duplicate had the advantage of knowing what would happen, because everything that would happen to Susan had already happened to her. She had come through, solved all the problems. The proof was that she was here, in free-fall, onboard Photon.

      Susan kicked off the bulkhead and glided to the webbing. Grabbing it, she steadied herself beside her duplicate.

      She couldn't remember ever being so tired. And it wasn't simply physical tiredness-it was a mental exhaustion as well. More had happened to her in the past week that she simply could not comprehend than had occurred in her entire previous life.

      Her duplicate seemed to know what she was thinking. "Don't give up now," the other said.

      Of course her duplicate knew what she was thinking. After all, this other had once been in the same position Susan was in now. She had thought the same thoughts Susan was thinking.

      "Then it will all work out?" Susan asked.

      The other shook her head. "I didn't say that. At this very instant, you and I are inhabiting a possible future, but it is only that. Its existence is by no means assured-much might still go wrong."

      "What you're saying is, I still might not come through this alive."

      "That's right."

      Susan fell silent for a few seconds, as did her possible-future self. Finally, she asked, "What do I have to do to make it come out right?"

      "I can't tell you that. If I say too much, it won't come out like this."

      Susan nodded. She was beginning to understand-some of it.

      "What can you tell me?" she asked.

      "Only what I was told when I was in your place. Simply this: Part of the answer lies in your past."

      "What do you mean?"

      "I can say no more."

      "But I don't understand…"

      "I know." The other smiled. "You'll have to learn to trust yourself, rely on your own instincts. You are the only true ally you have. Remember that. But also remember that you can be your own worst enemy as well."

      Again riddles. "Would you just tell me what you mean-what I should do?"

      "I can't. I wasn't told, so you can't be. And I felt the same confusion you're feeling now."

      Suddenly, Susan knew this other was as trapped by her past as Susan herself was. After all, she was Susan.

      Trapped in my past…, she thought, and instantly she knew what she must do. She had just thought it-she was trapped by her past.

      The nightmare. The missing occurrences from ten years before. Her duplicate had said the answers were in her past.

      Could she jump that far into her past? And could she possibly jump to another star system?

      She did not know. She didn't even know if she dared return to that past. If she changed it in any way, everything could be upset. She might conceivably alter her own future.

      But she had no choice. As dangerous as it might be, she had to jump back ten years-to Aldebaran, and that fearful time that had produced her nightmares.

      Her duplicate smiled knowingly. She knew Susan had hit on the solution. As much as she feared it, it was the only way.

      Susan cleared her mind of all thought beyond returning to a time ten years in her past, to a star system sixty light-years distant in space. She felt the dizziness, and the world around her vanished.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-seven

      

      Chaos and confusion exploded around her as she materialized in the Engineering berthing compartment onboard Defiant. The compartment was on fire. Young men and women in Fleet red scurried about, beating at sheets of flame with blankets, clothing, and anything else they could lay their hands on, in a vain attempt to reach the compartment's closed hatch. A wall of fire blazed between them and that hatch; they could not get near it.

      The pain pounded behind Susan's eyes. The snowflake pattern and the mantra came, but did nothing to relieve it. When the pattern cleared, the pain still burned in her head like radiation from a supernova.

      But she did not have time to worry about it now. First, she had a job to perform.

      She nearly coughed as she drew in a shallow breath of smoke and fumes, but stopped herself just in time. If she got started coughing, she would not be able to stop. The stiflingly hot air was barely breathable in short pants. If she took in the deep breaths a coughing jag would cause, it would all be over.

      Then she saw her, barely discernable through dense smoke. To her left, in the far corner, she made out a tall form with long dark hair. The other also wore Fleet red, captain's stripes sewn on at her sleeves.

      It was her past self.

      But there was something wrong. Ten years ago, in Aldebaran system, Susan had been a commander, not a captain. Yet the stripes on that other's sleeves were those of a captain.

      She noticed the pendant hanging from its silver chain around the other's neck, and knew what was happening. This was not her past self at all. She, too, was an interloper in this time. And she held a blaster pistol in her right hand.

      That other paid no attention to the frantic crowd around her. Instead, she held the pistol aimed at the closed hatch beyond the flames. She watched that hatch calmly, yet intently.

      Hyatt's words floated to the surface of her mind: "You two are so very much alike."

      Now Susan knew what he had meant. This other, the woman across the room who appeared to be her exact duplicate, was in fact her counterpart from another time-from her future. She had to be from Susan's future, because Susan did not remember doing what that other now did. For some reason, her future self had jumped back in time, just as she had. But that future Susan had come to kill her past self!

      A sound from beyond the wall of flame caught Susan's attention, scattering her thoughts-the scraping of metal on metal.

      Instantly she knew what it was. It was her past self. Beyond the flames, on the other side of that sealed hatch, she worked at the dogs. And where ten years ago it had seemed to take a lifetime to get the hatch open, it now felt like mere seconds.

      As she watched, the hatch began to inch open.

      She didn't think-she didn't have time to think. Lowering her head, she charged her future counterpart.

      Susan's shoulder caught the other in the side, driving her against the bulkhead. Air was forced from that other's lungs in a loud grunt, as she brought the gun's butt down hard on the back of Susan's head. The pain behind Susan's eyes intensified.

      A sudden thought flashed through Susan's mind: Would this other, with whom she fought, kill her past self? Could she? After all, that other was here, onboard Defiant, in her own past. Didn't her very existence here and now assure that she could not kill her past self?

      Not necessarily. If what Hyatt-that future Hyatt-had said was true, the Susan beyond that hatch could be killed without affecting either of the two future Susans. The pendants took them both out of the time stream, allowing them to somehow operate independently of its normal flow, while permitting them to interact with it. That was why the future Hyatt existed in spite of the fact that his past self was dead.

      But why would her future self even try to kill their mutual past self? Was there something waiting in Susan's future that would make that necessary? Or did she have to try in her future simply because she now saw her future self trying, even though she might know by the time she became that future self that it would not work?

      That sort of thinking intensified her headache. She simply couldn't continue to think about it. For now, all she could do was push those thoughts down, and fight to maintain consciousness.

      Clawing her way up the other's body, Susan reached for the gun. She caught her duplicate's wrist just as that other brought the weapon's barrel to bear on Susan's head. With all her strength, she wrenched its aim away, and it went off, a searing lance of green light that burned a hole into the overhead.

      Just then, the hatch beyond the flames creaked fully open.

      Simultaneously, both Susan and her future self turned their attention toward the sound. Dressed in Fleet red with commander's stripes sewn on her sleeves, their past self stood framed in the open hatch. The newcomer stared wide-eyed at the impossible scene in front of her.

      And suddenly Susan knew what had caused her amnesia ten years ago. She had opened the hatch into Engineering's berthing compartment to witness two duplicates of herself battling each other. It was no wonder she had flushed everything surrounding that observance from her memory.

