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And they, so perfect is their nmisery, Not once perceive their foul
di sfigurement. .. . —John M Iton, Conus,

ONE

Truck, Tiny, and Angi na Seng

It was St. Crispin's Eve on Sad al Ban IV when Captain John Truck, inpelled by
somet hing he was forced to describe to hinself as "sentinment," decided to
visit the Spacer's Rave, on the corner of Proton Alley and G rcuit (that
chilly junction where the higher class of port |ady goes to find her

cust oners).

"Don't accept any cargo," he told his bosun as he prepared to leave My Ella
Speed, "for at |east two weeks. Especially don't accept any vegetabl e seeds.
pill never haul punpkins again, any shape or form"

"What's a punpkin?" asked the bosun, who was a Chromian dwarf called Fix. He
was good with an ax—er so he sai d—but backward

"A punmpkin is what your head is," explained John Truck smugly. "Children wear
them for the same reason you have filed your teeth.

"Don't forget, no vegetable seeds."

And with a jaunty wave, he quit the ship.

He reached the Alley by way of Bread Street and East Thing, a danmp wi nd
tangling his long hair. He wal ked with his shoul ders hunched and his head bent
as if he were bored with it all (which he was, to the
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extent that anybody is), his tight snateskin conbat jacket and big | eather hat
strai ght out of the questionable past of the Gal axy.

Spaceport hustlers and buskers worked the streets all the way fromthe port to
the service areas, their peculiar instruments glinmering in the green street
light They solicited him but he ignored them He had seen t hem before,
shivering with cold and with fear of the |ong, inconprehensible future in the
ni ght wi nds of a hundred planets, waiting out their time in the bl eak

hi nterl ands of a thousand ports. They would go honme later to the same greasy
doorways and park benches and barren flops, or ride the pneumati que systens
until dawn: threadbare |osers for whom he could find no conpassi on because
they so resenbl ed hinself. Their aimess, eccentric hearts, their odors of

| oss, demanded a response he was not yet prepared to gi ve—because it woul d be



an admi ssion of kinship.

This isn't to say they made hi m unhappy—er that he | acked charity; he was just
hol I ow, nothing had ever filled himup

Since his denob fromthe Fleet, a year after all the hysteria of the Canes
Venatici incident had come to nothing but the same kind of worn dipl omacy that
had begun it, he had worked all over the sky, traveling a sl ow Archi medean
spiral in three dinmensions, tracking in fromVenatici through the Crow and the
Heavy Stars. He had driven hal f-tracks on 3 oamand Parrot, built roads on
Jacquel i ne Kennedy Term nal; he had sung revol utionary songs and pushed

nmet a- anpheta-nmines to the all-night workers on Mrpheus—not because he was in
any way conmitted to the insurrection that finally blew the planet apart, but
because he was stuck there and broke. After five years, he had ended up on
Earth, where everybody ends, guardi ng heavy plant machinery for the Israel
Worl d CGovernnent.

There he was paid handsonely for every Arab he shot, but not enough—-nhot enough
for dirty work. He had found hinself wetting his trousers every tine
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somebody fired a gun (in fact, that had worn off after a time, but he stil
told it that way, against hinself with a |ot of gestures and funny

voi ces—especially to port |adies), and tapping a streak of savagery he hadn't
suspected in hinmself. He found no sense of purpose in that stupid half-war,
either. Finally, it was too terrifying to find hinmself going through the
psychol ogi cal maneuvers necessary to continue w thout the acconpanying
commitment. He .left it alone, but in his custonmary indecisive manner. He
drifted away.

Had he not saved his bounty money and bought with it My Ella Speed (then
cal l ed Li beral Power, something which caused himto scratch his head), his
seven-year trip fromdenob day to Sad al Bari |V night easily have ended at

t he periphery of the port—acconplished by means of his horny thunb, a cheap
musi cal instrument, and his hat in the gutter the wong way up to receive
bread. Instead of on his head where it bel onged.

Even the purchase of the boat had, at the time, assunmed the air of a fortunate
accident. Unused to ethanol—still the sole |egal euphoric of Earth-he had
stunbl ed, smashed out of his head and | aughing, into a breaker's yard
somewhere in the tenperate zones; then passed out cold when he realized what
he'd spent his noney on. John Truck was a | oser, and |osers, despite the
evidence to the contrary, survive on luck. Not that he'd considered it |uck
then, lying on his back with the rusty, tw sted towers of w ecks spinning

t hrough his brain (and thinking, Ch God, what am| going to do with it?).

It was his personal disaster that he never learned to resist the flow of
events; he never |learned to ~nake steerage way.

Proton Alley is as cold as all the other streets; any warnth you think you

m ght have found there always turns out to be an illusory side-product of the
color of the vapor signs. All its denizens have digested their experience of
life so well that nothing of it remains to
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them They start fresh and naive every day, but still regard you with enpty

eyes. No warnth; but John Truck basked in its famliarity, which is perhaps an
accept abl e substitute on any evening dedicated to a saint Qutside the Spacer's
Rave, an ancient fourth-generation Denebian wth skin blackened and seaned,
and eyelids perpetually | owered against the actinic glare of a star he hadn't
seen for twenty years, was reciting lines fromthe second canto of The Fi ght
At Finnsburg. His hat was at his feet. H s boots were cracked, but his voice
was passabl e, boom ng out over the heads of passing whores and stoned Fl eet
nen:

The Marty Li ngham di scovered a bl eak orbit; hooked by a fuchsia dwarf,

peri helion at the customary handful of mllions: conetary, cenetery.

He showed his nasty old teeth to Captain Truck, recognizing another |oser
however wel | disguised. He screwed up his dreadful face, w nked.

"An intellectual, am1 right, bosun—=2" he began his spiel, stepping craftily



into Truck's bee-line.

"If it hadn't been for that,** Truck swore later, "I night have given him
somet hi ng. "

Inside the Rave, it was a different matter: inside, Tiny Skeffern, the

Gal axy's |l ast great nusician, was blowing his brains out through his
instrument |like the contents of a rare egg.

John Truck knew himof old. He stood five foot three and slightly built in the
Rave's confusion of spot8 and strobes and kal ei domats, tapping his right foot.
| Bs hah- was sparse, curly, and blond—at twenty-two years, he already had a
bal d patch. When he wasn't playing, he was spring-heel ed, he was a | eaper
when he was, he stayed in one place for mnutes on end, giving the |ladies a
reserved but cheeky snmile. He was an enthusiastic |oser fromway back, and he
nodded when Truck cane in.
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He pl ayed a four-hundred-year-old Fender Strato-caster with all the swtchgear
jamred full on, through a stack of Luthos anps—each one with a guaranteed

out put of half a kilowatt—-and a battery of Hydrogen Line thirty-inch speakers.
He had a | oose-linbed Denebi an queen, all pink flares and sl ashed sl eeves, oa
bass; his drunmer was a | ocal man, |ooking seedy and aggressive by turns |ike
all good drumers. Hi s sound:

H s sound was long-line and hairy, slow and grinding, full of inexplicable
little runs and conplications. He stal ked the Denebi an bass through the

har moni es; he made sounds |i ke breaking glass and expl odi ng quasars, |ike dead
ships and orbital confrontations and eras of geol ogi cal upheaval; he nmade
sounds |i ke God.

Tin a highway chfld, ** he sang, "so don't deny ny nane."

Wiich was all as it should be.

John Truck licked his lips and bought hinself a kni ckerbocker glory topped
with little crystals of te-trahydrocannabinol; he had a | ook at the audi ence.
They were nostly nusicians from other bands, but there was a sprinkling of
spacers, who, l|ike John Truck, understood that nusic had died out in the year
2,000 and that the New Music was the old nmusic. Only the wi nners escape, Truck
t hought as the old Strat wailed (taking fours with a wholly imagi nary w nd

whi ch neverthel ess sent trenors of intent down the backs of his calves and
thighs: the port wind, the conpass wind). The rest of us get carried by the
nmusi c. Wiy not ?

There was only one woman mthe Spacer's Rave that night. Her name was Angi na
Seng, and she was | ooking for John Truck. He wasn't to knowit: he could only
see her back. Her hah- was |ong and coppery, she held herself with a certain
dramatic tension. Her bottom | ooked nice. So while Tiny Skeffern screwed it
out of his glossy, priceless antique for the disconnected, the discontented
and the rudderl ess of the whole duty universe, John Truck fell precipitately
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in and out of love with her. It was an inpartial, on-off passion, for every
spaceport |lady seen fleetingly in a cromd. He was prone to that sort of thing.
In a hiatus between sets, Tiny brought the Fender over

"Hell o, Truck."

He bobbed about for a nonent, grinning sentimentally; sat down. Truck | ooked
with affection at his bald spot, beaded with sweat.

"Tiny, you play worse and worse. Who's the girl?"

Tiny huffed, w ped his sleeve over the guitar's inmacul ate white pol ymer
finish. He shrugged. Even when the Strat wasn't plugged in, the stubby,

cl ubbed fingers of his left hand ran up and down the frets like small,

undevel oped ani mal s | ooking for a way out of the w nd.

"Ch, thanks. She's not regular. Can you believe it, |'ve been here three

bl oody weeks. "

He rubbed his nose.

' Three weeks. Can you imagi ne that ?**

He hel ped hinmself to some of Truck's unfinished treat.

"I don't understand how | can have done it. Qutside being arrested, which



wasn't. |'ve been careful since | had that finger broken on Barfield Eight.
Three weeks in this dunp!"”
"I'f you want to lift out of here," offered Truck

"You' ve still got Ella Speed. What a nane. | never could get over that."

He chuckl ed. *

Tf1 be around when you finish this gig," Truck told him "O you could find
her at the dock. | had her painted up about a year ago. Fix the bosun is
aboard, | hope."

Tiny got up. He did a little energetic shuffle, nodded, and went back to his
band. He and Truck hadn't net much since his teen-age prodi gy days, when he'd
been playing the circuits on G oam Between riots, that had been a | ot of

| aughs, Truck recollected. He smiled to
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hi nsel f and worked sone THC grit from between two of his teeth with his
tongue. And he | aughed out |oud when Tiny | eaned down fromthe poky Rave stage
and whi spered sonmething to the girl with the coppery hair.

He didn't understand how she could be so pleased to see him How could he? He
only knew t hat spaceport wonmen soneti nmes have net aphysical hungers hard to
describe riding tandemw th then- nore comobn appetites. They represent a
different function of space, a significance of loneliness lost on their male
counterparts. They are the true aliens. So he regarded her with a certain
war i ness.

"M. Truck, | have been searching the port -for you."

"Go on," said Truck. "You say that to all the spacers. It's 'Captain.' Is
there sonmething | can do for your'

(He knew it was a m stake, even then. Tiny was driving his band through the
first four bars of "Were Was Tonorrow?" He recognized it for an onen.)

She told himher nanme. She was a big, bony girl, but her face was pinched a
little round the eyes and nouth. It wasn't sinply the mark of a port

| ady—al t hough they too are tense and contained as if perpetually struggling to
keep their substance from evaporating off into the void.

Her clothes glittered and dissolved irregularly as the kal ei domat |ight found
frequencies critical to the opacity of the material

**Captain Truck, how would you |ike a job?"

He shook his head.

"Cone back in two weeks. | shall be stoned on Sad al Ban here for two weeks."
He denonstrated by waving his hands about |ike airplanes. "Bonbed out Unless
Tiny gets desperate."

"It isn't a haulage job, Captain. You won't need to fly."

"They're the only kind |I take. I've got a Chromni an
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bosun to support. Really, you should find someone el se. Not that |'m not
grateful for the offer.”

He thought for a nonent.

"Besides which," he said, "you aren't hiring nme." For a |oser, that was pretty
acut e.

She | eaned forward earnestly, put her elbows on the table. She toyed with the
dregs of his knickerbocker glory, then clasped her hands.

"That's true. But ny sponsor will pay better for a few weeks of your tine than
any conparabl e haul age job, and you didn't make much on that |ast seed run."
He had to give her credit for that. **You," he said, "have been talking to
somebody. They were right. But | don't need noney that badly. In tw weeks,
yes."

"Captain Track, ** she said, drawing her chair closer to the table, "what if |
told you this was a chance to do sonething for the Gal axy?**

He si ghed.

"Fd say you have picked a loser. If it's politics, Mss Seng, double screw
it." He beamed at her. "I'"mnot very political, you see," he expl ai ned.

She got up w thout another word.



"You're not a port lady at all," he called after her as she threaded her way

t hrough the audi ence to the door. But he wasn't really talking to her

The eveni ng went on, the Spacer's Rave got packed out. The managenent cl osed
the doors in a suicidal nove to suffocate the hands that fed it. "I'm gonna
rock and roll you baby," sang Tiny Skeffern, "rock and roll you all night

I ong,"—an ol d sentinment, and enduring but Track had | ost interest. About an
hour after Angi na Seng had squirned her way out, he went off to | ook for
somewhere quiet. She had soured it for him He couldn't inagine who nmi ght want
himfor hinself and not My El |l a Speed.

As he went out the door, Tiny and his drunmmer were exchangi ng strokes, playing
wi t h psychopat hi ¢ detachment and gentl eness.
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Qut side, the sane old wind. East Thing was a street wi thout apparent function
a barrack thoroughfare for the shabby privates of the great comercial arnmy—
war ehouses, and the occasional front-office. Packed by day with clerks and
chandlers, it was a desert of vapor |anps by night; nobody wal ked it then
except to get to the Spacer's Rave, and nost of them were already Acre. Track
loved it for itself. You had to.

Comi ng abreast of a deep doorway in the high nunbers, he noticed nothing; but
a sneaky foot whipped out of it nonethel ess, and tangled up his long | egs. He
ki cked his own ankle painfully and fell on the floor

"Fuck," he said. Somebody sniggered.

A shadowy figure issued fromthe doorway—tooned over him as, rubbing one

el bow, he got hinmself into a kneeling position. A quick cold flicker of vapor
light reflected fromw cked steel knuckles. H's neck expl oded, he thought that
hi s wi ndpi pe had col | apsed, but he fell carefully, knees drawn up into his

st onmach.

"Up, son. I'mnot carrying you. Get up."

An exploratory prod in the ribs. Truck concentrated on the pain in his neck
**Conme on—=** Then, calling to the dimhole of the doorway: "G ve ne a hand
here, he's going to puke all over ny feet.**

Anot her one? Any nore and they could crowd himto death, never m nd anything
el se.

They bent over him He sl apped both arns hard against the paving to give
hinsel f traction and, feet together, shoved the heels of his boots into the
near est nout h.

Ni ce. Crouching and eager to maim he chuckled. It m ght have been taken for a
groan. He pretended to get up, sank his fingers into the second man's thigh
instead, feeling for a pressure point. "Your turn to fall down."

He was drawi ng back his foot, preparatory to putting it in, when sonething hit
himin the kidneys. He
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grunted. He staggered forward flailing his arnms and tripped over his origina
victim He squirned around trying to get a look at who was hitting himso
hard, pulled his head in rapidly, and rolled onto the | ee side of the knuckle
man as a shoe caught himin the chest. It was a | ace-up shoe with a thick sole
and a wei ghted toecap, a fact which surprised himso nuch that he forgot to
keep his head nmoving. All he could do after a little nore of that was curl up
into a ball and wap his arns round his face while he thought about it.

For a while, there was nothing but the quiet shuffle of feet and a ragged
sound in his head which told himJohn Truck nust be involved in it al

somewher e—but not how many people were kicking him O indeed, why. He was
beginning to feel frightened that they wouldn't stop

Eventual | y, though, two of them haul ed hi mupright and began hal f wal ki ng,
hal f dragging himtoward a battered bl ack vehicle parked across the street.
From Truck's position it | ooked about the size of a Fleet battleship, but even
with both of themworking at it they had a job trying to fold himup enough to
get hi minside.

"I think I*mgoing to be sick," he told them plaintively, but they ignored



hi m

VWhile they were sorting it out, a |late-nodel Lewis Phoenix with all eight
headl anps on nmai n beam hurl ed out of Bread Street and drifted to a stop
endw se across East Thing.

"Better get a nmove on, lads," said Truck. He spread his | egs w de and went
l[inp. He jabbed with his elbows, bit a hand that canme too close to his eyes.
Tap, tap, tap, went some heels.

"Leave him al one,"” saM Angi na Seng, her voice bright and tight

She was supporting an ugly Chanbers reaction pistol with both hands. Did he
detect a slight trenor in her big bony frane? He wasn't in a condition to

det ect
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anyt hing. A dark cloak was thrown over her indoor clothes.

Si |l ence

Truck spat sonme blood into the road. ~ "Don't shoot themyet," he nuttered.
The inside of his mouth had swollen, he kept biting his cheek by accident "I
woul d just like a go with one of their knuckledusters first."

Wth sul ky | ooks, they left himalone. Plucky Angina patched themrat off down
the street, heading for the dock. They were dressed al nost |ike spacers. She
put her Chanbers away and hel ped himinto the Phoeni x.

"Wen, Captain Truck," she saidV You would think, wouldn't you, that they'd at
| east | eave their own kind alone. Do you want the w ndow down?"

Truck said nothing. One of his | ower canines was giving himtrouble; and

bet ween tentative explorations of his nmouth, he was listening to the w nd.
"Suit yourself then." She smiled encouragingly at

T™D

The Long,

Unconpr ehendi ng M gration of "Spaceport Annie" Truck

**Woer e have you brought ne?" he asked suspiciously. It was all the same to
him He was a heartbreaking sight, slunmped in the lift cage with his long chin
on his chest, his hair all tangled and dirty.

"Where's ny hat? | can't go. anywhere w thout that hat.'*

He was shivering with reaction. He had a puffy lip, an i mmense purpl e bruise
stretching fromunder his left ear dowmn to his shoul der., and swollen gl ands
in his neck. Not that it was anything new. Mrosely, he stuck a finger into
the great rent in his snakeskin jacket.

"There was nothing wong with that hat. Christ, | hate being sick."

Angi na Seng smiled synpathetically at bun. He hoped it was synpathy.

"I thought you might Iike to speak to ny sponsor after what happened," she
told bun. "Once you know all the facts, you nmight change your m nd about that
job." It was an affront.

"Facts," he chuckled. "Sponsor. Ho ho."
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He glared at the wall above her head. An unconfortable silence descended.
"How did you get this way?" she asked suddenly.

Stuff you.

"I don't know what you nean," he said.

They didn't speak again, but she wasn't downhearted. \Wagging her tail and

al ready anticipating the plaudits of the shepherd, she sheepdogged hi m out of
the Iift and into a reception area. There, she vani shed behi nd an unnarked
door, leaving himstranded in a front-office | andscape of fake-antique carpets
like fine soft cellar nold, power-scul ptures cunningly designed to achieve
opti mum bl andness and the castration of the art of the time, and no chairs. He
didn't care if he never saw her again.

Al'l the di spossessed and wayward have a fear of frontages. He di scussed going
back to the Spacer's Rave there and then, but he knew it was probably too |ate
for that: gravitational tides had thrown himup here and, for the nonent, he



was marooned. He leered at a receptionist (who sat behind the keyboard of her

i nput termnal as |ong-1egged and unapproachabl e-by | osers—as any

i ce-princess). She smiled back politely, because that year it was polite to be
polite to the underprivil eged. He scratched his head.

Far away, somebody shouted, "Don't come to ne! | told you | couldn't answer
for the cluster sanmpling!" A door opened and shut. Cearly: "Run off and lick
her boots then."

"You may go in now, Captain Truck," said the receptionist.

So far, nobody had offered any options. Suddenly remenbering Angina Seng's big
Chanbers gun, he wondered just how rmuch of her gravitational attraction it
represented. \Wat was really keeping himhere?

"I can see you're wearing a girdle," he said. "As a matter of interest, where
am | ?"

Her smile curdled: it was polite that year for the underprivileged to be
polite back. "The Israeli Con-
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sul ate,"” she said, "and | don't think you ought to go round saying things |ike
that to people.”

But he was already on his way through the unmarked door, shouting "You can
just entirely forget about it, Mss Seng!" She wasn't there, of course. "Ch

helI!'" He went to | eave, but some nosy treacherous el ement of his nmake-up had
al ready sl amed the door behind himand faced himup to the roonml s other
occupant .

Ceneral Alice Gaw, postnenopausal but hardly decayed at all: onetine

vacuum comrando, | ate of the Fleet Police, now prinme executive of W5 s
mlitary arm wth a roving comm ssion and carte blanche in any matter of
hem gl obal security. Decorated and feted, she had been one of the six

eni gmatic "wardens" of the discontinued Environnental Prison experinment—that
nodal myth of the hinterlands, its seeping ducts peopled with ghouls, its
vaults packed with lost souls in Gothic decaying orbits about the solar
enormty of their own innocence, administered by Fungus Men with cattle prods
for arns and ECT nachi nes for heads; and cl osed-down eventually, so runor had
it, by the revulsion of the very elements of IWG politics that had denanded
its institution. Runor had it also that Alice Gaw was the only one of the Six
ever to regret the nove

She was short and heavily built. She wore the sleeves of her Wnen's Arny

uni form perpetually rolled up to display chapped muscul ar forearns, and
affected the coarse jocularity of a male psychiatric nurse. Truck knew her by
repute: her eyepatch was a Galactic curiosity, her hands were thick and
square. She radiated a fiercely anbi guous sexual energy which was nore

di sturbing for her consciousness of it than for its actual effect.

Li neal descendant of that characteristic blossomof the twentieth century, the
"National Security Manager," with a grasp of the art of ad hoc politics al npbst
as breath-taking as the speed of her rise in the W5 hi-
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erarchy, she fixed Truck with an eye the color of concrete and said:

"I want to talk to you, boyo, and | can't do that until you pack it hi and sit
down. "

She grinned at himand fl opped herself ungracefully into the nearest chair as
if inviting himby exanple—throwing one |leg over the other, quite aware of
the great expanses of powerful thigh thus exposed. She had varicose veins.
"Whatever it is," said Truck, "no. | had enough of this hi the Fleet. |'ve got
nmy di scharge papers here— Then, recklessly, because he was fighting down an
enotion rather |like panic, "You don't look |like a nenber of the Chosen Race to
me, Ceneral.'*

This, he nanaged to deliver with an insinuating snigger. The General, though
nerely adjusted her eyepatch and sighed. Her bl eached-out hair was chopped off
all the way round her head at ear |evel; her nose had been broken during a



police action on Wber 11.

"I don't like you either, sonny, but Fm keeping quiet about it. This baiting
stuff doesn't work on ne, so forget it. I'msinply an executive of the Wrld
Government, doing a job. If you' ve got any sense, you won't make it difficult
for me. | wouldn't have had you within a yard of this office if it hadn't been
absol utely necessary."

She studied his clothing with distaste. "I can't believe we ever had you hi
the Fleet," she said. "God, what a shanbles it nust have been."

He had been rendered unconfortabl e despite every resolution

"You own half a world, General, and it isn't this one. Half of Earth you

neit her govern nor own; and to the rest of the Gal axy you have no right

what ever. That | ays you open."

"We govern the civilized world. We police the civilized colonies. Wthout the
security we represent, scabs like you m ght have | ess freedomto speak. Wuld
you
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chop logic with a UASR representative sitting in nmy place? There are three
hundred billion people in the Gal axy and we have only one per cent of them
W' re out nunbered, and we have what they want. Everything that happens out
here affects us.**

Truck shrugged. Events would carry him it was only left to himto discover in
which direction. Abruptly, two separate images welled up fromthe back of his
head—

He recall ed the Negev, the hot boredom broken only by brief violent
engagerments with infiltrators fromthe Union of Arab Socialist Republics, the
dull report of a Chanbers gun, the dreadful anger that welled up when he
realized he had been, shot at. And he saw the packed corpse-boats orbiting Cor
Caroli in Canes Venatici, their cold spectral avenues limed with a faint
mlky light, the plastic packing cases filled with dead children, the ranked
carcasses of the adults w thout box of any kind, the wounds glittering at him
like eyes; he snelled them

"CGet on with it," he said. **Have you got anything good to snmoke? Ch well."
"You may have to pay a little nore attention than that, |addie."

She swung her leg, tapped the table. Truck | ocked his hands in his |l ap and

pl ayed absently with them It |ooked as if it mght be a |ong session

"We don't know very nuch," began CGeneral Gaw, "about the old inhabitants of
the Centauri system they were the first of the so-called 'civilized* races
too intercept the wave-front of human expansion; they were w ped out as a
coherent group two centuries ago in what we've been taught to call since the
*Centauri Genocide.' Shut up, Truck. You don't understand enough of anything
for your opinion to be worth anything to ne. That was what the intellectuals
of the tinme called it. I"'min favor of intellectuals as a whole, but | have
reservati ons.
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"However, it was a traumatic business for humanity, that can hardly be deni ed,;
and by the time we'd finished running round getting off on our guilt

conpl exes, tile Centauri survivors had bolted off like rats and scattered

t hensel ves over the new y-col oni zed pl anets. They were absorbed fairly

qui ckl y—o drive, you see; they | acked cultural strength.

"They were enough like us to suggest conmon ancestry fit had al ready been

di scovered that two m scegenations out of three were fruitful or some such
revolting thing); they weren't at all native to the Centauri system although
nobody ever discovered traces of them anywhere el se; there was even sone
specul ation that they m ght have originated on Earth, which reaBy put the cat
anong the pi geons.

"But the rubbish died down, and at |east one decent piece of thinking canme out
of it Marsden's hypothesis of N che Conpetition described the Gal axy as an
ecol ogi cal complex in which separate space-going races replace the separate



species of a planetary ecosphere. The conpetition between speci es whose
demands on the environnment are identical is inevitable, natural, and harsh.

"Yes, | do believe it, as a matter of fact. Never nmind that. Keep your grubby
little fingers out of ny head.
" Now.

"The peculiar thing about that war is that the Cen-taurans needn't have | ost
it. They couldn't have won, but for fifteen years they stood us off; then

qui te suddenly, they stopped intercepting the MEVs and the atnospheric
intruders. Wthin three days, Centauri VTl was rubbi shed. They did a good job
of that sort of thing in those days.

"But listen to this, Truck: we had an on-planet intelligence network down
there, living as Centaurans, poor sods—t's in the records—and they were
sendi ng reports through right up until Centauri VTl chucked it in. So why did
they commit suicide, |addie, when they'd just concluded R&D on a weapon they
fully ex-
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pected to finish the whole shooting match in then- favor?

"You think about that, while we tal k about you. "You were born in the

Ponti sport hinterland on Parrot, in the rest roomof a bakery. Your nother was
a part-tinme port whore, one of the refugees who cane down the Carling Line in
refrigerators from Wber |Il. She was nainlining adrenochrone activators cut
with the ribosonmes of a |ocal breed of bat. She asked for a cure, but the port
authorities already had her scheduled for resettlenent as a displaced person
No, |I'm not asking you any of this, I'mtelling you—because | know nore about
you than you know about yoursel f.

"Spaceport Annie Truck was shipped to the Heavy Stars when you were six nonths
ol d. AdAcs penetrate the placenta, of course, and you had to be weaned off the
stuff. She left you behind. Do you ever dream about bats?

"But what's nore inportant about Annie is this: she was a full-bl ooded

Cent aur an.

"As far as we can decide statistically, there's a ninety-four per cent chance
that she was the last true Centauran to exist in the Galaxy. That makes you, a
hal f -breed, Truck. Finally, on this score at |least: for sone reason, Annie had
the primogeniture. If you' d ever read a book, you m ght have recogni zed your
bone-structure and general proportion as predom nantly Centauran. Your father
had weak genes, whoever he was.

"You won't find that so amusing in a mnute, chumme

"Let's go back to the Centauran War. Have it your own way, genocide; it
honestly makes no difference to ne. That weapon exi sted, you know. The M
reports worried us then, but we have our own reasons now.

"We found it, Truck

"Some bl oody lunatic of an archaeol ogist found it in a bunker cut three niles
into the crust of Centauri VII
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as nasty a little bolthole as ever | saw, and |'ve seen a lot.

"We found it, but we don't know how to work it. We can't even get very close
toit. We can't get any instrunent readings off it. I've seen it nyself, and
it seems half sentient. Can you see that, Trucki e—a sentient bonb?

"W need your genes. They gave up and conceded Centauri w thout using the
weapon all right; but they built its operating codes into the chronosones of
their unborn brats, because they wanted to be able to sneak back to it Iike
dogs to sick, later. It won't go off w thout a Centauran.

"Anni e died twenty years ago, and you're the only one we could find."

Truck mulled it over alittle. He felt a wy synpathy for the port lady from

Weber 1. It was easy to see his own birth as a nmonentary | apse, a
m scal cul ati on. But again: had Annie Truck answered some unconsci ous eurge on
Parrot? In dividing, to produce another vector, a small inage of herself? As

if by that multiplication of possibilities, the | ong unconprehendi ng m gration



m ght be expedited-sonething | ost by her might be gained by him

This in the silence that foll owed General Gaw*s nonol ogue, while her good eye
i mpal ed himand wouldn't let go. Al spacers are incurably sentinental
Eventual | y, he got out of his chair and stood | ooki ng down at her

"How much good will your bonmb do us when you drop it?" he asked. He wasn't
sure on whose behalf he was asking. He fingered the tear in his jacket. "Who
will you drop it on?"

When she said, "l expected that, Truck, it's predictable fromthe way you

dress. You can |leave it out, because | don't need it," he turned his back on
her. She went on: "We blew two UASR agents in the teamt hat
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uncovered the Centauri Device. There was a third, but we didn't discover that
until he'd shoved off. 'That's what it's about, duckie; it always is."

I ndistinctly, because he was thinking about sonething el se: "Then get soneone
else to prime the thing, General."

He reached the door, went as far as touching the handl e, then faced her again.
"I was on Morpheus,"” he said. "I stacked themup for the graveyard orbit at
Cor Caroli. I've seen the library footage of Wber |1. You understand, | don't
care if you and the Arabs bl ow each other to junk. But | |oaded people who'd
never heard of you on to those boats."

She was still |ounging, undisturbed and negligent, her thighs powerful and
ugly, her eye bright and conpelling. He was growing terrified | ess of what she
represented than of the woman hersel f.

"That shanghai attenpt," he said, "was it to persuade nme that the Arabs want
to talk to nme too? That would have made it nice and easy to accept whatever
deal you have in mnd, wouldn't it? Don't do it again. I'll try and kill the
next lot, so help ne. The only people who wear |ace-ups are Fleet Police. It
only makes you |l ook silly, you see. No spacer would be seen dead in |ace-up
shoes. At |east the Arabs have the gunption to dress their nmen for the part.”
She | aughed, breezy and fierce. **| told the stupid bitch it wouldn't work. Fm
going to have to have a chat with her." She swung her |ega out of the chair
and | eaned forward. "I can't say | didn't expect this. W need you, we were
prepared to pay for you—but there won't be any offers now " Truck opened the
door.

"You' ve got yourself into ny bad books, | don't mnd telling you that. I'm
giving you twenty-four hours to consider it, then I'll have you pulled in.
Wherever you are. The charge will be trading in Fleet nedica
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supplies when you were last on Earth, and | can prove it.

"I'"l'l be here if you should decide to behave yourself. Bye-bye, |addie."
Truck closed the door quietly after him

He went back to the Spacer's Rave, feeling as if he had suddenly gained a
dependent Why should Annie Truck and her AdAc habit be on fas conscience? It
was a strange reversal, but under the hinterland | anps, all kinds of
dependency are possible. It assumed a kind of reality: Annie flickered into
life for himthere, and he accepted her

Tiny Skeffern was winding up his gig in a desultory fashion: "Phencyclidine
Dream " which he always used as his encore, was over; bass druns and nost of
t he audi ence had packed up and gone hone, but a cadaverous ectonorphic spacer
was sitting smrking stupidly over the controls of the Rave's HLine

synt hesi zer, making attic, flutelike noises, while Tiny picked at the high
notes with nmeditative fingers. Only the stoned and persistent remained to
listen, wondering how they mght find sonmewhere to go, sonething to do at
four-thirty St. Crispin's Day norning on Sad al Ban | V.

By the time the last of them had |urched out onto the street, dirty brown
light was filtering between the buildings and the vapor |anps were “wan. An
occasi onal chandler, bleary and reluctant with sleep, crept past the door of
the Rave on his way to another day. Tiny turned it all off and gently laid the



Fender in its hardshell case. He sl apped the shoul der of the guy on the

synt hesi zer, yawned, did a weary shuffle. "Ch, man."

There is a kind of cold particular to the dawn. Al nightside | osers know and
revere it for its healing stinulant properties. Shivering and grinning at one
anot her, Truck and Tiny hunched off toward the port and Truck's boat. The
conpass wind blew it lay in wait for themat intersections, cane whistling
round the corners of warehouses to neet them Wen that hap-
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pened, Tiny would run on ahead, sw nging the Fender case and ki cki ng out at
bits of rubbish in the gutter

"Hey | ook," he said, "it's an Qpener."

