A man can be donein deep space, far removed from al human company. And he can a'so cut
himsdlf off from companionship, no matter where heis.

GEORGE R.R. MARTIN

June 18

My relief |eft Earth today.

It will be at least three months be-fore he gets here, of course. But he'son hisway.

Today helifted off from the Cape, just as| did, four long years ago. Out at Komarov Station hell
switch to amoon boat, then switch again in or-bit around Luna, at Degpspace Startion. There hisvoyage
will redly be-gin. Up to then he's still been in his own backyard.

Not until the Charon casts |oose from Deepspace Station and sets out into the night will he fed it,
redly fed it, as| fet it four years ago. Not until Earth and Lunavanish behind him will it hit. Hes known
from thefirst that thereé's no turning back, of course. But there's a difference be-tween knowing it and
fedingit. Now hell fed it.

Therewill be an orbital stopover around Mars, to send supplies down to Burroughs City. And more
sopsin the belt. But then the Charon will begin to gather speed. It will be go-ing very fast when it
reaches Jupiter. And much faster after it whips by, using the gravity of the giant planet like adingshot to
boost its accelera-tion.

After that there are no stopsfor the Charon. No stopsat al until it reaches me, out here at the
Cerberus Star Ring, six million miles beyond Pluto.

My relief will have along timeto brood. As| did.

I'm still brooding now, today, four yearslater. But then, there's not much else to do out here.
Ringships are infrequent, and you get pretty weary of films and tapes and books alter atime. Soyou
brood. Y ou think about your past, and dream about your future. And you try to keep the loneliness and
the boredom from driving you out of your skull.

It'sbeen along four years. But it'samost over now. And it will be niceto get hack. | want to walk
on grass again, and see clouds, and eat an ice cream sundae.

Stll, for dl thet, | don't regret coming. These four years done in the darkness have done me good, |
think. It'snot asif | had left much. My days on earth seem remote to me now, but | can still remember
themif | try. The memories aren't dl that pleasant. | was pretty screwed up back then.

| needed timeto think, and that's one thing you get out here. The man who goes back on the Charon
won't he the same one who came out here tour years ago. I'll build awhole new life back on Earth. |
know | will.

June 20

Ship today.

| didn't know it was coming, of course. | never do. Theringships areirregular, and the kind of
energies|'m playing with out here turn radio sgndsinto crackling chaos. By the timethe ship findly
punched through the static, the station's scan-ners had dready picked it up and notified me.

It was clearly aringship. Much bigger than the old system rust-buck-ets like the Charon, and heavily
ar-mored to withstand the stresses of the nullspace vortex. It came straight on, with no attempt to
decelerate.

While | was heading down to the control room to strap in, athought hit me. Thismight be the last.
Prob-ably not, of course. There's fill three monthsto go, and that's time enough for a dozen ships. But
you can never tell. Theringshipsareirregular, likel said.

Somehow the thought disturbed me. The ships have been part of my life for four yearsnow. An
important part. And the one today might have been the last. If so, | want it al down here. | want to
remember it. With good reason, | think. When the ships come, that makes everything e se worthwhile.



The control room isin the heart of my quarters. It'sthe center of every-thing, where the nerves and
the ten-dons and the muscles of the Station are gathered. But it's not very im-pressive. Theroomisvery
gmall, and once the door dides shut the walls and floor and celling are dl afearturdesswhite.

There's only one thing in the room: a horseshoe-shaped console that surrounds a single padded chair.

| sat down in that chair today for what might be the last time. | strapped mysdlf in, and put on the
earphones, and lowered the helmet. | reached for the controls and touched them and turned them on.

And the control room vanished. It'sdl done with holographs, of course. | know that. But that doesn't
make abit of difference when I'm gsitting in that chair. Then, asfar as1'm concerned, I'm not inside
any-more. I'm out there, in the void. The control consoleis till there, and the chair. But therest has
gone. Instead, the aching darkness is everywhere, above me, below me, dl around me. The distant sunis
only one star anong many, and dl the garsareterribly far away.

That'stheway it dwaysis. That'stheway it wastoday. When | threw that switch | wasadonein the
uni-verse with the cold stars and the ring. The Cerberus Star Ring.

| saw thering asif from outside, looking down oniit. It'savast struc-ture, really. But from out here,
itsnothing. It's swallowed by the im-mengity of it al, adim slver thread lost in the blackness.