      She felt the pistol move under her hand-the way she had been forcing it, away from herself. The momentum she gave it was working to the other's advantage now. The pistol's aim slid toward the open hatch, centering on her past self standing framed in it.

      Instantly Susan knew what she must do. She let go of the hand holding the pistol and reached to the pendant at her future self's throat. Without thought, she pulled.

      The chain's soft silver links parted as it slipped from the other's neck, then she vanished from Susan's grasp.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Susan stood as still as a stone, staring at that past self across the compartment. That other still stood in the open hatchway, watching with wide, glazed eyes, her face expressionless. She was in shock.

      Susan, too, was having trouble focusing her mind, and somehow her body refused to function. What had just occurred bordered on the impossible. She had killed a future self, while a past self-a duplicate common to both Susan's and that future self's past-looked on.

      If she had been told what would happen even a day ago, she would not have believed it. Yet, it had happened. She had lived the occurrences leading up to that climactic moment a few seconds ago. As improbable as they seemed, she knew they were true.

      Her head throbbed. Not only did she have to contend with the headache caused by this strange time jumping, but now there was another pain, centered more to the back of her head. Although it was less intense than that other headache, somehow it possessed a sharp fierceness all its own. Her duplicate from a future time had struck her with the blaster, and she was positive that had caused a concussion.

      But she didn't have time to worry about that now. An earlier version of herself stood on the far side of the compartment, staring blankly in her direction. That other needed Susan's help.

      Ten years ago Susan had had help from a future self in saving as much of her crew as possible. At her court-martial it had been said more than once that she seemed to be in several places at once, doing more than humanly possible for her crew. She knew now that, in fact, she had been in more than one place at a time.

      Again that circular thinking. It increased the pain in her head when she thought like that. She pushed those thoughts from her mind and slipped her vanished duplicate's pendant into a pouch at her waist. Then she put her arms up in front of her face to protect her eyes from the flames, and took a step toward her past self.

      The heat was so intense it burned the sleeves of her uniform. She stepped back and looked down at her prosthetic arms. The specially formulated plastic had melted away, exposing their metal skeleton and electronics.

      Again she looked at the wall of fire. The heat was too intense. Her prosthetic arms would not survive if she stepped through those flames.

      As she watched, her past self moved. Still without life in her expression, that other brought her arms up before her own eyes, then stepped toward Susan, through the wall of flame.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-eight

      

      This jump was the worst she had yet experienced. She made half a dozen attempts before she finally left Defiant, and arrived back in her proper time. The resulting physical effects were nearly dehabilatating.

      She stood trembling in the corridor outside Hyatt's office, the headache pulsing behind her eyes. Her uniform was soiled, stained, torn, and burned, and her hair and eyebrows were singed. Beneath dirty rag bandages, the plastic covering her prosthetic arms and hands was melted away, exposing their complicated electronics and mechanics. The first thing she had done, after bringing her past self somewhat out of shock, was to bandage them, so neither her past self nor Defiant's crew would see them. She didn't want that crew any more panicked than it already was.

      The previous forty-eight hours had been horrible. For two straight days she had helped her past self battle fires, dress wounds, and comfort the dying. She was exhausted-both physically and mentally.

      Somewhere in all that, someone had bandaged her head, although she could remember neither who nor when. But the pain in her head did not come from the crack her future self had given her with the blaster butt. This headache had been caused by a multitude of jumps through time.

      Then the snowflake pattern appeared in her mind, and she began mouthing the mantra. It did still less good this time than it had the times before-more of the headache remained when she was finished reciting the chant than had the last time.

      Susan stepped to the door and it irised open. The outer office was empty. She went through to the door to the inner office, and it opened as she approached. Within, the future Hyatt sat behind the desk, going through a stack of computer printouts. The blaster pistol rested on the desk within quick reach.

      "So, you are back," he said, looking up from the stack of papers. His hand went to the pistol, rested on it, but he did not pick it up.

      Susan took what she hoped was a casual step toward the desk and nodded. If she could bluff him into thinking she was the other Susan, her future self…

      Hyatt picked up the pistol and pointed it at her. "It won't work," he said. "Step back." He waved the pistol in her direction.

      "How did you know?" she asked as she stepped away from the desk. "How could you tell?"

      He smiled. "I wasn't really expecting the other Susan back. That's the way it had to be."

      "Had to be? You mean, my duplicate actually knew she wouldn't succeed?"

      Hyatt nodded. "Of course she knew."

      "Then why even try?"

      "Because she had to, because she had watched herself try five years ago, in your place. Remember, she already experienced everything you just went through." Again, that circular thinking.

      "But if she had succeeded-if she had killed our past self-she would have died, too."

      "Not necessarily. Only if she had lost her pendant after she'd killed that past self. And she would have taken your pendant as soon as she'd killed that other. At that point, you would have ceased to exist."

      "That's what I mean," Susan said. "She was taking the same chance. She was putting herself in jeopardy, as well."

      Hyatt nodded. "But it had to be done. First, because it was done. And it was worth any risk to stop you."

      "And so I killed her…"

      "You killed her?"

      Susan nodded. "I snatched the pendant from around her neck, and she vanished."

      Hyatt laughed. "Then she isn't dead."

      "What?"

      "It's like cutting a stretched rubber band," he said, motioning Susan to the chair before the desk. She sat, and he kept his hand on the blaster. "She was snapped back to our time, five years into the future. Had she succeeded in killing your past self, then had you taken her pendant, she would be dead. But your mutual past self lives." He shook his head.

      Susan still couldn't believe what she was hearing. It all seemed so horribly strange.

      After a few seconds, she said, "There are only four of you in on this, then." More a statement of fact than a question.

      "No, there are only two from your future-myself and your double. Krueger, of course, was hired here, in this time."

      "But what about the short belter, and the tall man outside the curio shop on Fleet Base?"

      "I'm afraid they aren't with us."

      "Then who are they with? They both wore pendants."

      "That is interesting. But I assure you, I do not know. Originally, there were only two pendants."

      Susan reached into her breast pocket and pulled out the pendant she had ripped from around her future self's neck. The old man's gaze went from that pendant to the one she wore around her neck, while his hand strayed to his own.

      "I assure you," he said, "originally, there were only two pendants. Everything has become so mucked up-probably because of your indiscriminate jumps, as well as our own jumps while attempting to stop you."

      Again Susan thought of the belter, and the tall man in the corridor outside the curio shop. Both had worn a pendant. And the old man in the shop had said the man who had sold him the pendant she now wore had possessed another those many years ago.

      As if he could read her mind, Hyatt asked, "Where did you get the one you have been using?"

      "That isn't important," she said.

      "It might be extremely important. Don't you see that?"

      He was right, of course. But Susan knew she couldn't tell him. Such knowledge might be just what he needed to use against her.

      "Where did you get your pendants?" she asked.

      "They were found on a cinder of a planet circling the Crab Nebula's star of origin," he answered.

      "And there were only the two of them?"

      He nodded.

      "What are they?"