Waddl i ng down Bread Street toward themin the norning chill was an enornous
spl ay-foot ed, wobbling man wearing a plumcolored cloak. H's head was bald and
round, his features streamined into his facial tissue so that they were nere
suggestions of a nouth, a nose, a chin. H s eyes were swaddl ed deep and ti ght
in flaps and swat hes of flesh. Hi s cloak was open at the front

He was an Opener all right—ene of that curious sect whose nmenbers believe that
honesty of bodily function is the sole valid praise of God (the existence of
whom they freely and frequently aver), that function bei ng anal ogous, it only
t hrough cortical representation, to the very notions of the psyche.

When the wi nd peel ed back the cl oak, he was naked. Hi s body was shaved as
hairl ess as his head, his skin was like a pink, shiny polymer. Let into his
stomach, thorax, and belly were the thick plastic wi ndows the Openers have
surgically inserted to show off then- internal processes. They were surrounded
by thick callused lips of flesh, and nothing altogether pleasant was goi ng on
behi nd t hem

He stared as he passed Truck and Tiny: H s eyes were black and secretive. He
had eaten a fairly light breakfast. He nmoved his small, indeterminate |ips
into a snmle. Suddenly, a short thick arm whi pped fromunder his cloak (as if
the action were quite divorced fromhim the arm bel onging to sonme dwarf or
ape hiding beneath the garnents—his smle remained). H's neaty hand cl utched
John Truck's shoul der.

"Here," said Truck. "Get off."

"Good norning, Captain," said the Opener. "I amDr. Gisbkin. The Lord is
kind."

"What ?"

Truck, gazing through the windows on Dr. Gishkin's raw and convol uted soul
recal l ed that he
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hadn't eaten for some tinme. The Opener still had hold of his arm His stomach
runbl ed.

"I have just this nonent come from your ship. Your bosun told nme you were
unavail able. Fmglad to find himwong."

"That's right," munbled Truck, "not available. Sorry."

Dr. Gishkin nodded slowy, once—dntil he was |ooking at Truck like a sad fat
animal fromthe cave-nmobuth of his own brows. It was acconplished, it was
dramatic. Wth his free hand, he spread his cloak wi de. Truck began to fee
ill.

"Captain, | open nyself to you. | appeal to you. Although |I can see by your
outfit you are not one of ny scattered brothers, | know from here"—he tapped
each of his windows in turn—that you are a man of principle, even of charity.
Captain, | beg of you the help only you can give."

Truck shuddered. Dr. Gishkin's enigmatic eyes, full of the revelations of the
organi sm held his, unwavering. The grip on his armwas paternal, gentle; it
was possessive. He experienced an overpowering sensation of dejd vu. Over
Gishkin's rounded shoul der, he could see right along Bread Street, which was
enpty and indifferent. Having got himinto this, it wasn't going to get him
out. Screw all streets, he thought. He knew he had to break free: ulterior



nmotive or nere charisma, Gishkin was too strong for him He was fearful of

di scoveri ng what the Opener wanted.

A port lady saved him Trudgi ng sexually down the street with a stoned deck
hand hanging on her arm she swept her |ong beautiful hahl out of her eyes and
wi nked at him boldly. He watched her swaying back until it was a wiggling
iota in the deadly perspective of the street. Then he said:

"Gishkin, piss off."

And he wal ked away, |eaving Tiny Skeffern and the Opener staring after him
Tiny was puzzled, but there
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was a certain satisfaction in Gishkin's unconvincing eye. Truck sensed that
he had not won the encounter, only postponed it

Tiny caught up, swinging the Fender case. "I think | amgoing to be sick," he
chuckl ed. "How can he live with his own breakfast |ike that?"

Truck stopped and wat ched the Opener watching him H s neck ached, and the

wi nd stung his tender lip. "Tiny," he said, "I'mgoing to Earth. There's no
better place to be arrested.™

"What ?"

Qut in space, other wi nds blew. Wile thoughtful Truck brooded round the
exterior screens, gazing at the flying streaners of illusion produced by

Ella's inprobable progress through the inpossible nmedium of the dyne fields,
Fi x the bosun prepared himneals he didn't eat.

"You got to eat, boss."

Tiny Skeffern patched his Fender into the conmuni* cations equi prment.
Broadcasting the "Dynafl ow Bl ues” into the quaking, distorted universe

out side—trailing slow ribbons of tachyon noise that m ght sone day and in sone
uni magi nabl y di stant pl ace be received and decoded as a stretched, alien

nmusi c—the ship groped and crabbed and hurtled her way by turns a few |ight
years closer to her captain's destiny.

Nobody nentioned Earth until it became necessary for |anding procedures.
By that time, Truck had six of his twenty-four hours |eft

THREE

The Longest-running Party in the History of the Universe

Eart h:

IWG and UASR, initially parasites of the political nuscle-tissue, had eaten
what remrai ned of their twentieth-century hosts during the aftermath of the
tragi c and i nfamous "Rat Bonmb" wars of 2003-15, when the satellite system

t hat uneasy and paternalistic conprom se between autonony and enpire,
fragnented and fell apart.

A new Arabia swall owed the entire Sino-Soviet continent, engul fed the nore
fertile areas of Africa, but lost its original nerve center in Egypt |W5

swel led to contain both Anericas, the husk of the unsuccessful European
Econom ¢ Conmunity, and the Mediterranean shores.

Bet ween them they devasted Australasia and, in a quarrel over the mssile
pits of Antarctica, set fire to the Pacific Ccean.

Now, they faced one another along the crooked boundary lines of the Syrian
Desert and the Taurus Muntains, the cratered wastes of the German Strip, the
Bering Sea. Silos in the radio-glass puddl e of the
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Qattara Depression nenaced N ger and the keetyards of Nubia. They disputed the
Red Sea—warily, in gunboats—fromthe Israeli, causeway at Sinai to the
fifty-lane Arabian road bridge at Al Shaab

Hydrofoil flotillas, spraying rainbow arcs of oil and sem polyners to cal mthe
sea before them patrolled the South Atlantic; above them piloted mssile

i nterceptors hung in precarious fragmentary orbits; and off' the tip of South
America, Tierra del Fuego, enigma and threat under its power dome, hunped out
of the Magellan Strait |like a huge, stranded alien fish



There were many fronts, but few confrontations; they used the Gal axy for

t hose.

It woul d have been naive to consider the inheritors of the Earth as "Jews" and
"Arabs": they had sold that birthright, and retained of it only the
term nol ogy. The nillennial grievances that had notivated their wars prior to
the I ast quarter of the nineteen hundreds had vani shed; in consolidating their
secondhand enpires, they had merged a thousand nationalities and religions,
only to |l ose their own.

More inportant, perhaps: each of them had surrendered its self-determ nation
in favor of the politico-social and econom c principles of the dead powerbl ocs
—so that they were caught in the inevitable conflict of ideol ogies already
worn pitifully thin four hundred years before, when Tiny Skeffern's shiny
antique had given its first performance.

2367: the Mohorovicic Discontinuity was mned on both sides of the Red Sea
Faul t .

There were no nore neutral zones.

Truck decided to visit his wfe.

Cor Caroli was visible over the deserted inspection pits of Cartels Snort
when, unaware of his position as an activator of entropy, he brought his boat
down anmong them He knew it for a nmurder-star, the killer in the houndpack of
Venatici; but as yet he did not ex-
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pect that his own star would eventually outshine h on all scal es of magnitude.
He had to argue with Fix, the Chrom an bosun, who stood stubbornly on the

| oadi ng ranp of My Ella Speed, coughing in the dirty winter air of Earth and

saying: "I'll bring the chopper, boss."
Truck shook his head.
"You stay here, Fix. Tiny will ten you if they've pinched ne. The boat's yours

until you hear fromme again."

Fix grinned with enbarrassment His teeth were like a sawm || .

"You need big protection out there, boss. H just— He nade off toward the
corner of the hold where he kept his stuff.

"Leave that bloody thing where it is, Fix. You're not coning."

"Stuff it."

"Sorry."

He was, too. He fastened his second-best jacket, a heavy brown |eather thing
lined with peculiar gray fur fromsonme place he had never been. Sonme of his
hair got stuck in the ornanental zip; zips were as fashionable in the
hinterlands that year as Tiny Skeffern and for similar reasons. He shrugged at
Fix. He left the ranp.

Tiny was still in the ship. Hearing Truck's receding boot heels, he stuck his
head out of the forward | ock and, silhouetted against the cabin lights, puffed
ectoplasminto the frosty night.

"FIl be at the Boot Palace on Sauchihall if you need ne,’
"Thanks, Tiny."

Gazing sentinentally back over his shoulder, Truck lost his footing anong the
clunmps of couch-grass that had forced their way through the broken concrete of
the I andi ng fi el d.

"See you."
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He brushed hinsel f down and trudged out into the enpty, depressed streets of
Carter's Snort.

Most northerly of the five najor zones of Al bion Megaport (that 60,000 square
m | e conpl ex of bunker-docks, keelyards, freight termnals, and warehouses
that had once been called "Great Britain"), the Snort had been the first of
themto succunb to the dom no recessions of the post-colonial period, and the
only one never to have recovered.

Cargo was no | onger handl ed there, and no ships were built—-although a few

he call ed.



keelyards still had tower cranes erected above them as if to disguise their

i npotence. Only the breakers flourished, catering to the spares trade and
melti ng down what they couldn't resell hi great pig-furnaces that turned the
m dni ght concrete arcades of Carter's Snort into a dull red maze.

Its original popul ation dispersed in search of work, the zone had noved

qui ckly through that process of cultural decay peculiar to ports, attracting
the poor, the rootless, the ruthless—and finally the artistic and cheap
intellectual elements not only of IW5 but of the stars. The only nusic you
heard in Carter's Snort was the New Music. Its feet were booted. It was the

hi nterland of aH hinterl ands.

Truck, who had once lived there | ong enough to make one of his nmore el enmentary
errors, hunched his shoul ders and wal ked east. He stopped for a nmonent to gaze
at the broken spine of a refrigerator ship curving up out of its own corroding
ribs, his face over-lighted by the savage glare of the plasma torches; their
hal f -vi sors dark and num nous, the weckers grinned at him a race of am able
Vandal s.

FREE ANYWHERE, said the graffiti on the walls of the dimderelict warehouses;
SUSQUEMADELI ON UVES, and |S THERE LI FE BEFORE DEATH? Truck | aughed; he |iked
them he felt at hone. He pulled his collar up and ignored the few bitter

fl akes of snow that stung his face when he turned into the wind.

Ruth Berenici Truck lived in wecker territory down
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by the river. He stood in the street |ooking up at her w ndows and wonderi ng
not so much why he had conme as what part of him had suggested it. Silent

expl osions of light fromthe yards, then the tolling of a nonstrous girder as
it flexed and fell.

The wal Il s had been his manuscript when he still slept here: all the way up to
her floor, they sent him nmessages froma youthful alien head.

GO0 HOVE TRUCK

He didn't remenber doing that one.

Rut h Berenici stood outside her open door, presenting out of nervousness her
left profile only, perfect and still. She was tall and thin, she noved very
slowy. Her eyes were gray (devoid, though, of ice), her hair was streaked
with it; her jaw nuscles were a little too strong.

"Ruth."

"I saw you in the street."

Ruth Berenici had all owed the universe to wound her at every turn; because of
this, she possessed nothing but a sad grace, a yielding internal calm Truck
reached out to touch her right cheek. She closed her eyes, and the left side
of her nouth sml ed.

"It's still there, John."

That hesitant turn of the head; the full face revealed; he bit the inside of
his cheek in a kind of sexual shock

"Why are you shivering?" he asked. He experienced a brief nenory of her
ascendi ng the cellar steps of the Boot Pal ace some years before, a sectiona
assunption in the weak wet light of the Carter's Snort dawn. He found one of
her | ong hands, trapped ft.

"There are times when"—she di sengaged her hand, spread the fingers, pressed
them fl at agai nst his chest—=1 know you." She shook her head. Profound bruised
areas about her eyes, mark of the eternal victim "No, you're not com ng i n—w
The hand noved away, |eaving no bruises on his second-best hide, no marks of
any ki nd.
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"—dnl ess you're staying this tinme."

Rut h recogni zed the significance of nmonents. It was her only defense.

"I amthis time,** he lied. The room had changed, but he found one of his hats
in a cupboard. "You did it up nicely. | thought you m ght have gone somewhere
el se.™



Later, placing one of his hands beneath her tiny breasts:

"Here."

Ruth worked in the front office of Bayley, the wecker's on Lead Alley; at

ni ght, she brought hi manusing presents ripped off from Bayley's stock. He
stayed in the roomall day because he knew it would hurt her to conme back and
find himout. He slept a tot He scratched at the frost patterns on the inside
of the wi ndow-stared, mldly surprised to discover hinself stffl free.

They quarrel ed, cramed into her narrow hot bed.

"Why did you go?" Abruptly noving her |leg, watching himseriously. And: <(We
ought to be able to talk about it now "

*']1 don't really know Cone on."

"No, wait a mnute, we ought to be able to talk about things like that."

He grunted at the ceiling, rolled onto his stonmach. "Ch well.** He got out of
bed, scratching listlessly at the hair under his arnpits. Wth nothing to do
all day, he had becone a glutton for sleep, perpetually dozy. He felt as if a
| ayer of sponge separated himfrom objects, fromthe floor

*'| have to nove. | have to neet new people. | |ike people."

She foll owed himround the room talking over his shoul der, picking things up
and putting them down agai n.

"In the abstract, in the abstract. Liking everybody keeps individuals at a

di stance. If you can feel respon-
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sible for sonme smashed port |oser you never net, why not ne?"

"Ch, that's a bit sinplif—M

"Right." She pressed herself against him all that amazing white flesh, tinted

snoky blue in its declivities. "You'll go again. 11l be hurt, but 1'Il stffl
be here. This will always be here waiting for you."

She snatched his hand, forced himto touch her right cheek, her belly and

t hi ghs.

He shrugged. "I don't believe it's like that at all." He picked his jacket up
and began to go through the pockets.

Back on the bed, Ruth snifiled. "I'"msorry." She faced the wall. "Stuff your
bl oody head with dope, then."

Four days. , Nobody cane.

Nobody arrested him (except Ruth: the |onger he stayed, the more frightened
she becanme of his eventual departure—t was an ascendi ng spiral of
dependence). He was at the w ndow constantly, watching the snow turn to sl eet
and then rain. Qut in wecker territory the plasm torches hissed; whole

pl antati ons of steel were pruned and | opped; the dark-visored gnonmes bobbed
and grinned.

Caught between Ruth's inability to feel anything but pain and the uncertainty
of his own position, Truck grew nervous and nean. He didn't understand how
Ceneral Gaw and her police could have missed him He needed information. He
pi cked nmoody bones with Ruth when she cane hone fromwork—finally put on his
jacket and left the house.

Tiny Skeffern couldn't tell him anything.

"Somet hing is nmoving down there underneath it all,** he said, blowi ng on his
fingers to warmthemup. It was practice afternoon at the Boot Pal ace, but die
rest of his band hadn't turned up. "But nobody's mentioning your nane."
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He was squatting on the dusty stage, up to his elbows in an anplifier. The
Boot Pal ace was gl oonmy and cold, snelling of stale audience. Giny swirls of
fluorescent dye blinked dimy fromits cavernous walls, echoes of the previous
night's safari.

"The narcotics police are getting ready to close Chalice Veronica's inport
operation. You're not in-. volved with that are you?"

He plugged in. Nothi ng happened.

"I"d like to see Veronica," said Truck. "He has paid ears."



Tiny kicked his anp. "Look here, fuck you, work," he said. He washed hi s hands
of it. "LeM s go and get smashed," he suggested, "W could drop in on Veronica
later."

Td have to tell Ruth," said Truck. But it was past dark before he made it back
to the wrecking grounds.

Sonmewher e between Three Junp House and the Spastic Quasar he stole.a great
pi nk Vul peculan fruit as a present for Ruth. He and Tiny ran through the rain
on opposite sides of the street, tossing this obscene thing between them
until-it began to show signs of irreversible wear. They giggled. Tiny was
falling down a | ot

"Shush," whi spered Truck, as they sneaked up the stairs.

&0 HOVE TRUCK, said the walls.

He missed a step. Ruth's present ball ooned away through the darkness Ske a
stupi d ghost, pink and glowing. "Catch it, Tiny!"

He knocked on the door. "Ruth?" No answer. Tiny chuckled. "It went all the way
down again." He tried to balance the fruit on one finger. "Not going to |et
you in, mate. Qops."

" Rut h?"

No answer.

Truck | owered hinself carefully down, sat with his back to the door. Faint
sounds of soneone weeping filtered through it. They came fromfar away, and
nmade
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himinfinitely upset. "Ch, Ruth, I'msorry." He brightened up. "Let us in and
wel | give you sonet hing."

Tiny dropped the fruit. "Yes."

"Just go away," said Ruth fromthe other side of the door. "Just go away,
John. ™

He left the fruit. He shrugged. Hal fway down the stairs, he hung over the

bani ster and vomited dismally. H s eyes watered.

"Tiny," he said, "we're |osers. What good is all this doing us?"

Ruth Berenici sat on her narrow bed, taH and gray and beautiful, tracing with
her fingertips the scar that immbilized the right side of her head from
beneath the eye down to that place where neck neets shoulder. It would be

nai ve to m stake John Truck's half of that ranshackle, enduring affair for
pity.

It mght well have been the other way round.

Chalice Veronica, the intellectual pusher-king, lived in a five-story
converted warehouse, a grimand anci ent nmonunent behind the old rocket-nail
pits of Renfield Street.

Beneath the pits, he plied his trade, in a chain of fuel cisterns abandoned
during the dom no recessions. There the nyriad sensations of the Gal axy were
cut, stored, packaged, and dispatched (it was rumpred) by a hundred naked
Denebi an mainliners working out a nysterious debt to the King. For mles in
every direction, the earth was honeyconbed with traps and tunnel s and

bol t hol es.

Above ground, in twenty sunptuous roons, the |ongest-running party in the

hi story of the universe was still in progress. People were born, people died
there; sonme were said to have lived entire lives there. It slowed, but it
never stopped; the dope was benign, the cuts were appetizi ng—and, by agile
bribery, the King kept even the least of his guests safe fromharm and from
all arrest
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It couldn't last for much | onger

Every six nmonths, each roomwas redecorated in the style of the Inportant
Morrent : now, the nmonent was twentieth century. Captain John Truck (sonmewhat
recovered fromhis recent nalaise) and Tiny Skeffern entered the King's domain
by a chrom um pl ated vagi na, passed into a plastic | obby where val uabl e objets



<fart—the reheat pipe and aft fan assenbly of a GEYJ93, cut away to revea
V-gutters and | ow pressure turbine; original pressings of Bing Crosby and
Johny Wnter; a calf-bound set of Ethel M Dell firsts, signed and nunbered by
t he aut hor—strewed their path.

Beyond, in a roomfull of drifting colored snmoke, where the strobes junped and
hopped from one wavel ength to another and Tiny Skeffern's sound fell in solid
bl ocks from ori gi nal quadrophoni c equi pment, Chalice Veronica hinself |ounged
on a sofa wearing crocheted cul ottes.

"Hello," said Tiny Skeffern, bobbing around. "I brought a friend."

"That's so nice," whispered the King. He pulled hinself languidly to his feet
and smled at Truck. H's hand was icy; his skin had the texture and col or of
di stemper, damp and powdery; he was old, and his voice was fault, destroyed;
arcus senilis, the yellow band of decay, disfigured his eyes. It was comobn
know edge that he knew everything but the date of his own death.

"l want sonme information,'* said Truck.

The King | aughed. "He's very direct, isn't he?" he said to Tiny Skeffern. "I
do love a celebrity, though. So good of you both to cone."

He studied Truck, and it was |ike being measured by Deat h.

' Tve been hearing so much about you. But you're safe here. Nobody w |l bother
you here." He tilted his blunt, lizardlike head to one side. "Alot of them
woul d I'i ke to, though. Wat on Earth can you have done?"

Truck zipped his jacket up. "Thanks. That's all
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wanted to know. |I'd better go. Tiny tells nme you' re expecting a raid."
Chal i ce Veronica held his hand up in the ancient mainliner's gesture, forearm
stiff fromthe el bow, pal mopen

"There'll be no raid," he nmurmured. "The party won't stop. Stay. ~Circul ate.
Sone of the finest minds in the Galaxy are here, Artists, thinkers,

revol utionaries. Crimnals. Do stay."

Truck caught Tiny*s eye. Tiny nodded dubi ously.

"W'd love to," he said. "Only for a nonent, though."

Chalice Veronica sniled distantly. He began to roll np his sleeve. Soneone
brought hima tray of sweet Qakes. "For the Mmnent," he nused, "a fine
sentiment Yes, always the Mpnent."

As they wal ked into the next room Tiny said: "He's showing his age this | ast
year. He can't face facts any nore. But we should be all right for a while."
**Ah, Hermann Goring! Now there was a true Romantic naligned by his own age.
Always the fate of the innovator."” In the long gallery on the fifth floor
Horst- Syl via, the biological scul ptress, was denonstrating her |atest aninal,
somet hing small and nul tinor-phic. "Such excitenment, such— Upset by the
hubbub, it skittered over a waxwork tableau depicting N xon and Brezhnev and
t he other great |andowners of the twentieth century, gazing down benignly on
their peasants and bondsnmen. It squeal ed. "Gaw hunting for him | hear
Snmoke?" In rapid succession, it becane an al bino marnoset, a spider, a gol den
sal amander. 1t vanished into the folds of Sylvia's robe.

"Tiny's music is so .;. . well ... | just can't describe. Only the rnusic can
say it, you see. That's the beauty of the nonverbal." Finally, it took the
formof a black nmongrel dog and sneaked round peeing on everyone's shoes.
"Har ki ng back to the optim sm+the Romance—ef the Cold War, the prom se of

t echnol ogy! "
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Soneone found a piece of leather for a collar, but the dog had died. It was a
great success.

"They don't l|ast very long, of course,"” said Horst-Sylvia.

John Truck, hanging about in a dimal cove beneath a blurred bl ack-and-white
phot ograph of an XB-70 ("so very characteristic of the inmagination of the
peri od"), picked sourly at his nose. Tiny had wandered off to be told what
gave his nusic such an acute sense of aesthetic urgency.



"What did the old fool say about m nds?" muttered Truck

"You're in Carter's Snort, Captain"—a |ow, anused voice from sonewhere in the
al cove—it doesn't do to expect too nuch."

Truck squinted into the gloom positive that the recess had been enpty when he
entered it. He junped A shadowy figure wapped in a black cloak had detached
itself fromthe wall, eyes hidden by the brimof an enornous soft hat.

"At least they aren't dressed like silly buggers."

A hol | ow | augh. The nmouth was obscured by a ridicul ous storntollar; beneath

t he cl oak, bones seened to stick out at peculiar angles.

"You have to play your part, Captain. Look here—*

A thin white hand slipped from beneath the cl oak, pal mupward; across it lay a
singl e | ong-stemred green carnation, uncrushed and delicately perfuned.
"Sinclair-Pater sent me. He wants to tell you this: he admires what you did on
Mor pheus; he wishes to help you now in any way he can."

The carnation vani shed. A conjurer's gesture. It reappeared.

"What does he want fromnme? |'ve got nothing to sell. I'mno nore an anarchi st
than an Arab."

Pater's nessenger snapped his slimpale fingers. He was incredibly tall.

"An offer of help. No nore. You may need it sooner than you think."
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Chal i ce Veronica's warehouse shuddered. The lights went out. A long, rolling
expl osion rocked the gallery. Feeble emergency flares spluttered into life.
The King's guests noaned and groaned in a sick gray twlight, gazing into each
other's ghastly faces.

The anarchi st swng his cloak tighter about himand stal ked away into the
crowmd, his long legs carrying himoff at great speed. Al nmpst out of sight in
the crush, he turned and shouted, "Narcotics, Captain. They'll have stopped
all the boltholes. Try the roof."

And he vani shed.

The emnergenci es di ed.

Truck fought his way out into the sweating, heaving darkness. Someone el bowed
himhi the groin. He kicked out. "Mve, you— It was usel ess. A Chanbers bolt
flared out in front of him "They'll never take nme alive!" A hysterical |augh
"REMAI N WVHERE YQU ARE," said a calm gigantic voice

Aerosol anesthetics hissed into the gallery.

Sonet hing blew up silently in the back of Truck's skull and he slid down into
a profound hole. His | ast thought was that everybody seemed to know nore about
hi m t han he knew about hinself.

FOUR

Too Mich Gravity

CGeneral Gaw, Dr. Gishkin that peculiar priest, and Swi nburne Sinclair-Pater
the Interstellar. Anarchist had each captured a piece of him

CGeneral Gaw had the arms. "Come off it, sonny!** she cried, waving her awful
spoon. Dr. Gishkin pulled his right leg off in an attenpt to attract his
attention. Sinclair-Pater, laughing madly, put his hands into Truck's head. "I
know you!" he said archly, waggling his skinny fingers. "W all know you!"
There are mysterious troglodytic w eckers hobbling and hoppi ng about hi the

gl oom at the very base of the universe; for mllennia, they have been
searching for the one golden bolt that holds the whole surprising contraption
toget her; Truck knew its whereabouts to the inch just before he woke up to al
the vast sordid horror of a rubber restraining garment, in Wst Centra
Detention, Carter's Snort.

"Til tell you!" he yelled, trying to thrash about. But they had all left by a
back door in his head.

The only new construction in Carter's Snort since the depression: West Centra
Detention, thrown hastily up
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when the decline becane apparent—onceived, built, dooned to be a slum to
deliver hinterland justice. Not that anyone inside it is interested in the
latter (which is represented nonrepresentationally in a nural above the

unwel cone gate and has, apparently, to do with gl obes, balances, and
[ightning—very inspiring, but all that can be said for sure is that it snells
of disinfectant); no, they're deep down in all that concrete to earn a living.
It bows their shoulders, as if they supported the whole steel-laced, flat
faced pile on their necks.

If they have cells for souls, no one's to blane.

Qutside, it's areflection of the Snort it clainms to serve: fans of rust where
nmetal touches the walls; wet and dirty and down by the river.

I nsi de, John Truck. Well, he's been here before. O in places very like it.
He was alone in a charge roomwith the echo of his own waking cry, the sole
and total literacy of the hinterlands scratched and daubed on the pale green

wal s around him This is where they wite their only books: Picking N ck was
here, busted for speed; Oy, caught holding for a friend. Al coppers do it
with their nothers; if you get off, Angel, tell the Rat | didn't. Stuff and
screw and stuff again. Novels of rage, futile exposed addressed to | awers,
relatives, and life; vomt and other things in corners; a cold steel door with
rivets and only nenories of paint through being kicked so. often in silly

resi stance.

Truck was strapped on a bench, vertiginous fromthe anesthetic, already bleak
and bored, wondering if the General had caught up with himat last. From
beyond the door cane a continual scrape of footsteps, a whole arny of

of fenders filing past. Faint voices, the odd shout, some smashed | oser who had
or hadn't cone down: the King's guests, paying their forfeits w thout the fun
of the party. It was way past dawn.

He lay there for sone tine, silently fighting the crab lice in the restraining
jacket and staring at the ceiling. People cane to the door, changed their

m nds and
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went away again. Angel and the Rat and Fast Harry passed on their advice in

di sconnected m sspell ed prose, but he'd read it all before. When the door
scraped open, he was half asleep. Imagine his surprise, to find Dr. Gishkin,
the flabby priest, bending solicitously over him

Cooped up in Ruth's apartment with tune to consider that neeting on Bread
Street, he had begun to feel a netaphysical uneasiness, even alarm whenever
he thought of Gishkin. He would have been hard put to explain why.

Neverthel ess, it was anplified unreasonably by the actual apparition or avatar
of the man. Endeavoring to dispel sone of it, he stared up into the round,

| unar face where he could al nost see hinself reflected in a faint cheesy film
of perspiration and muttered:

"I thought | told you to sod off?"

It was hardly a body blow (One of these days, Truck, he told hinmself sadly,
somebody is going to discover the real you under all this foul nmout hed
repartee—a foul nouthed Teddy bear), and a m stake even to inply he m ght be
continuing their previous exchange. The doctor had reversed his cloak, but not
his stance. Black, with a thin gold stripe. Very fetching.

"Captain, it is alittle nmore conmplex than that. If you could bring
yoursel f —+f you coul d co-operate—=

Hs little eyes gl eamed extravagantly. Things, anorphous and juicy, shifted to
and fro behind his windows like the slow stirrings of some core, sone
hub—somet hing real, at any rate—which existed quite apart from his benign and
greasy faith: inexplicable urgencies of the psyche mimnicked in the notion of
the gut, demands that perhaps only Gishkin could fully conprehend and Truck

conpletely fulfill. Faced with such anbiti on—such eni gma and
conpul si on—Jruck's bravado slipped a little.
**Don*t tell me you're a copper. | wouldn't have believed they had it in

them"



Crucified by soneone else's crabs (he hadn't yet ac-
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cepted that they were now his although they evidently had—the eterna

m sunder st andi ng), wrapped up, in sweaty rubber and flat on his back besides,
he wasn't at his freshest; it was a stupid thing to say. But the good doctor
nerely sniled. He was no copper and both of them knew it. Truck hunched one
shoul der.

"That was a stupid thing to say. Wiy are you here, then?"

Any port in a storm

Gi shkin beaned. He waddl ed very rapidly round the room once, touching the
wal | s here, tapping themthere.

"Captain," he said as he went, "y°ii*ve been detained before. You aren't a
fool For an offense such as this, for a narcotics offense**—he spread his
arms, the palnms of his hands upwards; he stared up at the conjunction of wall
and ceiling—=no one could reasonably expect a |lawer. But the twenty-fourth
century adnmits—ndeed, insists upon—your right to religious representation
Why el se should | be here?" He nodded several times to hinself, murmuring
"Just so, just so," as if he were thinking of something el se altogether

"How you got in here | don't much care; get to the point, Gishkin.**

The Opener thrust his face close to Track's. He seemed to have had late nights
recently; there were pouches of slack, slightly discolored skin beneath his
eyes. He licked his tiny lips and then whi spered earnestly: "To open certain
avenues to you, to—=%

"Gishkin, if you—=2x*

«—to0 offer you a way out, Captain."

Truck felt absurdly di sappoi nted. He chuckl ed sourly, thinking of the General
Gishkin made a gesture of inpatience and turned his back. "Captain, you are a
difficult person to feel concern for!" \Wen he turned back, sonme of the
urgenci es contai ned behind his wi ndows had escaped into his facial

muscul ature, pursing his mouth intermttently
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and drawing his forehead into two thick [ ong | abia of flesh.

"Captain," he said, "there are questions other than that of persona

sati sfaction, of ideology. | need an agent; if you like, an interpreter

possi bly even nore. Do you understand me? You are the | ast person in the

Gal axy who speaks the language | aminterested in. My doctorate is not in

t heol ogy or nedicine, but in archaeol ogy; do you take ny point?" *

Breat hi ng heavily, he | eaned closer, supporting his gross bulk with a hand

pl aced each side of Truck's head. Beneath the perspiration, his skin was
grainy, matted.

"It is no laughing matter. The | ocal penal system can be circunvented. If you
agree to act for ne, you will be released. If not—a narcotics of fense,
Capt ai n—+t speaks for itself."

He | evered hinsel f upright.

Truck? He was invincibly ignorant of his "Tine and Place, only beginning to
recogni ze the nature of the tides. He sniggered. "Can you circunvent |W5

Fl eet, doctor?" he asked. "Can you circumvent General Alice Gaw?"

It wasn't really funny.

"Ch, sod these bleeding lice!**

Gishkin winced. The walls of his stomach contracted furiously behind the

wi ndow of his soul. O their own accord, his pudgy hands nmoved until their
blunt fingertips touched Truck's neck. His cloak fell forward and obscured the
light. After an effort, he controlled his fingers and stepped back; he w apped
t he cl oak about him and stood there, |ooking down al nbst conpassionately.
"You are worth nore than you imagine, Captain, If | suspected you were sinmply
parroting things of which you had no understandi ng—you cannot be quite as

nai ve as—but no: you have seen her already. | had hoped to be in tine." He
shrugged. "Until there is
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some change in your circunstances, ny offer wul have to be w thdrawn."

"You won't have anything to offer then, doctor."

There was a hiss and thud of automatic bolts being wthdrawn; servos whined
and the charge-room door swung slowy open to admt two uniformed. policenen.
Gishkin spread his cloak Iike a lunatic birdman, raised his eyes to the

cei ling.