But | know better. Theringishuge. My living quarterstake up but asingle degreein thecircleit
forms, acircle whose diameter is more than ahundred miles. The rest is circuitry and scanners and
power banks. And the engines, the waiting nullspace engines.

Thering turned silent beneath me, itsfar sde stretching away into noth-ingness. | touched aswitch on
my console. Below me, the nullspace en-gines woke.

In the center of the ring, anew star was born.

It was atiny dot amid the dark at first. Green today, bright green. But not always, and not for long.
Null-space has many colors.

| could seethefar side of the ring then, if I'd wanted to. It was glowing with alight of itsown. Alive
and awake, the nullspace engines were pouring unimaginable amounts of energy inward, to rip widea
holein spaceitsdf.

The hole had been there long be-fore Cerberus, long before man. Men found it, quite by accident,
when they reached Pluto. They built the ring around it. Later they found two other holes, and built other
dar rings.

The holeswere smdll, too small. But they could be enlarged. Tempo-rarily, at the expense of vast
amounts of power, they could be ripped open. Raw energy could be pumped through that tiny, unseen
holein the universe until the placid surface of nullspace roiled and lashed back, and the null space vortex
formed.

And now it happened.

The gtar in the center of the ring grew and flattened. It was a pulsing disc, not aglobe. But it was il
the brightest thing in the heavens. And it swelled visbly. From the spinning green disc, flame-like orange
spears lanced out, and fell back, and smoky bluish tendrils uncoiled. Specks of red danced and flashed
among the green, grew and blended. The colorsal began to run together.

Theflat, spinning, multicolored star doubled in Size, doubled again, again. A few minutes beforeit had
not been. Now it filled the ring, lapped againg the silver walls, seared them with itsawful energy. It began
to spin faster and faster, awhirlpool in space, amaglstrom of flame and light.

The vortex. The nullspace vortex. The howling storm that is not a storm and does not howl, for there
isno sound in space.

Toit cametheringship. A moving star at fird, it took on visible form and shape amost fagter than my
hu-man eyes could follow. It became adark slver bullet in the blackness, abullet fired at the vortex.

Theam was good. The ship hit very closeto the center of the ring. The swirling colors closed over it.

| hit my controls. Even more suddenly than it had come, the vortex was gone. The ship was gone too,
of course. Once more there was only me, and thering, and the stars.

Then | touched another switch, and | was back in the blank white control room, unstrapping.
Un-gtrgpping for what might be the last time, ever.

Somehow | hope not. | never thought I'd miss anything about this place. But | will. I'll missthe



ring-ships. I'll missmomentslike the onestoday.

| hopel get afew more chancesat it before | giveit up forever. | want to fed the nullspace engines
wake again under my hands, and watch the vortex boil and churn while| float aone between the sars.
Once more, at least. Beforel go.

June 23

That ringship has set meto think-ing. Even more than usudl.

It'sfunny that with al the ships I've seen pass through the vortex, I've never even given athought to
riding one. Theré'sawhole new world on the other side of nullspace; Second Chance, arich green planet
of agtar so far away that astrono-mers are ill unsure whether it shares the same galaxy with us. That's
the funny thing about the holes—you can't be sure where they lead until you go through.

When | wasakid, | read alot about star travel. Most people didn't think it was possible. But those
who did dways mentioned Alpha Cen-tauri asthe first system we'd explore and colonize. Closest, and
all that. Funny how wrong they were. In-stead, our colonies orbit sunswe can't even see. And | don't
think welll ever get to Alpha Centauri.

Somehow | never thought of the coloniesin persona terms. Still can't. Earthiswhere | failed before.
That's got to be where | succeed now. The colonies would be just an-other escape.

Like Cerberus?

June 26
Ship today. So the other wasn't the last, after all. But what about this one?

June 29

Why does aman volunteer for ajob like this? Why doesaman runto asilver ring sx million miles
beyond Pluto, to guard aholein space? Why throw away four years of life donein the darkness?

Why?

| used to ask mysdlf that, in the early days. | couldn't answer it then. Now | think | can. | bitterly
regretted the impulse that drove me out here, then. Now | think | understand it.

And it wasn't redly animpulse. | ran to Cerberus. Ran. Ran to escape from londliness.

That doesn't make sense?

Yesit does. | know about londli-ness. It's been the theme of my life. I've been donefor aslong as|
can remember.

But there are two kinds of loneli-ness.

Most people don't redlize the dif-ference. | do. I've sampled both kinds.