      Hyatt shrugged. "Artifacts from some ancient civilization, I imagine. What use their creators put them to, we have no idea."

      They were both silent for several seconds. Finally, Hyatt lifted the blaster pistol from the desk, then held his other hand out to Susan, palm up. "Let's have them, Captain," he said.

      Susan got to her feet. "No," she said, defiantly. "If you want them, you will have to kill me." She took a deep breath, then took a step toward him.

      And he silently disappeared.

      The pounding behind her eyes increased, and the snowflake pattern formed in her mind. The mantra came to her lips.

      But that couldn't be. It shouldn't be happening. She had jumped-not he.

      Yet she hadn't, and he had!

      And there was something more, something she could never have expected. Somehow, she could sense the old man's track. She could actually feel the thread of his existence, observing him as he made a jump through time and space. He came to rest in an empty conference room elsewhere in the Survey Service compound, two weeks in the future.

      With an effort, she brought the picture of the conference room resting in her mind into sharp focus. She concentrated on every small detail-bare walls, gray metal table, utilitarian straight-backed chairs. Even the sign on the wall denoting the after-hours use of the room as a holo-vid viewing area.

      Instantly she appeared before him as he turned to the door to leave. The lump of gray metal burned between her breasts, and the headache grew.

      But she couldn't give those symptoms any thought. Hyatt staggered back a step at the sight of her, shock turning his face white. His lips trembled as he spoke.

      "How did you do that?"

      "I don't know," she answered. And she didn't. She had not the slightest idea how she had accomplished it.

      Then she realized she would quickly lose any advantage she might have unless she somehow negated the effect of what she had just said. She didn't know how she had tracked him, but it would be a mistake to let him know that. Somehow, she had to cover.

      But how?

      "I can track you," she said, "and that is sufficient."

      "Track me!" he said. "You can actually track me through time and space?"

      Wasn't that what he had meant? No, obviously not. Then what had he meant?

      Then she knew. Hyatt had not jumped. Somehow, she had jumped him. She had pushed him from her through both time and space.

      There was a moment of silence. Susan said nothing, to avoid giving him any information he might use against her. Hyatt remained quiet as well, out of pure confusion.

      Then, as she watched, his finger again tightened on the blaster pistol's trigger.

      Again the burning lump of gray metal between her breasts, and the pain behind her eyes intensified. This time, however, nothing was changed. Hyatt still stood menacingly in front of her, still pointed his weapon at her stomach.

      But there was something different. The smile Hyatt had worn only an instant before was gone, and in its place was shock and fear.

      But why?

      And again she knew. She had jumped a second or two into the future, to a time just after the blaster's beam had past.

      "No!" he screamed. And again he vanished. But this time she knew he had initiated the jump.

      Again Susan detected his path through both time and space, like a golden thread of light. And again she activated her pendant with a thought, and followed.

      This time she followed him down-time, nearly a year and a half into the past. In space she traveled Earth-side, to a hydroponics farm in southern Florida. She appeared beneath a huge plasti-alloy dome, beside Hyatt, as he came around the end of a row of drip troughs containing nearly mature tomato plants.

      "You can't have tracked me again!" he said, incredulously.

      Susan smiled. "You can't run," she said. "No matter where you go, I will follow."

      "How can you be doing this? It isn't possible!"

      How am I doing it? she wondered. She simply could not explain it-not to him, and not to herself.

      She reached out for the pendant hanging around his neck, but again he vanished.

      Standing still beneath the huge dome, she watched him run. He flashed frantically from one place to another, from one time to another. Luna City, during its first few months of existence, when it was little more than a five-man survival dome. The Ceres colony, out in the asteroid belt, fifteen years in the future. Earth- side, to 1900 China, during the Boxer rebellion. Never more than a few seconds in one place, then on to another time and location.

      Throughout it all, she simply observed, making no attempt to follow. And finally he stopped.

      He was again Earth-side. New Years Eve, 2141, in a crowd in Times Square, New York.

      It was then Susan made her own jump.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-nine

      

      The headache burned behind her eyes as the crowd pressed in around her. Thousands of sweaty, smelly people pushed from all sides, and she feared she would go down and be trampled beneath their feet. For an instant, she thought she would faint.

      Susan fought the faintness down. She had no time for it now. She had to locate Hyatt. And instantly the intricate snowflake pattern grew in her thoughts, and the monosyllabic chant came to her lips.

      Where is he? she wondered, scanning the crowd. Where in this mass of humanity could he be hiding? He had been smart. He had known she would track him, no matter where he went. His only hope had been in finding a place where he could still remain hidden. This was just such a place.

      She stood on her toes and strained to see over the heads of those around her, trying to pick Hyatt out of the crowd. She was taller than most of those around her, but it would still be an impossible task. There were simply too many people-a million, maybe more-and he was incredibly short. She could not possibly hope to locate him in this mass of humanity.

      But perhaps her newly attained ability could. She had tracked him through time and space. Now that she was here, she might just be able to fine tune the location procedure, pinpointing him exactly.

      Clearing her mind, she thought of nothing but Hyatt. She formed a detailed image of him, careful that she did not visualize the Hyatt from her own time. There were no physical differences of which she was aware, so she concentrated on the small differences in personality and character.

      Just in time, she brought herself out of it. Her mind had been concentrated entirely on the task, and she had been oblivious to the crowd around her. She was swooning. She had nearly fallen.

      With an effort she regained control. She would have to pay closer attention to her surroundings. Although the crowd was in gay spirits-happy and eager to ring in the new year-they were a hazard.

      Again she concentrated on locating Hyatt. But this time she kept just enough attention on her surroundings to maintain her balance and stay upright.

      She became barely aware that those around her were staring as she cast her thoughts out over the crowd, searching for the small man in the sea of humanity filling Times Square. Her consciousness swept out in ever increasing circles, like the wave effect of a pebble dropped into a still pond.

      And suddenly, she had him, off to her left and perhaps five hundred feet distant. But there were hundreds of people between them-hundreds of bodies made of hard, unrelenting flesh. How would she possibly get to him through this crowd?

      The answer was simple: The pendant. She would jump to his location, the same way she had jumped to this time and place.

      Then it struck her. That very action was what had set off the New Years Eve riot of 2141-the riot that had killed both her mother and her father. Even now, those around her were watching intently.

      And why shouldn't they watch? she thought. Here was a tall woman in Fleet red, standing in their midst, mumbling strange syllables and weaving as if in a trance. If she suddenly vanished, they would panic. They would try to scatter in mad fear. Within seconds that fear would spread through the entire crowd, and thousands would be killed.

      Among those thousands would be Susan's own parents.

      Yet, it was the only way she could get to Hyatt. He had to be stopped, no matter what the cost.

      Besides, she had done it. The New Years Riot was part of history. Her mother and father had died in it.

      But until now she had not realized exactly what had caused that riot. No one had.

      She took a deep breath and, without another thought, jumped.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Thirty

      

      The pattern, followed by the mantra. But still the headache intensified.