"The price will be right when the tine cones, Captain.*' Then, "Qpen yourself
to the Universal Principle, ny son,” he intoned. "You may not believe in H m
but He believes in you. That is ny advice. Learn trust and honesty, pick only
those bl ooms fromthe flora in the Gut of Matter. They may | ook drab to you
now, surrounded by the garish petals of illusion. But later, |ater—

"Ah, the secular arm Open yourself to them ny son."

He fol ded his arns and strode away, nodding at the policenen. They ignored
him and turned gray faces on Truck. One of themhad a key to the restrainer
When the sound of Gishkin*s boots had faded away down the passage, he held it
up and grinned maliciously. When Truck returned the grin, his face closed up
abruptly and he put it away again.

"Less of that for a start,"” he said.

They took himto a cell that opened off the passageway fromthe charge room
and unl ocked the restrainer so he could sit in front of a small netal -topped
table on which the contents of his pockets had been spread. One of themleft,
t he ot her stood behind himfidgeting and sighing occasionally as if he hoped
Truck mght try to engage himin conversation

For half an hour nothing happened. A draft carried a strong snell of

di sinfectant into the cell.

Eventually two nmen cane in: an | W5 agent in plain clothes carrying a blue

pl astic folder, and a m ddl e-
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aged sergeant of the civfl (effectively, Port Authority) police with a |ong,
jow ed face and a runpled uniform They sat down on the other side of the
tabl e, not |ooking at Truck. The agent gave his file to Truck's guard. "Take
that to Wiillans for me, wifl you."

"Whfllans is sick," the guard told him "sir."

"Well, give it to Jansen, then." He exam ned Truck's papers. He seened
interested in the | og book fromM El|a Speed. He was young-I| ooking and
tanned, but partly bald, and there were deep lines running down fromhis nose
to the corners of his nouth.

"We know he was on Morpheus, whatever the BCA have to say," he said to the
sergeant. Suddenly, he turned to Truck and asked, "Who are you selling to

t hese days?"

"I*mnot selling,*1 said Truck. He had to give them something, so he went on
"I admt | was at Veronica's place, but I was only consum ng." He'd had
precious little tine to do any of that. "Fmnot selling anythi ng—

The sergeant got up noisily and pointed his finger at Truck. He was slack in
t he beHy and shoul ders, which is where West Central weighs heaviest on its
executives. He shook his finger accusingly.

"You' d better straighten yourself up. You're up to your ears in Earth heroin
and norphine. W could break your I eg and no one would care. In here we could
break your |eg."

Truck had al ways avoi ded the opium derivatives. Nobody wanted col onial heroin
because papover somniforumlacked "bite" when grown away fromEarth, and its
al kal oi ds were al ways either weak or peculiar. Rigid control of grow ng by
both I W5 and UASR had shut down the bl ack market—there was sinply raw materi al
to be had; so the only trade in the genuine article was gray, a thin trickle
of refined and packaged material stolen mainly frommlitary medi cal supplies,
traveling a precarious conveyer belt to the cutting factories of the giant H
and M nonopol ies of Earth.
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It was scarce, it was expensive, and it was profitabl e enough for the

nmonopol ies to protect thenl connections jealously. Truck had never wanted his
head bl own off.

(There was a second reason, one that seened odd even to Truck. He called it
squeam shness because he didn't think he had any right to a noral stance. In
that, he was probably correct. But underneath his |eather hat and funny
clothes lived a puritan. He wouldn't sell anything he didn't believe in taking
hi nsel f. He never ceased wondering about it He thought of it as a fatal flaw
in his character.)

"Earth heroin can get you killed,** he said. "You know that as well as | do.**
The WG man rapped the table. "He's not playing fair with us, sergeant," he
said distantly.

The sergeant sat down. **Why don't we nake it harder for hinP'* he conpl ai ned,
| ooking at his blunt, hairy hands as if he | oathed them

The I WG man was staring vaguely up at the ceiling. "There's an easy way and a
hard way of getting things straight," he agreed. He opened the | og book again,
flicked its pages over. He iwgan to poke Truck's bel ongi ngs about.

"You're not co-operating John," he said. "Look, this-could have been harder
for you personally; we've shown you a | ot of consideration.*" |Bs eyes were

bl ue and watery, aimess; he gave his full attention to anything they happened
to focus on, like an old animal. He blinked, and everything had equal weight
for him "W know you were on Mrpheus, not too many years back, dealing in
anphet am nes. Your operation nmade a significant contribution to the Butter

Put sch, so we can assune you have a political involverment. Now you turn up in
a raid on Veronica's. Wiy shouldn't you have a heroin connection as well?
"You're in a bit of a nmess, John."

In those call ow days, drifting anong the dark machi ne-tool factories and vast
rolling mlls, concerned only with maki ng enough noney to buy back his in-
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dentures and get off the planet, Truck hadn't been able to tell a politica

i nvol venent froma vonmiting fit. He was still having trouble.
"I don't know what you're tal king about,"” he confessed. "I don't see what H
has to do with politics. |I've never had nuch to do with either."

The sergeant junped to his feet again. This time his chair fell over. He made
a fist and slammed it down on the table in front of John Truck's nose. His
face had grown very red. Small objects rolled about the table top, dropping
of f the edge.

"You're working for Veronical" he hissed. "Don't try to deny it." He sneered.
"Just tell me one thing," he said: "Wich are you? Anarcho Syndicalist or
Situ-ationalist? Wichis it?"

"Ch Christ," said Truck, amazed.

The WG man wi nced. "Could you let me handle the political angle, Sergeant?"
he murmured. He began to funble through his pockets.

"I't's bloody obvious," said the sergeant. He sat down, staring aggressively at
Truck.

"Look," said the IWG man, "really this is a Fleet matter, Sergeant. Medica
supplies are involved. There's a 'hold" order out on this man from General Gaw
herself." He found a piece of paper

The sergeant | ooked inpressed. Truck felt as if a fish was trying to escape
fromhis lungs. He squirmed about in his chair, trying to think of something
to do. The local |aw had been allowed its pound of flesh, then circunvented.
"Til tell you everything, Sergeant!" he said desperately. "I'ma small cog in
a vast machine. A chem st on Sad al Ban is planning to flood the market with
an augrent ed heroi n- AdAc m xture. He has Trotskyist-Leninist backing—but I'll
only tell you—x*

The sergeant hissed and bent over the table. An expression of triunph crossed
his thick features. "I knew it!" he whispered. Then he shook his head
ruefully. "Taken out of ny hands,** he said. "Taken right out of
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nmy hands—=* He glanced sulkily at the W5 man. "I could have nmade it to

i eutenant."”

Truck junmped to his feet and ran for the cell door. Furniture clattered behind
him He was halfway there when the I W5 agent kicked himeffortlessly in the
base of the spine. He hit his head on the wall. These days, he always seened
to be falling down. He noticed that the lice had stopped biting him he
suspected they'd |l eft the sinking ship.

The WG man turned out to be called Nodes. He seened peculiarly out of touch
with his own situation. He even introduced hinmself formally as he wal ked Track
through the sterile but greasy corridors of West Central (institutiona
corridors have this quality—they conbi ne agai nst odds asepsis and grinme, as if
t he ancient cycle of daylight fouling and m dnight disinfectant has inparted a
gl aze, an internediate patina, to their walls) toward the dreary Carter's
Snort norni ng out si de.

He said that there was no reason for themto have a negative rel ationship; he
said that he was as hunan a being as Truck, since he had a wife and three fine
children; he insisted on calling Truck "John," unaware that by attenpting to
change their traditional roles, he. was sinply inplementing and reinforcing
them In short, he was a policeman. "W shouldn't be alienated," he said.
Truck tried to catch his watery, ol d-animl eyes.

"You're of f your head. You know this charge is a frame? You know this CGenera
Gaw woman?"

Nodes smiled, staring off down the corridors.

"You know, that isn't much of a contribution, is it John? Honestly? If | offer
you a nore constructive relationship than that of officer and detai nee, you
shoul d cone sone way to nmeet nme, shouldn't you?*

"For Christ's sake stop calling ne that."

Truck thought, 7 should have kept moving, | could have been hal fway across the
Gal axy by now (steering
48

The Cenfauri Device

The Centaur/ Device

49

for the bloody edge). It was too late for that. He felt the world turn beneath
frm obstinate, grinding, heavy. '*Too nuch gravity."

"What was that you said, John?"

The corridors paled, cooled; they cane into a sort of front |obby with w de

gl ass doors. A drunken spacer slunmped on a bench, belching rum natively; he

gl anced up as Truck passed. "The fact is, bosun, | need surety— he began

bl i nki ng. He saw Nodes, shrugged, closed his eyes, and retched
disinterestedly. Qutside, a thin gray sleet was falling on half a dozen bl nnt,
arnored Fl eet vehicles drawn up against the curb, spattering across the w de,
wet street on brief gusts of wind. Fleet marksnen with oily reaction rifles
and subtly pol arized contact | enses covered the surroundi ng area—oungi ng
bored and professional, eyes stitted against the w nd.

CGeneral Gaw was waiting for himthere—-he saw her through a scum of
condensation on the glass. She had di scarded her Wnmen's Arnmy uniformfor a

bl ack coverall which accentuated her small but well-shaped potbelly and brutal
t hi ghs. She was carrying a yellow riot helmet in the crook of her arm She
grinned as Nodes ushered Truck through the doors, said something to one of the
mar ksnen. A short, netallic laugh rang down the quiet street

"Wl comre home, sonny. Cold enough to freeze your bum eh?" Truck hesitated on
t he shining pavenent; the w nd whipped his hair across his eyes; he shivered,
and funmbled with the zip of his second-best jacket. The General, though, was

i mpervi ous to weather. She scow ed ferociously up at himlike a one-eyed
parrot, her head .turned slightly. Shook her index finger at him

"Ch"—drawi ng the syllable right out and clicking her tongue w th huge

enj oynment —oh, but you've done it now. If only you' d been a bit sensible about
it all, lad. I could have saved you all this—=



She took his armin a steely possessive grip. The Fleet executioners shifted
unobtrusively into a pattern

of maxi mum security, placing thenmselves on likely lines of fire, their hard
eyes flickering to and fro across Truck before going to sweep the nisty
intersection at the end of the block, the slick, danp rooftops. The sleet fel
faster, soft and wet

"You and | are going to have a quiet talk, |addie, sonewhere nice and dry."
She | aughed. "A quiet talk!" she repeated loudly, grinning round "at the

mar ksnen.

Abruptly, one of themlet out a high-pitched cry, raucous and nechanical. He
fluttered his fingers rap-ldly in front of his eyes to adjust the polarization
of his contact |enses, and began firing off his weapon. Bolts flared up into
the sleet, vanished utterly. At the intersection, gray shapes shifted jerkily
in the nurk.

CGeneral Gaw shoved Truck powerfully away from her and screanmed, "Get hi m back
in there, Nodes, get himback!" She seated the yellow helmet |ike a bul bous
growm h on her head, spun away. "Well talk later, Truck, when |Ve squashed
these rats.”

As she vanished into the glooma great, groaning concussi on shook the street,

filling the ah* with bits of floating paper and plastic and dust
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FI VE

Under the Snort with the King of the Mment

For an instant, the sleet fell as nmud, bellying like a curtain in a stormw nd
as the wave front of the explosion pushed it down the conduit of the street.
Track staggered back toward the doors of West Central with his knees quivering
and his hair wapped round his face (the cilia of some wet friendly animal,

tickling his eyes and filling his mouth). Above him the concrete synbol of
hinterland justice broke op .Into powder and stones and fell like a waterfall,
t he gl obes shattered, the bal ance droppi ng away, the graspi ng hand di ssol ved.
"Soddi ng hell!"

He stared up at it, terrified,

Lunmps of it bruised his shoul ders, beat himcoughing to the floor. Nodes
dragged himinto the | obby, pushed hi mheadl ong into the cool plastic floor
where he lay trying to ignore his soaking wet trousers. Something burned its
way through the glass and battered itself into a glowing smear on the further
wal I, hissing furiously. The drunken spacer surfaced from sonme maudlin
contenpl ati on of his confinenent, stared wildly about him He shouted,
"Christ, skipper, Num
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ber Five's dropped its |load again!" blinked enornously, and rolled under his
bench.

Truck twisted round to get a look at the street. Visibility was a dead | oss.
Engi nes raced as the Fleet tried to get its vehicles out from under; patched
with a dermatitis of half-nmelted sleet, they maneuvered in blunt confusion
boom ng and roaring. General Gaw was invisible in the murk, but he coul d hear
her voice raised in anger. Slow red bolides arced through the weather to a
conmon vani shing point, and the reaction rifles coughed and choked Iike sick
ol d nen.

"Who the hell is that out there?" he demanded ot Nodes.

The I WG man gave it consideration, his tired eyes resting on the comvtion
outside. "Fd say that's a politically naive question even fromyou," he

deci ded. IBs hands discovered a small Chanbers pistol in one of his pockets.
He pointed it at Track. "I think we'd be safer away from here, don't you,
John?"

As they backed cautiously out of the |obby, the spacer stirred beneath his
bench. Down in the abused recesses of his skull sone vestige of a nmartial
enotion prodded his bruised brain. He raised a wavering contralto and, after a
couple of false starts, assayed a passage fromthe Finnsburg fragment:



"Each man made his private piece with Reagan/ And, at a signal, rel eased/ Heat
seekers, stde wi nders, desiccant, decorticant, defoliant;/They ran out their
sal vaged di srupter grids,/Swallowed their anti-synpathy piHs,/Hoping for a
sight of the eneny.**

ffis delivery was round and trenol ando; he drew great sobbing breaths between
the Iines and beat out the intervals with his horny hand. Pleased with the
acoustics of West Central, he began on "Salute the Fleet!"—guttered into a

gl oony silence three bars in. "God bl ess you, bosun," he called after Truck.
He

JL
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bel ched, gazed disconsolately round the flickering, vacant |obby. "You're a
sterner man than | ant!"

Later, Truck said, "I think we're—=* But then, he owed | W5 nothing. He
shuffl ed al ong, feeling dismal and exposed, while Nodes pursued a steadily
downward course, into the chilly and echoi c deep-detention | evel s where nobody
had bothered to plaster the walls. Every three or four mnutes, a fresh

expl osi on—percepti ble here only as a sustained vibration in the soles of the
f eet —shook the peripheries of the building.

Condensation dripped fromthe expansion joints in the ceilings, grow ng mlky
nubs of mineral, and seeped across the sour untreated floors. It was a warren
of right angles: clusters of small-bore pipes followed the passages,

faithfully, like giant circuitry; dust furred the ventilators. Peculiar
underground wi nds whistled aimessly in the stairwells. Nodes avoi ded the
el evators, "in case of power failure, John."

"Look, | think we're being followed," Truck admitted finally. The soft whisper
of feet—+receding feathery echoes, hesitant, spasnodi c—had unnerved him

The warren opened out into an underground nmotor pool, a wi stful gray |ight

| eaki ng down its access ranp. It was enpty but for a few Port Authority
five-tonners, jacked up and inconmplete. Ad rags and bits of paper blew around
the oily floor and nmere were little nounds of dust in the corners.

"That would be a pity, John," said Nodes absently, working his way round the
wal I s, inspecting each vehicle in turn. He stopped, rubbed at a snear of oi

on his gun hand with his other thunb (the Chanbers threatened erratically: a
support pier; a pile of sixty-inch wheels; and a notice which read

DI SCl PLI NARY ACTI ON W LL fcE TAKEN AGAI NST OFFI CERS CAUGHT—the rest was griny
and illegible). "None of these work, you see.”

He stared up the ranp. "You may not be much use
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to the General in other hands. In those circunstances, | suspect you would be
a definite danger to security." "What other hands? Conme on, Nodes!" "Frankly,
John, | have orders to kill you if that |ooks likely." Nodes's eyes becane

interested in the stairwell that had dropped theminto the pool. Truck backed
of f rapidly; he didn't know whether it was fear or repugnance; he felt
entitled to either, but outrage | ooked |ike eclipsing them both.

"I"'ve had it with you, Nodes! |I'msick of being «John*! I'msick of being itT
He waved his arnms about. Evaporating sweat chilled his skin. "My God, you | ot
craw out of your holes and turn the entire Galaxy into an asylum Wose
hands?" He wi ped the hair out of his eyes. "And as for Ceneral bleeding Gaw s
bl eedi ng ' sentient bonb' =

Nodes swung on him alert and tense. The ol d-ani mal eyes focused properly on
Truck for the first tine since he had entered the interrogation cell.

"Don't go on," he said quietly. "That is information classified above ny
level, and I'mnot prepared to hear it." He made a nmpbst hunan gesture with his
free hand. "You can only damage us both by giving information |I'm not cleared
to hear. | suggest we—

A scrape of bootsoles |ike the sound of bandages tearing.

A shadowy figure in the stairwell. Nodes turned far too |l ate.

H s Chanbers blew a pit in the concrete at his feet; splashback set his



trouser-legs on fire. He tangoed back, trying to shake both | egs at once,

| ooking horrified. Fizzing and nmoaning like an angry cat—ike Tiny Skeffern's
Fender—a five nmillineter shell took himfull in the chest and began to burn
its way in. He fell on his back, crying "Shoot! GCh, shoot!" trying to get a
final desperate message to his fingers. The figure on the stairwell cackled
softly, its feet scraping like torn cloth, like butter nuslin, faint
destroyed, on it canme. Nodes enptied the reaction pistol at the ceiling, at-
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tenmpting to get Truck. Down on one knee over the nmined ribcage, choking on
the stink and smoke, Truck took it gently away from himand tossed it across
the garage. It clattered and rang. Nodes groaned, put his fingers in the soft
wet edge of his atrocious wound. "I have an odd bl ood-group, Mary," he said
clearly. "Ch Jesus Mother Christ."

"You needn't have done that," accused Truck, getting reluctantly to his feet
"I swear you all take pleasure fromit."

The King chuckled faintly. He was wearing a white | eather junpsuit of peculiar
cut, tight round the crotch and arnpits, hanging |loosely off his old frane

el sewhere. Hi s hands were quite steady, puncture marks standing up anong the
hairs on then- backs, sore scarlet against the gray junk grime deep in the
very cells of his winkled pachyderm c skin.

"I ngenuousness spoils the Monent, Captain Truck," he whispered. "It can't be
your cynical anorality they all want you for. Are you out of your wts?"

He scuttled off like a lizard surprised on a warm brick, over to a dark
corner, where he scrabbled in the dust on the floor. A section of the wall
above him creaked and slid away. Hi s decaying voice rattled across the garage
to John Truck (puzzled and hurt and never noted for his eager intellect), two
sticks rubbing in a dry w nd:

"I prepared |l ong ago for some rmuch eventuality—+ sensed a simlar Mnent

whi spering back to ne across the years—H1lines alive with nmeaningl ess
programs. Escape all situations. Everything cones to me beneath the
rocket-mail pits, Captain—+— He raised his voice. "Cone! Come in, now, ny
friends! You are back in the domain of the King, and you can cone to no nore
harm "

And he vani shed i nsi de.

Fromthe stairwell canme a timd susurrus of nmovenent. Wite faces peeped into
the notor pool, retreated, tasting the air this way and that. G ggling and
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murmuring in hushed but rising tones, joking at last, their confidence grow ng
by the second, the King's guests issued fromtheir brief captivity in the Wst
Central warren, their gauzy sleeves fluttering nervously at every disturbance
of the air.

Truck stood like a mad stone over the fum ng corpse, and they fled past him
giving himnot a second glance, their lips parted, their eyes bright. The

| ongest-running party in the history of the universe disappeared into the
earth. He stared inarticulately after it. He thrust his hands hi his pockets
and hunched hi s shoul ders.

O her, harsher footsteps rang in the corridors above—ether voices, mechanica
and raucous. He shook his head over the dead man. He ran

The party having streaned on ahead of him bent on the bright lights and the
delicacies of the cutting-roomfloor (anbng which, presumably, m ght be
nunbered one hundred Denebi an mminliners sweating out their unnaned obligation
to the King), Chalice Veronica was al one behind his secret door. IBs
reptilian, scrawny hand urged Truck through the gap; he cocked his head and
listened; he threw the steel |ever that fastened the bolthole.

"Run for it, Captain!" he hissed. CfThe invading faction has been enbarrassed,;
they are preparing a final stand." And he made off down a low, ill-1lighted
tunnel. Crouching and |urching, scraping the top of his head on ancient
stinking brick, his feet reluctant in two inches of evil water, Truck



fol | oned.

They had nade perhaps four hundred yards fromthe nmotor pool when the floor
sank a foot and the bolthole cleared its throat behind themw th a vast,
bel | owi ng cough. Dust storned about them the lights went out, and they clung
together in the dark, staggering about to keep their bal ance |ike practioners
of a strange vice. Locked in that unpleasant enbrace, the King's sour old
junkbreath in his nostrils, Truck felt
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the earth creep and shift in the dark. He was deafened, there was foul grit in
his eyes and in his nouth.

After millennia, or perhaps seconds, the subsidence stabilized. Track

di sengaged hinmself fromthe King's arns, spat, and rubbed his eyes.

"The whol e bl oody Snort's cone down on top of ns," he suggested.

Ve' roni ca bared his yellow teeth hi the gl oom

"I don't think so, Captain. But soneone—nadvertently, perhaps—has nmade sure
that West Central won't hold spacers for some tinme to come, and we seemto be
safe for the Monent. Look!"

At the further en<;l of the tunnel, a blue light glowed. They wal ked toward
it, brushing ineffectively at the filth on their clothes.

"If s a pusher's Galaxy, Captain Truck," said the King conplacently, eating
white iced cakes and applying the traditional tourniquet to his upper armwth
a stained silk necktie four centuries old.

The Party ebbed and flowed desultorily around themlike a thick, |andl ocked
sea as they sat in quaint inflatable chairs (vinyl gone yellow as a junkie's
ffce with age, its transparency clouded) beneath the Renfield Street silos.
**Each mour own way, |WG and UASR, nyself, even poor mad Gishkin and the
masters of his idiotic religion, we keep people fromrenenbering that they
hurt, or that they are made puzzled and miserable by the i mensity of the

Gal axy, the irreversibility of their own humanity. It isn't a state that can

| ast of course—** He snickered at hinself, licked pale crunbs fromhis blue,
anoxic lips. "Still, we never close, Captain. W make you feel nice."

Fat wornms of cable ran the floor of the abandoned cistern—ene of the four that
served Veronica's trade—+to power the drying plants and chem cal vats; and
batteries of floodlights slung fifty feet up in a network of girders poured
out a devastating hfeat. The

King's court noved slowy and ami ably, drenched with warnth, sleepy with it;
die party had becone introspective, like a frog in the sun

"A pusher's market, and you're a prinme comodity now. Alice Gaw needs you, so
t he Arabs must have you—eh, yes! Don't avoid the issue, Captain! Wy el se
woul d Gadaffi ben Barka, nobody's fool and an astute commando, |ead an absurd
strike on an obsolete prison in a cold country? He's innovative, but not given
to adventures."”

Truck was appall ed by the speed of the King's intelligence operation. Eighteen
hours had passed since the escape from Wst Central, and he had sl ept npst of
t hem away. Now he sucked on a kni ckerbocker glory, sweating a little, and

nmedi tated on price—the King being the King and information being anot her
pusher's market.

"I hope they wi ped each other up," he said.

Veroni ca closed his eyes sleepily. "It's unlikely. Both are survivors. \Woever
expl oded hinsel f down there, it wasn't Col onel ben Barka. And renmenber: it was
Alice Gaw s ai de-de-canp who got caught in the *acci-dental * bombardnment of
Weber 11; she'd been off-planet for five hours or more— He tapped his fingers
to the sluggish tune in his blood. "I wonder about Gishkin. If he was there
as you say—

"Grishkin!" Truck sneered.

"Ah." The King opened his eyes again. "Even he wants you, Captain. It was him
who unearthed t he—property-whi ch makes you so val uabl e; anong Openers, |'m



told, the feeling is that this gives themprior right. Wo's to gainsay then"
He sniggered slyly. "The old lunatic has already built a nyth about it.
They're calling it the Ark of the Covenant, Captain. How does that strike you
for Romance? The One En-trail of the Living God, brought from Earth during
some ancient nigration

"As to whether Gishkin was nad before he entered the bunker on Centauri,
have no reliable intelligence.
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"But don't underestimate him He is as fanatical as the other two, he has as
much to gain (if less to | ose), and the Opener net catches odd fish on half a
dozen planets." H's eyelids drooped, but failed to close. He watched Truck
fromtwo thin bright slits. "A denented archaeol ogi st," he nused, "and a
strange device. And you with a gift of tongues. Could you | ead an Qpener
crusade, Captain? Can you imagine yourself interpreting the Wrd for Dr.

Gi shki n?"

H s eyes snapped open suddenly.

"Ch, they all want you. Captain, but you're safe with nme.w

Truck couldn't bear his cunning old gaze, or think of anything to say. He
interested hinself in the nurnuring guests instead. Silence stretched out,
white skm over junk bones. "I suppose 111 have to | eave soon," he said,
finally. No answer. "I think that's sonebody | know over there. It's been
quite a party, though." But the lizard' s eyes were closed once nore. Qpiates
bei ng opiates, the King had fallen into a |ight doze.

He got up and hovered around indecisively for a mnute or twd. Nobody had
taken any notice of his exchange with Veronica. He bit his nails, regarding
unwillingly the King's withered Iinbs and pinched, evil old nmouth in case the
audi ence wasn't over; but it was, and he wandered off, feeling safe no | onger
Qddl y enough, he had seen soneone that he knew Tiny Skeffern, squatting on
the floor with an instrument he had stol en somewhere, while an electrically
thin port lady with eyes like a surprised squirrel sniled possessively down at
hi m

"West Central ?" he said when Truck asked him He shook his head. "Vait a

m nute, there was—o—+ suppose | nust have been there." A snile spread
hesitantly over his face. "Eventually, you only renenber the party," he told
hi nsel f, confronting with wonder the ineffable. "But if you say so, Truck."
The port | ady was warning Truck off with a green, inplacable stare. He cringed
politically at her and | ed
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Tiny away, checking furtively over his shoul der for eavesdroppers. The lights
had begun to poke consistently at one sore spot at the edge of his field of
vision. H's sense of disconfort and di strust grew noment by nonent.

"Look, | don't think Veronica's going to let nme |leave. I'mnot sure | know
what to do. If he uses me to nmake a deal with the Ceneral =

"Ch, he's a decent enough old boy," said Tiny politely, yearning back toward
his lady (who threw Truck a gl ance that woul d have debilitated a pl anet and
stal ked of f, even her shoul der bl ades spiky with nmalice). "Now | ook what

you' ve done. Ch well."

In the event, it proved harrowi ng but not too difficult. Truck hung back
convinced of his vulnerability but afraid to conmt hinself to the attenpt to
| eave, for an hour or nmore. Then Tiny Skeffern drew his attention to a
pecul i ar phenomenon. The fuel cistern was becomnm ng unbearably oppressive, the
party turgid and still, lifeless, tidel ess—a Dead Sea of humanity in which

bl ank sweating faces fl oated obstinately, determned not to drown. The nusic
faded, stopped on an unresol ved chord; people shifted their feet and stared at
one anot her. Truck detected profound swelling undercurrents; hot, irritated

i nterfaces.

"My God," whispered Tiny, "I really think it's ending this time." He studied
t he sluggi sh waves. "He's misjudged it. Down here— He nudged Truck excitedly.
"It couldn't be stopped from outside. But down here the system s closed. Look



at those faces! Truck, they're bored!"

The breakdown was quick and cruel. Aimess patterns devel oped as the guests

bl undered about the cistern to the invisible rhythms of their ennui; the heat
poured down unceasingly, settled in the hollows of their collarbones; their
party cl othes becane adhesive, runpled. Silence, but for the shuffle of feet.
Sone of themlay down, the rest carefully trod on them eyes
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fixed el sewhere. In the face of the overwhel ning quiet, they condensed |like a
spiral Galaxy, tracking in to the center of the room

"The port exit, if you want to go," said Tiny. "Over there." And they set out
to push their way through the congealing clot of flesh. Someone gripped
Truck's shoul ders: Horst-Sylvia, the biological sculptress, with her heaving
col oratura bosony yell ow, notionless eyes stared into his own in passive, nute
interrogation. Her jewels glittered. He dragged hinsel f away.

"l ." said a voice near him in the nightnare tones of the partially deaf,
"I ... eye. . . aye . . ." A dreadful, stammering pause. "l.know . . . what
you mean. Hermann . . . Hermann Goring ... so ... such a ..."

The King's guests were desperately trying to reassure—+eactivate—thensel ves,
but it could never be the same again. They had allowed it to run down, they
were separate, isolate. The damage was done

The walls of the cistern [urched through a haze of heat. Despite his sleep, he
felt exhausted. He was punched in the small of the back, but when he swung

bl oodthirstily around, no one met his eyes. He could hear hinself breathing.
He ground his knuckles into his eyes, fighting the drowsy hysteria emanating
fromthe guests, who had begun to shove one another about silently like
animals in a pen. Wien he took his hands away again, the floodlights stabbed
hi munerringly in that one sore spot on his retina.

He blinked. The exit was plain. But beside it, |ike a black beacon, had
appeared a tall figure in a soft-brimred hat. A pale hand beckoned. He thought
he was hallucinating. It stood by his escape route |ike Death at the feast. He
tried to | augh, made a dry, choking sound. It was Sinclair-Pater's courier

the anarchist in the black cloak

"They all want ne, Tiny," he whispered. A boot scraped down his shin, ground
into the small bones of his foot. He fell over. The guests began to nunbl e;
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faces hung above himlike decayi ng noons. Tiny dragged hi mupright. They were
ten paces fromthe bolthole when, flanked by two nassive Denebi ans, Chalice
Veroni ca, aware that the party was term nal, blocked their way.

H s face was gray and awful, the corners of the |lips stretched high and wi de,
yellow teeth and red guns peeled, the brutal revelation of the skull beneath.
He chuckl ed, and saliva trickled down his chin.

"You're too nuch of an attraction to | eave, Captain,” he said. "They all want
you, but | seemto have cornered the market. So why not enjoy yoursel f?" He
rai sed his track-marked arns, swept the cistern with a gesture. "All life is
here! Art, sophistry, crine —**

"You told ne that before," said Truck weakly, "and all they talk about is this
bl oody Her mann Sormet hi ng- or-ot her."

The King's Denebi ans advanced in a quick, deadly crouch, but the man in the

bl ack cl oak was qui cker. From nowhere, he placed hinself between them and the
anxi ous Truck. His bright blue eyes glittered with laughter; his long white
hands flickered hypnotically; and a perfect, |ong-stenred green carnation |ay
al ong his palm beads of noisture sparkling in the mnute folds of its petals.
"Captain Truck wants to | eave the party, Veronica," he said, and his voice was

cold and lively, like air fromoutside. He watched the King closely. "Wy be
i npolite?" The flower vani shed; the white hand, anused, danced in the ah-,
then plucked it from behind Veronica' s ear. "You know, | think that's mne

Good Lord."



"You know who | am*' said the King softly. "Don't be a fool. | rule down
here. | amthe King."

The anarchi st shivered with l[aughter. It filled him it brimmed out into his
hands; every finger withed with it —they flicked, clicked, produced a little
di sposabl e syrinee. He | ooked down at it with amazenent.

"You know, | believe that's yours." He went closer to Veronica and said in a

| ow voi ce: "You know who
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sent me. You know what the carnation nmeans. Pater is within striking distance,
Ki ng, however far away he seens. Pater is always within striking distance."

H s shoul ders shook as if he could no | onger contain his nmirth. The syringe
snapped in his fist. He cast the shards up into the glare of the floodlights,
and no one ever saw them again. He cl apped one hand to Truck's shoul der, the
other to Tiny's; he urged themgently forward. An entire pack of playing cards
showered from beneath his cloak. The King stepped back, his face coll apsing
into a senile mask, cunning and silly and fri ghtened.

As they left the cistern, two wonen began a listless fight, rolling on the
floor, kneading one another's flesh with blunt fingers.

Qut in the maze of unlighted streets behind the Ren-field mail pits (where
they had risen fromthe ground in a fog of their own breath, three tiny
figures darting and ducki ng beneath the concave m dnight, dwarfed by rockets
and the dark fret of access gantries), Tiny Skeffern grinned jauntily and
said: "Lucky for us you came along, | expect/' He rubbed his hands. "Christ,
but it's cold up here."