They tak and write about the londliness of the men who man the star rings. The lighthouses of space,
and al that. And they'reright.

There aretimes, out here at Cer-berus, when | think I'm the only man in the universe. Earth was just
afe-ver dream. The people | remember were just creations of my own mind.

There aretimes, out here, when | want someoneto talk to so badly that | scream, and start pounding
on thewadlls. There are times when the boredom crawls under my skin and al but drives me mad.

But there are other times, too. When the ringships come. When | go outside to make repairs. Or
when | jugt St in the control chair, imaging mysdlf out into the darkness to watch the stars.

Loney?Yes. But asolemn, brood-ing, tragic londiness. A londinesstinged with grandeur,
somehow. A loneliness that a man hates with a passion—and yet loves so much he cravesfor more.

And then thereis the second kind of loneliness.

Y ou don't need the Cerberus Star Ring for that kind. Y ou can find it anywhere on Earth. | know. |
did. | found it everywhere | went, in every-thing | did.

It'sthe londliness of people trapped within themselves. The loneliness of people who have said the
wrong thing so often that they don't have the courage to say anything anymore. The londliness, not of
dis-tance, but of fear.

Theloneliness of peoplewho sit donein furnished roomsin crowded cities, because they've got



nowhere to go and no oneto talk to. The lone-liness of guyswho go to bars to meet someone, only to
discover they don't know how to strike up a conversation, and wouldn't have the courage to do so if
they did.

There'sno grandeur to that kind of londliness. No purpose and no po-etry. It'sloneliness without
meaning. It's sad and squalid and pathetic, and it stinks of saf-pity.

Ohyes, it hurts at timesto be done among the sars.

But it hurtsalot moreto be alone at aparty. A lot more.

June 30
Reading yesterday's entry. Tak about sdf-pity ...

July 1

Reading yesterday's entry. My flip-pant mask. After four years, | still fight back whenever | try to be
hon-est with mysdf. That's not good. If things are going to be any different thistime, | have to understand
my-sdif.

Sowhy do | haveto ridicule my-sdlf when | admit that I'm lonely and vulnerable? Why do | haveto
struggle to admit that | was scared of life? No one's ever going to read thisthink I'm talking to mysdlf,
about mysdif.

So why arethere somethings| still can't bring mysdif to say?

July 4

No ringship today. Too bad. Earth ain't never had no fireworks that could match the nullspace
vortex, and | fet like celebrating.

But why do | keep Earth calendar out here, where the years are cen-turies and the seasonsa dim
memory? July isjust like December. So what'sthe use?

July 10

| dreamed of Karen last night. And now | can't get her out of my skull.

| thought | buried her long ago. It was dl afantasy anyway. Oh, she liked me well enough. Loved
me, maybe. But no more than ahaf-dozen other guys. | wasn't redly spe-cial to her, and she never
realized just how specia shewasto me.

Nor how much | wanted to be spe-cia to her—how much | needed to be specia to someone,
somewhere.

So | dected her. But it was dl afantasy. And | knew it was, in my more rationad moments. | had no
right to be so hurt. | had no special claim on her.

But | thought | did, in my day-dreams. And | was hurt. It was my fault, though, not hers. Karen
would never hurt anyonewillingly. Shejust never redized how fragilel was.

Even out here, in the early years, | kept dreaming. | dreamed of how she'd change her mind. How
sheld bewaiting for me. Et cetera.

But that was more wish fulfill-ment. It was before | came to termswith mysalf out here. | know now
that she won't be waiting. She doesn't need me, and never did. | wasjust afriend.

So | don't much like dreaming about her. That's bad. Whatever | do, | must not ook up Karen when
| get back. | haveto start all over again. | have to find someone who does need me. And | won't find her
if I try to dip back into my old life.

July 18
A month sincemy relief left Earth. The Charon should bein the belt by now. Two monthsto go.

July 23
Nightmares now. God help me.
I'm dreaming of Earth again. And Karen. | can't stop. Every night it'sthe same.



It'sfunny, calling Karen anight-mare. Up to now she's dways been adream. A beautiful dream, with
her long, soft hair, and her laugh, and that funny way she had of grinning. But those dreams were dways
wish fulfillments. In the dreams Karen needed me and wanted me and loved me,

The nightmares have the bite of truth to them. They'redl the same. It'sawaysareplay of meand
Karen, together on that last night.

It was agood night, as nights went for me. We ate at one of my favorite restaurants, and went to a
show. We taked together easly, about many things. We laughed together, too.