      Only three people stood between Hyatt and Susan when she appeared. He was not yet aware of her presence.

      His gaze raked the crowd, searching for her. He knew she would follow, but he didn't know when she would appear, or where. He was too short to see much, and suddenly Susan realized he was depending on her height to give her away.

      She slouched as best she could in the press of the crowd. If she could blend in for just a few seconds more, until the commotion she heard beginning five hundred feet behind her had reached her new location-a commotion she herself had started when she vanished-and distracted him, she might stand a chance.

      But she had to get near enough to reach out and jerk the pendant from around his neck, snapping him back to his own time before he could make another jump.

      No, that's not right, Susan thought. He would not be snapped back to his own time. He would cease to exist, because his past self had been killed.

      The noise behind her suddenly intensified, spreading out from the spot where she had disappeared. In only a few seconds that panic would be on her, and Hyatt would be too busy to notice that she was standing right beside him.

      If she could only keep him from seeing her for a few seconds longer…

      She slouched a bit more.

      The roar of panic became louder, and yet louder. Someone pushed her from behind, toward Hyatt. She resisted, using her strength to stand her ground as best she could. She couldn't make her move yet. It would only fail now. He would only jump, and she would have to track him again. But if she could hold out for only a few seconds more, he would be so fully engulfed in the riot that he would not see her even if he looked straight at her. Not until it was too late.

      Panic washed through the crowd like a wave through the ocean. Those in whose midst she slouched did not know what the panic was about. They were too far from the incident that had set it off-too far from the spot where Susan had vanished. They knew only that those behind were pushing, elbowing, driving them, and that if they did not do the same to those in front of them, they would be trampled.

      Suddenly, Hyatt's eyes became wide with fear as he realized what was happening. He had not yet spotted Susan, but he knew she had caused the panic. And he knew why.

      His gaze darted, his head snapping almost convulsively. He opened his mouth in a scream that was swallowed up in the crowd's growing roar.

      Now! Susan thought.

      She straightened, just as Hyatt's head snapped around. He saw her, and his eyes grew wider still, his mouth twisting in a silent cry of fear and rage.

      Susan pushed past the three people between Hyatt and herself, somehow finding enough strength to throw them aside. She reached out, and the tips of her prosthetic fingers touched the pendant hanging from its chain around his neck.

      Again he cried out, and this time Susan was near enough to hear him. But now it was not a cry of rage, nor of fear. This time the sound she heard was one of infinite despair.

      He started to go down and her fingers wrapped around the pendant. The crowd pressed in around him, and Susan lost sight of him. Somehow, miraculously, she kept her own feet.

      And pulled the pendant free.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Thirty-one

      

      Susan stood unmoving for several seconds, her mind numbed. Those around her stared at the spot where Hyatt had lain only an instant before, panic evident in their faces. A few of those near her were turning, attempting to get away from her as best they could in the press of the crowd.

      In eliminating Hyatt, Susan had started another center of panic. Where an instant before the riot might have worked itself out, gradually becoming dampened by the shear mass of the crowd, now it was started anew.

      And she knew that when she disappeared again, returning to her own time and to Luna, the panic would intensify still more.

      But where should she go? What should she do now?

      Back to Luna City, of course. Back to the Survey Service compound and the ship, Photon. Once aboard the ship and out into deep space, she would be safe. That was all she wanted now.

      But first, she had to see Admiral Renford. She had to at least make an attempt to convince him of what had happened. She would first go to Fleet Base.

      Again she thought of her mother and father. She still found it hard to believe that she had been responsible for their deaths. But she had been; she knew that now. And she had survived those forty-seven years in her past-now!- protected by their bodies from the crowd's trampling feet.

      Suddenly, Susan realized she was crying. There had been nothing she could do about her parents' death. She had been powerless to influence the events she had known must happen. Yet she wished with all her heart she might have been able to change those events. She wished she could have somehow saved her parents.

      She shook her head sharply. She didn't have time for tears now. There was still too much she must do.

      Wiping her eyes on the frayed and dirty bandages covering her prosthetic hands, she formed a thought in her mind.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      Instantly she stood in the corridor outside Admiral Renford's office, just as she had less than a week ago. But it seemed much longer than a week. So much had happened since she had last talked to the Admiral. Her life had been turned literally inside out.

      The snowflake pattern formed in her mind and the mumbled mantra came to her lips. This time, however, they seemed to have absolutely no effect on the headache. The pain in her head still flared like fire, unaltered by the pattern and the mantra that had worked so often before.

      She stepped to the door, and it irised open. The reception desk in the outer office was empty. Krueger was gone, just as she had known he would be. She walked to the door to Renford's inner office and it, too, irised open. She stepped through.

      Renford sat behind his desk. His eyes became wide with surprise as he looked up from his paperwork.

      "What in hell are you doing here?" he said. Then he noticed that her uniform was soiled and scorched, and that her prosthetic hands and arms were bandaged. In places the bandages were coming off, exposing the burned through plasti-alloy and the electronics and mechanics beneath. "What happened?"

      "We need to talk," she said. "We're in trouble."

      "I know. Krueger's body was found in a hospital room in the Survey Service compound less than an hour ago. A hospital room registered to you!"

      "Then he's dead?" He had been alive when Susan left the hospital room.

      Renford nodded.

      Had Hyatt finished him off? she wondered. Or perhaps her double had. Would it do any good to tell the admiral what had happened? Would he believe her?

      Probably not. If it hadn't happened to her, if she hadn't actually experienced it all herself, she would never have believed it.

      Still, she had no choice. She had to tell him, had to try to convince him. She needed help, and he was her last hope.

      "Will you listen for a few minutes before turning me in?" she asked. "And will you at least try to believe me?"

      "I'll try," Renford said. He motioned her to the chair by desk. "I owe you that much."

      "Fine." She sat. "It all started with the attack in my quarters here on Fleet Base, the one I told you about before…"

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      She told him everything. She told him about her double from the future and about Hyatt's double. She told him how she had found Hyatt dead out at the mining camp-a mining camp that should still be in full operation but was now closed. And she told him how Krueger had tried to kill her. Showing him the pendants, she told him how she had jumped from one place and time to another. She even told him about the death of her parents in a riot she had caused.

      Throughout her story, Renford gave no indication whether he believed her or not. He simply listened quietly, his expression blank.

      Even after she had finished, he remained silent for a long moment. Then, finally, he spoke.

      "I'd like to believe you," he said. "I'd like to say I believed everything you just told me. But it's all too incredible. You're asking me to believe you're from another world, a world in which Bill Darcy is not Luna City's mayor, but his brother is-a brother who has been dead for a number of years. You're asking me to believe there is a universe where the mining camp is still operating, and the solar power satellite has been destroyed. Is that right?"

      "Yes." And immediately Susan felt the absurdity of it all.

      "You're asking me to believe that a future Hyatt, aided by a future Susan Tanner, bought my personal secretary with promises of power?"