"There was no luck in it." The anarchist-his friends called himH mation
possibly a reprisal since, in the youthful belief that entertai nnent shoul d
have a noral end, he stole their noney and retrieved it fromthe nost
enbarrassi ng pl aces—stared back the way he had come. "But | got you out in

time, it seens. | suspected sone hours ago that Veronica had already nmade his
deal with the Cow of all the Galaxy." He spat into the darkness. "If so, hel
have to face her w thout you, and his party will be over for good."

Cor Caroli, the killing star, shone out above the Snort through w sps of high
cirrus. Down by the river, the wecking yards were silent.

"I feel quite sorry for the old fool.**

H mation glared down at the little nusician. "Don't
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be naive," he advised, and wapped his cloak tighter round hi msuddenly.
"You' ve been to Avernus, and seen those yellowfaced nen in their alligator
shoes, peddling the stuff in gangs under the lanplight at Eger-ton's Port.
They | ook like vultures, they |look like preachers, they | ook |ike corpses; but
the King is worse than any dozen of them He's Death's uncle, with a finger in
filthier pies than Earth-heroin.*’

He shrugged at his own fervor

"You can go back to your ship now, Captain,*' he said to Truck, who was
regarding Cor Caroli as if it had done himsone deep personal injustice,
overcome with self-concern. "I'll cone with you if you decide to take up
Pater's offer. If not, | have other transport arranged. It would be worth your
whil e, perhaps, to talk to him"

"I"ll see him" said Truck. He was beginning to regard hinmself as a
responsibility he wasn't fit to take on alone. "l can't think of anything else
to do." He examined his feet. "I wonder what he wants nme for."

Hi mation refused to be drawn,

"Good. As we may have to take your boat back fromthe Port Authority, we'd
better hurry." He strode off, his cloak flying out behind him For a nonent,
he | ooked so like Dr. Gishkin that Truck was forced to repress a shudder. But
as they passed rapidly into an area of wan nmercury |anps, the inpression was
dispelled. It was the second tine he had placed hinself willingly in soneone
el se*s hands.

Tiny, running to keep up, asked, "If Veronica is so dangerous, how come he



gave us up so easily?"

Amusenent filled H mation's hands. The green carnation appeared briefly and
spectral ly between them

"Pater told ne what to say. That old junkie terrified me, but he knows Pater
could cut his supply-lines at a thousand pl aces between here and the rim of
the Galaxy. Pater is a little nore flexible than Narcotics Section; and,

unli ke W5 and UASR, he has nothing to lose if Veronica closes down
conpletely.”
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Thi s gnom ¢ accusation they couldn't get himto explain.

"Do that thing with the flower again," said Tiny. "You know. "

SI X

The Interstellar Anarchist, an Aesthetic Adventure

Part One

Alittle of the previous day's snow had settled on the field where My Etta
Speed | ay grounded. Between the bl ockhouses and the gl oomy oubliettes of the
freighter silos, patches of it betrayed the unwary foot—a skimof brown sl ush,
gelling steadily as the thernonmeter dropped. The field was al nbst deserted;
the lights were doused; the earlier cirrus had bl own away east and | eft behind
it a fast-noving two thousand meter cloudbase that dyed the night as black as
Hi mation's hat

Truck, prone hi the nmuck fifteen yards fromhis boat, awaited a signal. He was
soaked from head to foot, clenching his jawto keep it fromtearing itself off
and his teeth frombetraying his position to the pair of General Gaw's
policemen on sentry-go at the base of the un lighted ship. There was no sign
of Fix the bosun, which worried himno less than the fact that the CGenera
hadn't even bothered to keep up the fiction of a Port Authority arrest.

The policemen beat their arnms and stanped their
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feet, cocked their heads as a distant siren fluted momentarily down enpty
arcades, norose and fading—=2 A M dock stinks breathed over the field. It was
the uncertain hour, when all kinds of rats dance beneath the sidewal ks and the
air is as bitter as lead in the |ungs.

Truck sneaked a look to the left of him where H mat ion lay in simlar

di sconfort. The pale hand rose and fell, the cloak whirled like the wing of a
cor nor ant .

Truck heaved hinmself to his feet and skul ked toward his man. He'd gained three
quarters of the distance—and the Fleet still quite oblivious—when H nation

overtaxed his sense of balance on the tricky surface, flailed his arms, and
went down |ike an enpty bl ack gunny sack. Inmediately, Truck's intended victim
rai sed a shout and sent a Chanbers bolt fizzing into the slush al ongside the
anarchist's head. Hinmation wailed and began crabbing rapidly about on his
hands and knees. Shadows pranced dangerously on the blistered huH of the Ella
Speed.

"Whistle's gone, Tiny!" yelled Truck. He leaped into the air and | anded on the
ast oni shed copper's back, locking his legs round the waist, |eft hand cupping
t he occipital bulge and pushing forward while the right forearm came across

t he wi ndpi pe and haul ed back. The subject of the assault attenpted to shoot
one of Truck's feet off. Truck bent his head and bit an ear. The gun fel

wi t hout goi ng of f.

Meanwhi | e, Tiny Skeffern had nipped in fromthe other side of the ship hi a
hasty anbush and ki cked the |l egs fromunder the second policenman. He | eaped
around him putting the boot in and junpi ng away again, yel ping

ent husi astically. He hadn't bargai ned, however, on the Fl eet arsena

Truck gave a final wench, dropped off his host |like a dead tick and punched
himin the kidneys twice. Suffering cruelly, the Fleet man staggered round to
face his tornmentor—took the hard vee between Truck's stiffened, separated
thunmb and forefinger directly in his
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larynx. His eyes rolled up. Truck hung over him panting.

"Jesus!" baw ed Tiny, |ooking down the nuzzle of a Chanbers gun

Alice Gaw s law was on its feet; Tiny was rigid. Truck took a pace toward
them wi nced.

The first and only shell fired in the encounter was still boring its way

m ndl essly into the nmud of the field; its fading glare lighted a quick,
fishlike flicker of novenment; and with a long knife sticking in his neck, the
remai ni ng policeman choked at Tiny, dropped his weapon. "Qoh," he said,
kneel i ng down. He subsided slowy and was still.

H mati on picked hinmself up carefully. "That was *a dirty chance well taken,"'"
he said, brushing down his cloak and inspecting his gritty pal ns.

Truck swal | owed, | ooked at himaggressively. *If you can do that sort of
stuff, why the hell did we have to go through this charade at all?" he
demanded. "You coul d have picked themboth off froma mle away with that
thing." He ran his tongue over his swelling lower |ip. He knew he was . going
to think about what he'd just done and then be ill.

H mation retrieved his knife. He licked it deliberately, his blue eyes
glittering at Truck over eight inches of stainless steel. "There's an art to
nmur der, ** he explained. "And 'a spontaneity to Art, though Pater woul dn't
agree." They confronted silently for a nonent (Tiny was trying not to notice
them hands thrust into his pockets, studying sone rivet-heads on Ella Speed' s
hul1); then, acknow edgi ng Truck's sneer with a curt nod, he went over to the
man who had tried to shoot him He was linmping slightly. "This one*s just as
dead. Captain. You'd better find it in your heart to approve.”

"I don't understand what you're tal king about," said Truck, but he did.

A lifht blazed out fromthe boat. The | oading ranp descended, hunm ng, to
reveal the nisshapen sil hou-
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ette of Fix the bosun, stout legs set firmy apart, hunping his ugly chopper
"You nmove into the light," he said, snapping his sawm || nmouth. "Where | can
see you. She's ny boat since you took the Captain.”

But they managed to pacify himand urged himto pat the thine away, which he
did with care, wapping it in some filthy raes he had carried with himfor the
pur pose since the day he fled the squirearchy in Chrone. Ten minutes |ater

t he cubi cal geonmetry of Carter's Snort flared briefly green as the Ella Speed
fired up and shook Earth from under her

"I left mv bloodv guitar!" cried Tiny Skeffem beating his forehead with the
heel of his hand.

H mati on the anarchi st gl anced anxiously at the exterior screens. "I hope
you're skilled at evasion, Captain."

"Well have to go back. Well have to go back and fetch it!"

"Look, I"'msorry about all that on the field," apolo-giz~d Truck, scratching
the back of his neck

They weren't followed (the CGeneral's inmagination was focused el sewhere, and a
violent old junkie occupied her only eye ; but they viol ated the operationa
envel ope of a solitary nmissile interceptor on the way up, and it broke its

| ong parabol a through the upper reaches of the air to | ook them over.
Precarious and hungry, hovering on the edge of the time when its prev m ght
cone into season, like a huge fragile insect against the gloony bulk of the
Earth, it spun and darted—extruding its armanment and maki ng pl ayful

t hr eat eni ng passes—then | ooped away on a conplicated rising curve, trailing
anhedral detector vanes, satisfied that Ella Speed was creeping out of its
sphere of concern

They watched it with wistful adnmiration. A precise, conposed hesitation rol
through fifty mles of airspace, then it clinbed away |like a roman candle; to
vani sh—flip!—as if amazed by its own dexterity. "Arrogant
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sod," said Truck. A thin-skinned predator in a rarified region, it could have
vaporized a city. "WIIl you just look at that, Tiny!'*'

"You nmean there's a bloke in there?"

H mati on shook his head. **A boy," he nurnured absently. "Only a boy has the
refl exes. | flew one of those things until | was thirteen. They give you
anphet am nes for your reactions; you get addicted fairly quickly. Nothing' s

t he sane when you cone down." He gazed out at the failing atnosphere with a

ki nd of angry yearning on his face. "A lot of themare |ost from dexedrine
euphoria—they try to take themwhere the air is thicker, they try to land t hem
but the hulls burn out."

He took the controls soon after that. The ship shuddered fit to break its back
and began its tortuous claw ng progress through the dyne fields to his secret
destination. It was a wholly ungraceful journey, but short, haunted by the
beauti ful burni ng boys of the anarchist's youth.

He was still norose and withdrawn when My Ella Speed's Dynafl ow drivers cut
out with a thunmp and she spat herself back into reality like a grub froma
mout hful of fruit. Her frane groaned and fl exed; her exterior screens,
confused by tachyon interference, hallucinated bizarre fish, sea horses plated
wi th brass, unheard nmusic froma questionable dinension. "W're out!" said
Truck with relief: another time, she wasn't going to make it.

"Hey—" as the screens cleared.

Hung out in the interm nable void before themwas a spherical asteroid perhaps
two mles hi dianmeter at its equator. A pretty, self-willed rock, speedwell
blue and flecked with gold, it was orbiting no detectable prinmary body. The
rest of the Gal axy seenmed oddly renote, as if this fragment of jetsam had
attai ned some absol ute topol ogical direction and was describing an intricate,
nmet aphysi cal course from which everything else in the
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uni verse was equally distant. Hung out there alone, then, like a seniprecious
nmoon; i npl ausi bl e.

"W are between the stars here, weaving along the gravity interface of Sol and
Centauri," said Hmtion. "Pater found this place. He first named it *Howell,"'
because itfs a rogue— He | aughed at their bew | dernent, and refused to
explain the joke. "Lately though he's begun to call it 'Versailles.' "

He pointed at the forward screen, black shrouded arm white finger. "Look

Wat ch the gol den areas—

Two bright flecks drifted out of the blue eye, expanded dizzily, and quite
suddenly becanme two ships—two facing golden cruisers fully a quarter of a nmle
long, with | ean flanks, raked and curved fins and curious dorsal bul ges.

White, genlike flames burned at their sterns; turquoise enanel work made
flowi ng ideographs over their hulls, a | anguage of delicious, tangled flower
stens. They were |like nothing Truck had ever seen. They bracketed Ella Speed:
he shivered at the enticing curvature of their bellies; they were spires from
a forgotten planet, they were awesone and perpl exi ng.

"Fastidious and La Vie de Bohgme" announced Hi mation proudly. "Two anong
forty-nine. But never as dangerous as ny own; she's the Atalanta in Cafydon
The wol f that follows, the fawn that flies.'

She's over the horizon fromhere. But they'll do to shepherd us down."

Good hunor spilled over into his hands again. They discovered a tiny live
lizard behind Fix the bosun*s ear. It sat in the cup of his pal ms, distending
its scarlet throat, and blinked studiously up at him

"I wouldn't have believed it," declared Fix, "if | hadn't seen it with ny own
eyes. "

Later, after Himation had nudged My Elfa Speed into a pit in the cyanic rock
and grounded her gently,
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Fix refused to |l eave the ship. "I got work to do, boss," he insisted. "She's
com ng out of the Dyne |ike a pregnant duck. | can't have that, not if we're



goi ng back to hauling cargo when all this"—he nodded pointedly at the
anarchist—is done with. | suppose they'll have tool shops for those fairy
great ships out there." He stood stubbornly by the command panels, daring with
fol ded arns Himation, General Gaw, UASR, politics, and prisons. "W got to
have mai nt enance. "

"Never argue with your bosun, Captain," advised H mation, and with flourishes
made Fi x a present of the lizard.

"I"'msure | don't know what to do with it," grunbled the Chrom an, but you
could see he was pl eased.

The asteroid was hol | ow.

H mation | et Truck and Tiny through an outer shell, a prinum nobile, of

wor kshops, where pandenoni um rei gned anong powerful lifting rigs and ships
conmponents to which Truck could put no name; where masked rel atives of the
wreckers at Carter's Snort waved their plasma torches |ike hayforks and seened
to take altogether as nuch pleasure in putting things together as 'their
cousins did in taking themapart. After this -denonic |eaping and cutting and
commoti on of shadows, they passed through a sphere of arnories—deserted and
still, racked with dyne-torpedoes and the barrels of reaction cannon |ike
organ pipes in the chill of an ancient church. "Pater comes here often. Aren't
they fine?"vAnd finally a living area, where the air was heavy with an eni gma
of luxury: passages tapestried with hunting scenes by long dead artists from
Qudry to '-+: Desportes, full of strangely clothed anarchists who 'j- nodded
to Himation or halted their errands to attend to % cheval gl asses of crystal
and adjust an item of dress.

They glinmpsed through half-open doors a rooms; whose tall,
latticed wi ndows seened to | ook out over a

- pal e | ake anong oaks where the great wet |eaves of

*- hem ock hung nel ancholic and inviting; another with a
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huge mantel on which ticked a clock shaped |ike a gilded el ephant; a third
enpty but for one jauteuil--a woman wearing a white dress oddly spotted with
crimson reclined there, slowy passing the rings on the fingers of her |eft
hand to those of her right as she listened with i mmobile expression to the

voi ce of a man they could not see. H mation smled. "A hologram" he said.
"The Hotel Pinmodan, 1849. Maryx, who inspired the Mgnon of Ary Scheffer. She
is listening to Baudelaire. They are waiting for Gautier and the snake-woman
and the rest of the salon" He entered the room and pressed his hand through

t he | anguorous, mask-like face. "See? Isn't it beautiful ?"

"Are you a history professor or sonething?" asked Tiny politely. Truck

sni ggered, inpressed against his wll.

But H mation only shrugged | aconically and, further on, rapped lightly twice
at an el egant doubl e door. The room he ushered theminto was a spacious airy
studio, lighted as if by a northlight as precious and passing as the Art it
imtated. On a dais at the end of the chanber were easel and canvas; at the
other sat a little sallowfaced girl with grave eyes and tiny breasts. Her

cl ot hes hung over a | acquered screen, and beside her was a basket of crochet
work and a vol ume of poens; and, as she worked, she thoughtfully sang a song
about artists and the way they | oved:

"Ils ainent si artistement Us sent des artistes gens.”

Her eyes rested briefly on the intruders, calm unin-volved. Around her on the
eggshel | -tinted walls hung Hokusai prints of uncanny refinement, arranged wth
har moni ous al oof ness; ethereal porcelain ginger jars adorned with the flowers
of prunus and hawt horn rested on their shelves in rapturously exact alignment;
there were silken fans decorated with dimballetic
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shapes. It was a fabrication of Art in itself, exquisite, epheneral

But it was not the room despite its dreany invitation; nor was it the girl.
It was the nan before the easel, with his tube of white | ead and hog-hair



bristle.

He was snmall and dapper, with tidy brown hands. He wore a white linen suit, a
green carnation in the buttonhole of the left lapel. H's eyes were dark and
sharp, yet bubbling—as if a constant rediscovery of their use were being made
behind them H's hair was black and curly, with a strange white streak. H s
pal ette was a nocturne of grays and m dnight blue. He addressed the canvas
with deft, quick nmotions, but sonehow contrived to suggest by theman air of

el oquent idleness. He was a thief and a rebel, he was a man of discrimnation
he was agel ess. He was Swi nburne Sinclair-Pater, aesthete extraordinary and
Interstellar Anarchist; and he prow ed the Galaxy like a brilliant tiger

stal ked the sel f-respect of IW5 and UASR and —snap! Bright teeth.

"Ah, le petit Manteau, au chapeau bizarrer he cried, waving at H mation. "Cone
in, dear boy! (He-loise, we ar,e finished for today. Come tonorrow at the sane
time.) Captain Truck"—he dropped his brush and sprang down fromthe dais,
extendi ng his hand—"how wi stful of you to conme in fancy dress!" Truck | ooked
down at hinself resentfully. "Do you like ny studio? The porcelain is K ang
wonderful in its brit-tleness, hn? (Cone, Heloise: out! CQut!)" And he gestured
extravagantly toward the door. The girl thinned her lips at him shrugged,

i ndol ently put down her crochet hook and took up her cl othes.

He forgot her and harried Himation instead. "An uninaginative tine with the
Queen of Cups, eh, Manteau? Still living in the Paltry Century? But you gave
hi m my message. Look, well go into ny living roomshall we?"

By contrast, the suite of roons adjoining the studio
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was frueal and austere, with little chintz curtains, stained floorboards
borderi ng Turkish carpets, and an atnosphere of cherished isolation. In the
sitting room which was achi eved by way of a | ow passage and a Got hi ¢ doorway,
there were a few short shelves of old books, a scrubbed deal table, and sone
stiff but charm ng hi gh-backed chairs. For ornanment, a bow of dried rose
petals stood in the precise center of the table. On the walls of this prim
apartment were hung two pictures: one a head of sone w ne-god,, unfathonable
and sensually cruel; the other a rough sketch of a norose, stooping young
man—thi n, heavy-jawed, with deep, close-set eyes, dressed in the garnments of a
def unct Hi gh Church order

Here, they sat down. Himation di sappeared into the depths of the suite,
returning shortly to flourish his cloak over the table top (rose petals
stirred like | eaves of another year, and a renote scent filled the room and
mani fest a bottle of wine. He held up his hand—prol onged t he nonent —four

gl asses appeared, their stens between his fingers. A faint nusical tone. Pater
smled on indul gently.

John Truck, |ike nbst spacers, was strictly contenporary. He preferred the

| atest things. He had no particular use for history, little know edge of it
except where it coincided with fashion, and no desire whatever to live in it.
He regarded Pater*s rose bowl w th suspicion, feeling that he night be the
butt of sone rare intellectual joke, and Pater hinmself with a faint hostility.
He coul dn't understand the dualism of character suggested by the rich studio
on one hand and this nonkish Iiving roomon the other; he couldn't discover a
reason for any of it.

So when Pater, eyeing Himation's hands with severe appreciation as they passed
the glasses round the table, said, "I admred your effort on Morpheus,
Captain,” he didn't quite know how to respond. After a noment:

"I only did it for the noney," he said curtly. He sensed an openi ng ganbit and
was determ ned not to
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another world; | don't remenber nuch about it; it was the last tine | ever
pushed dope. | didn't even realize your ot were organizing a revolution unti
quite late on. | prob-ablv wouldn't have done it if | had."

This last wasn't wholly true. He had enjoyed the | ast days on Mrpheus when it
became plain through the snoke and the smarting eyes that the putsch had



succeeded. Living anmong the ruins had made no demand on him and, |ike

H mati on, the anarchists who had used his peddling operation as a cover had
been sel f-contai ned, ami able, demanding little. But he had been used,
nonet hel ess. He scowl ed at hinself, opened his nmouth; but before he could
make.it plain that he wouldn't be used again, H nmation had interrupted.

"Come on, Pater," he reproved. "Your studio's a proverb in porcelain; Chalice
Veronica is quite without taste anong plastic furniture; and Captain Truck's a
hero on Morpheus"—his eyes glittered ironically at Truck from underneath his
hat bri m—*whether he likes it or not. But he's also cone all the way from
Earth on your invitation; at least tell himwhy you asked himhere." He wi nked
broadly. Truck | ooked away.

"I'n these days of rapid and convenient travel," said Pater thoughtfully, "to
cone from Earth does not necessarily denote any great strength of character
Honesty does, however, despite its determ nation to undress all over ny living
room-do you inmagine that | care in the |least what the artist's notives are,
Capt ai n?" He showed his white teeth at H mation across the table. "As for why,
you Philistine, you conjuror: out of courtesy. Wat else? Since we're going to
steal the Captain's birthright from General Gaw the Bearded Lady, | feel we
ought at least to tell himfirst."

Tiny Skeffern understood even | ess of his surroundings than Truck, and found
even less to say. He groaned and drank his thin astringent wi ne. He was
wonderi ng where he could steal a decent guitar. "Take it easy, Truck," he

sai d.
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John Truck got to his feet and gripped the edge of the table. He stared at the
head of Bacchus on the wail, then at H mation the anarchist. "You brought ne
here," he said bitterly. "You can take me back to ny ship." H s gaze passed on
to Pater, (but could only see filny images of Alice Gaw s eyepatch and the
eager gray face of the hermaphrodite pusher king). "I'msick of saying it," he
whi spered. "You can stuff your bloody Centauri Device. You can stuff it!" H«
wal ked back al ong the narrow corridor and stood in Pater's studio, resting his
forehead on a cool wall. He heard Tiny hurrying after him determi nedly gave
his attention to a print that seemed to depict an old man standi ng under a
tree by a chasm Tiny went away. After a whilef though, Pater canme in. He
mount ed the dais and considered the easel. He took up a fine bristling

hog- hair and dabbed it at his canvas. The result of this he considered
lengthily. "Captain, | don't want the Device," he said, his voice echoing
slightly hi the tall room "All | want to do, dear boy, is take it from

CGeneral Gaw. You understand? M she wants it, if UASR want it, badly enough for
themto fight openly in the street for the man who can nmake it work—f they
are prepared to do that, then | don't care for either of themto have it. You
see?" He sighed. "You don't."

Truck ignored him but he had abandoned the print despite hinself and was
staring at the busy shoulders of the white linen suit. Painting unconcernedly,
Pat er went on:

"I certainly don't want you. | nay have gathered ny followi ng from'rag

pi ckers, knife grinders and tinkers,* but at |east they' re decently dressed,
you, on the other hand, |ook |like one of Veronica's tranmps. You have no
aesthetics and | ess education. You fail even in your responsibility for this
thing dug up on a dead planet by a lunatic. Ah! So far, you have saved the

Gal axy i mense pain solely by your own sel fishness! If Gaw gets her hands on
it, and if it's what she thinks it is, sone
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vast new atrocity will eclipse Centauri itself; yet you' ve nade no attenpt to
ensure it won't happen—all you' ve done so far is to run away from people you
don't rnuch like."

He swung round fromhis palette, an awful contenpt distorting his face (for an
instant, Truck glinpsed the brilliant carnivore beneath the skin and



understood that, against all odds, it was a noral aninmal); caught Truck
staring at him |aughed.

"What could you and | possibly have hi comon?"

He frowned.

"I sense in you sonething 1*11 never possess. A strength, a vast and

i npl acabl e i conoclasm W live in a sick charade of political polarities; of
death, bad art, and wasted time—all hi the cause of ideol ogies that were a
century out of date in their heyday. | sense that you of all people have it in
you to end that, and nmake me as obsolete as Earth (for Til be redundant if |IWG
and UASR give up their corpse's grip). Ridiculous, isn't it?"

He left the easel

"So: a deal then, Captain, after all! If |I take the tiling fromthe Bitch of
Al the Galaxy and give it to you instead, will you accept your responsibility
for its final disposition? Take it, dear boy. You ore the |ast Centauran, and
111 only lose it somewhere if you don't." - And he held out his hand.

They returned to the sitting room where Pater poured nore wine. H mation left
them soon after that. He glittered at Truck from under his hat and said: "Wl
be moving out soon, so I'd better go and armthe Atolanta. But well neet
again, Captain, | hope. If not, good luck. Bore him Pater, and I'll make you
vanish in filthy snmoke." He swept out, cloak billow ng; and as his long | egs
carried away down the corridor, they heard himintone

"Come with bows bent and with enptying of quivers, Miiden nost perfect, |ady
of light. . ."
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"He's good at that conjuring stuff,’
rem niscently. "I'lIl give himthat."

The Interstellar Anarchist snmled. "He's ny son," he told Tiny quietly, "but
despite that the best cruiser captain |'ve ever had."

"Christ," said Truck, rolling some wine round his nouth. "This ethanol's sone
rough old stuff."

Pat er wi nced.

SEVEN

The Interstellar Anarchist, an Aesthetic Adventure

Part Two

"She's transferring the Device to Earth, Captai n—a decision taken against the
advice of her staff nearly three days ago, when she thought she had you safe
in Al bion Megaport. She is nmpst anxious to effect an introduction between the
two of you."

It was sone hours after the conversation in the studio. Truck had bat hed,
eaten, even slept a bit, and was now nearing the end of Pater's guided tour of
Howel | (which he did in fact insist on calling "Ver-sau es").

"But it seens the Device will not abide the dyne fields for nore than a second
or two at a time, so a journey that should have taken hours is still in
progress. They send the transporter into Dynafl ow drive and—pop!—eut it comes
again, for no reason that can be discovered. They have gained a few |ight
days. In it goes again—and so it goes on. A comic process with a rea
attraction for us."

Pater stood, ridiculously neat and dapper, beneath 79
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the great ventral curve of a ship naned Driftwood of Decadence, which had
squeezed itself into one of the massive repair silos of the asteroid like a
wasp in an apple. To his white suit and green carnati on he had added a
fantastic | owcrowned hat of creamstraw. Here at the rimof Howell, away from
the generators at the core, the artificial gravity was a little feeble: Pater
bounced in it as if perpetually enbarking on an entrechat, thumbs stuck into
his -wai stcoat pockets.

"To keep pace with its charge, the Fleet escort must spend a lot of tinme out
of Dyne. If we catch the convoy there, they can be enbarrassed—ae are lightly
arnmed, but these vessels are quicker in ordinary space, and nore maneuver abl e,

said Tiny Skef-fern, belching



than anything | WG or UASR has ever been able to field against us."

Truck squinted the bright Iength of the Driftwood of Decadence. Turquoi se
arabesques gli mered nysteriously down her side; the snmell of hot netal
drifted about her Iike nusk of a sleeping, barbaric priestess; the light of

pl asma torches expl oded soundl essly off her hull to fill the silo with a
cerenoni al aurora. Pater—whom he had grown to |like despite his

i nconmpr ehensi bl e hunors and affectati ons—+egarded himwith a quizzical snile
He scratched his head. He was on the stony verge of sone revel ation

"Who designed themfor you?" he murmured. "Who built then?" He reached out to
touch one of the great anhedral tail-surfaces; she was warm and vi brant.
Suddenly, he was at the very edge of it all. "Where did they cone from
Pat er ?" and—tunbl i ng down the steep scarp of understandi ng—=Were?" This

al nost a sigh, because for spacers there is one ritual enigma, and he was
wi t hi n sight of something unbelievable.

Pater | aughed and took his arm "You could say |I found them" he suggest ed,
"or again, that they were given to nme.'* He exanined these ideas for a tineg;
neither seemed to satisfy him "Shall we wal k back? Til tell you sonething of
it as we go." But he said nothing
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the sphere of stillness. There, head tilted as if to catch the ghost of
eccl esi astical nusic, he gazed at a bank of |ong bl ack torpedoes and began
abruptly, "lmagine it, Captain

"My ship was experinmental. Some discontinuity, sone |apse of topol ogy—a wonan
nervously twisting a lilac stal k—had torn her out of the dyne fields. She was
spiraling along the vacant rimof the Gal axy, her Dynafl ow drivers gone.

I magi ne the horror with which | stared at the place they had occupi ed,
watching a few thin-filmcontrol circuits drift about the engine room Nothing
nore remai ned, just those few fl akes of technol ogy—as if lunaria annua had
shed its seeds in free fall

"I rushed to the exterior screens, despairing. But there! A clinker, a cinder
the nerest of dim dead suns! It took ne two years to reach that place,
Captain. | knew it was useless to ne, | saw ahead only the cenetery orbit; but
what else was | to do?

"I becane irresolute, drifting for a month round that sJagheap sun, the ship

like a wounded arumlily. Can you see me? Then, a point-source on screens, a
collision alarm And there they were, seven tinmes seven of them slipping past
like a train of conets approachi ng aphelion. | signaled themon al

frequenci es—they ignored ne; | expended the [ast of ny sub-Dyne fuel to

over haul them-+they were undevi ating; | boarded them+they were deserted.

"I boarded all of them-how bright their interiors were, how conplicated and
alien!—and all were enpty but one; on the last, | discovered him

"He came from nowhere you or | will ever see, Captain. He was heraldic. Hs

exoskel eton gl owed dark green like oiled metal, his wings were shot with

bi zarre gold veins, and his eye-clusters caught the light |ike gl obes of rough
obsi di an. Conpl ex chrone-yel |l ow synbol s covered his carapace!
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"He was dying, he had been dying out there for fifty years, adrift alone with
his magnificent fleet. COcher fluids |eaked fromhis joints, strange burns
cross-hatched his thorax.

"I magi ne us! For nonths we strive to conmunicate. His weak forelinbs scrabble
agai nst the floor, creating pointless, agonized patterns! But he understood ne
long before | him He cane from outside, Captain; his ships had crossed the
cruel gap between the Galaxies. He could not tell ne where. He spoke of his
race's mllennia-long search for the netaphysical nature of space; of a

di sease or nadness that had led his crews at last to blow their hatches and
beat their wings deliriously against the vacuum 1|ike the hawk noth agai nst
the attic | anp!

"I sent himto join themout there the day he died. In his ultinmate throes he
stung hinmsel f repeatedly, his |ong abdonmen thrashing. He was desperate to
explain the InterGalactic drive—-he was desperate that someone should continue



the search. But | could not grasp its principles, save perhaps to dinly
conprehend this: the conti nuum has enoti ons—and the gol den shins are the

cul mnation of an Art addressed to Space itself!"

For sonme tune, Pater brooded quietly over his dyne-torpedoes as if exhausted
by his queer el oquence, even his gestures linp as they continued to sketch or
imtate the feeble scratching |linbs of the dead alien conmander. Wen Truck
prompted, **But you learned to fly the ships in Dyne?" he snapped his fingers
i npatiently and nuttered, "Yes, of course. Wat does that matter? It was easy:
their drivers are quite simlar to our own; but what use are such engi nes
when— He contenpl ated that wasted opportunity.

"None, " agreed Truck, and wal ked on through the corridors of

Howel | —speechl ess, as spacers are when they consider that pillar of enignma at
the closed gates of the Galaxy: the unattainable, the post-Galactic drive.
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But five mnutes later, Howell was shuddering to the clangor of alarns:

In the "Hotel Pinodan, 1849," the |aser hol ograns of Maryx and Baudel aire
faded |i ke specters, caught between a whisper and a significant smle, as the
asteroid drew power for the launch of Pater's raiders.

Qut in the repair shops, griny stunted engi neers paused to scratch then*
horrid arnpits and specul ate about the target.

The crew of the Driftwood of Decadence stared at their ship and spat, gloonmly
reflecting that Pater would never allow her to lift in that condition

And, pausing outside the doors of his apartnents, the Interstellar Anarchi st
peel ed his lips back off his feral teeth and wi nked at John Truck, his
depression evaporating as the klaxons wailed. "Now W have them | ocated!
Fetch your friends, if they want to join the dirty work—but quickly! Met ne
on the Geen Carnation within the half hour!"

It was easier said than done. Howel|l boiled with anarchists: mad dandified
gunners wearing mutton-chop whi skers and outrageous sideburns; navigators
favoring the leather flying helmets and Sidcot-suits of a forgotten war;
barrel -chested nmechanics in striped jerseys and tight knee-breeches—and all of
t hem maki ng book on their chances of survival or spoils as they scranbled,
sheddi ng tarotcards, poens, and poker dice, for their ships.

H mation, glinpsed on a crowded corridor; his crew bobbed behind himlike
gulls in the wake of a black-sailed |ugger. Pale hands flickered and danced,
but the madness was infectious. AH he said was, "After the strike, Captain!"
and he was gone.