Only later, back at her place, | re-verted to form. When | tried to tell her how much she meant to
me. | remember how awkward and stupid | felt, how | struggled to get things out, how | stumbled over
my own words. So much came out wrong.

| remember how she looked a me then. Strangely. How shetried to dis-illuson me. Gently. Shewas
awaysgentle. And | looked into her eyes and listened to her voice. But | didn't find love, or need.
Jus—judt pity, | guess.

Pity for an inarticulate jerk who'd been letting life pass him by without touching it. Not because he
didn't want to. But because he was afraid to, and didn't know how. She'd found that jerk, and loved him,
in her way—she loved everybody. Sheld tried to help, to give him some of her salf-confidence, some of
the courage and bounce that she faced life with. And, to an extent, she had.

Not enough, though. The jerk liked to make fantasies about the day he wouldn't be londly anymore.
And when Karen tried to help him, he thought she was his fantasy cometo life. Or deluded himsdlf into
thinking that. The jerk suspected the truth all dong, of course, but he lied to himsalf about it.

And when the day came that he couldn't lie any longer, he was till vulnerable enough to be hurt. He
wasn't the type to grow scar tissue easily. He didn't have the courage to try again with someone else. So
heran.

| hope the nightmares stop. | can't take them, night after night. | can't take reliving that hour in
Karen's gpartment.

I've had four years out here. I've looked at mysalf hard. I've changed what | didn't like, or tried to.
I've tried to cultivate that scar tissue, to gather the confidence | need to face the new rgections I'm going
to meet before | find acceptance. But | know mysalf damn well now, and | know it's only been apartia
success. Therewill ways be things that will hurt, thingsthat I'll never be ableto facetheway I'd liketo.

Memories of that last hour with Karen are among those things. God, | hope the nightmares end.

July 26
More nightmares. Please, Karen. | loved you. Leave me done. Please.

July 29

Therewas aringship yesterday, thank God. | needed one. It helped take my mind off Earth, off
Karen. And there was no nightmare last night, for thefirst timein aweek. In-stead | dreamed of the
nullspace vor-tex. Theraging slent storm.

August 1

The nightmares have returned. Not dways Karen, now. Older memoriestoo. Infinitely less
mean-ingful, but still painful. All the su-pid thingsI've said, dl thegirls1 never met, dl thethings| have
never done.

Bad. Bad. | haveto keep remind-ing mysdlf. I'm not like that anymore. Therésanew me, amel
built out here, sx million miles beyond Pluto. Made of stedl and stars and nullspace, hard and confident
and sdf-assured. And not afraid of life.

The past isbehind me. But it il hurts,

August 2
Ship today. The nightmares con-tinue. Damn.



August 3

No nightmare last night. Second time for that, that 1've rested easy af-ter opening the holefor a
ringship during the day. (Day? Night?Non-sense out here—Dbut | till write asif they had some meaning.
Four years haven't even touched the Earth in me.) Maybe the vortex is scaring Ka-ren away. But | never
wanted to scare Karen away before. Besides, | shouldn't need crutches.

August 13

Another ship came through afew nights ago. No dream afterwards. A pattern!

I'm fighting the memories. I'm thinking of other things about Earth. The good times. Therewere alot
of them, redly, and there will belots more when | get back. I'm going to make sure of that.

These nightmares are stupid. | won't permit them to continue. There was so much ese | shared with
Karen, so much I'd liketo recall. Why can't I?

August 18
The Charon isabout amonth away. | wonder who my relief is. | wonder what drove him out here?
Earth dreams continue. No. Cdl them Karen dreams. Am | even afraid to write her name now?

August 20

Ship today. After it was through | stayed out and looked at stars. For severa hours, it seems. Didn't
seem aslong at thetime.

It'sbeautiful out here. Lonely, yes. But such alondliness! Y ou're lone with the universe, the stars
spread out at your feet and scattered around your head.

Each oneisasun. Yet they ill look cold to me. | find mysdf shiver-ing, lost in the vastness of it dl,
won-dering how it got there and what it means.

My relief, whoever it is, | hope he can appreciate this, asit should be appreciated. There are so
many who can't, or won't. Men who walk at night, and never look up at the sky. | hope my relief isnta
man likethat.

August 24

When | get back to Earth, | will look up Karen. | must. How can | pretend that things are going to be
different thistimeif | can't even work up the courage to do that? And they are going to be different. So |
must face Karen, and prove that I've changed. Redlly changed.