      Susan looked down at her bandaged hands laying limp and lifeless in her lap, and nodded. Somehow, she could not meet Renford's gaze.

      "And you're saying that you can instantaneously jump through both time and space, ranging from Luna to Earth, and from the past to the future?"

      Again she nodded.

      Both were silent for a time. Finally, Susan looked up, into the admiral's eyes. He really was trying to believe her-it showed in his expression. He wanted to believe. But he could not.

      "I know how impossible it all sounds," Susan said. "I know you can't believe what I've just told you. In your place, I wouldn't believe it, either."

      "There's simply no proof," he said.

      Susan nodded with resignation. He was right, there was no proof. Yet, somehow she had to prove it to him. Somehow she had to make him believe.

      How could she do it? There was just too much to it that was absolutely unbelievable.

      Still, she knew she had to convince him. If she hoped to clear herself, she had to somehow verify her story. She had to establish at least the possibility of her story being true.

      Her LIN/C would do her no good. Its record could be altered.

      Then, suddenly, she knew what she must do. It might not work-and even if it did work, it might not convince him-but she had to try.

      As she formed the thought in her mind, she felt all three pendants hanging from their chains around her neck become hot, even through the heavy fabric of her uniform. The headache increased, and instantly she stood behind Renford as he gazed at thin air before his desk. She reached out and touched his shoulder.

      He tensed, then turned around, his eyes large and round with shock. His mouth worked silently for several seconds as he tried to speak, but he made no sound.

      "I know," Susan said, stepping around the desk, to its front. He turned slowly, his gaze following her, still unable to respond. "I felt the same way when I began to realize what was happening."

      After a few seconds, Renford closed his eyes and shook his head. "That's…something," he said when he finally opened his eyes.

      Susan nodded. "Now do you believe? Can you believe that what I said happened actually took place?"

      "Let's say I'm a lot closer to believing you than I was a moment ago. At least now I can believe in the possibility of it all."

      "Is that enough for you to help me?"

      He stared thoughtfully at Susan. Finally he said, "Yes, I'll help you. You know orders have been issued to shoot you on sight?"

      "No, I didn't know. Then what do I do? How do I get out of here?"

      What made me say that? she wondered. She knew she could leave any time she wanted. Although she didn't know where on the lunar surface Photon was located, all she had to do was think herself aboard, and the pendant would do the rest.

      Then, she knew why she had asked.

      "You can't leave here wearing a Fleet uniform," Renford said. "They'll be looking for a woman in a Fleet Captain's jumpsuit."

      He stood and went to the door on the far side of his office, and Susan followed. The door irised open and she followed him through.

      They were in Renford's living quarters. A desk almost as large and ornate as the one in his office sat in the middle of the room, and against the far wall sat the largest bed she had ever seen. Several holo-phones filled the wall to her left. On the right wall hung more paintings like the ones that hung in the Admiral's office, all of which she knew were authentic.

      Renford went to the closet on the far side of the room and it opened. Hanging in it were more clothes than Susan could have possibly imagined. He took out a black jumpsuit, then turned and held it out to Susan.

      "This should fit fairly well," he said.

      It was a Base Security uniform-the sword and shield insignia stood out over its breast. She looked at him questioningly.

      "Sometimes it's necessary for me to be out in public without being recognized," he said. "And sometimes I have to go places and do things only Security can go and do."

      Susan nodded and took the jumpsuit, and Renford turned back to the closet. He took a Base Security cap from the top shelf, and a holstered blaster pistol, then turned and gave both to her.

      "Put the uniform on," he said. "I'll be waiting in my office." He turned and walked to the door. It irised open and he turned back to her. "Remember, make yourself look as different as possible," he said. Then he again turned to the door and stepped through. It irised closed behind him.

      In spite of everything, she couldn't help but smile as she stripped out of her soiled, burned and torn Fleet jumpsuit. Renford was certainly a citizen of Luna. He had been stationed here so long, its provincialism had become ingrained into his personality. She knew exactly what he had meant when he said to try to make herself look as different as possible. He had meant she should bind her breasts. But he'd been unable to say it.

      She removed the soiled wrappings on her hands and arms, then stepped to the mirror beside the closet. She stood for a few seconds, observing her nude body. There was certainly no doubt that Renford had been right. The more she could look like a man, the better off she would be.

      She went to the closet and found a long silk scarf in among the items of clothing. Tucking one end under her right arm, she brought it tightly across her breasts, flattening them against her chest, then tucked it under the other arm. Leaning to one side, she caught the loose end and tightened it around her back, then again stretched it across her breasts. There was enough scarf to go around her once more before she tucked the end in beneath her left arm.

      Again she stood before the mirror. Not the best job, but it would have to do. Concealed beneath the jumpsuit, she might just pass for a man.

      She got quickly into the jumpsuit and fastened it up the front. After strapping on the holster, she put the cap on her head and again looked at her reflection in the mirror. It was no good. Although her breasts would no longer betray her, her hair hung long and shining from beneath the cap. And her prosthetic hands-the plastic synthetic skin burned off-would give her away, as well.

      Turning from the mirror, she scanned the room. The drawers set into the wall beside the bed had to hold a pair of scissors. She went to the drawers and searched. Within seconds she found them.

      She went back to the mirror and took off the cap. Taking a deep breath, she hacked at her hair with the scissors. After less than a minute, she was finished. It wasn't a very good job, but it would have to do.

      As she placed the soiled bandages back on her hands, she asked herself, What next? And suddenly, she knew. She didn't know how she knew; she simply knew.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Thirty-two

      

      She stood in a deserted corridor, before a closed conventional door, the snowflake pattern blossoming in her mind and the mantra on her lips. Although the door was unmarked, she knew that beyond it was an operating room. She was again in a hospital.

      But this hospital was Earth-side; the gravity was Earth's. She was ten years in her own past.

      The headache burned behind her eyes, considerably more intense than it had before this jump. She couldn't concentrate. Yet she knew she had to concentrate with all her mind; she had much to do.

      In her right hand she carried a blaster pistol, while the one Renford had given her only a few minutes before was still holstered at her hip. She had stolen the weapon she held after she'd made the jump to this time. For what she must do, she needed a functional blaster.

      Reaching out, she turned the door handle. It twisted beneath her grip and she pushed the door open and walked through; she was in the operating room.

      It was empty. The surgeons and technicians who would soon fill the room had not yet arrived, and her own past self had not yet been wheeled in, unconscious, on a gurney. Still, all the equipment was laid out, ready to go.

      She went to a wheeled tray beside the operating table and scanned the instruments. The laser scalpel, forceps, and various other surgical instruments were positioned neatly and precisely on one side of the tray. On the other side was a pair of prosthetic arms and hands, covered with flesh-colored plasti-alloy. Beside them, still in its mold, lay the metal skull plate that would be inserted in her past self's head.