Truck found Tiny in a small square room where faded charcoal sketches covered
the brown and crunbling plaster. Over his knee was an old acoustic guitar with
a warped rosewood fretboard; .on the brass bed
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that filled the place sat Hel oi se the nodel, her tight sallow body glowing in
the deteriorating northlight. She regarded Tiny sulkily and sang, "Us sont des
artistes gens" in her pretty, muted voice. "Can't you tell himto play |ess
acconpani nent ?' * she appealed to Truck. "It's the song that counts." And she
got up to stare out of the artificial window at the ateliers of a Paris |ong
blown to hell by the Rat Bonmb wars, her little bottom quivering petulantly.
"You don't need any electricity for this," explained Tiny. "lIsn't that
sormet hi ng?"

Truck dragged himthrough the bedlamof militant Howell. Their half hour was
al nost up, the asteroid was trenbling to the pul se of warm ng engi nes,
expectant. "What about Fi x?" cried Tiny, hugging his new acquisition

"No time. He'd only want to bring that soddi ng chopper."

They stunbl ed aboard the Green Carnation

The kl axons di ed.

In the ensuing silence, Swinburne Sinclair-Pater smiled and adjusted the set
of his coat, the tilt of his elegant hat. He raised his hand. "Go!" he
conmanded. Wth a raffish cheer the engineers fed power, the navigators



touched their good-hick charns, and forty-seven gol den raiders took to the
aether |ike a pack of lush Byzantine hounds, racing and quivering and vying
for the scent. But however they tried, none could outdo the Green Carnation
and she ran out ahead of them an incitement, a triunph, and a hard gemnli ke
flane.

Aboard the flagship, Truck and Tiny, inmobile, awed. A blue-gray waxy |ight
drowned her pentacul ar command-bridge, running like tepid fire down the
slippery perspectives of an extra-Galactic geonetry, formng optical verglas
on planes of alien netalwork, tracing the formal interlacing designs that
covered the inner hull. Every four or five seconds, banks of stro-boscopic

| anps fired off, freezing and quantifying

The Cenfaur; Device

85

j agged areas of shadow, but defining no shape the eye coul d appreciate.
Not hi ng was perpendi cul ar or dependabl e.

Now white and dazzling, now hard bl ack sil houettes, Pater's quarterdeck crew
nmoved at ease through this disjointed medium tending the bizarre origina

equi prent of the ship or settling like insects anmong nore identifiable

machi nery bolted roughly to the deck. They trailed | oops of cable from
portable computing facilities, calling off queries and co-ordinates in a

ri sing chant. A subsonic ground bass reverberated through the body cavities;
ot her voices chattered and decayed in the foreground Iike the cries of
autistic children heard in a dream

Above them ribbons of circuitry framed a | ayout of enormous screens, on which
were visible the rest of the fleet:

They hung in gay anbush, Maupin, Trilby, and Les Fleurs du Ml; the Wistler,
the Fastidious, and the Strange Great Sins. In two |long w ngs of twenty-four

t hey poi sed thenselves "at the sharp apex of the present nonment between two
hypot heti cal eternities"—Madane Bovary and the Inaginary Portraits: Syringa
and Waite Jonquil. Centauri was nearer here, a bare actinic jewel off the port
bow of Atal anta in Calydon, fromwhich Hi mation the conjurer |ed the second

wi ng. Space enfolded themas they waited for their prey, they were enbedded: a
bracel et of gold in black vol canic gl ass—the Forsaken Garden, the Let Us Go
Hence, and the Mel ancholia that Transcends Att Wt.

"Here we begin to guess at the nature of space,"” said Pater softly to Truck
"Qur palette is prepared. The Gal axy has given us our canvas, a dead dragonfly
had bequeat hed us the brushes we have to hand. W nake Space. We define it.
Look out there. |IW5 and UASR see at best a conduit for Earth's rubbish of
politics. W infer reality. None of this belongs to Earth or to ideology. It
isinviolate."
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To prove his point, perhaps, space ignored him

Track, meanwhile, had been visited by peculiar, stealthy enptional stirrings.
Qddly enough, he perceived sonet hing of what Pater was suggesting, and saw

hi nsel f suddenly as a deni zen of this metamathe-nmatical or aesthetical space,
i ke poor Annie Truck, a losing vector—her life a novable anal ogy for hard
vacuum her AdAc habit a dyne field of the head, hinself a last-minute fibri
of hypot hesis extending toward some once-glinpsed nental Gal actic edge. He
becane unconfortabl e.

"I don't know anything about that,** he said, squinting along the optical naze
of the command-bridge, "but this isn't any kind of flying Fin used to. It

| ooks nmore |Iike a one-night stand at the Spacer's Rave.H

What el se could he say? He was a | out

"What do we do now?"

**We wait," said Pater (who wasn't msled, and appeared to be | ooking at him
with a sort of conpassionate irony), "but not for long.'*

In that, he was correct. A wllow young fell ow wearing his blond beard tied
up with tarred string |l eaped to his feet and waved a fist over his head. Hs
arcane apparatus had di scerned sonething | eaving the dyne fields not a hundred



thousand mles fromtheir anmbuscade. A few minutes later, it popped up on one
of the forward screens, heading at a fair pace straight down the open
anarchist throat: six |W5s battl eships like black and orange nel ons engl obi ng
an orbit-to-orbit medi um haul age vehicle made of spidery girders, small bal
bearings, and a big silver caterpillar—+this last the hold section, with a
capacity of several mlUon tons.

Activity on the Green Carnation redoubled: the |lights becanme fierce; bursts of
ul trasound attacked the command-bridge |ike bats; the quarterdeck crew donned
one-way visors and multiplied their efforts, jerking spastically from machine
to machine in the
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stroboscopic glare, calling "It's green—t's brown—+ have you on four—*

H mati on cane through scratchily on a battle-comunication frequency, tidal RF
i nterference grinding behind his voice. "W can knock the drive pods right off
it, Pater," he suggested.

"Qui ck then, Manteau-before they can get it back into the Dyne. On les aura!"”
The Green Carnation and Atal anta in Cal ydon detached thensel ves fromthe
opposed files of the ambush; they raced toward one another, nmet head-on in a
suicidal flare of retrofire, executed a terrifying Sianese turn through ninety
degrees of arc, and hurled thensel ves side by side at the transporter, white
heat blazing at their sterns and a trail of stripped and violated particles
stream ng out behind them

| WG woke up, staggered about, broke formation. "They've sent us begi nners!"
cried Himation joyously. And as the G een Carnation ran on in through the

br oken gl oberment, her rearward screens showed the rest of the fleet closing
like a golden jaw. Dyne-torpedoes flipped end over end out of their tubes and
began a ni sl eading vibration—+n and out of Reality they went, |ike shoals of
pi ke seen through nuddy water, and slipped anong the battl eships.

Pater hinself took control of the flagship. He bore down on the haul age vesse
li ke a madman, the conmand-bridge glare turning his buttonhole carnation bl ack

and his teeth the color of steel. "Torpedoes are so unsel ective, Captain!" he
shouted in Truck's ear. "And | | ove those long reaction guns!" The caterpillar
expanded until it filled the screens, huge registration nunbers against its

silver skin. And bigger yet—until Truck was digging his fingernails into his
wet palnms, until the Green Carnation howed with proximty alarms, until Pater
threw her up into the vertical position and presented his ventral guns hi a
sweepi ng broadsi de ski d—Mwve for nmove in inpeccable formation, the two
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crui sers shuddered and shook, their gunners grinning in the red ectoplasnic
backwash of the cannon—and, abruptly, the hauler was a dead whale, its drive
conpartnents separating and vaporizing in a wild yellow rose of light, its
hol d sheared neatly away beneath the wecker's torch. Before the rose was

bl own, Atal anta in Cal ydon and the Green Carnation were up and out,
mrror-images tunbling and braking through a | oop that brought them back to
their wallow ng prize.

And before that maneuver was conplete, the rest of the fleet was hangi ng at
rest in the vacuum practicing fire-control on bits of weckage. | W5 hadn't
fired a shot: they were split open, they had spilled their flesh all over the
show. One of themwas still trying to withdraw, caught by sone failure of its
drive as it faded into the dyne fields—a gray, ghostly rubber ball, perished,
gaping with pain, neither here nor there.

Little Tiny Skeffern had suffered the entire circus with his eyes shut and his
hands cl anped round the neck of his guitar. "Truck, I*mnot cut out for this
stuff.'* he said. He sat down on the floor, drew up his legs, and jerked a
thunmb at Pater. "He's off his head, that bloke." He raised a feeble snile
"Next time | see you conming, remind ne of this—even three weeks on Sad al Ban



is beginning to | ook bearable.**

The exterior screens caught fire for a nonent as some thin-1lipped gunner blew
an | W5 Dynafl ow to pieces. Truck stared out at the drifting w eckage.

"We've got it now, Tiny. If Pater keeps his word, we can take the thing
somewhere quiet and chuck it out of an airlock. Sigma-End's a nice place: we
could go there and get smashed for a year—go back to being losers,'*

Tiny watched his fingers stal king up and down the fretboard. "W don't have to
go there to do that,*' he observed astutely.

Pater relinquished the flagship to his pilot, who

grinned ruefully, nmade an aerobatical gesture with one hand, and rurnured,
"Nice tine, Pater."”

Pat er bowed and | aughed. "Dock it now, " he suggested, "and be careful with the
artwork." The command-bridge rel axed, its peculiar voices dimnished. The
severed hold section of the hauler crept back into view, toppling end over end
on a heading for MA1 in Oion, a target it was unlikely to reach in the near
future.

"Prepare to board, Manteau," said Pater over the ship-to-ship.

There was a | ong pause, full of the croaking whisper of the stars. Someone
adjusted the gain of the receiver, shrueeed.

"Mant eau?"

H mati on cane on. "Pater,** he reported thoughtfully, "we aren't boarding
anything just at this precise nmoment. Have a | ook out there. The bl oody
Fleet's arrived. **

"Ch Jesus,*' whispered Tiny Skeffern, and cl osed his eyes again.

| WG cane out of the dyne fields in three waves, fifty at a tinme, each
spherical dreadnought half a mle in dianmeter and nmounting enough fire power
to pulverize Jupiter. Their fire ports were already open, sow ng torpedoes

i ke showers of steel needles. Syringa and the Melancholia that Transcends Al
Wt vaporized in the first second of the engagenent, trapped anong the sl agged
enbers of the anbushed convoy. The New English Art Cub ran hel pl essly through
the resulting plasma-front and cane out limed with a fire of her own; | ooping
and twisting, plowed into the last of the escort ships (which was still trying
to vanish) and joined it half in and half out of dyne, ectoplasm c and doomed—
Aboard the flagship, Swi nburne Sinclair-Pater rubbed his jaw and saw that it
was i npossible to disengage. The conmmand- bri dge how ed and wept, the crew
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| eaped and gyrated anmong their alien nmachinery like salnmon in white water—
"I"'mgoing to ram bugger it," reported the Liverpool Medici, driving sideways
across Pater's bows at a group of three Fleet vessels, and was never heard
fromagain. Down in her belly, gunners threw up disgustingly and cheered the
nmonent of inpact—

"CGet out of the way and let the ferret see the rabbit!" screanmed White Jonqui
to the Gold Scab. She took a hit on the bridge and, her turrets spouting
erratically, cartwheeled twenty thousand mles in a halo of tangled struts and
hul | - pl ates. "Now | ook what you' ve done!'*

"—and there's a core-nelt on Nunber Five," whispered a faint, injured voice.
"Can anybody hel p— He died away wi thout identifying hinself, merged with the
sea of interference—

It was rmurder.

They wi nked out one by one, the Forsaken Garden, Les Flews dii Mal, the

Whi stler, and the Fastidious. Running on to the guns, Inmaginary Portraits
enbedded herself in her assailant; they spun together disconsolately, drifting
toward far Centauri. Trilby and the Strange Great Sins collided, enbraced,
tore through W5 |i ke an inpronptu scyt he.

A di stant bubbling npban, as the ship with the core-nelt canme back on

pl eadi ng. H mation*s voice cut across himas Atalanta in Cal ydon cut across
the top of Pater's screen, trying to outrun a covine of shimrering torpedoes.
"We've been suckered, Pater. The jig's up. | count fifteen of us left, and |I'm
getting danage reports fromm own crew "

"—f soneone could just get a party aboard. W' ve |ost steerage—



In half an hour, it was all up with them Fifteen had dwindled to five after
an attenpt to break out of the |IW5 enel obenent—+then to two. Tiny Skeffern
shook his head and stared glumy at Truck as Pater and
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JBmat i on skul ked t hrough the tragic debris, powered down and on communi cati ons
silence to avoid detection. Corpses with frosty eyes knocked gently on the
bull of the Green Carnation, and anarchist ships like filleted gol den carp
floated across her screens; while out beyond the eddy of weckage | WG
depended—a col ony of fat spiders—frominvisible threads.

Parties of pressure-suited commandos began conbing the outer derelicts for
survivors. The pilot with the core-nelt let themon board, then gave up trying
to keep it in check—he was gone in a twinkling, the last flicker of the
candle. Of the port bow of the flagship hung a great black and orange noon,
peel ed to the honeyconb decks and still spilling power conduit into the void
like mle-long cilia; to starboard, Atalanta in Cal ydon prow ed, her hul

bl ackened and scarred, nore wolf than fawn.

The conmand- bridge was silent, full of white, listless faces, its illumnation
desperate and spectral. Wen he closed his eyes, Truck could still see frozen
afteri mages of the battle, the thin bodies of anarchists wapped in white
light, aspects of devotion. Beside him Tiny Skeffern shifted unconfortably.
"Truck, why aren't we just sneaking off into the dyne?" He was used to the
hinterland all eys, the boot, the hasty retreat.

The quarterdeck crew chuckl ed norosely at this, |looking to Pater. He turned
fromthe forward screens, fromsone reverie of destruction and | ost
opportunity. "W have becone w eckage," he nused, as if discovering somnething
behi nd the words. "There's a risk in operating any equi pnent at all now " he
expl ained. "H we were to power up, they'd have us triangul ated before we could
conpute a course." H s face was haggard. "W can't do it, M. Skeffern. Even
the screens are a risk."

He appeared to lose interest. After a while he went on, "Wiile we remain
wreckage we are safe. It seenms as though they have retained the Device,
Captain. sorry about that."
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Truck shrugged.

"I don't suppose |I'd have known what to do with it anyway."

"You nmiss the point."

"There's something going on out there," said Tiny. In the distance, |W5 was
maneuvering indecisively, individual ships pulling out of the rubbish heap on
pul ses of green flame—while others seemed to be hastily retrieving their
conmando units. Wngs and squadrons forned, grew, inclined toward Centauri
Thi s obscure performance | asted for some mnutes. Weckage drifted and
toppled, raising and lowering the curtain on it. Pater opened a channel on

Fl eet frequency, but no one on the bridge could separate the urgent babble
fromits concomitant of interference

A tolanta in Calydon broke silence suddenly. "Pater!" shouted Hi mation.

"Somet hing's up—~+ can see—€hrist!" And he began to |l augh. "Pater, it's the
Arabs! It's the Arabs! They've had it done all over them— H s ship woke up,
qui vered, took fire at its stern. It drove away through the graveyard,
trailing mirth. "I"'mgoing to try and get a better—

Massi ve janmm ng overwhel med his signal

"Power up!" snapped Pater. Oscillating pul ses of blue and violet |ight washed
t hen- faces, decaying echoes clattered around the bridge. "That fool!" A Fleet
dr eadnought careened past under full thrust, firing nmadly at sonethi ng behind
it the way a man stares unbelievingly over his shoul der at a pursuer in the
dark. It erupted into curious boils and ran into the weck of the Forsaken

Gar den.

The flagship groaned with mysterious voices (and Truck, wenched out of his
head by nmounting alien energies, hallucinated briefly a Roman sundi al i sol at ed



by a single watery ray of light in a sunken garden, snelling mnt, glycol
horsehair) as Pater hurled her up and out. They shot into clear space—

To discover inprudent Hi mation running under the
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guns of both IW5 and UASR (Navy), with his ammu-? nition spent and big dorsa
hol es.

Per haps a hundred Arabs had arrived, cylindrical ships resenbling mammoth nuts
and bolts (they were, in fact, conplete with threads, down which the conmand
and power sections could be screwed at will) and carrying red and yel |l ow

i nsignia. Their anbush had tel egraphed itself—unlike |W5 s—and broken into
smal I unformated skirm shes across fifty mllion cubic niles or so of space.
"Dyne out!" pleaded Pater. "Dyne out, Mnteau!" The G een Carnation | urched.
Choki ng snoke began to pour into the bridge. Pater got her broadside on to his
Arab and pounded it to junk. A cloud of dyne-torpedoes, released |ike breath
froma term nal bubonic—+he forward antim ssile. batteries coughed once or
twi ce. Sonething ripped themoff, and the sweating gunners with them "W're
| osing pressure!" reported one of the quarterdeck crew. The ship |urched
agai n, bellowi ng and creaking. Pater braced hinmself and bored in after

H mation, drawing fire, yelling "Dyne out!"

"I"'mtrying to," said Hmation coolly. "Don't think I'"mnot, Pater old chap."
Truck and Tiny groveled on the deck. An enornmous hand sl apped the ship about.
"I can't hold her, ManteauF cried Pater despairingly. "Rendezvous at HowelI!
Dyne out!" The Green Carnation was w thering away. Sardonic jungle-noises
squawked and twittered fromher circuitry as it nelted to slag, inflicting
terrible burns on the dazed crew. Pater slapped a bank of rocker sw tches
grafted on to the alien controls. She slid into dyne, but it spat her out
again, tw ce. Her spine cracked and fl exed. As they went under for the third
time, Truck clutching Tiny Skeffern's shoul ders and praying with horrified
sel f-di sgust that H mation
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woul d get it and not them |IW5 broke into their comunicati on channel s—

"I TS WAR NON LADDI E!' CAN YOU HEAR ME, TRUCK? HOW D*YOU LI KE THAT? **| WANT
TO SEE YOU AFTER |' VE FI Nl SHED W TH

THESE SNOTTY JACKALS. YOU HEAR ME, PATER? HE*S M NE, AND YOU RE FI NI SHED
"TRUCK? I T'S WAR—

Then they were sonmewhere el se

El GHT

An End to Art and the Beginning of Artifice

The anarchi sts of Howell watched her final firework 1 arc. She burst out of
the dyne fields like a norbid comet, rolling belly-up and | aunching voll eys of
t orpedoes at nothing they could see, her stern consuning itself in pale
feverish radiance. Great rents had opened al ong her |ength, her bow was an
agoni zed nmout h; her golden fins were bent and charred, her turrets nelted
stubs. She plumreted down on themin a fog of blind nurder, braking savagely;
sl owed, showed a queer blunt profile. Something tore, deep down inside. She
broke in half. The entire northern quadrant blazed up soundl essly, drenching
their appalled faces with corpse-light

The Green Carnation had cone hone.

Four hours later, they recovered her quarterdeck section fromthe aphelion of
along elliptic orbit. It was intact, and under survival pressure. VR units

| eached on to it, opened it up with plasma torches, and went in wth
respirators, Earth-norphine, and a sort of dunb awe. They brought out thirty
bodi es and ten survivors, all of themblue with anoxia, sone suffering from
in-
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duction burns. Mst of the deaths were from subsonic rupturing of the great
or gans.



Two or three of themwere still on their feet, staring inertly round a dark
filthy trap full of carbon dioxide and cooked flesh as if they had come the

| ong and significant way round fromHell. They had. Sw nburne Sinclair-Pater
was there, a hole the size of two fists in the back of his white suit; but he
woul dn't let the VR crew give hi mnorphine until they had checked t hat

di sgusting oubliette for a small bald nusician and a transit-class haul age
pilot in funny clothes. They were glad to avoid his bright, sonehow el ated
eyes.

He hung on for twelve hours, in his bedroomat the heart of Howell. Its walls
were dimand glorious with blue and gol d peacocks he had painted hinsel f. They
couldn't cut the suit off him because of the induction burns, but they pulled
five petal -shaped fragnents of sone alien machinery out of his lungs, where

t hey had enmbedded t hensel ves as he westled nysteriously in the superna

pl aces of the Dyne to keep his ship fromfalling apart He woke up only rarely.
When he did, his eyes were sunken but anused.

John Truck and Tiny Skeffera stood awkwardly by his bed for the last few

m nutes, their burns dressed and their faces pallid. Truck renenbered little
of Pater's ride out of the night. For a while, he knew, the huhl of the
flagship had seemed to nelt or withdraw, all of them the asphyxiated and the
dyi ng, had worn col ored gl ass masks, or swumin sensel essness, fish of the

i mpossi bl e Medium he had felt his interface with space dimnish, felt it
craw through himin slow, |umnous ecstasies. He knew what he'd felt, and it
had seened inportant at the time; but now all he saw was the stinking dark
cani ster of the bridge, and all he found in his head was a strange enbarrassed
conpassion for the withered figure beneath the printed silk coverlet.

Pater stirred painfully.
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"Captain?'* A terrible, disfigured whisper, but gaining strength: "War. The
one-eyed bitch has her war at last." One of his ruined hands escaped the
coverlet, touched his cheek—a short hissing breath. "For decades they've

drai ned the Gal axy; now they'll rip it apart h' ke beasts hi an alley. Stop it,
Captain. They nmustn't find you."

He drew hinmsel f up, shaking fitfully; gazed w thout recognition at the

gor geous room

"Did 12" Irritated, he noved his hand feebly in search of a nenory. "Al

pl easure devours—€aptai n! —Byne out!" He tried to wet his |lips, choked.
Quieter: "I could never find it in me. There was too much | |oved." Spurred,
perhaps, by this lapse into sentiment, the old Pater returned briefly* full of
gentle malice. "But you have a rich, vulgar iconoclasm Captain. Let it speed
you. "

' He sank back, watching the peacocks. Then, after a long tine:

"You were there when she bled into the dyne fields, you saw the substance of
her flaring out like ritual evidence of the future. | believe she was near to
her proper purpose, then. That's our heritage. Take her. W don't belong in
the murk that nurtures Earth. Take her and remenber that when your tines
comes. You've seen Space."

He frowned. "Where's Mnteou?" he asked puz-zledly. Then: "I flung her out
there for a while, Captain, against the dirty chance of dying." H's voice
tailed off.

Truck bent close over the savaged face. **She bl ew up, Pater. What can | do
now? You can't give her to nme, she blew up." Pater was asleep, but the room
snellcd just like death. He said nothing nore until the end, when he pulfed

hi nsel f upright in the bed, w nced, shuddered with horror at something beyond
the painted walls. "Mre | audanum Synons!" he shouted. He sighed, and a
perilous calmiced his eyes. " 'Destroy all copies of Lysistrata and all bad
drawi ngs,'" he
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breat hed. He | ooked straight at Truck and wi nked broadly. "By all that is
holy all obscene drawi ngs—" It was 2367. On Sad al Ban IV nilitary bands



pl ayed "Salute the Fleet!" while youths who had never seen Earth fortified the
moons of G oam and Parrot The green carnation withered on its stem Howefl
shrank to a rock. Its animating spirit had fled.

**Poor old sod," said Tiny Skeffera, out in the studio. He wandered round
scrat chi ng nervously at his bandages, picking up Pater's Chi nese pots and
tapping themto hear their clear fragile voices. "Are you going to stare at
that picture all day? Truck, honestly, it isn't even finished." He screwed his
face up over a hawthorn blossom "Do you know, that's the second guitar |'ve

| ost since Tuesday?"

"Shut up," Truck told himroughly. "He was a decent bloke." A famliar

| assitude had conme over him he hung |ike a wecked boat in his own skull,
drawn slowy down the gravity-well of sentiment. He couldn't define his
relationship with Pater, but he knew that he owed sonme enotion, sone regret or
responsi bility. Sonething had vani shed fromthe Gal axy forever. "Let's get out
of here," yet he hung about, hoping to hear fromthe anarchists drifting
listlessly in and out of Pater's suite that Hi mation the conjurer had nmade it
back.

He hung about, but Hi mation never cane.

"Come on, Tiny. There's nothing here for us any nore."

Tiny folded up a small silk fan and put it in his pocket. It was an alley
gesture, without decency, but of respect.

"Where will we go?"

The corridors were deserted: nost of Howell was el sewhere, scanning the hard
bl ack sky for a destroyed fleet, shaking its head. Even the workshops were
dazed and sil ent
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They boarded Ella Speed and found Fix the bosun J feeding H mation's lizard
froma lengthy if shallow incision in his own arm "There's no need to go that
far, ;; Fix." Truck stood over the chart-conputer, observing his fineers as

t hey busi ed t hensel ves i ndependently about. He had an original idea for the
first timein his life. It tasted like rust for all that.

"There was nothing in that transporter,” he said bitterly. "She knew Pater
would try for it. She even knew from Veronica that Pater had taken ne off
Earth." He punched the navigation display board gently. "And there she was,
waiting for us. It's still on bloody Centauri, under the ground."

Pat er .

He had fought both sides indiscrimnately all his life, and gai ned nothing at
the end. Qut of what? A sense of responsibility? "He was just a loser |ike the
rest of us, Tiny. The Device was never there at all."

Pater. Pater.

"What's this place we're going to, boss?" asked Fix the bosun. "WII the dope
be good?"

Ella Speed left her pit and nosed gingerly through a belt of vaporized gold.
Hul | - pl ates yawned over her; mles of cable caressed her, arabesque. In
passage t hrough ni ght —space was full of floating ribs.

"Shut your nmouth and fly the bleeding thing, Fix. Don't | pay you enough?"

Whi ch was quite unfair. Truck spent the rest of the journey gawpi ng out at the
dvne fields, fiddling about with the screen adjustnent, and wondering if he'd
died out there during Pater's last flight

wiw

- "What the hell are we doing hereF* asked Tiny incred-
5 nl ously,

[ ; Truck had harried hinself to a standstill over the

| same question. But it rerained that Pater had fur-

| ni shed himw th an end (a purpose, fresh and raw,

I somet hi ng he was so unused to that he couldn't keep

k.
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his fingers out of it) and no nmeans. It was the only place he could think of
com ng. People nuddle through, he told hinself, and that has to be sufficient.
The port hinterland at CGol gotha stands on the periphery of an ash desert
called Wsdomin the mddle |atitudes of Stomach (naned for its di scoverer)
some way out in the poorly popul at ed Ephesus-Ari adne sector, beyond the

bill owi ng CH30H cl ouds of "Meth Alley." Openers built Col gotha, before their
sect becane prom nent. They had no history of persecution on Earth, but they
cane anyway, in 2143, and sonehow (although it had nothing to do with any

obvi ous exploitation, any crude process of blanket, bible, and Earthsyph) the
pretty androgynes of Stomach |ost their innocence, and many of themleft the
upl ands for the port.

Its streets are wi de. Elsewhere, the natives distill a perfume fromthe w ngs
of insects; here, they have nade thensel ves fetishes—ebjects of pleasure. The
linestone hills at the far edge of Wsdom are strange, no one really knows
what happens anong them here, day and night, dust and ash blowinto the
houses and the wet openings of the body on a sul ky, changeabl e wi nd.

A doubl e ghost breat hes down the avenues of Golgotha in the wind: the thin
twin spirit of religion and i nhuman i nnocence—ash in the air. The delicate
qui ck movenents of the natives, who are only nmirrors of your desire (who knows
what they see in it, what it has replaced for them their |anguage has two
hundred t housand separate and jlistinct words; they will speak it, if you ask
them at whatever clinmax you demand); and the Openers, in their cloaks of plum
and scarlet, black and gol d+they al ways seemto have their backs turned, to be
striding away. Ash swirls round themall at dawn and dusk, when the w nd
thrusts little exploratory fingers beneath the door

"Everyone cones here once," said Truck

But no one ever went there twice. In a tinme when
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decadence was all Earth's and anything el se was imtation, there was sonething
about that place: sonething to rem nd you of what you had voluntarily

relinqui shed (and wi nked as you lost it) in other hinterlands to other nore
human beings. Port | adies took their lives on Stomach, and still do, slipping
away in a langor of AdAcs, twi sting a handkerchi ef +hey have a crueler
perception of vacuum

An odd thing happened during the first few hours on Stomach. John Truck was
later to regard it as synbolical (to the extent that he could regard anythi ng
in so abstract a way—+t cane in the end to little nore than an itch down anong
the sordid experiential and intellectual gleanings of a spacer's skull), but

at the time it filled himw th a peculiar horror

He had come to Stomach, obviously, to find the priest Gishkin; but since he
had | ast seen that mysterious man on Earth, he had no idea of how he m ght be
found. Tiny and Fix were surly, having hoped for dope in sone famliar

st anpi ng- ground—so, with no better idea than that of wandering about the place
until he met soneone who could put himin touch with the Opener, he shrugged
and left themto their own devices

—took the high wire gate that |l eads fromthe landing field to Gol gotha, W sdom
rolling awmay on his left hand in dove-gray dunes down a fifteen-hundred-nile
front

—the winds of Stomach already flour-papering his cheek

Qut side the gate, the androgynous whores of Gol gotha crowded about himas he
went, like subtly depraved children: all chem se and nutated orchids and then-
heads bobbi ng no higher than his waist, calling to himin soft, enpty voices.
Their m nute hands plucked at his | egs as he passed; some made offers of nuted
obscenity, others sang or raised their arms to be picked up, many sinply
clutched his hand and stared with ultimate cryptic promi se. They flowed like a
gray stream down the boul evards of the native quarter, sonetines

"e5ft.
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| eading him sonetinmes following, all the while smiling seriously as though
reflecting all acute desires.

It was inpossible to think of her as "it."

She put her hands up to him her voice was a rustle of unbelievable fabrics in
a renote, passionate room He lifted her gently by the arnmpits, feeling no

wei ght but a special heat. She | ocked her legs round his hips and | ooked into
his face. Disappointed, the others nelted away, uttering sad, regretful cries.
" The cranes call as they cross to the reeds. Faint and helpless. Now !l lie

al one,'" she murmured. She wore an insect perfune, the crushed wi ngs of the
desert hawk noth prepared in the hills beyond Wsdom When he stared back at
her, unconprehendi ng, her tiny, heart-shaped face shifted and changed.

"Then perhaps we m ght consider mrrors,** she teased, and secret |anguages
surfaced in her eyes. "I can see you are fromEarth." Her little |egs
tightened until they hurt. Her body becane an icon, or a clue—a cool object, a
revel ati on or al chem cal tool

"What ?" said Truck, his nmouth dry. He stopped there in the mddl e of the w ndy
street.

"Ch hell,"” she nuttered, uncurling her legs. "You fuck-fucky al onga ne now
bigfella starmanT" She got down. "Wiy do | always get the uneducated ones?"
But he was al ready | ost

She led himfor mles round the city, as if to tire hi mout—onfusing
precincts and alleys of native architecture. The wind turned cold, and he was
forced further and further into her sphere of heat. Wen he conpl ai ned, she
said, "It is part of it, you nmust see us as part of it.** And he did, |ooking
down at her then up at the precarious linmestone buildings. At twilight it
began to rain, the ash fell plush and danp, the narrower streets becane dark
and inviting. She tugged him along nore urgently as the |ight»«Kme on; she was
now a tiehtness in the nuscles at Attack of the neck. "Not far now *' she

whi spered. Did she understand a word she was sayi ng?

Her house was warm and bi zarre. Censers swung, noths fluttered and burned amd
the incense funes. Hi s benusement was conpleted there, anmong mirrors. He never
renmenber ed anyt hing of what took place there—except that he woul d never all ow
it to happen to hi m again.

He woke in the early hours in a bed too small for him H's throat was sore and
dry, the roof of his mouth itched. **Were can | get sone water?" he asked,
trying to lubricate his tongue with saliva. She—+t-—wasn't there. He could hear
footsteps in the alley outside. He went to the door; cold air seeped over his
feet. Someone was hi the alley, tall and obese, pacing to and fro. The ash
from Wsdom had turned | eprous, filling the alley with a wan illum nation
patching the figure in its volum nous Qpener cloak. "Wat are you doi ng?" he
called. A hood was pulled over the face. Ash eddi ed about it, feathery.

"I was | ooking for—= The figure turned and pulled back its hood. It was Dr.

Gi shki n.

Truck got hold of the door post. IBs throat |ocked up solid. "You," he

cr oaked.

**| can see that your circunstances have changed sonewhat, Captain Truck, **
said &ishkin—his was a fine menory for unfinished conversations. He made no
nove to enter the house, stood there in the ash-storm sniling his streanlined
smle. "It would seemto be time for a review of prices—=

Truck shivered in the wind That neeting begun in another wind on Sad al Ban IV
had finally run its course. He had only postponed the prelinmninaries.

A stupid thing to do, he thought (thirty mnutes after dawn, in an aircraft;
somewhere hi front of him chronol ogically speaking at |east, lay the
transparent heart of Openerismthe city of Intestinal Revel ati on beyond the
mlestone hills). It was too late for that. Earth's vortex had sucked himin.
St omach turned
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"M?" said Gishkin, sprawl ed over two seats, his cloak open, his vast body
snoot h and perspiring where there was no plastic. He wasn't even half asleep
He was wat ching Truck out of the corner of one eye.