August 25

The nonsense of yesterday. How could | face Karen? What would | say to her?1'd only start
deluding mysdlf again, and wind up getting burned al over again. No. | must not see Karen. Hell, | can
even take the dreams.

August 30

I've been going down to the con-trol room and flipping mysalf out regularly of late. No ringships. But
| find that going outside makes the memories of Earth dim.

More and more | know I'll miss Cerberus. A year from now, I'll be back on Earth, looking up at the
night sky, and remembering how the ring shone silver inthe starlight. | know | will.

And thevortex. I'll remember the vortex, and the ways the colors swirled and mixed. Different every
time.

Too bad | was never aholo buff. Y ou could make afortune back on Earth with atape of the way the
vor-tex looks when it spins. The ballet of the void. I'm surprised no one's ever thought of it.

Maybe'll suggest it to my rdlief. Something to do tofill the hours, if he'sinterested. | hope heis.
Earth would be richer if someone brought back arecord.

I'd do it mysdlf, but the equipment isn't right, and | don't have the time to modify it.



September 4
I've gone outside every day for the last week, | find. No nightmares. Just dreams of the darkness,
laced with the colors of nullspace.

September 9

Continueto go outside, and drink it al in. Soon, soon now, dl thiswill belost to me. Forever. | fed
asthough | must take advantage of ev-ery second. | must memorize the way things are out here at
Cerberus, so | can keep the awe and the wonder and the beauty fresh inside me when | return to Earth.

September 10
There hasn't been ashipin alongtime. Isit over, then? Have | seen my last?

September 12

No ship today. But | went outside and woke the engines and | et the vortex roar.

Why do | dwayswrite about the vortex roaring and howling? Thereisno sound in space. | hear
nothing. But | watch it. And it doesroar. It does.

The sounds of silence. But not the way the poets meant.

September 13

| watched the vortex again today, though there was no ship.

I've never donethat before. Now I've doneit twice. It'sforbidden. The costsin terms of power are
enormous, and Cerberus lives on power. So why?

It'samogt asthough | don't want to give up the vortex. But | have to. Soon.

September 14

Idiot, idiot, idiot. What have | been doing? The Charon islessthan aweek away, and I've been
gawking at the stars asif 1'd never seen them before. | haven't even started to pack, and I've got to clean
up my recordsfor my rdlief, and get the sa-tion in order.

Idiot! Why am | wasting time writ-ing in this damn book!

September 15

Packing almost done. I've uncov-ered some weird things, too. Things| tried to hidein the early
years. Likemy novel. | wroteit in thefirst Sx months, and thought it was great. | could hardly wait to get
back to Earth, and sdll it, and become an Author. Ah, yes. Read it over ayear later. It stinks.

Also, | found apicture of Karen.

September 16

Today | took abottle of Scotch and a glass down to the control room, set them down on the
console, and strapped mysdlf in. Drank atoast to the blackness and the stars and the vortex. I'll miss
them.

September 17
A day, by my cdculations. A day. Then I'm on my way home, to afresh start and anew life. If | have
the couragetoliveit.

September 18

Nearly midnight. No sign of the Charon. What'swrong?

Nothing, probably. These sched-ules are never precise. Sometimes as much as aweek off. So why
do I worry? Hell, | was late getting here myself. | wonder what the poor guy | replaced was thinking
then?



September 20

The Charon didn't come yester-day, either. After | got tired of wait-ing, | took that bottle of Scotch
and went back to the control room. And out. To drink another toast to the stars. And the vortex. | woke
the vortex and let it flame, and toasted it. A lot of toasts. | finished the bottle. And today I've got such a
hangover | think I'll never makeit back to Earth.

It was astupid thing to do. The crew of the Charon might have seen the vortex colors. If they report
me, I'll get docked asmall fortune from the pile of money that's waiting back on Earth.

September 21
Where isthe Charon? Did some-thing happen to it? Isit coming?

September 22

| went outside again.

God, so beautiful, so lonely, so vast. Haunting, that's the word | want. The beauty out thereis
haunt-ing. Sometimes| think I'm afool to go back. I'm giving up al of eternity for apizzaand alay and a
kind word.

NO! What the hell am | writing! No. I'm going back, of coursel am. | need Earth, | miss Earth, |
want Earth. Thistimeit will be different.

I'll find another Karen, and thistime | won't blow it.