      Carefully, she pried the plate from its mold, and it popped out with little effort. She tossed the skull plate into the corner of the room beneath a low equipment bench, then lifted one of the pendants from around her neck, parted a link of its silver chain, and detached it. She threw the chain beneath the equipment bench with the skull plate.

      Positioning the lump of dull gray metal in the center of the mold, she made certain the blaster was on a low-power setting.

      She trained the weapon on the lump of metal at short range and pulled the trigger. The pendant melted instantly, precisely filling the mold. It would cool quickly, and by the time the surgeons were ready to implant it, it would be at room temperature.

      She tossed the blaster under the equipment bench as well, then stepped away from the tray. That part was done. But there was still more she had to accomplish before she was finished-before she could jump to Photon.

      Turning, she stepped to the door, opened it, and produced another jump as she stepped out into the corridor.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      She was in another corridor. No longer on Earth; the gravity was Luna's. The crowd was huge, and shop fronts lined the corridor on either side. This was the exchange area, on Fleet Base.

      To her left, fifty feet down a side corridor, stood the curio shop she had visited less than a week ago. Within, she knew she would find the old man.

      But it was not him she was interested in. Not yet. It was the only other occupant of that shop for whom she had come.

      She eased back into the crowd, into a small dark space between two shops. Lifting one of the two remaining pendants from around her neck, she placed it out of sight, in the pouch at her waist. Then she drew the blaster pistol Renford had given her and waited. The blaster would not function in this time: she knew that. But to accomplish what it must, it didn't have to.

      She didn't have long to wait. In less than a minute she spotted her other self emerging from the branch corridor. And in that instant that other self spotted her.

      A look of pure horror washed over the other's features as Susan brought the blaster pistol up, centering it on her other self through a gap in the crowd. Then the other disappeared.

      Just as Susan knew she would.

      Quickly, she holstered her weapon; she didn't want the rest of the crowd to see it. She couldn't afford to cause a panic like she had in Times Square so many years ago.

      She knew what she must do next. She had to jump thirty or forty years into the past, while maintaining her spatial location here in the Fleet Base exchange area.

      But exactly what time should she jump to? It had to be precise, so she would end up when she knew she must.

      Or did it? Could she simply jump to any time between thirty and forty years? Would she be guaranteed to end up where she had, because she had?

      Either way, she had no choice. She did not know the exact time she must achieve, so she could not possibly achieve it. And so, she split the difference- thirty-five years into the past.

      At first she thought her surroundings had not changed in the least. Then she noticed that the crowd was considerably thinner than it had been an instant before. And the shops were slightly different, too. They looked somehow newer. Yet she was still on Luna, definitely in the Fleet exchange area.

      She started for the side corridor where the curio shop was located. There was less dust on the corridor floor than there had been the last time she had been here. Before she reached the shop she stopped dead in her tracks, a cold shiver running up her spine.

      The sign above the shop's entrance was different. Where before it had read, Eddie's Out-System Curios, it now read, Sylvia's Fine Clothes.

      She glanced around. Most of the shops seemed to house the same businesses they had in her own time, but a few did not. There was an arcade where there should have been a small Greek restaurant, a low-grav gym where an electronics repair shop stood in her time. And where the curio shop should have been stood a boutique.

      Had her jumping around somehow altered the past? She knew it had to some extent, but had she caused this? Had she so changed what she thought of as reality that she would never be able to bring about what she knew she must in order to succeed?

      Perhaps not. Maybe this far back, the curio shop had been a boutique. But if that was true, how could she possibly sell the pendant to the old man?

      She went down the short corridor to the boutique's door and it irised open. Inside were racks of clothing. She stepped back into the corridor and the door irised closed.

      There was no doubt about it-this was not the correct time. She had gone too far into the past.

      But how far up the time line into the future should she go? A year? Two years?

      One year, she decided, simply because she had to decide something. She formed the thought in her mind, then jumped.

      The headache flared behind her eyes. Then the snowflake pattern and the mantra. But neither seemed to work any longer. As before, the headache remained worse than it had been after her previous jump.

      And the sign remained the same.

      But perhaps…

      She stepped to the door and it irised open. Within were the shelves she remembered from her own time, although they were considerably less cluttered.

      Once inside, the door irised closed behind her. She took the pendant from the pouch at her waist, put it back around her neck with its twin, then started down the aisle between the rows of shelves.

      "Can I help you…?" came a familiar paper-thin voice from behind.

      She turned around. The man didn't look much younger than he had been in Susan's time.

      "Tann-," she started, making her voice two octaves lower than usual. But then she realized she probably shouldn't give her real name. "Hansen," she finished, "Brian Hansen."

      "Can I be of some assistance, Mr. Hansen?" Her disguise had worked.

      "Yes," she said. "I would like to sell one of these." She lifted the pendants from around her neck.

      "Just one?"

      She nodded. "I must keep one." She put one in the pouch at her waist, then held the other out to the old man. She felt the weight of the pendant in the pouch disappear as he took the one she offered.

      "I'm afraid I can't give you much for it," he said. "Where is it from?"

      "The Crab Nebula, from a planet circling its star of origin."

      He nodded. "What is it?"

      "Just a pendant. Jewelry."

      He shrugged. "Like I said, I can't give you much."

      "That's fine. I just want to sell it."

      "I could give you a bit more for both." Susan shook her head, and he shrugged again. "Follow me," he said.

      She followed him to the back of the shop. The same green terminal sat atop the desk as had in her time. She almost pulled her LIN/C from its pouch, then noticed there was no slot to receive it in the terminal. Now, more than thirty years before she had first met this man, the LIN/C hadn't yet been developed.

      "Didn't there used to be a boutique here?" she asked as the old man sat and began typing at the terminal.

      "Yes." He worked at the keyboard as if unaccustomed to using it. "They went out of business, and I took this spot over three weeks ago. I haven't even had time to change the sign outside. By the way, how did you know I was here?"

      "A friend told me," she lied.

      Again he nodded. "I don't know what to call this place when I finally get around to having a sign made."

      "What's your name?" Of course, she knew what it was.

      "Sims," he said. "Roger Sims."

      Her heart stopped beating. His name was wrong. It had to be Eddie. She thought fast.

      "I don't think that will look good on the sign."

      "Why not?"

      "Somehow, it just doesn't sound right."

      She was quiet for a few seconds, thinking. Where had Eddie come from?

      "What's your middle name?"

      "Edward." And she breathed a silent sigh of relief.

      "How about using that in the sign. Maybe Eddie's Out-System Curios?"

      The old man repeated the name. Then was quiet for a few seconds. Finally, he said, "It does sound good. I just might use it."

      He handed Susan two and a half credits, and she put the money in the pouch that only a few seconds before had held the other pendant. "Thanks," she said as she turned and walked to the door.

      The old man followed. On her way down the aisle Susan heard him drop the pendant on a shelf. The door irised open.

      "Come again," he said as she stepped out into the corridor.