Truck shrugged. He pointed out of the wi ndow "That. Look, Gishkin," he said,
*Tmonly doing this on certain conditions. There is a price." The nuscles
above Gishkin's left eye flexed briefly. "I want to di sappear, hide. If Gaw
or ben Barka find me now-

"I can understand that, my son," said Gishkin ironically.

"Secondly, | want to know why you're interested in the Device. I'll have to
know in the end anyway. On those terns, Til agree to operate it for
you—supposi ng you can get hold of it. As long as you don't use it for anything
connected with this war. I'Il cut ny owmn throat first.'*

Gishkin sniled, shook his head gently. "Ah, Captain, Captain." He haul ed

hi nsel f up, faced Truck properly. "The war," he nurnured. "Alice Gaw al ways
wanted a proper war. One could hardly expect her to see things in their proper
perspective. To listen to her description of =

"Cut it out, Gishkin. Do we have a deal ?"

"Ch yes, Captain, we have that. Ad interim m consider your disappearance.
Quite."

He seened to go to sleep, and Truck had to be content with that. Down bel ow,
Stomach craw ed on. After a while the cockpit door opened and out cane the
pilot, yawning. He grinned at Truck, grinmaced rudely at the inert priest. "Al
wel | hi here?"

"Who's flying the bloody aircraft while you' re asking stupid questions?" said
Truck. He hated atnosphere vehicles. There was so much to run into.

"What aircraft?" Suddenly, he slapped his forehead and stared wildly about.
"Ch Christ, this aircraft!”

"Ha ha," said Truck. "Very comcal."
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Beyond the |linestone hiUs there was only nore desert—but uglier than Wsdom
with an ah- of acceptance and faflure. He tripped |leaving the aircraft, cane
up gazing at the gloony sky with his hands coated hi putrefying soil. "Wat a
hole, Grishkin. Can't you do better than this?" In the distance over the

hopel ess rock flowed rivers of abrasive dust—thick and brown, niles w de.

El sewhere snmall furtive birds eyed their surroundings sadly, ruffling then*
feathers as they hopped anong the fallen, decaying trees.

Finally, that revelatory city—a handful of ban bearings enbedded in bl ack
sand—t closed on Truck like a trap

"An early faflure in climatic control,** adnmitted Gishkin. "W were primtive
if energetic when we canme to Stomach, Captain." He spoke as if he'd been there
in 2143, which wouldn't have surprised Truck in the least. "It will be
rectified, Iike all things, with tine."

He hurried Truck into a sflent place with clean cool white walls. An odd snell
of ozone and antiseptic pervaded it. There were static dust-collectors and
ventilators everywhere, humming faintly. If you | ooked closely at the walls,
you coul d see countersunk rivets. People who m ght or night not have been
Openers moved down the passageways dressed in pale green gowns and plastic

gl oves, their footsteps echoing with queer cal murgency.

"Are you sick?" asked Truck suspiciously. Hospitals made hi muneasy. He

t hought of running back to the aircraft, but the pilot had gone of f somewhere
to get his breakfast.

"This anxiety, Captain—+t isn't necessary. AH your problens end here. **
"That's what |'mafraid of."

He bit his fingernails, swallowed accidentally, coughed. He |agged behind, but
Gishkin took his arm possessively.

"What are you going to do with me?**
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"Come now, Captain, before we tend to the first part of our bargain, you mnust



see sonething of our work here." His diabolic or nalefic avatar |urked just
beneat h his eyelids, peeping out but endeavoring to remain unobserved. "YouTl
find the Menorial Theater very interesting. But we nustn't be late." Things
were fernenting, dissolving behind his windows. Every time they cane to a fire
door in the corridor, he glanced up at the clock above it His grip tightened.
He was actually pulling Truck al ong.

Suppose the Menorial Theater to commenorate a single genius of the novenent
(rather than, say, sone nurky instance or episode of its past) and he'd have
to be a fable—a M notaur of nedicine and religion, some accidental connection
between the brain of a mad vivisectionist and the bands of an inappropriate
rector. Sonething any decent nman would put a boot to without thought. On
Stomach, no one had, and his spirit presided.

It was a huge room

Normal |y, Truck sensed, it would be full of a seedy, vinegar-colored gl oom
strained through the thirty-foot stained glass w ndows (depicting what?
Openerismis an eclectic, a catholic faith-—+there was a bit of everything,
from Lazarus rising to Moses descending; but surely Lazarus hadn't died froma
Caesarean incision?). Now it was lighted up starkly by thousands of watts of
white light. Electrocorticogram operators and organi sts sat over their

i nstruments whil e choirboys draped hi thick plumfelt paced slowy between the
massive nmultifoil arches, then- eyes fixed on the groined roof. The operating
table, inviolate on the center of the flagged floor, was a linmestone altar
The eerie nmodes of sone pl ai nsong chant echoed [ ong and hol |l ow and far away,
as if frombare nmasonry.

Sni p, pick, went the hands of the surgeons, slimand dextrous. "+&~ +&—
+&—~" sang the electrical gear as, masked and gowned, Truck and Dr. Gishkin
slipped into the inner circle of |light and odor
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"This is one of the npbst inpressive events in our history," whispered
Gishkin. The patient lay under a |ocal analgesic. A tent of surgical drape
covered his body. Above him spotlights and sheaves of cable hung from chrone
bars. Thin bright |aser beans crossed and danced. Gishkin bowed to the
surgeons, moved ninbly forward—keeping hold of Truck's wrist—and whi pped back
the surgical tent. "Look— he breat hed.

At first sight, it was a flayed corpse: a mass of yellow sh adi pose tissue,

great ropy bl ood-vessels, red and blue; all |igament and ruscle, wet and
sticky-1ooking and held together by a sac of cling-plastic. John Truck felt
his throat fill up with sonething. He was back anong the orbital hospitals and

cor pse-boats of Canes. Venatici, packing themin then: boxes. He tried to pufl
away, but Gishkin held on.

"For the first time, a Grand Master of the Mowvenent is attaining total
transparency—* It was plastic. The thing under the tent would never nove
again. It had a glass skin. "His reverence is fully aware. Wuld you like to
speak to hinf? Ask hi m sonething?** Gishkin radiated an ebullience, a vast
energy. "If you find this amazing, you should see what we*re doing with the
head Captain!"

s Truck backed off, waving his free armviolently, dislodging a strand of hair
from under his hygienic cap. Doctor Gishkin tucked it back for him hissing
wi th pl easure. The chant of the choir fell into the mnor, over a pattern of
unresol ved chords fromthe organ: "Hallelujah!" they cried, and Gishkin said,
"A crystal skull, Captain! The Brain Reveal ed!"

It poked through the back of the surgical tent, maggot-col ored, patched with
di stended areas of cochineal, veined blue-black. It was covered with tiny
squares of white paper, each bearing a nunber. It opened an eye and | ooked at
hi m

"Somet hing's gone wong!** he shouted. "Oh, kill it—an't you see!**
"W've had sonme trouble with the aDografting, | ad-
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mt," said Gishkin. **But foreign-body reaction is well bel ow the acceptable
m ni mum Don't carp, Captain. Ask!"

Truck swal |l owed. "Way— M1 d, swi nm ng blue eyes, like birds' eggs in that
wreckage. It was trying to smle at him "Wy would you need a sentient bonmb?"
he managed. He was frantic; anything so Gishkin would be satisfied and take
hi m away fromthere.

A faint chuckle. "You," whispered the G and Master of the Openers. "You—~
Gishkin began to | augh. He threw back his head and roared. "GCh, Captain!

You' ve been listening to poor, violent Alice Gaw. She has a mind like a
how i ng desert. She's mad, my son—there's no bonb on Cen-tauri. | was there
first, I dug ny way into the final bunker bare-handed. Wat she sawlies in
her own head, not there. Didn't you realize that?"

H s laughter died away. He wi ped his mouth. "But |—what | saw was sonet hi ng
quite different. It filled that place, it— He shuddered. Condensation forned
behi nd his wi ndows. Anguish clouded his eyes. "There is a Mystery at the foot
of Shaft Ten: a receptacle of the Spirit—and God spoke to ne fromit—= He
swayed |i ke a sick man, pawed his forehead. "He asked for you, Captain, he
asked me to bring hima Centau-ran." His |lips peeled back off his teeth, he
seened to be fighting the nmuscles of his own face for an instant, sone actua
battl e—then he relaxed. His fingers left a red mark on Truck's wist "Now,
Captain, the rest of our bargain."

"I don't think I want to go on with this."

Truck was al ways running for doors. This time he nade it, and he was out in
the corridor before sonething pricked himin the neck. For someone not getting
any dope, he thought, |I'm passing out nore than | shoul d.

He dreaned that pupation was al nost over. Dr. Gishkin was forcing himto

di stend the sac on his
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forehead, to burst the brittle shell of the chrysalis. He hated it. H's
multi-jointed | egs, however, scrabbled on of their own accord; his forehead
strai ned against its confines, dimnished, swelled again; the shell cracked,
cold air flowed in. You could go anywhere |ike that, said General Gaw.
Anywhere, sonny. He tried to withdraw. Let ne be a grub again. But they

woul dn't Hi s antennae waved feebly, already receiving nessages of a new ki nd.
That was an end to it: fighting to remain, he |left the husk neverthel ess, an

i mgo full-formed. Wke up-Terrified in case he di scovered what kind of insect
he was.

He waited for his head to clear. He | ooked down at hinmself. "I never asked for
this, Gishkin. Some day | mght kill you for this." He got carefully off the
bed® rubbing his arms. His old clothes were gone. Wsps of the dream were
still evaporating in his head. He got dressed in the only thing avail able
(aware of Gishkin, arms fol ded, watching himcuriously), avoiding the mrrors
in the roomwhen he coul d.

He fl exed his hands in m serable defiance. "One day." Caught an acci dent al

gli npse of hinsel f—shfvered

"But Captain, you wanted to di sappear. Now you're invisible. Wwo'll |ook at
you and see Captain John Truck, a spacer? NM?"
Truck wal ked blindly past himand out of the room but he followed. "I've

fulfilled my part of the bargain, Captain. Both your conditions have been
satisfied. You' re mine, now"

H's nunb m sery gave way to panic. He was al nost sobbing. He becanme lost in a
maze of cool white corridors, where Openers nodded politely at himand his
reflection lay in anmbush for himat every glass door. He began to run, his
breath scraping at his throat. But he couldn't |ose the shadow behind him
"Admit it, nmy son— Finally, he found the daylight, stunbled out with Gishkin
waddling rapidly after. He fell down a
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He stayed there, on his hands and knees, gul ping.
"The General has installed half the Fleet over Cen-tauri VII, Captain. It wll
take time to breach her security. We can only wait a suitable opportunity. In

the neantime, don't you see, you can take up a probationary nministry, |like any
other Novice of the order. You will be invisible. It's what you asked. | have
provi ded not only security for you, but a neans whereby you can renenber our
bargain."

"You didn't have to do it this way, Gishkin."

H s cloak had fallen open. He | ooked up. In front of himstood the pilot of

t he atnosphere vehicle, a puzzled expression on his decent flier's face. "Wat
are you staring at, you bastard?" But he could no | onger avoid his reflection
It was in the man's eyes: the plumcol ored cl oak; the horrible naked scrawny
body* shaven and goosefl eshed in the wi nd; the bald head—

And the little plastic panel inplanted hi his abdominal wall. He stared at it
and began to weep.

It was disgusting.

It hurt.

"Here," said the pilot, helping himup. "Take it easy."

But that wasn't the end of it, either, although he soon found that he could
keep the cloak discreetly wapped round himand i gnore what |ay beneath it—-so
t hat when he got back to Gol gotha sone of his conmposure, such as it was, had
returned. It was precarious. He'd take Pater's injunction to heart and he
could no | onger guess what mni ght becone of him

It was dark by then. My Ella Speed was bl acked out. She seened deserted, but
up in the control roomhe stunbled over Tiny Skeffern, snoring on the floor, a
ri pped-off bottle of Pater's ethanol under his hand. He kicked the body
gently. "Tiny? Fix, why aren't there any lights on?" He found the sw tches

hi msel f, wor ked
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them petulantly. "Fix, where are you?" There was something scrawl ed on a

bul khead in tremul ous yel |l ow crayon

DERE BOS

| VE GOTTA JBO ONA PRATER OQUT FRUM ERTH AW I F

VWEER TAUKGNI ABOT PAY WEL | HAVENT BI N PAYD FRO

6 MNUTHS FKX

Al Chrom ans are dyslexic frombirth. It may be why their culture is stil
feudal. Truck sat down in one of the command chairs and shrugged at the
inscription. "Fix, Fix." It was no nore than he deserved. He felt unutterably
weary.

Tiny, neanwhile, had stirred, rubbed his eyes, and sucked the enpty bottle.
"Fix left," he said, helping hinself up with the edge of the chart conputer
"Christ that stuff stinks." He staggered round the cabin | ooking for water,
tripping repeatedly over the bottle, intent only on his own pain. "Took his
chopper and everything."

"I't's happened before. Hell be back. We're always falling out."* It was true,
but it didn't make himfeel any better: it was always his fault.

Finally, Tiny got his sight back

"Hey, Truck," he sniggered, "did you get converted?" He squinted across the
control room a big, silly grin spreading across his face as he took hi
Truck's new cl ot hes. "Jesus, what—=

Truck, inspired by a dreadful rage, had |l eaped to his feet and was maki ng
determ ned grabs for Tiny's throat.

He skipped smartly back. "Truck, I—=

Truck got hold of him Laugh, and FI1 kick your head in, Skeffern," he said
earnestly. "Come on then— He wanted to hurt sonebody. He was being driven
further and further out on his own, away from even the ninimal decencies of
the hinterlands. He
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shoved Tiny up agai nst the bul khead untfl his thin blond hair was rubbi ng out



Fix's illiterate plea for fair treatnment. "Conme on"—nviting with steely
fingers—"say one word."

And then, fromall the sick msery of his awakening in Gishkin's ghoulish
city; "Ch sod it, sod it. Help me, Tiny."

Tiny gaped and snuffl ed.

Truck slunped back in his seat and set his eyes sorrowfully on the bosun's
stupid half-erased note (Fix wasnt fit to be out on his own: he only got into
fights with people bigger than hinself, or pawned his chopper). "Wat am |
doing, Tiny? | nade a deal with Gishfcin. It was the only way | could see to
get hold of the bloody Device. Now |I'm not sure he didn't suspect that al

al ong. He expects nme to try and doubl e-cross him He cut me open as a warning.
What am | doing?" "It was only a joke, Truck, | didn't—= Truck shivered and
stared at the bul khead. Bl eak steel

I

NI NE

Under the Lanmplight at Avernus

2367: without Truck to operate it, the Centauri Device (bonb or Totem perhaps
both) remained in its bunker, quiescent but maybe review ng hi solitude
menories of an earlier war. O even—sensing that Truck was now gravitating
toward it, spiraling hi fromhis o,wn choice rather than General Gaw s or ben
Barka's or Grishkin's—stirring alittle hi its two-century sleep

2367: above, on the fringes of Centauri's rubbished at mosphere, hung evi dence
of the new war—M nd bl ack battl eships, slipping constantly into new patterns
of defense, casting nechanically about |ike beasts that will tear each other
if there is no scent of quarry. 2367: the Gal axy had begun a horrible gavotte
to Earth's tune. On Sad al Ban 1V, adol escent shock-troops wth dooned
del i nquent faces wore their IWG5 uniforms through weekend | eave in the
hinterland, shyly testing their new boots in the alleys off Bread Street; from
the factories of Parrot issued the graveyard shift, rubbing its hands to stir
a sluggish, sleep-deprived constitution and congratulating itself on

over production of long reaction guns for the mutual succor treaty with
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UASR (the notorious "Salisbury" pact); whfle everywhere el se young girls with
clear winsome eyes were lifting their feet to Earth's popular songs and their
skirts to dashing young Earth-liaison officers with the col onial squadrons.
2367: a brief hush out there anong the stars, as it an hit a pinnacle of awed
preparation. Then—ips parted in wonder and a cal mdewy smile—the |ong
graceful pratfall into Earth's nucky business. 2367: Intestinal Revelation
(lately the Ella Speed, out of RV Tauri n-Stonmach—with a cargo of nothing) |ay
at Egerton's Port. Avernus, that infanmpbus planet at the edge of the Ariadne
arm Qut there, the war seemed renote but plausible.

Egerton's Port went down the dram before it was ever a finished proposition.
It never experienced that state of spiritual pi oneeri ng—duri ng whi ch

t he | ocal Wonen's Institute will hang a spacer whose hair falls a centineter
bel ow his collar (and even specify the type of collar)—through which ports on
newl y-col oni zed planets inevitably pass; but noved fromraw i ncompletion to

t he decadence of an established hinterland while the earth-novers were stil
mappi ng it out of the ground. Thus, while its streets were cinders and its
bui | di ngs sour corrugated plastic, -its heart was as rotten as Earth's; and
while its considerabl e warehouse facilities were still in process of

devel opnent, so was the sore that cane to be called "Junk City."

Before the civil engineers left there was a pusher for every street corner and
every possi bl e sensation, from AdAcs to Zi apaprothixene. By the tine John
Truck got there, there were ten (and the reputation of the place, had been
goi ng anywhere but in circles round Beta-X-l1igo XVIl, would have preceded it
at every stop along the way). They fought one another in vicious obscurity

t hrough the confines of Junk City, and those who survived went out like rats
into the port-proper; they were the red-eyed end, they were the
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continually-repl aced rodent teeth and alligator shoes of the Gal axy—they were
so eroded in the skull that they'd ask you one mnute if scruples were shot or
snorted and wonder the next if you could get thema kilo or two at the right
price,

But it was their clients that nade the place an agony.

They sat or slumped in groups with their backs agai nst the shaking walls,
caught |ike depraved fam |y snapshots—the spike still hanging fromthe arm
the tiny trickle of blood fromthe nose—benetrian, Gyg-nian, Chrom an

Eart hman, They had given up all pretense of being spacers or whores or
anything they had started out to be, and becone ciphers with creased open

pal ms, evil clothes, soft bl eached voices. The whites of their eyes were gray
and sormehow crystalline; and whatever it is that the eyes are attached to had
gone that way'too. Every day just before dawn an irregular detail drawn from
their own ranks would clear the streets of those who had died in the night It
kept them hi dope.

It was there that Truck began to incubate the vision that was to influence his
final deploynent of the Cen-tauri Device. Day after day he had to ignore the
beseechi ng hands or listen to the alligator shoes (licking, licking the filthy
untreated concrete floors) or pick his way between the O D cases of the
streets. He felt synpathy for someone other than hinself, which was

unusual —and nore, he cane to realize that it was Earth noney that had built

t he shacks of Avernus and Earth specul ators who owned t hem

Further, he remenbered Sad al Ban, where he had | ooked at the |losers and, in
ef fect, congratul ated hinmself on escaping all that. But was it any nore than a
matter of degree? Froma terminal H habit on Avernus to a streetsinger's pitch
on Sad al Bari to My Ella Speed was an upward progress, maybe—but he'd
consunmed with the best of them and he was no stranger to alligator shoes,

ei ther. Sonmehow, he'd never seen him
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self as quite so nuch a part of it—awould he begin to regret his THC sundaes
and his adventures on Morpheus?

Peopl e take what scraps of personal menory they want to believe in and erect a
house of experiential straw Pater had set light to his, and Avernus was
fanning the fl anes.

He shared with Tiny Skeffern a one-room plastic shed and left it once a day to
preserve his fictional Openerism H s window hurt at the edges, where the
flesh was inflamed, and it still terrified himto | ook at it; but he hung on
grimy, waiting for a word from Gi shkin and thinking up ways to doubl e-cross
hi m when it cane.

He nmade an unconvi nci ng Opener, being enbarrassed to undo his cloak in
private, let alone public; as a Novice, he was not allowed, nor would he have
want ed, to take confession; and so his sole cover-activity was the
distribution of sect literature (brown bundl es of which, printed on that crude
paper which always seens to snell of excrenent, filled the hold of his ship)
anong the bars and leprotic brothels of the port. It was a threadbare
deception and when, after about two weeks of it, he nmet an earlier

acquai ntance, it was put paid to entirely.

TEN

"He Doesn't Even Know What Year It Is"

Afternoon on Avernus, and a thin sour drizzle beading the plastic walls. Miin
Street, Egerton's Port was poached and nuddy. CQutside the Boogie Shuffle it
was all AdAc habits, mainly onetine port |adies dreanmi ng of the teen-age
barbi e dolls they had once wanted to be or the fine skinny corpses they would
one day make—their eyes fixed on the underside of the | owbrow cl ouds and the
rain falling into their open nouths. Truck went in, past the vapor sign that
said GET HER SOVE AND WATCH HER BI TE YOUR FI NGERS OFF, and found a party of
engi ne-room nechanics fromsonme visiting mlitary vessel -haunted by the

t hought of expl osive deconpression a thousand |ight years from hone and



al ready three parts smashed—danci ng ap-ishly about to a hol ogram recording of
Tiny Skeffern doing "Eight Star Craw " at the Pal ace.

He clinbed onto a table.

"Open yourselves to the Universal Principle,’
woul dn't hear, "ny brothers.”

Vast appreciative catcalls.

"l have here—
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Openers aren't supposed to fight; so when Legiron Crab—a tube-reamer out from
t he Knuckl e system and shortly to lose his left armin the gallant weck of
the Seventeeth Susan—deci ded to have a | ook under Truck's cl oak, Truck went
for a pressure point in the neck so as not to make it obvious.

"Oy," said Legiron, quite unperturbed, "get your fingers out of nme throat.
haven't got no nerves anyway." (Sone weeks before, a bosun's mate—driven past
t he point of dispassionate logic by Legiron's talent for nessing up anything
nore conplicated than deck-scrubbi ng—had beaten hi mrepeatedly about the skul
with one of the |arger wenches used in shackling down Dynafl ow Drivers, and
been dragged off ten minutes |ater by sone o”arterdeck officers stil

he whi spered, hoping they

scream ng "Lie down, you pisshole, lie down," to no avail, leaving Legiron to
scratch the back of his neck reflectively, well on his way to beconing a
myth.) "I just want to see what you got."

And he grabbed Truck's wist, his hairy great forearm di stending |Iike one
ultimate Universal Miscle. Truck, fearing a fracture, kneed himin the
hur di es.

"Now you went too far, matey!" cried Legiorn, massagi ng his offended norals.
"OfFf you go."

Suiting actions to words, he- flung Truck hal fway across the bar and out on to
Main Street, his Opener tracts fluttering expressively round his head. Wich
was how he cane to find hinmself down anong the |lady | osers of Avernus, a hard
pelvic girdle making inroads into his kidneys, a small breast interfering with
one ear, and face to face with Angina Seng, the girl spy from Sad al Ban |V.
"Captain," she said, hands on bony hips and sniting curiously down on him (as
if it really was a coincidental neeting), "you rmust keep doi ng sonet hi ng
nobody 1ikes."

Truck ni bbed some rain into his face to get the circulation noving in his
brai n. He thought of going back into the Boogie Shuffle and killing Legiron

Cr ab.
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"I dont know you," he said, "and |I'm not a Captain"—he accepted her strong
hand wi t hout grace and added cunni ngly—ny sister."

But it was his turn for not fooling her. "It won't wash, Captain Truck. I'd
like to talk to you." She brushed his cl oak down absently, w ped sone nud from
his cheek. Looking at bis wi ndow. "M, you haven't actually got religion, have
you?" He fussed about with his cloak, clicked his tongue. "Wll, Captain?"

"Ch yes"—scathingly—at the Israeli Enbassy, | suppose. W could have sone
nice talks with the General ."

"There's no | WG representation on Averaus," she said, now becom ng interested
in the vapor sign outside the Boogie Shuffle. "And | haven't worked for that
cow since you and | last nmet" Her face was struggling with two expressions at
once: the curled lip of disgust or disdain, certainly; but behind the eyes
somet hi ng el se—that intimte understandi ng of vacuumonly a port |ady has,
some renmote pain he couldn't quite put a name to. She tugged her wet coppery
hah- back from her face, her body slunped sullenly over folded arns. "I hope
she-—=

A shrug. "Are yon com ng?" And she wal ked of f down Maul Street. He was
fasci nat ed.

She took himto a shack on the edge of the port and gat a rickety folding



table strewn with twisted half-enpty tubes and hard dried nubs of cosnetic
whi | e he moboched about | ooking for something to eat. They stal ked one anot her
hi the rainy |ighCShe brushed her hair, exam ned minutely her face (thin lines
of an internal tension too secret to be politics or anything other than
runni ng- down cl ockwork of a port lady's life), |ooked his reversed image over
covertly when he was occupied with the fridge.

"What have you got?" he asked round a nout hful of something |local. "Another
sponsor, eh? Jesus! VWat is this stuff?"
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"It's off, | think. Here, let me taste it. How did you know, Captain?"

A weary little room He stared oafishly round it at the cast-off underwear and
open cupboards, the scuffed walls. How old was she? Was this all of it? Coning
too close to her soul—ontinually in transit between such roons and al ways
arriving | ate—he shivered. He was fooling hinmself if he thought he knew the
half of it.

"It was a joke. | don't want to hear anything about it. Last tine was too
pai nful ."

"Look, Captain, you obviously don't want to give it to General Gaw. | could
put it in safer hands. | could arrange a neeting."

H s naivete didn't extend that far; around that point, it degenerated into a
sort of sly ferrety awareness. "You don't even know what it is," he told her

She pursed her lips (a hit, a hit!). "No, wait. Ill neet him" He paced up and
down, munching. He could check one or two things at |east.
"Good." She dropped the hairbrush. "I'Il take you to himnow " Got up

snoot hed her dress over her stomach, stood too close to him smled right at
him He was touched—but

"No. Here. Tonight. Fetch himhere at eight. 1've got things to do."

She frowned. "You woul dn't be working for General Gaw yourself, Captain?"
"You're a bit behind the tinmes, aren't you?" Deep down, sonething was warning
himthat |osers should never, never make decisions. He ignored it, and it
sniggered horribly at him "Just on ny ternms this tine, that's all." It was

bl atant hubris. At the door he asked, "Don't you ever get tired of being
used?" Thi nki ng of poor ol d-ani mal Nodes, who al so hadn't known what "it"
was—er wanted to.

She stared out into the rain after him tapping her fingers against one of the
Opener broadsheets ("Sone Wrds of Plain Good Sense in a Time of Trouble").
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After he'd vani shed down the dreary street, she went out in another direction
"I want a gun," said Truck when he got in.

"Christ" Tiny had heard about the incident at the Boogie Shuffle, "Truck, how
can you shoot a bl oke just because he chucked you out of a bar?"

He put his underpants on, hopping about on one foot; he was entertaining. The
| ady hi the bed, her voice muffled by the blanket, said, "Get that creep out
of here. He gives ne the willies." She raised herself on one el bow, glaring at
Truck. "Tiny, how can he live with his breakfast |like that? How can you live
with hin? You're an artist." She shuddered.

Poi ntedly, Tiny showed Truck the door. "Fix mght have |left sonething on the
ship," he suggested. He wi nked and jerked his thunb back over his shoul der

" Eh?"

Fix hadn't But hi a |ocker on the bridge, Truck found a set of steel knuckles
he' d bought |ong ago on Morpheus and never used. He put them on and went
pranci ng around on his toes, feinting dangerously at the display panels. He
got a couple of hours* sleep in his old bunk then, when it was dark, stuck the
steel knuckles in his right boot (under his foot where they'd be safe froma
cursory search, if unconfortable), and left for the edge of Egerton's Port. He
had how ing colic from Angi na Seng's Avenus pasty.

Hal f past seven saw hi m shivering hi a pool of shadow twenty yards from

Angi na' s door.

The conpass wind was bl owi ng inside and out, w ping the eyes with rain,



buffeting the |l osers on the port streets (down galleries of one repeated

i mmge—a hand to the shaking wall, head down, retching dejectedly fromthe very
brain out), and plastering Truck's cloak to himlike wet cenent He wasn't sure
why he was there: to hold, perhaps, for just this once, a snmall power over

t hose who have the steerage way to set a
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course despite the wind; to get a | ook at Angi na Seng's new sponsor before
whoever it was got a | ook at him

G ven this, anyone can predict a disaster.

Twenty mnutes later, the enigmatic Angi na appeared head down into the weat her
fromthe direction of Junk City and let herself in, |ooking round
circunmspectly while she funbled with her key. Of in the prehistoric darkness,
Truck sniggered to hinself. She was bundl ed op agai nst rain or recognition

but unable to disguise the earthly slouch of the born port |ady. Lights cane
on. Both of themsettled down to wait. She had a nysterious trick of turning
up at the wi ndow noving fromright to left then, a mnute |later, reappearing
fromthe sane direction, as if sone personal topology applied to the room
Fifteen of these manifestations took place while Truck shivered and squirned
the sole of his right foot and tried to ignore his griping stomach.

The figure that finally shuffled up to Angina's door mght just as well have
been Hermann Goring. He discovered i mediately that he'd stationed hinself too
far away to pick out any characteristic (other than, say, a wooden |eg) he
wasn't already famliar with. He nmoved idiotically out of his hiding place to
get a better | ook, still saw nothing but waterproof clothing and a white bl ur
of face. Disconcerted by this unexpected anonymity, he raced back into
cover—ust a shade too late to do anything about the unfriendly novenents that
suddenly filled the darkness about him

One of the UASR deat h- commandos who had been foll owing himsince he left Ella
Speed rapped himquickly in the biceps to imobilize his arnms while the other

| ugged out a Chanbers gun the size of a nortuary and poked it at hifr groin in
awf ul warning. "You put your hands on your head pretty fucking sharpish," they
advi sed him Their |ean pockmarked faces were weathed with sniles as they
searched him and then stood back to let himreflect on his obvious future if
he insisted on playing by the rules of w nners.
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"Got any good postcards, boys?" he insinuated nastily, because he felt the
fool he was. The hashi shin exchanged an unpl easant gl ance, clearly
reinterpreting their orders, and advanced on him

"W thought you'd never cone in, Captain," said soneone from behind him just
intinme. "You didn't have to skul k about there in the rain, old chap—didn't

M ss Seng make that clear to you? You nust be frozen stiff."

Gadaf fi ben Barka: second Col onel or executive of the People's Arny of
Morocco—eriginally a chip off the old UNFP—and thus the nearest thing to
CGeneral Gaw s opposite number in the UASR(N). He was tall and slimy built,
with a back like a board and a neatly clipped nustache. He tapped Truck's
hands with the tip of his little swagger cane. "You could put them down now, |
t hi nk."

He affected the precise, slightly decayed English of original Arab stock
unused to handling it since the cultural revolution of 2184 with its

concom tant stress on the speaking of only Arab | anguages anong the
bureaucrats of the inner party. Hi s name, which can be spelled sonme 400-odd
ways in the English (from Qua-thafi to Khedaphey), was an illustrious one. H's
hair, shaved to within an inch of its life, had a tinge of gray to match his
beautiful mlitary suit. Wien he smled he showed a | ot of white teeth and one
bl ack one. He was a | ot nore engagi ng than the General, but that rotten enanel
counted for a |ot

"You seemto have got caught up in my security operation. Sorry about that."
Quite the part, walking with his hands cl asped behind his back, he knew



exactly what had happened. "But if you'd just come through the front

ent rance" —dshering Truck through that same door—as we expected, you' d have
been quite safe. No harm done. These m x-ups happen."

Angi na Seng i gnored himand stared out of the wi ndow. He hoped it was because
she felt guilty. He Iinped ostentatiously past her and sat down on the
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bed. In fact, his foot did hurt Iike hell, and his queasy gut was generating

| ong gray waves of nausea to break cold and sweaty over his bald scal p. He

| ooked accusingly at the fridge. H s cloak fell open. "You' ve bl oody poi soned
me," he told Angina's shoul ders. She shrugged.

Li ke the conmander of sone desert terrain poring over his maps, ben Barka sat
behind the canp table, scraping idly at its curious reliefs of dried cosnetic;
pl anni ng, perhaps, fantastic m niature camnpaigns anong its arid wadi es and
exposed ridges—the wind |like emery on the eyeballs at sunset; the canels
sore-footed and refractory; the Maxi mgun bogged to its hubs hi sand again, or
janming just as the train arrived, never quite fulfilling the promi ses of the
Austro-Geek nmunitions dealer (with his soft fat hands and celluloid collar)
who' d srmuggled it by notorized dhow from Constanti nopl e—sonme gri m expedition
to redeema heartland | ost for centuries under the dust, its cisterns

poi soned, its wonen under a punishnent, ash interring its surviving sons. His
eyes were full of sone violent past—aot his own in any sense of the personal
but having greater individual nmeaning than a nmere heritage.