September 23

I'm sick. God, but I'm sick. Thethings I've been thinking. | thought | had changed, but now | don't
know. | find mysdlf actualy thinking about staying, about signing on for another term. | don't want to. No.
But | think I'm gtill afraid of life, of Earth, of everything.

Hurry, Charon. Hurry, before | change my mind.

September 24

Karen or the vortex? Earth or eter-nity?

Dammit, how can | think that! Karen! Earth! | have to have cour-age, | havetorisk pain, | haveto
tastelife.

| am not arock. Or anidand. Or astar.

September 25
No sign of the Charon. A full week late. That happens sometimes. But not very often. It will arrive
soon. | know it.

September 30
Nothing. Each day | watch, and wait. | listen to my scanners, and go outside to look, and pace back
and forth through the ring. But nothing. It's never been thislate. What's wrong?

October 3

Ship today. Not the Charon. | thought it was at first, when the scan-ners picked it up. | yelled loud
enough to wake the vortex. But then | looked, and my heart sank. It wastoo big, and it was coming
graight on without decelerating.

| went outside and let it through. And stayed out for along time after-ward.

October 4
| want to go home. Where arethey? | don't understand. | don't un-derstand.
They can't just leave me here. They can't. They wont.

October 5



Ship today. Ringship again. | used to look f'Drward to them. Now | hate them, because they're not
the Charon. But | let it through.

October 7

| unpacked. It'ssilly for meto live out of suitcaseswhen | don't know if the Charon iscoming, or
when.

| till look for it, though. | wait. It's coming, | know. Just delayed somewhere. An emergency in the
belt maybe.

There arelots of explanations. Meanwhile, I'm doing odd jobs around thering. | never did getitin
proper shape for my relief. Too busy star watching at the time, to do what | should have been doing.

January 8 (or thereabouts)

Darkness and despair.

| know why the Charon hasn't ar-rived. It isn't due. The caendar was all screwed up. It's January,
not Oc-tober. And I've been living on the wrong time for months. Even cele-brated the Fourth of July on
the wrong day.

| discovered it yesterday when | was doing those chores around the ring. | wanted to make sure
everything was running right. For my re-lief.

Only therewon't be any relief. The Charon arrived three months ago. |—I destroyed it.

Sick. It was sick. | was sick, mad. Assoon asit was done, it hit me. What 1'd done. Oh, God. |
screamed for hours.

And then | set back thewall calen-dar. And forgot. Maybe deliberately. Maybe | couldn't bear to
remember. | don't know. All | know isthat | forgot.

But now | remember. Now | reemember it dl.

The scanners had warned me of the Charon's approach. | was out-side, waiting. Watching. Trying
to get enough of the stars and the dark-nessto last me forever.

Through that darkness, Charon came. It seemed so dow compared to the ringships. And so small. It
was my savation, my relief, but it looked fragile, and silly, and somehow ugly. Squdid. It reminded me of
Earth.

It moved towards docking, drop-ping into the ring from above, grop-ing toward the locksin the
habitable section of Cerberus. So very dow. | watched it come. Suddenly | won-dered what 1'd say to
the crewmen, and my relief. | wondered what they'd think of me. Somewherein my gut, afist clenched.

And suddenly | couldn't stand it. Suddenly | was afraid of it. Suddenly | hated it.

So | woke the vortex.

A red flare, branching into yellow tongues, growing quickly, shooting off bluegreen bolts. One passed
near the Charon. And the ship shuddered.

| tell mysalf, now, that | didn't re-alizewhat | wasdoing. Yet | knew the Charon was unarmored. |
knew it couldn't take vortex energies. | knew.

The Charon was so dow, the vor-tex so fast. In two heartbeats the mael strom was brushing against
the ship. Inthree it had swallowed it.

It was gone so fast. | don't know if the ship melted, or burst asunder, or crumpled. But | know it
couldn't have survived. There's no blood on my star ring, though. The debrisis somewhere on the other
sdeof nullspace. If thereisany debris.

Thering and the darkness |ooked the same as ever.

That madeit so easy to forget. And | must have wanted to forget very much.

And now?What do | do now? Will Earth find out? Will there ever bere-lief? | want to go home.

Karen, |—

June 18
My relief |eft Earth today.
At least | think he did. Somehow the wall calendar was broken, so I'm not precisaly sure of the date.



But I've got it back into working order.

Anyway, it can't have been off for more than afew hours, or | would have noticed. So my relief ison
the way. It will take him three monthsto get here, of course.

But at least he's coming.