      "I will," she responded without looking back. She didn't tell him it would be thirty-six years in the future.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Thirty-three

      

      Photon, she thought as she stepped out into the corridor. The ship would be her next destination. To Photon, and her own time.

      Yet, she didn't know where that ship was located. It had been moved from its hangar, somewhere out onto Luna's surface. But to where?

      Hyatt's private launch site-wherever that was.

      Perhaps she didn't have to know exactly where it was. She had just jumped to a time she had not been sure of. Maybe she could do the same with space.

      Of course she could; she had done precisely that the last time she had jumped to Photon. The ship had been in deep space then, and there was absolutely no way she could have known where in space it was located.

      The headache pounded behind her eyes, scattering her thoughts. She needed all the concentration she could gather in order to do what she knew she must; she would have to center her entire attention on getting to Photon if the process was going to stand even the slightest chance of working.

      Clearing her thoughts, she drew in a deep breath, then formed the vague thought of the time she wanted, planting it as firmly in her mind as possible. Finally, she visualized the ship.

      Instantly, the corridor around her vanished…

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      …to be replaced by Photon's no-nonsense interior.

      She let her breath out in a burst.

      Rounded corners. Light blue colored cabin. Acceleration webbing. A sparse simplicity that seemed absolutely ridiculous. This was the ship-it was Photon.

      But was she in the right time?

      There was only one way to know for certain. She shuffled to the webbing and strapped in, then pulled her LIN/C from its pouch at her waist. Positioning it above the slot in the control panel, she hesitated.

      She didn't know what she should expect. The familiarization session Hyatt had promised had never materialized-there hadn't been time-and she didn't have the slightest idea how she would go about piloting this ship.

      How could she possibly hope to control it? she wondered. How could she hope to get into deep space, as she knew she must?

      Hyatt had said the familiarization session would be nothing more than a formality. He had indicated that when she plugged her LIN/C into the ship's console, she would quite literally become the ship.

      But with her mind on the verge of going over the edge, and with the headache pounding like a jack hammer behind her eyes…?

      The snowflake pattern formed in her mind and she mouthed the mantra. As she had expected, they did no good. The pain continued to burn like fire in her mind, making the mere act of thinking a nearly impossible chore. And she knew that whatever she did, she would have to accomplish it in spite of that pain.

      Closing her eyes, she pressed her LIN/C into the slot.

       

      
        * * *

      

       

      From extremely low frequencies, through broadcast, microwave, infrared, visible and ultraviolet, into X-rays and gama, and beyond, Susan's thoughts were suddenly bombarded by myriad inputs, collected by Photon's sensors, channeled through its computer, and fed into her mind through her LIN/C. The sensation she felt was one of drowning in a turbulent, chaotic sea of electromagnetic stimuli.

      Her mind screamed out against the inputs-a long, ragged cry of mental agony-and instantly they became diminished. Yet still there were far too many of them for her to handle. They continued to rasp harshly in her thoughts. Yet she knew now that she could control them. With a thought, she cut the stimuli further, narrowing them to only those wavelengths within the visual range, and instantly the inputs became manageable.

      Luna's peaceful surface stretched out in her mind, bathed in harsh light from the Sun. The stars shown bright and clear-like chips of ice in a black velvet sky. Near the horizon, to the north, sat the domed city.

      Movement between her vantage point and Luna City caught her attention. She shifted a sensor's field of view, then increased magnification.

      It was a line of three open crawlers. Behind the wheel of each sat a suited figure. She boosted magnification further, but could see nothing beyond the suits' helmet visors.

      "Captain Susan Tanner," came a voice in her thoughts, and she instantly knew the ship's radio was feeding it directly into her mind. "This is Clayton. Do you copy?"

      So, Clayton had finally found her. He drove one of those crawlers. But now he was probably after her because he thought she had killed Krueger. And Hyatt as well.

      She didn't answer. Clayton might not know for certain whether or not she was aboard. And right now, she needed time to think. And to become accustomed to the ship.

      Searching with her mind through the ship's computer, she encountered the control points for its many complicated systems. Life-support, hydraulics, electronics-they were all open to her probing tendrils of thought.

      She located the control points for the hyperspace drive and the engine and issued the command thought that should have brought Photon's engine on line. Nothing happened.

      The headache was interfering, its pain preventing her from concentrating sufficiently to produce a coherent thought. She pushed the pain into a small, isolated part of her mind and built a mental wall around it. Then she tried again.

      This time she felt equal amounts of both matter and antimatter feeding into the engine's reaction chamber, and instantly there was a tremendous release of energy. Yet it would take a few minutes for sufficient power to build, allowing her to lift from the lunar surface. During that time, the crawlers would continue their advance.

      And, suddenly, Susan realized that by the time she finally could lift, the crawlers would be too near for their occupants to avoid the engine's lethal radiation.

      She watched nervously as they came on-steadily, relentlessly-and all that time the power continued to build in Photon's engine. If the crawlers continued to advance, when she lifted they would be caught in a deadly storm of hard radiation produced by the ship's engine. Those driving the crawlers would die.

      Unless she could do something to stop them. Unless she could turn them back before it was too late.

      With a thought, she activated the transmitter, then shouted a single thought into its special psycho-electric circuits: Stop!

      The crawlers staggered to a halt. After a few seconds, Clayton's voice again entered her thoughts.

      "Captain Tanner, we know you are onboard that ship."

      "The engine has been activated," Susan responded. "If you don't turn back immediately, I can't be held responsible for what will happen."

      "We can't turn back, Captain," Clayton said. "You know that. We have orders to bring you in."

      "And you know I can't allow that." They would never believe her; they could not. Any evidence she had once possessed was now gone. Even her LIN/C would be suspect-they would say she had somehow found a way to alter its contents. They simply could not believe the story she would be forced to tell. For their own sanity, they could not.

      "You will be responsible for our deaths," came another voice into her thoughts. "Do you really want that, Susan?"

      It was Karl! Karl drove one of those crawlers.

      And instantly Susan again saw the apparition she had experienced in the briefing room in Luna City. Again she saw Karl, his flesh burned through by radiation-by the radiation from this ship!

      No! she thought. She didn't want that. She knew now that she had not been responsible for those deaths ten years ago. She had done everything she could to save as many lives as possible. And she certainly did not wish to be responsible for these men's deaths now.

      Yet, she knew she would be. If they did not turn back soon, they would be beyond the point of return before she was forced to lift. They would not be able to escape the hard radiation that would pour from Photon's engine as it rose from the lunar surface.

      If she could only somehow override the engine's safety. If she could alter it so that it would lift before optimum power had been achieved.

      Again she searched the computer's control points with her mind. There were myriad areas for control, yet there did not seem to be one for the process she needed. And, suddenly, she knew there was not. There was no control point to override the engine's safety circuits, allowing her to lift before sufficient power had been achieved.

      There was simply no way around it; if the crawlers did not turn back soon, she would be forced to shut the engine down and give herself up. She did not want to do that, but she would have to. She had no choice.