The hashi shin, meanwhile, had di sposed thensel ves by the door, where they
seened to fall unto a state of feral |anguor, giving Truck insolent grins and
wi nks, picking their noses with fanatical concentration. Ben Barka brought his
| ast dawn sortie to its desperate conclusion under the cold desert rimnall and
said, 'l see you' ve been on Stomach lately, Captain. Intellectually, | can
hardly credit you as an Opener—t's an unsatisfying notion. Still, faith is a
peculiar thing: in the past, we Arabs have had creed enough for a Gal axy, and
energy too; but, until now, no—

He stared past Truck at something on the wall, shrugged. "I presune the girl
has told you why | asked you here?"
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Truck sneered sideways at Angi na Seng. '"Wat would | know about it? | thought
she'd found her level in the | W enbassy on Sad al Bari." He hardly knew what
he was saying. He got a quick sight of his stomach, heaved; drew the sodden

cl oak about him blushing nmiserably and thinking of Gishkin's victorious
smile.

"I see. Make us sone nmint tea please, Angina. The Captain |ooks cold."

Of by the window, a sudden, inpatient novenment "Ch, for Christ's sake Gadaffi
tell himwhy he's here and then get out. He hasn't got a clue what he's got
bold of. The ol d cow obviously never told him and half the time he's so
drugged that he doesn't even know where he is. Wiy should | have told hinf
He's never listened to a word Pve said." She watched the rain, |acing her
fingers, rubbing one thumb with the other. *Tm sick of both of you."

"Make us sonme mint tea, please, Angina."

"Ch, cone on—

"Make us sonme mint tea, please, Angina."

There was a greasy sink in one corner. She began to smash things about hi it
Truck swal |l owed. "Shell seH you out, too, ben Barfca. She'll do it for
practice."

The colonel sniled wanly to hinself. "There's no need to feel injured,
Captain. This is an informal sort of meeting, there was no coercion intended."
The hashi shin rubbed their tanned noses. "An exploratory neeting, really.”

"I wasn't thinking of myself."

"There will be no betrayal," ben Barka insisted, rapping his stick briskly on
the table and looking irritated for a nmoment or two.

"I told you he was a bl oody noron," said Angina. "He doesn't even know what



year it is."”

"Qur arrangenent has certain safeguards built in, Captain, You, of all people,
shoul d be familiar with the
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kind of thing Fmthinking of. The General herself was good enough to institute
thema long tine ago. And, of course, Angina is hardly wel cone in that sector
any nore. Now | et's—Ah, thank you, Angina.**

She had sl opped two small plastic cups on the table between them full of
somet hing green and steam ng. Truck | ooked dismally into his. A slight

gl utinous scum had already formed at its rim |ike algae at the high-water
mar k of an abandoned canal. Something was floating hi there. Something was
fl oating.

Truck staggered to his feet, eyes filling with tears, and headed blindly for

the door, thinking solely of relief. The hashi shin stepped thoughtfully
forward to intercept him beam ng and sw ngi ng hands |i ke edged sl abs of
sandstone. Simultaneously, ben Barka shouted sonething, kicked his chair out
of the way, and canme np aining a Chanbers gun in fashionable nmlitary
style—feet well apart, arns out straight, left hand gripping right wist. That
he could prevent hinmself fromfiring after all that, was a minor mracle; but
Truck didn't care

He hardly saw any of it. Sonewhere in a linpid personal twlight, he was
groaning with fear and revul sion and heaving up the whol e contents of the

uni verse. After a while, he felt the Arabs bendi ng over him Sonmebody called
his name a couple of times. The last thing he properly understood for a while
was Angi ha Seng saying: "He's always doing that. Well, you can damm wel |l clean
it up before you go.w

They dragged hi mthrough the drenching rain, dashing along |like a night
retreat fromsone El Bira or Ein Kerem of the mind. Sudden vicious squalls of
wi nd groaned between the black violent buildings, flushing up the |osers of
Avernus (to drive them nere bundles of rag, feeble inmpersonations of |ife,
fromone cold corner to another, all the long night through). Every tine his
foot went down, pain lighted himup |ike a dancing man in a neon sign
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They came to a halt, panting and staring about, sonme three hundred yards down
the street from Angi na's shack; pushed himinto some sort of ground vehicle;
took off into the dark on a wave of nud and transm ssion noi se. Egerton's Port
receded but not far. Ben Barka drove nervously, craning forward to peer

t hrough the water pouring down the wi ndshield. In the back seat, the fellaheen
wi ped condensation fromthe wi ndows then shoved their faces so close to the
glass that it misted up again i mediately.

Later, they left the road. Distant thunder snmoked fromthe sky with a snmell of
col d-drawn steel wire and nanganese sl ag; the car veered and bucked and
smashed its underparts repeatedly down against the ruts ancf"cinders of a

rui ned | andscape; flares of white |ight bleached the faces of the hashi shin.
For a nonent, hung between sky and waste by a particularly brutal spasm Truck
i magi ned Earth's war reaching out for Avernus |ike a bl eeding hand. But when
he | ooked for the telltale violet ionization trails of descending MEV

war heads, he coul d see not hi ng.

He retched confortably a couple of tinmes and fell into a doze alternately
hag-ri dden and beatific. H s head lolled onto the shoul der of one of the
Arabs. They | ooked across it at each other with distaste.

ELEVEN

A Thin Time in "Junk Cty"

Waking up ten mnutes |later, he rubbed his nmouth and nose, sneezed. Cdd

sil houettes were fornming and shifting somewhere beyond the streamn ng

wi ndscreen. He sat up and | ooked around. "Wat do you know?" he said, his
respect for ben Barka declining rapidly as the car lurched its way deeper into
t he nean and soul | ess night of Junk Gity.



"Shut your nouth," suggested one of the hashishin. Junk Cty, a fair-sized

i ndustrial conplex that had processed the raw materials for the pit-warehouse
quarter of Egerton's Port during the early stages of colonization, was falling
apart ten years after the fact in the evil glare of a failing tenmporary power
pl ant that had sonmehow never been shut down, its foundries and plastics
factories links in a well-established chain of warrens which served the

hi nterl and pushers.

It was a nerve-racking horizon of slag tips and cooling-towers, |eaning

chi meys and gutted workshops, cold furnaces sadly gravid with congeal ed ore

and fluxes, all linked together by a black etched spider-work of gantried,
man- hi gh conduits and precarious di-
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agonal conveyors. Snoke and vapors vented fromthe overtaxed condensers of the
power plant roiled between the rusting hoppers, drifted across the soaked ashy
earth at the height of a man's wai st to hang reeking over the terraces of the
opencast m nes.

Reactor-glare beat its way up and down the spectrum now white and electric,
now somol ent and purpl e—a constant unhealthy flicker of partially contained
pl asma struggling against the abused lines of force that restrained it,
filling the wind with an awful, nodul ating, voracious roar |like junk-tides on
an abandoned pl anet at the very gutter-edge of Tinme. The denizens of this
city, white-eyes and thin denented bones, watched the light racing and arcing
across their grimskyline, and huddl ed cl ose. Wy should they be any | ess
desperate for confort than their custonmers? That |eaky ol d engi ne nenaced
them but they depended on it.

"I was on Centauri VII, Captain. | know what | saw when Gishkin burst through
into the final bunker. | had been operating the cutter not a m nute before he
began to scrabble his way through, barehanded. Yusef Karemsaw it too, but
later, and his report was garbled; Fleet agents were already cl ose behind hi m—
by then, they had cooked ny sergeant's brains and knew we were there."

Ben Barka had a bolthole in the ganger's shed of an ,, ore furnace: a dusty
roomw th faded yell ow duty rosters pinned to the walls and a collection of

t he shaky, scuffed furniture that always seens to find its way into such

pl aces—+wo or three hard chairs, sone adjustable nmetal shelving, and a
hal f - rade f ol di ng bed.

Fromsmall griny windows the top-gas extractors and bl ast pipes of the snelter
were visible, crawming over its outer shell like vast slow worns. Its charging
pl atfornms and ski p-inclines hung askew, creaking on their broken welds in the
wi nd. Shunting lines ran
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round its base, detouring heaps of machi ne-tool rejects once destined for the
fire. Nothing here had been built to last; its very bulk seened to lend it an
i mper manent air.

"What | saw is probably the nbst powerful propaganda tool the Gal axy has ever
known. Conceive of a sort of psychical radio of great range and selectivity,
whi ch, by broadcasting inmages direct to the cortex, w n bypass the
interpretive nonent and elimnate the possibility of evasi on—=

Ben Bar ka was paci ng the shabby room nervously, slapping his cane against the
open palmof his left hand and frequently consulting his watch. He seened to
be expecting sonmeone else. "No nore willful ignorance, Captain! The
responsibility will be enornous!"”

Truck nmassaged Ms foot, stretched. He felt rested and energetic, but wary.
Down hi the port he'd rather admired the desert fervor of ben Barka's eyes;
this was | ess romanti c.

"That's a disgusting little fantasy," he said. "I don't know anything about
"interpretive monments.' Watever you saw in the bunker, the General seens
convinced that it's a bonmb. | suspect you're both as mad as Gishkin. He



thinks it's God. **

Ben Bar ka ni bbed sone grinme froma w ndow pane, exam ned the end of his finger
edgily.

"Did you ever stop to think, Captain, that there may now remain no useful
definition of the ternms 'sane' and 'insanel? It's war. Anything else is an

i mper sonation, a dream"™

"Then stop it. You wouldn't have anything to eat round here, would you? Fm
fam shed. "

"Gve us the Device and it will stop. | can prom se you that"
"Ch sure. It's not a case of giving. |Ve never even seen the bl oody thing—and
if it was, | wouldn't. | don't see you as nuch of an alternative to Cenera

Gaw. If only you'd slaughter each other instead of the
The Centaur/ Device

131
rest of us. Why don't you hold your war on Earth? fll sell tickets and
appl aud. "

The col onel | ooked nonpl used.

"Now, if yours are the 'safer hands' Angina had in mind, you ve been wasting
your time. Can | go now?"

At this, the door of the hut scraped open abruptly and an Earth- European in
the uniformof the UASR(N) Political Corps bustled over the threshold. H's
skin was' gray, his hands were covered with small seedy scabs, and the cuffs of
his shut were frayed. Five centuries earlier, there would have been permanent
ink stains on his fingers too, and secret neetings in his attic every second

Wdnesday.

He had obvi ously been eavesdropping. He gl ared aggressively at Truck, put his
thunb in his nmouth and ripped savagely at the nail, then said wthout | ooking
at ben Barka, "I'll take over now. "

Ben Bar ka shi pped his stick and cl asped his hands behind his back. He nodded
coldly. Long, rolling dunes came back into his eyes, under a white noon.
Trains full of overfed colonial infantrynmen steamed out of the marshaling
yards of Alexandria into the jaws of his ambush.

"I'd prefer you to sit in that chair," said the PCO H s nose was running.
When it becane evident that Truck didn't intend to resist, he wiped it on his
sl eeve and grinned triunphantly.

"By dint of ceaseless energy and intelligence,** he began, hi a vigoriously
of fensi ve voice, "the watchful peoples of the United Arab Republics have
uncovered a projected violation of their sovereignty involving an an ti

humani tari an weapon built by the decadents of Centauri VIl in an attenpt to
halt their engul frent by the equally corrupt expansionist forces of the
so-called Israeli Wrld Governnent.*"

He sniffed loudly. "Well, we all know what happened there,’
parent hetically.

"While we of the UASR woul d abhor and strongly protest the use of any such
device as antibeneficial to
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the interest of freedomloving nationals of all the planets, there seens a
possibility that in the hands of a properly-constituted Socialist denocracy it
woul d signal the overture of a new era of Socialist co-operation: the instant
peaceful conversion of the Galaxy to true Marxist-Leninism the end of die

cl ass struggle, the—=*

He stared hard at Truck

he said

"Vl | 2"
"Do we have to have this rucking down hi here?** Truck appeal ed. But ben Bark
a, listening to the onion-skins peeling off the Saharan rock in a far-off cold

dawn, only lifted one eyebrow. What did he have to do with Europe, his eyes
were asking, in this or any other century—=2

"You'll address me. The colonel isn't responsible for interrogation. Look
here, Captain, we've started out on the wong foot here, mtell you what well



do. W'll cut the phil osophy—fair enough, it isn't your line, | can understand
t hat -and get down to brass tacks. O K ?"

Truck shrugged stonily.

"Well then, about this propaganda machi ne: we know you can control it. It's in
your genes." He grinned ingratiatingly and repeated, "Your genes," He narrowed
his eyes, as if that night enable himto spot the actual deformty, there in
the bone. "Captain,” he said, "I'menpowered to offer you the rank of Hero of
the UASR " Hi s eyes bulged at the thought of it "Also—wait for it!—nmmediate
honorary professorship in Political Philosophy at Cairo University. New Cairo,
that is, of course. Wat do you think of that?"

It was everything he'd ever wanted, you could see that.

"I think you're a clown. **

"Captain, Captain. You' re a spacer. You owe the Z onists nothing. Plenty of
the hinterland people are conmitted to a Socialist Galaxy**—t had been

fashi onabl e, a couple of years before the New Misi c—even
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your wife, Captain. She was once a nenber of the Party—

"Cb, shit." Truck got to his feet, storned across the roomto confront ben
Barka. 'Tmsick of this little idiot," he said. "Can | go now?"

"Sit down!" yel ped the PCO. He danced around in the doorway, funbling for
something in his belt, his nose running horribly.

"No. Look, ben Barka, you don't really have anything in common with this
wretched little comm ssar and his rubbish? You don't really agree with that
stuf f?" -

The col onel blinked once, slowy. Beyond his initial nod, he hadn't once
acknow edged the exi stence of the PCO. Now he brooded on the man's crunpl ed
uni formand great raw ears. He sniled faintly. "Yes, | think | do." After a
while, "Yes, | do."* In his eyes, the remmants of an old dream dissolving
wadi es, canels, and fellaheen fading into insubstantiality.

"Then you and Alice Gaw make a fine pair. God help you both.'*

The PCO had succeeded in hauling out an enornous Chanbers gun and was wavi ng

it about. "lI*marresting you," he shouted, "in the nane of the Peoples of the
Gal axy." Sick and hollow, Truck linped out. "You'll co-operate. The exigencies
of the class struggle demand it!" In the doorway, fumes fromthe chancy old

reactor catching at his throat, Truck stared back over the greasy, bobbing
head of his nonkey captor. Ben Barka was sitting on the canp bed. Nothing but
an old dream Sand dunes and an ol d, sold-out dream

Qutside, filled with disgust, he tried to kick the PCOs face in. But the
hashi sh in, who'd been hangi ng about in the gloomin anticipation of just such
a contingency, grinned and threw himdown a flight of steps. They were careful
not to hurt him nuch, and he guessed their orders were to treat himdecently
unl ess the ot her
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side |l ooked like getting hold of him It was Wst Central and Nodes all over
agai n.

They put himin the Cowper stove of the furnace. Someone had | ong ago ri pped
out the checkerwork, disconnected the blast pipes, and hacked out a crude door
about a foot above ground | evel. What remai ned was a doned steel shell, al

its ducts but one plugged and wel ded, and that one too high to reach. Fromit
i ssued a sluggish trickle of warmair lighted by sonme peculiar inner quality
caused by its passage over the reactor fire, so that his breath took on the
pal est yellow tinge as he nooched about sucking his split lip. He was too
galled to care

If Grishkin's lunatic violation of his innards in the Cathedral of Intestina
Revel ati on had robbed himof his sense of proporti on—what Pater had called M
"fine vul gar iconoclasm' —ben Barka's scruffy little retreat among the rubbish
was doing a lot to restore it He knew a wecking yard when he saw one, and he
renmenbered the PCO from i nnumerabl e hinterland corners: snotty-nosed, one foot
in the gutter, leaving snmall toothmarks on the bone.



It was a pusher's Galaxy all right.

After a bit, he reviewed his situation. H's assault on the PCO however

sati sfying, had been by nature an exploration; next tine, he expected to get

t he Chambers pistol. He retrieved the knuckl eduster from his boot, paced round
a few nore times—hobbling and cursing—+to work the stiffness out of his bruised
right arch, then squatted down to wait in a position that would put hi m behind
the door next time it opened.

It stayed shut for nearly three hours.

He worried because he needed darkness, and the dawn nmust be near. He dozed
of f, he woke up with a guilty start H's stomach grunbl ed, his | egs devel oped
pi ns and needl es. He recalled the hol ograns of Howell, and conceived a sudden
retrospective lust for sallow Hel oi se, uncrowned queen of the Aesthetic
Ast er oi d.
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Ginning into the luteous gloom be clenched a fist and rubbed the cold stee
knuckl es agai nst his cheek..

The sides of the Cowper stove booned faintly as soneone outside kicked at the
door. He shot to his feet, sweating. He was only partly upright when the door
sl ammed back—grabbed at it for support, found it swinging further toward him
as a result, and was shoved painfully into the wall So nuch for ambush.
Soddi ng and blinding, he extricated hinself and rolled out of the closing gap
into the yell ow arena—

VWhite |ight pinned himcrouching to the scaly floor Iike a child caught in the
awf ul act.

"You watch it, spacer," said a soft voice. "What you doing in there?"

He sat on his right hand to hide the knuckl eduster, blinked.

"Hey," he whined placatingly, "that hurts. | was having— Flapped his |eft
hand in front of his eyes. The |ight went out.

"Fetch himhere," ordered the PCO who' d sensibly sent a couple of conmandos

t hrough ahead of him They grinned at one another, pistols dangling
negligently fromtheir hard thick fingers. One of them shrugged and advanced.
"You just |eave nme alone!" pleaded John Truck, cowering away as the brown hand
touched his shoulder, so that its owner had to stretch and grab at the | ast

m nute. Bal ance underm ned, he swayed. "Right, you sod!" shouted Truck,

brought the knuckles round in a dirty gray arc and hit himin the nouth.
Sonet hi ng broke, the Arab's fingers went |ax, Truck had hold of the gun before
it hit the floor.

"Now, " he said, trenbling with relief and fury. He wound his left hand into

t he hashishin's belt and held the flaccid body up as a shield. Red unsteady
light dispelled the gloomas the PCO and the remaining Arab let go

simul taneously with their pistols. Lunchtime snells in the Cowper stove.
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"No, no," said the PCO

"Ch yes," whispered Truck, shuffling inexorably forward behind the snol dering
corpse, "oh yes."

Al three of themwere on fire when he left the chanber, expressions of horror
on their rigid features. \What el se should he have done? He wat ched them

di spassionately for a monment or two, then, weighed down by nore guns than he'd
ever owned in his life, ran off into the jungle of railway tracks and

j unkheaps. Rusty gear trains rolled about under his feet as he went, |like the
fossil bones of preposterous little aninals.

Energy fronts resonated silent and dating fromthe cliff-faces of the rolling
mlls; fromthe convection currents dancing like translucent veils above the
mounds of the city cane a wi cked, sucking roar; hot-air refraction shifted the
positions of the known stars, cold winds how ed toward the stricken center of
it all across the Wak | oading platforms. It |ooked |like a dreamof arson. It

| ooked |ike HeU—



He didn't quite know what to do. Dwarfed and stunbling, a gun in each hand and
a spare one stuck down the side of his boot, he took to the |anes of shadow
beneath the great corroded walls, drawn toward that essential solipsistic
djinn thrashing the confines of its magnetic bottle.

[anthine light fired the lines and pylons of the high voltage system it
limed the Kal do converters and the vast corrugated sheds of the borax
refinery; it spilled |ike hot glass over Truck's bald, vulnerable skull as he
turned to scan the waste behind him and di scovered twenty cruel black figures
| eapi ng t hrough the rubbi sh—a conpl ete fell aheen deat h- commando, threading the
| unati c peep-show nicker in a classic search-and-destroy maneuver.

Ben Barka had decided to cut his |osses.

Truck got down on the floor and crawl ed further into the shadows, shaking. He
could see them but he
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didn't think they could see him He rubbed his face into the rust, he bit the
i nside of his cheek so hard it bled. They'd have found their dead by now,
snoking in the Cowper stove. "Ch Jesus," he sobbed. He hadn't got a chance.

He fl ed down a blind narrow wal kway, falling repeatedly into troughs and sunps
of lukewarm sticky water—at the end of the alley, fetched up agai nst a bl ank
wal I of flaking steel —epened his split lip and dropped one of his guns.

Pani cked.

"Ch ny Christ, ny Christ," staring back, nmouth open, bl oody-chinned, no way
out

He scrabbl ed about, discovering rivets.

There was a door.

He wi ped his lips with the back of his hand. Spreading his cloak to hide the
flare, he fired half a Chanbers magazine into the rusty |ock; reeled back from
the heat with his forehead blistering; stab-kicked the door and dived through
it panting and | aughing |ike a madman, reeking of scorch and snmoke and deat h.
He had broken into a gutted punping station, where a score of small-bore

pi pel i nes converged to supply raw organic material to one great conduit
fifteen feet in dianeter. Mdst of the transfer valve gear had been ripped out,
but a faint odor of partly-processed polyners stiU haunted the sour air. A
shattered i nspecti on wi ndow gave access to the conduit; as soon as he had

rel axed enough to be able to turn his back on the rapidly cooling door—fairly
sure that for a moment the pursuit had gone off hi some other direction—he
poked his head through it and had a | ook

The main stretched away right and left in a slight but perceptible curve,
lighted by dimorange bulbs strung froma frayed cable hi the ceiling—adopted
by the denizens of Junk City as a trunkline for furtive journeys, a rat's

hi ghway snmeared with cryptic brown
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graffiti and littered with rubbish. He rested his el bows on the wi ndowsill and

wondered if it would get himanywhere. Small drafts fluted through splits in
t he i nner cladding, drying the sweat on his tenples.

He was cl anmbering in, and stuff the consequences, when soneone cane
tap-tappi ng out of the dimFallopian reaches, footsteps quick and purposef ul
He ducked back into the punping station until the noise got very close, then
shoved his pistols through the wi ndow and hi ssed, "Mwve, and 111 bl ow you to
bel I'i "

A short, ironical laugh, then a fermale voice said, "Go on and shoot"

"What ?"

"You'd be doing nme a favor, Captain.**

He peered through the w ndow.

It was Angi na Seng, all coppery hair and | ong body. She stood regardi ng him
wi th a pinched, censorious expression. Once again, he had the feeling that she
was fighting a doomed action to prevent her soul evacuating her skull and
boiling off into space. The lines around her nouth were deep and sad.

"I can't seemto get rid of you, can |I?" she said. "Are you going to get it



over with, or can | go?"

He was anazed to realize that she honestly didn't care. He haul ed hinself

t hrough the w ndow and frowned aggressively. "I've got a bone to pick with
you," he told her, renmenbering that he had.

"I"'ve no time, Captain. You'd better shoot, if that's what you feel, because
I"mnot waiting around any |onger. \Watever you feel necessary.**

And she turned on her heel and trudged off, arns fol ded, head down, breasting
some personal hinterland wi nd.

"Look here— He watched her recedi ng shoulders for a mnute, glanced at his
guns. He felt a bit of a fool. He hurried after her |ike some mad phil osopher
chasi ng the Nounenon forever down a gradi ent of m sunderstanding. "Wy do you
al ways treat ne like a
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child?" He conplained. "If you' d leveled with me just once—=

She stopped, swung on him her eyes blaring and alive for the first time in
hi s experience of her.

"Because you know not hi ng! Because you understand not hi ng! Because people |ike
you are always too puzzled and decent to shoot people Iike ne. Because that's
what you ore, Captain."

She shrugged.

"Ch, what's the use? Truck, you're a baby: there's always someone shiel di ng
you and all the other odd little people |like you—f you want me to apol ogi ze
for your naivete", then bloody well forget it!"

Of she went again, and this tine all he got from her when he caught up was,
"Shoul dn't you be running away? They've got half the Arabs in Junk City out

| ooki ng for you.**

"I was rather hoping you'd help me," he said diffidently. "You keep getting ne
into these things. You' ve conned nme twice and | think you owe nme for that."
She | ooked weary and conpassi onate. "You see?** she said. Then: "Wy should I
Captai n, why should I owe you anythi ng?" She | ooked hi mup and down, shook her
head. "I see no reason to help you, Captain, no reason at all."

On the other hand, she did nothing to discourage him so, despite his arnory,
he sinply foll owed her. She was fam liar, and he couldn't think of anything
else to do. Walking at a fair clip, she got about ten yards ahead of him He
coul d al ways, he reasoned, shoot her in the back if she turned out to be bait
in an anbush. Sonehow, he didn't think he'd ever be able to shoot her in the
front.

The floor took on a downward sl ope. Patches of congeal ed plastic ridged the
nmetal underfoot, trapping Hitle runnels of bitter condensation. Up ahead,
there was a ninety-degree bend in the main. He et her go round it, stopped,
put his ear to the wall. He was cl ose
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enough to the reactor to feel its soul in the steel and hear the distant noan
of convection currents—but other than that, only noisture dripping fromthe
lighting cable with a sound |ike tapped porcel ai n. Angi na had stopped novi ng.
She coughed, and shuffled her feet.

Truck checked his pistols, sucked his split lip indecisively. "Ch shit," he
mur mur ed, and went around the corner |like an arnored train. There was not hi ng
up there he feared nore than what |ay behind.

He was in a shadowy al cove where cold stale air licked his face |like a sick
animal . The conduit ternminated a few feet away in a screen of thick wire nmesh,
into which was set a wicket-gate of the sane nmaterial. A vague brightness |ay
beyond it. In the al cove nothing noved but Angina's sharp bl ack sil houette.
She was standing with her face pressed up against the mesh, as if trying to
see through it

Truck crouched there sweating and ready to kill something, then rel axed. "Wat
do we do now, then?" he asked brightly.

"We do nothing, Captain,” staring through the nmesh.

"Sorry | spoke."



He investigated the al cove, rubbing his chin with the end of one of his

weapons. "You ni ght be wong about ne not being able to shoot you,"” he said.
*Tm not saying you are— There didn't seemto be any other way out. "If you'l
just stand aside," he said, "I'D open it for you"—sighting up on the

wi cket-gate—"with no trouble at all."

She gasped, turned away fromthe grille, an odd conplex of fear and yearni ng
i n her eyes.

"Don'tl"

She stared over his shoulder. Her |ips noved, but it wasn't she who whi spered
eerily into the gl oom

"You dont want to go any further, Captain Truck."
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He was there suddenly, but with a | ook of permanence, as if he'd been waiting
just beyond the periphery of Truck's vision ever since the debacle beneath
Carter's Snort. As if once acknow edged, he , would never go away again. His
emaci ated and reptilian body was hung with a pale fawn suit cut in that good
twentieth-century fashion; his shoes were of the finest alligator, on his head
was a straw Pananma, bent and griny at the brimfrom being pulled down over his
eyes. At a glance you -could see he belonged to the streets of Egerton's Port,
that he'd get you anything you needed: with the end of the |ongest-running
party in the history of the universe, it seemed he'd found his |evel.

"You aren't a king any nore Veronica," said Truck; narrowing his eyes. "Don*t
try and stop ne."

He felt something that m ght have been synpathy. Chalice Veronica had fallen
fromgrace. He was fading away. What gray cheesy junk flesh he'd once
possessed had nelted off the bone, which shone through like a | anp behind
waxed paper; he was all eyes and resentnment, all paranoid jaw and gray
stubble; he snelled Iike an old, old pusher who'd had his hand in the stock
cupboard just once too often

"You're a little fool, Truck," he hissed, "and | wi sh Td never seen you. It's
still a supplier's Galaxy. The King, even in exile, knows things, sees

all —¥imelines whip the Moment across the Universe |ike broken
hawsers—nti mati ons input spinal sensors—H signals flicker |ike heliographs
across the spaces of the dyne—+ —see— He shuddered.

"Ben Barka or Ceneral Gaw, what difference can it nake to you who owns your
callow little brain?" He chuckled. "I see one of ny little dogs has found you
agai n—

He swung his blunt, shapel ess head and—as if using some other sense than
sight, sone slow junk radar—+tocated Angina Seng, up there rigid by the

wi cket-gate. Since his appearance, she had devel oped little mnuscle
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trenors; her face was drawn and white, her eyes were fixed on him

"I want my stuff, Veronica," she said. "I want it.**

Veronica smled at Truck. "Pardon an old man's sentinentality, Captain. | say

my* little dogs, but of course | really only feed them Angina |liked what |
gave her so nuch that she cane with nme when the General w thdrew her

patronage. It was quite lucky for Angina that we both—Ieft—+the General at the
same time. The sane Mnent, eh, Angina?" And he rolled his lizard' s eyes to
show a thin rimof white veined |ike hairline cracks in ancient china.

"I want my stuff, Veronica, you bastard,** said Angina, and her voice was
perfectly enpty.

"Ch, my dear, we all want our stuff. But we have to be patient, don't we?*1

He took a pace backward *into the gloom Only a ghost, only a thin spirit
hangi ng on, an echo of habits past and a w thered kingship under the earth.
Truck shot out a hand and grasped the | oose wattled skin of his throat. It was
i ke touching a dead, danp | eaf. "What are you doing on Avernus, Veronica?" He



felt sick. His fingers trenbled with the effort of gripping that awmful flesh.
Only a ghost: but even in eclipse those old junk pores still oozed some stink
of nmold and darkness. Yellow teeth snapped at him Veronica's breath rattled,
but his head was al ready dead.

*Tm t he paymaster, Captain. Ben Barfca needs nme as much as the old cow ever
did. They all need what | sell, to keep their agents enthusiastic and faithful
Sonetimes, ideology isn't enough. The law, the adm nistrators on both sides,
why, they're some of ny best custonmers (I'd say 'npbst regular,* but all ny
custoners are that)—=%*

"What sort of rubbish is this? What's behind that door?** Truck rel eased his
grip, flung the eroded bag of bones away fromhim It chuckl ed.

"You're finished, Veronica."

"Don't knock it until you can do it, ny boy.*

He wasn't even trying to get away. He took out a small pewter pillbox and
slipped something into his mouth—the merest delicate nicker of a black
saurian tongue. "The CGeneral cut off Angina's supply the day after you refused
your services on Sad al Ban, Captain. She's an inpatient wonan. \Wat could
poor Angi na do?"

Trutk | ooked at the girl. She had sl unped agai nst the nesh, nechanically
repeating. "I want my stuff, | want ny stuff." She hooked her fingers behind
the wire and pulled herself upright. Her facial rnuscul ature was cracking up
assenbl i ng grotesquely inappropriate expressions—a sentinmental smle, a port

| ady' s breezy cone-on—-but her eyes were calm

*There, Truck: nobody's protecting you now | go where the junk |eads. Can you
say you honestly didn't know? It's a rotten Gal axy, and it doesn't belong to
you or |. That bastard"—noddi ng and grinning and gaspi ng at Veronica—and the

CGeneral and ben Barka have it cut up between them What scraps they |eave go
to Dr. Gishkin in return for absolution. Politics, religion, and dope: they
keep us happy with Hell.

"Veronica, | love you, cone in the dark with me and well —Ch, Christl"

She dashed forward and, before Truck coul d nove, grabbed one of his Chanbers
guns. She held it hi both hands, whinpered, and blew the wi cket-gate to

pi eces.

There was a withing notion hi the gloom Chalice Veronica cackled madly.
"Down, girl!" He produced sonething small and bl ack and shot her between the
shoul der bl ades with it. She screamed and fell over, still scrabbling toward

the twi sted, melting nesh.

Veronica scuttled triunphantly after her. John Truck stepped between them and
put a single bolt into Veronica's wet black nouth. The back of the King' s head
flew off like shell froma rotten egg, but his eyes knewthat it's always a
pusher's market. Truck stirred the heap of dry reptilian bones with one foot,
t hen
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knelt beside Angi na Seng. There was a hi deous, snoking hole, but she was
trying to say sonet hing.

He turned her over.

She | ooked up at him quite lucid, blinked. "I could have gone for you," she
sai d. She touched his hand. "That little guitarist hi the Spacer's Rave said
you'd eat me. | wonder if you would have?" Bl ood cane out of her nouth. She
moaned. Faintly: "G ow up, Captain. It's tinme soneone helped us all. Get rid

of the bastards. Stop avoiding the issue. They've no right to do the things
they do to us—=*

He t hought she was dead. He was crying. About a minute later, she said: "If
you go hi there, don't breathe too hard, and don't get close. It's

Par aphyt h- hun D-20."

She didn't say anything after that. She'd given himeverything she could . It
was an act of faith. For sone reason, he kept thinking of Ruth Berenki

He ki cked his way calmy through the weckage of the w cket-gate.