      But not quite yet. First, there was one final ploy she must try. They thought she had killed both Hyatt and Krueger. She might use that to her advantage.

      "By now, you probably know I've killed twice already," she thought into the ship's transmitter. "I won't hesitate to kill again."

      "You would kill me?" Karl asked.

      "If I must."

      Karl knew her history. He knew how she longed to get back into deep space, and he had to know she would do almost anything to make that dream come true.

      She waited. Nothing more came over the ship's radio, and she transmitted nothing. The crawlers came on.

      After a few seconds, the computer's thought entered Susan's mind: SUFFICIENT POWER BUILD-UP HAS BEEN ACHIEVED. AWAITING LIFT OFF COMMAND.

      Still the crawlers advanced. Already the crawlers were probably too near. Already their drivers had been exposed to a lethal dose of radiation.

      The power in Photon's engine continued to build, and suddenly she knew she either must lift from Luna's surface, or shut the engine down.

      It was then that the computer's cold thought again knifed into her mind: WARNING. WARNING. SAFETY LIMITS ON ENGINE POWER GENERATION WILL BE EXCEEDED IN THREE MINUTES.

      She knew what that meant. If she did not either lift or shut down the engine within three minutes, Photon's engine would detonate with devastating force-perhaps enough force to destroy Luna City, some sixty kilometers distant.

      And instantly numerals began counting down in her thoughts: 2:59…2:58…2:57…

      "What will be the consequences if I fail to lift within that time, and yet do not shut the engine down?" she thought at the computer.

      DETONATION, the computer replied, WITH THE SUBSEQUENT DESTRUCTION OF EVERYTHING WITHIN A TWO HUNDRED KILOMETER RADIUS.

      And still the crawlers came on.

      2:55…

      "I will lift in less than three minutes," Susan thought into the ship's transmitter, although she knew she would not.

      She received no response. 2:53…2:52…2:51…

      There must be a way out of this, she thought. She had to think of something. But the headache was again with her, throbbing behind her eyes, and she could not think coherently.

      There was no way around it. She had to shut the engine down. And yet, she had visited herself on this very ship in deep space. If that had truly happened-and she did remember it happening-what could that mean?

      2:47…2:46…2:45…

      She watched through the ship's sensors as the three crawlers continued to advance toward her, realizing she could do nothing to stop them. If she didn't shut down the engine, Karl would become that charred apparition she had seen in the briefing room in Luna City. And not just Karl. Also Clayton, and whoever occupied the third crawler.

      With a thought, she reached out to shut down the ship's engine.

      Nothing happened.

      Had she touched the wrong control point with her thought? she wondered.

      She checked again. No, it had been the correct control point. Photon's engine should have shut down.

      1:36…1:35…1:34…

      Then, suddenly, she felt something. It was something strange, something alien.

      At first she thought the alien presence inhabited the ship's computer. Then she realized it was not in the computer. The strange alien presence inhabited her own mind!

      And instantly she realized it was this alien presence that had stopped her from shutting Photon's engine down.

      What was it? How had it entered her mind? And how long had it been there?

      Susan did not know.

      Then, amazingly, she did know. The alien presence itself supplied the answers.

      The presence came from an alien artifact. It came from the very pendant which, ten years ago, Susan had melted down and left for doctors to place in her head.

      And it was this same presence that had told her before to visit her own past and melt down a pendant, so that it could be in her thoughts now.

      But why had it stopped her from shutting down Photon's engine?

      0:57…0:56…0:55…0:54…

      She didn't have time to worry about that now. She had to get the engine shut down.

      Again she reached out with a command thought. And again her thought was blocked.

      How could she beat it? How could she get past this alien presence in her own mind?

      She did not know. All she knew was that if she did not shut the ship's engine down soon, not only would those in the crawlers die, but so would everyone in Luna City.

      She tried again, but still the engine would not shut down.

      0:27…0:26…0:25…

      But there was a way to save those in Luna City. There was still a chance the thousands in the domed city might survive.

      0:13…0:12…0:11…

      If only the alien presence in her mind would let her do it.

      0:08…0:07…

      "I will lift in only a few seconds," she transmitted, although she knew it was already too late.

      She felt the pain growing behind her eyes, stronger now than it had ever been before. Soon, it would overpower her, and rational thought would no longer be possible.

      0:05…0:04…

      "I am lifting now!" she screamed her thought into the transmitter.

      0:03…

      "I love you, Karl," she thought softly into the radio circuit as she snaked her tendril of thought toward the control point that she knew would lift the ship.

      0:02…

      She made contact with it, and felt the roar of released energy as the ship lifted from the lunar surface.

      "And I love you," she thought she heard over the radio. But she could not be sure she had heard it.

      Devastating pain washed through her mind, eliminating all other thought.

    

  
    
      
        Chapter Thirty-four

      

      Susan hung weightless, strapped into the acceleration webbing on Photon's small bridge.

      The pain in her head was far less than it had been as she'd lifted from Luna's surface; nearly eighteen hours of involuntary sleep had seen to that. The pain hadn't totally abated, but she knew it soon would.

      Finally she was in deep space, out beyond Luna's orbit. She had won.

      But, in a sense, it was a hollow victory. Never again would she see Earth or Luna. Even the asteroid colonies would be forever barred to her. She could never again set foot on a human world.

      Not, that is, unless she wished to spend the remainder of her life in prison. It was bad enough that she had killed-at least, that is what those back on Luna thought-but she had stolen the Survey Service's prize ship as well. That they could never forgive.

      And in doing so, she had again put Karl's life in jeopardy.

      Was he all right? she wondered. Had he survived Photon's liftoff?

      She had no way of knowing. The hard radiation produced by the ship's engine made all contact except through hyperspace radio impossible, and those frequencies were clear. She had not been able to receive transmissions from either Earth or Luna since lifting nearly twenty hours ago. Those who had been in the way of the ship's blast might have survived, or they might not have, and she would never know. Soon, she would make her jump, and be far beyond the Federation Fleet's reach.

      She hoped they were all right, but she doubted it. She had not meant to hurt anyone. Not Clayton. And especially not Karl.

      She took a deep breath, and plugged into a sensor scanning out ahead of the ship. There, the stars were slightly shifted to the blue. She was traveling toward the unknown stars at incredible speed.

      Toward a meeting with an alien intelligence-the first such ever encountered.

      Suddenly, inexplicably, she thought about the short man who had attacked her in her quarters less than a week ago-the dark man, the belter. His attack had started it all, his attack that had been the first indication of everything that was to happen to her. And yet, it was his attack that remained unexplained. She could account for all her attackers but him. Even Hyatt had denied he had sent that assassin.

      She was sure the answer to that attack awaited her on a planet at the heart of the Crab Nebula.

      Susan heard a noise behind her, the sound of someone breathing! Someone else was on Photon's bridge, someone who hadn't been here only an instant before. And she knew who it was.

      After a few seconds, she turned around to meet herself.
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