Behind it lay a cylindrical filter tank about thirty feet high. It was chilly



and dun. Years of scalding reactor winds had formed the dull Iam nae on its
wal | s.

There, he di scovered about hah! a dozen people squatting in a semicircle
around what appeared to be a bundle of old sacks and wool .

Every so often, one of themwould stand up unsteadily, go over and take a deep
long sniff at it, then sit down again. He |l eaned on a wall to watch. None of
them t ook any notice of him He recognized themfrom streetcoraers and the
concrete aprons of spaceports on famliar planets—faces you knew wi thout ever
havi ng seen them before.

The nmenbranes of his nose itched.

After a while, noving |ike an automaton (no nore capable of feeling, or so it
seened, than one of Pater's hol ographic inages), he went closer to see what
they were sniffing. On went the rite: up, shuffle a few paces,
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sniff, hold the breath, shuffle back; up, shuffle, sniff, as if Truck wasn't
there. In a way, he wasn't.

It was a dyi ng sheep.

The fleece had fallen away fromits hindquarters in great lunps, |ike stuffing
froman arnchair left torot inthe rain; small red blisters connected by thin
rai sed threads of poisoned epidermal nerves covered the exposed hi de where the
Par aphyt hi uminfection had got to it. It shifted about restlessly, trying to
find a confortable position for its scabby |legs, nuzzling its sores. It |ooked
sadly up at him dull brown eyes running and pai ned, and he stared

di spassionately back. He studied the rapt, revelatory faces of the users,
searching for some human di stingui shing mark, but they all |ooked Iike

ani mal s, too.

Starting at the nearest end of the senmicircle, he went around and shot them
one by one. They never nade a sound. It was |ike being underwat er—qui et,
renoved.

He went back to the sheep

It tried to get up and run off, but the tune was |ong past for that.

"Hush," he sad absently, "hush."

He tangled his fingers in the fleece at the back of its neck and gazed for
some time into its eyes, its sweet, strange breath warm ng his cheek. \Wen he
stood up and put the gun to its head, light fromthe burning corpses sent his
shadow flickering and huge over the sides of the tank. He regarded the
carcass, nunb and unthi nki ng. Then he turned his face to the invisible stars
and roared wordlessly until the tank rang like the inside of a bell—+ike the

i nside of his head—with all his horror and rage.

He pulled the third gun fromhis boot and ran out of that place, blubbering

Par aphyt hi um i mages of flight and pursuit, fire and steel, ran together
like water color in his brain. He'd breathed too deeply of that air, he hardly
knew what was happening to him...
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Warrens and runways led himinevitably too close to the reactor, punping and
howl i ng and sucking in he night with a rage as diffuse and frustrated as his
own. He staggered away fromit, whinpering and covering his eyes against the

elemental blast . . . Wth his cloak on fire, he fluttered through the deep
rusting canyons of the city, like a noth in an unbearable cyanic dream He
reasoned desperately with hinmself, "It was only a sheep,"” but he knew he was

just as cul pable as the Pusher King. (On Mrpheus, hadn't he worn the

al ligator shoes and given the customers their stuff?) He hoped the
deat h- commando woul d kill him Tw ce, they ran himdown, spilling |ike nmaggots
fromthe great carcasses of the foundries when he was | east expecting them
calling to one another in harsh, nmechanical voices. The first time, he hid in
a culvert like a rat up a drainpipe, prom sing obscene things to the ghost of
Angina Seng if only they would pass himby ... The second tinme, at bay in a



shadowy maze of turbin jigs, fromhead to foot in a black cerement (withing
up like a genie, like snoke fromthe stacks of the city); it came to his aid
with a strange gun. "Who are you?" he called, dazzled by the splashback. Its
head t owered above him Had he shrunk? "Leave this city," it advised him and
| aughed nost sepulchrally. "Leave this place," and swept its weapon in a
withering arc .. . But he was lost. He came upon the reactor from another
angle. "No nore!" (Trying to cover eyes and ears, blind and deaf.) He braced
hinself in the teeth of the fifty-knot wind howing into its maw and fired
both his guns at it until they were enpty. The magnetic bottle ran with
spectral colors for a noment, the plasm heaved and raved, but nothing el se
happened ... He decided that if he couldn't kill Junk City, he'd kill ben
Barka; went to find him stal ked three or four people who resenbled himup and
down blind alleys and anobng swarf heaps; sprang out on each one like a praying
manti s, hands hooked. But, "You're not him
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You're not him" every time. He killed themanyway ... He reel ed drunkenly
through the city, alone. "Let ne out!" he cried, and shook his fist at the

bl ank uncaring face it showed him..
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TVELVE

The Bunkers on Centauri VI

Two hours after dawn in Egerton's Port. At 4 AM, the bottom had dropped out
of the thernmometer, and the street details were still pulling the night's crop
of defunct and hypotherm a | osers off the sidewal ks. There were plastic
syringes frozen into the gutters and skeins of rine on the w ndows when John
Truck stunbl ed over the threshold of the place he shared with Tiny Skeffern
and fell on his face, making instinctive running notions and trying to
brandi sh his guns.

He was covered in blood and soot. The Paraphyth-ium was wearing off—and with
it, mercifully, the accurate nenory of that horrible night—+eaving himwith a
runny nose and only the slightest notion of where he'd been, where he was, or
how he' d managed to make it there. He heaved hinmself up as far as his knees,
explored his raw, flayed face with one hand, and rmunbled, **Ch God, Tiny, |
have to get out of here." Nobody answered, so he slipped down again onto his
belly and went to sleep, the roomsilent and unrel enting around him

When he woke up it was getting dark, and stffl no sign of Tiny. Hi s head ached
feroci ously. He propped

148

hi nsel f up agai nst a door frane and drank a pint of something he'd found in
the fridge. Then he funbl ed about, cooking eggs and eating themwhile he tried
to read two nessages that had conme for him The first one went:

DERE BOSS | COM I N FRUM ERTH ON A FREYTER WURE THE UDE ENT GUDD WEN | SEEN TH
OLD ELA SPID ON THE APRIN | MsSI DED TO COM BAKC THERS NO HARD FEELI NS

FXX.

That, hand printed in Fix the bosun's nephitic script on the back of a

crunpl ed, furry old spare-part invoice froma well-known Dynafl ow subsidiary,
caused himto grin. Hs face felt stiff and numb. Wth Fi x's chopper back in
its rightful corner of the hold, he could at least fly the old tub w thout
fear of its engines falling out all over the sky. That was what he told
hinself; really, he just missed the little guy.

As for the other: "The time is ripe, Captain,** it said, mad and pl umy and
famliar. "Come with all haste. God speaks to us fromthe bunkers, you and I."
And it gave a fifteen-figure reference for a planetary touchdown. He didn't
think he'd have to check the al manacs to | ocate the planet in question

either. It was signed "Grishkin." It appeared he'd been activated as the mad
priest's agent.

He sat on the floor anong the piles of sleazy bedcl othes and Opener
literature, trying to formul ate sone sort of policy. Angina Seng had finally
convinced himthat when the | anded gentry cuts up a seedcake for tea it makes



no difference to the cake which of them holds the knife: whoever "won" Earth's
war, it would be the sanme old crew who stepped up afterwards to hold out then-
pl ates; the squabble over Truck and the Device was nothing nore than a polite
di fference between friends as to who should have the | argest slice.
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Ben Bar ka and Gaw woul d survive; Veronica would be replaced; Gishkin would
cone waddl i ng on behind. \Whole again, the triunvirate of Drugs Actual
Political, and Spiritual would dance and tranmple its way over the corpses of
spacers in hopeless hinterland streets (blinked out |ike cooling suns, their
precious fire gone); caper on the hulls of ships in cometary orbits, each one
stuffed ripe and full with dead young nen; and tread gl eeful measures over the
husks of planets circling two hundred suns.

The Rul ed never suspect what is being 4one to themin their own nane; how
woul d they dare?

But Truck knew. He'd seen the eyepatch on the face of the ghoul, and the
reptile's black quick tongue; he'd seen a burned-out dream of deserts, and
shuddered at the entrails of madness. He'd witnessed the death of a sheep in a
bl asphenmous cl oi ster under the ground, and tried to understand the nessage of
its holy breath.

Gishkin had found a way to break the Centauri bl ockade, confront the Device
with the man who could operate it: but wherever Truck went, Gaw and ben Barka
could never be very far behind. They were | ocked onto himand to each other in
t he excesses of their dance, compelled to lift their |legs and | augh and sweat.
He woul dn't have a hope if he answered the priesfs sumons, they'd be after
himlike dogs; yet he owed Gishkin for his hunmliation on Stomach-he owed ben
Barka for his scorched face—be owed soneone for the deaths of Angina Seng and
Sinclair Pater and every single spacer whose flesh had been frozen to the
streets of Avernus.

He got up and paced about. It was completely dark, but he didn't dare put the
lights on in case the place was bei ng observed.

He shrugged.

He decided to go to Centauri anyway.

Per haps the Device was calling subtly to its inheritor, perhaps he honestly
wanted a confrontation. Certainly, as he slipped out onto the bitter streets
of die
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port, black and ragged in his cloak |like a wounded crow, he wanted revenge; by
the tine he'd passed the high wire fence of the landing field, he had
convinced hinself that his anger was nore than personal; and he believed as he
strode between the rocket pits under the white arc lights that the time for
passive nisery and acceptance was over

It wasn't

When he located the Ella Speed (he'd sonehow forgotten the paint job and the
new name), he found her |oading ranp extended ti ke the tongue of an inmense
mechani cal nout h.

Fi x the bosun was |ying huddled up on it

He was dead.

H s |ips peeled back fromthose sawni |l teeth, he was curled fetally round a
massi ve abdomi nal wound, as if his final horrified act had been- an attenpt to
contain the several pints of fluid congealing on the dianmond tread of the ranp
beneath him H's eyes were narrowed, his fingers were all in a knot; under the
port arcs, his features were conposed of precise white planes "and cold
shadows, a brutal, quite alien nmorphol ogy of enotion, nemoir of a hard death.
Truck (down on his knees again, with his hands in tiie bosun's blood and his
m nd on the corpse boats of Cor Caroli, where, under the sane clinical
illumination, there was at least a little peace, an order to the serried rows)
heaved and retched. He wi ped hinmself on Fix's yellow jerkin, coughing
dismally. ("A pumpkin,” he explained, "is what your head is. Don't forget, no



veget abl e seeds.") Since their government is sem feudal, Chromi ans acquire
early a deep familiarity with death, but: GCh, you poor sod, he thought, you
poor little sod. This was nothing like the [oss of Pater, whom he'd hardly
known; or of Angina Seng, who hadn't died al one under bleak |ights.

I mmges of Fix: mafficking across the Galaxy in search of freedom and dope and
I ng Denebi an whor es,
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his grinning nouth hungry to eat it all down; shivering and blinking on the
steps of courthouses in the norning, wondering where to go next after being
busted and spending the night telling weird Chronian jokes ("—and were they
tits? Not on your life. Intellectual melons!,"” w th nobody anong the
soreheaded jailed | osers knowing quite how to |augh at this hick who found
everything new t hey thought was old); Fix horrible hi trashcan alley fights,
the norals of a goat, vital, alive—dead.

"What can | do?w whi spered Truck, cupping the back of the great round head in
his hands. He couldn't even bring hinself to close the eyelids. He got up
Soneone was going to be killed. He gazed specul atively along the length of the
boat toward the command bridge, then went inside.

My Ella Speed, a light haul age vehicle of the "Transit" class, registered out
of Carter's Snort, Earth, and licensed to transfer up to one thousand tons of
frei ght over distances |less than a thousand |ight years—she nounted three
Dynafl ow converters (each outputting about fifty gigaton hours per every half
ton of fuel consuned) and a "Powerslide" rocket pile for sub-Dyne maneuvers
such as planetfall; her cranped little hold had carried everything from neat
nitrone-thane for the curious engi nes of Anywhere to five thousand Iive
ferrets genetically nodified to survive the curious atnosphere of Titus-Bode.
Now, except for a few string-tied bundles of "Sone Wrds of Plain Good Sense
hi a Time of Trouble," it was enpty and hollow, anplifying the scrape of John
Truck's bootsoles as he rifled Fix the bosun's bel ongings in search of a gun
He padded forward through that sweet and dirty ship. In- the engi ne room
where instrumentation flickered and clicked and the di splay board said power
down in arrays of colored lights, Fix had left hinself a final note: CLENE HTE
RUNI N GEER. Truck screwed it up and chucked it on the floor w thout so nmuch as
a smile. He put his shoul der against the corn-
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mand- cabi n hatch and shoved. It was | ocked. Tenper gone, he tried to kick it
hi and was rewarded by Tiny Skeffern's voice fromthe other side.

"Truck, there's sonme mad sod in here with a gun." He sounded nuffled and

di stant Truck said nothing. Damm himfor being in the way. A scuffling sound.
"He says hell shoot if you don't come in quietly. I think he neans it.M

"Ch, HeW Poor old Tiny. "All right then." The el ectronic | ock hutmed and
chimed, the hatch slid open. Truck dropped Fi x's chopper, and the sound
clattered back along the subfrane of the boat like a laugh. "I'll get you, you
bastard," he said, holding out his hands to denpnstrate their enptiness.

Tiny had got hinself backed up into a comer, his hands well above his head,
smal | beads of sweat on his bald patch. A shallow | aceration with bruised
edges ran down his left cheek. He | ooked accusingly at Truck and conpl ai ned,
"I don't think nuch of your friends." Track noved a bit further into the
cabin, to discover Col onel Gadaffi ben Barka | oungi ng agai nst the
approach-radar board with an arid snmile on his thin lips.

"Don't think that'll help you when the time cones," Truck told nun, nodding at
the mlitary issue Chanbers gun that had lately blown such a large hole hi Fix
the bosun's insides. "I owe you for all this, ben Barka. Nobody threatens ne

on my own boat"

The Arab shrugged el egantly. He had crossed one | eg over the other, his whole
body unconsciously mmcking the feral repose of his own death commandos. His
uni formwas as neat as a pin. But he |ooked tired, and the desert, never very
far away, was etching at his brain.



"You shot ny bosun,** Truck insisted.
Ben Barka's soft brown eyes hooded thenselves for a heartbeat. He seened to be
studying his pistol. "You can't think I'munaware of that, Captain. Neither

are you aware of how much is at stake. You did plenty of killing last night."
Anot her oasis choked to death in the
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long, enpty night. "He attacked ne after fair warning. He was very brave. Do
you think | did it lightly? I"'msorry if you do."

John Truck had found Fix the dwarf washed up in the port hinterland of

d oamdisoriented and illiterate anong the hustlers and prostitutes, having no
real understanding of the twilight subculture that had swall owed himafter his
escape fromthe rural manors and squirearchies of Chrome. The two-thousand
light-year braw that had foll owed was Truck's responsibility; so was its end,
down there under the arc |anps of Aver-nus. Like Annie Truck, Fix was a
dependent .

"Are you apologizing to me? I didn't own him Apologize to him"

"Come, Captain—=x*

*Tm going to kick you to death sone day, you bastard.**

The desert shifted, rustled, extended its perineters; it had made vast i nroads
since the nmeeting in the ganger's shed: from being a means, a synpathetic
terrain for imaginary revenges, it had nmutated into an end. The olive groves
had withered, the aqueducts fallen to rubble. Cairo and Al exandria was

bl eached shells hi the ancient sunlight. H gh up in nmountains ben Barka had
never seen, exfoliation was cracking rock enough to make a Gal acti c sand-sea;

sand was already spilling fromhis skufl to subnerge everything; in peace, he
woul d slip along the wadies of die mnd, stalking Reality's pitiful little
punitive expeditions—

He nade a small gesture with the pistol. "If you'll take your place at the
controls, Captain Truck. Your vessel has been commandeered.” His teeth were
i ke bones exposed by the dry winds. "M . Skeffern, you'll note, is stil

alive and wel | . **

"Cet your backside of! the switchgear if you want the boat to go anywhere, ben
Bar ka. "

The conmand-cabin of a Transit class hauler is laid out with dual controls and
dupli cated navigational aids; two acceleration chairs provide access to these,
and a
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third can be brought up on runners fromthe rear of the bridge and | ocked
abreast of the other two. It is a habit of transport pilots to | eave this one
permanently in place; ben Barka sat himself down in it and indicated that
Truck and Tiny should strap-in either side of him He put his pistol close to
Tiny's ear.

"I think you were going nmy way anyway, Captain. We might as well travel

t oget her. "

"Ch yes?" Truck powered up his controls. "Were's that?"

Ben Bar ka si ghed and shook his head. "Captain, Captain. The pistol's pointing
hi the wong direction for obliquity." He smled down at Tiny, who hunched his
shoul ders like a nomad in a sandstorm "GishMh, that inpatient priest, had it
fromnormally reliable sources that today had been chosen for an Arab attenpt
on the I WG bl ockade of Centauri VIl (there is in fact an action in progress
there; it's significant enough to keep IWG fully occupi ed, but hardly planned
to be an actual mlitary success).

**He realized alnost immedi ately that he could never wi sh for a better
diversion—with the result that you, Captain, received an en clair nessage from
himearly this norning. (It was couched, | felt, hi rather ful sone tones even
for a priest.) He expects your landing to go quite unobserved by either nyself
or the good General Gaw. He nmay even be down there already, waiting for
you—ene of our ships reported a boat hi Opener livery sneaking a shade ineptly
past the perineters of the engagenment sone two hours ago.



"I't was me who | eaked the information to his pathetic intelligence machine;
they'd never have got it wi thout help, | don't wonder he didn't bother to code
the nmessage. Half his people are working for me or the General anyway. There
you have it: we're going to the sanme place, Captain, W always were."

Truck engaged a bank of rocker sw tches bel ow the engi ne-roomrepeaters and
wanned up the Powerslide pile for take-off, wondering just how much all owance
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ben Barka had made for Gishkin's fanaticismand the GeneraTs not

i nconsi der abl e cunni ng.

"Be it on your own head, Col onel.**

My Etta Speed runbl ed and shook. The cargo ranp pulled itself hi slowy,

ti pping Fix the bosun into the hold Iike a bale of fresh animal skins. Truck
got a go-ahead fromthe Port Authority, giving his destination as Sad al Bari
and his cargo as "mining machinery." Two massive, caterpillar-tracked LTOA
vehi cl es moved in across the dock and stood the boat gently on her tail. He
checked that Tmy's controls were shut down, worked the rocket engi nes through
the prelift part of their power-curve a coupte of tines.

"I can go any tune you want, Col onel.**

"Do it."

My Ella Speed, well into the spirit of the thing, w ggled along her length
like a bitch in heat, and threw herself upward.

Whil e the col ossal cruisers- of UASR(N) have so-called "autonom c gravity"
environnents which protect their crews against the devastating G effects of a
battl e maneuver, thud-hand Transit class haulers do not They are safe from
inertia only during dyne-field shifts; and My Ella Speed, lustily fighting the
attractions of Avernus, made it fromrelative rest to escape speed in a very
short time indeed.

The multi-G blast is a conconitant of the spacer's way of life; Truck and
Tiny, who had been lifting like that since birth—and before—+took it stoically,
with G standing on their faces and stunping all over their ribs.

But ben Barka was used to a nore generous kind of travel. Perhaps he sinmply
forgot Certainly, it was too |ate when he renenbered

He dropped his Chanbers gun when they were about a nfle up. He tried comcally
to nove his arns fromhis sides, sweat breaking out all over his face. H's
eyes rolled and protruded as Truck poured it relentlessly on. He gasped for
breath; his skull snapped back agai nst the head-restraint Wien he tried to
shift
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jt, Truck—feeling somewhat wilted hinsel f—ade a vast effort, steered his hand
the full two inches fromarnrest to controls” and let it fall against the
energency thrust button

My Ella Speed how ed and quaked. Ben Barka nade a choked, surprised sort of
sound. Hi s eyes opened w de; suddenly, a dark thin trickle of blood issued
sluggishly fromhis left nostril. H's tongue poked out from under his nustache
like a misshapen fig. He passed out.

Captai n John Truck, a haul age man from way back, who, in the dark wonb of
Anni e Truck, had cone down the infanpbus Carling Line in an ungui ded drone that
was little nore than a high-Gtin can with refrigeration, held it until Tiny
Skef fern was unconsci ous too, just to nmake sure. Then he settled into a
parking orbit, said, "Never mess with a pro on his own ground, Colonel," and
began to run checks on Etta's msused hull. He'd been in tougher lifts.
Egerton's Port got on to himby radio and wanted to know just what the
boy-wonder Rocket Ace in the clapped-out Transit thought he was up to.

He grinned. "Sorry about that," he told them "Wong switch." Horse | aughs al
around.

A few mnutes later, Tiny woke up and unstrapped hinself. "That was a bit

bl oody hairy," he conpl ai ned. He saw ben Barka. "Oh-ho!" he said. "Can | shoot
hi n?" he asked, getting hold of the pistol, which had fallen down the side of
his seat, and waving it carefully around.



"No, 1'mgoing to put himout of the rear lock without a suit.'It's something
| just thought of," said Truck proudly. "Hell |ook good, going down on the
night side. It's quite artistic, really."

Mbdesty, nodesty.

Ti ny exam ned ben Barka's congested face. "You hit me," he said coldly. He
reached out and wi ped the barrel of the Chanmbers gun down the Arab's cheek.
"Go
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on, Truck,** he said, "let me shoot him eh?" He grinned ingratiatingly.
Truck took the gun off him got his hands under the Colonel's arnpits, and
with difficulty hauled himaft, bruising the linp body in frequent collisions
wi t h bul k- beads and pi eces of nachinery. "Sorry, ben Barka." Ben Barka,

| ooking a bit of a mess and still out, said nothing. Truck sniggered. "You're
going to enjoy this, ben Barka." And he described to the Col onel just how it
m ght feel out there in the graveyard orbit, down along that firework
trajectory. But when he arrived in the cargo bay he forgot all about that for
a while; and by the time he had finished conmposing Fix's poor torn corpse,
he'd decided to put ben Barka in a suit after all. '

It would give himtime to wake up and take an interest in the |ong drop

He went forward, seal ed the bul kheads, and evacuated the hold with no prayers.
Qut went Fix and ben Barka, in a white stormof Opener |eaflets. Ben Barka's
suit began to broadcast inmediately and indiscrimnately—an all-band distress
call. "Dam," said Truck. "lIsn't that just typical ?"

Egerton's Port came through again. "Are you going to hang around all day,
Intestinal Revelation?" said the duty officer. "W need that slot." Then
suspiciously: "lIs there something wong up there? | keep getting sonething
that sounds like an SCS," "It's a fault, actually,” said Truck. "It doesn't
sound like a fault to ne.w There was a pause. "l've got soneone here fromthe
Port Authority. They want to know what an Qpener vessel is doing hauling

i ronmongery to Sad a! Ban— "Qops," said Truck

"—Aot to nmention going off the field Iike half a frigate squadron. Can you
assi st ?"

Truck switched the comunications gear off. "Tiny," he said, "start the
Dynafl ows. W're | eaving."

\

He fired up the navigational systens and set Ella Speed hunting like a

t hr ee- di mensi onal conpass needl e until her blunt prow pointed at Al pha
Centauri (or a spot where her sluggish internal processes renenbered it to
be). Tiny got the converters operating and cane back up to the bridge. The
exterior screens shinmrered eerily, already probing out into the mysterious
reaches of space.

"Right," said Truck. He cut in the Dynafl ows, pushed the throttles about, and
the old Ella how ed down the Galactic freeway toward Centauri, on overdrive.
"It's time we started getting some of our own back, Tiny."

There wasn't rmuch hope of getting their own back on anything they found
orbiting Centauri VII. Six or seven hundred mles off the wan gray face of
that rmurdered planet, Ella Speed pushed her bows into the edge of the inmense
envel ope of debris. Like the remains of huge animals in sone valley too deep
for dawn to reach, forgotten in a mst of frozen air, dead ships lay in futile
anbush for Eternity. It was a dark, stifl zone, full of dead men drifting in
sl ow curves anong fused machinery, rat-trapped with the dull red enbers of
nmelted atom c piles, whole engine roons, like lunps of cooling slag, decaying
hi sullen aureoles of radio-static. Deeper in, parts of the graveyard were
stfll fun of a white, fitful glare, a deceptive and piscine notion, as a few
bol t - shaped UASR(N) cruisers slugged it grimy out with IWG [Tiey were

out nunbered and un-formated, but they seenmed to be fully occupying the

Fl eet -A0 vacuum comuandos were out, conmuni cations silence were being



observed. Truck tried frequency after frequency, found interference breaking

i ke waves on a beach strewn with smashed and rusting arnor at the candl e-end
of time. He picked up a few desultory syllables of a conmon Mrphian dial ect

(enough at least to tell himwho had done the dying
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out there), a moan, gunfire scissoring open a hull, distant, decaying,
obsessi ve.

Ell a Speed nosed on through a dream of violence. None of the conbatants
spotted her. Behind her, quite unaware of each other, the cruisers Sol onbn
afl d Nas-ser skul ked the graveyard like two pike after the same m nnow. Truck
never suspected he m ght be foll owed; perhaps he was too occupi ed by the young
gunner from Parrot who had attached hinself to the boat, tunmbling |azily about
her bow in sone gravitational eddy, beckoning Truck and Tiny on with one stiif
armas if inviting themout there to share his cold peace. H s intestines,
covered in a hoarfrost of condensation, were spilling infinitely slowy from
his ruptured pressure suit, but his insignia were polished and bright.

Truck couldn't tell which side he was on.

Centauri captured them filled the screens |like an accusation. Only one pl anet
was ever Kkilled—

At the climax, the absolute fervid crux of M EV bonbardnent, when defense is a
rag of menory in a hot wind and the sky shakes with ionization, nuch of the
surface water is stripped off the crust as "live" or superheated steam The
target vani shes under a cloudbelt several niles deep, there is a correspondi ng
radi cal increase in its al bedo—a |ast despairing heliograph of pain—

At five o' clock in the afternoon, July 4, 2180 A.M, the shroud covered
Centauri and, as a good shroud should, spared the living the ultimte patient

i ndi ct ment of the dead. The CGeneral Gaws of the day turned fromtheir
bonb-room repeaters, satisfied, shruggi ng and yawni ng—per haps even a little
bored—and certainly wondering how they mght turn one half of Earth into the
same sort of mess w thout actually damagi ng the other beyond habitable

m ni munms | ai d down by their biologists. Ever since that nerciful occlusion
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Centauri had been a rubbish heap snelling of wet ashes.

By the time Dr. Gishkin, under the auspices of God and a well-known Gal actic
encycl opedia, came to sink his first bore in search of the bunkers, a | ukewarm
rain had been falling evenly over the new | andscape for al nost two hundred
years. He found a planetary fen drained by vast slow rivers: shallow, stagnant
nmeres, inconceivable acreages of nud-fiat and salting—and every cubic foot of
water filled with corrupt organic matter caught at some point between decay
and di ssol ution, cloudy, brackish with old death. None of the continents
resenbl ed anyt hing he found on the pre-CGenocide maps; finally, it was beneath
the human and animal silts of the estuaries and deltaic fans that he

di scovered water percolating through the slaughtered re-golith in small secret
streans, to the abandoned redoubts miles beneath.

There, he dug.

If he was a little nad to begin with, Centauri hel ped himfurther along the
way. Nothing was alive there, unless you count the echoes of water. Water—-and
the wind, munbling thick-Iipped between the blasted, mysterious col ums of
masonry that poked up through the silt like fingers searching the air for the
source of their long pain. In continual twilight, corpse-lights shone. The sky
was green and gray, lum nous with radi o-decay products. Wnd walking in a
rubbi sh heap; dead lights and water; something was haunting Centauri, but it
wasn't the Centaurans—

They were underfoot, even their due corruption suspended for some other tine.
John Truck brought his boat hone along a |line of |avender flame, aimng for
Gishkin's fifteen-figure reference. She settled steaning and contracting on a
nmudbank. Around her stretched the flat, unmarked fl ood-plain of sone vast
estuary off to the east. Nothing noved, nothing cried out or ran away. For a
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ment, the rain had stopped, but there was nothing out here to notice.

After a few minutes, Truck and Tiny energed fromthe cargo bay done up in
white carbon-fiber hel nets, |ead-glass goggles, and respirators |ike squat

bl ack snouts. Dark, shiny junmper-suits covered then: bodies, which were ful

of anti-radiation drugs (prescribed) and anphetam ne (unprescribed) from
Ella's overstocked nedical chest. Truck's Opener cloak flapped drearily in the
wi nd. They stood around in silence, shuffling their feet and gawpi ng at the

i nhospi tabl e | andscape; pointed in different directions and waved their arms
at one another; then set off along the indistinct banks of a cl ogged

wat er cour se

Despite the anphetani ne, Truck becane quickly depressed—at first disturbed,

t hen obsessed by the puzzling, fibrous consistency of the nmud. Wen a tangle
of thin bones, eroded and | um nescent white, caught at his feet, he neasured
his length in the stuff. Thrashing about with revul sion, he kicked Ti ny—aho
was irritably attenpting to hel p—+n the chest. "Do it yourself, then." He

wi ped hinself off. Down there were nests of papery, corroded steel, |unps of
stone, objects. He'd come up hol ding the broken handl e of sone piece of
donestic apparatus, bright blue. He shuddered and threw it away. Tiny wasn't
speaking to him

It was a m serabl e excursion. Panting and w thdrawn, they struggled upstream
| ooking for a sign—which they eventually found in the shape of Orega Shaft.
By then, Truck was convinced by some hal f-dreamthat everything was stil
going on down there in the silt. He grew fearful that some initiation |ay
before him some induction—nevitable by right of birth—+nto the strange
deconposed half-life of his nother's race, an existence carried on hi terms he
couldn't quite imagine, in snmashed houses anong bits and travesties of human
par aphernal i a accunul ated without logic after their drift down the

wat er cour se

H dden in a freak fold of |and, the QOrega Shaft
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conpl ex of buildi ngs—from which Dr. Gishkin had begun the excavati on which
was to lead to the discovery of the Centauri Device-was a sprawl of massive
precast concrete sheds, dull hi color and filned with an unpl easant noi sture.
They served to house the generators, air-exchangers, and lift nmotors of the
shaft, a collection of machinery that in operation caused the ground to

vi brate pal pably. It was surrounded by a chainlink fence into which was set a
mlitary checkpoint—a | ater addition of General Alice Gaw s.

Subsonics fromthe deeper levels of the bore itself trenbled in Truck's bones
as he stood with Tiny just beyond the reach of the arc-lights that surrounded
t he conpound, sweating in the heat fromthe nearest extractor outlet. A snall,
st ubby ship was parked on its tail hi the glooma hundred yards fromthe
checkpoint: hull scorched and deformed by a m sjudged high speed re-entry,
Venturis sunk fifteen feet into the ooze, it wouldn't be |eaving that place
for sone tine. It was enpty, and a recent, hasty paint job hadn't obscured its
Opener livery. It had the air of something abandoned by an owner whose m nd
was occupi ed el sewhere.

Truck hung about indecisively for a while, human silt drying and flaking off
his coverall. The gates (and i ndeed the whol e conpl ex) seened to be deserted.
The Fleet police weren't in evidence, and neither could he detect any sign of
mlitary activity. He turned to the dim snouted little figure by his side,
and pantom med an advance.

"I"mnot going down there, mate—w

"Yes, you bloody are."

Tiny dragged his feet. In silence and noving slowy, |like the perforners of
some decadent choreography rehearsing wi thout audience, they made it to the
checkpoint. No one greeted them



Two dead Fleet men lay face up in the nud by the gates, their respirators torn
of f. Their goggl es had been shattered by the sane expl osion that had torn down
the fence, but they were ot herw se undanaged. Their
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eyes were fixed on Centauri's unforgiving sty, and it was hard to dispel the

i npression that sonething had issued fromthe shifting streams of silt and
fini shed themoff without a sound.

TH RTEEN

In the Transit Lanes

Thoughtful ly, Truck stole their guns.

The shafthead itself was Uttered with bodies in WD uniforms, flung radially
away fromthe center of a second explosion in postures stark and raw and
strange. Has someone been here already, thought Truck. He stared around at the
deserted sheds, doors banging in the wind, all those machi nes operating away
unattended. It was conming on to rain again, trimgray curtains blow ng between
the buildings like waiths. Truck attenpted to scratch his head through his
hel et .

"They've all had it," reported Tiny Skeffern, trotting doggily fromcorpse to
corpse, feeling his anphetamni nes and elated at not getting into a fight, "I
think." His voice, filtering out through the capillaries of the respirator

was flat and ghouli sh.

"Come on, Tiny."

Truck left himto it and went to find the el evator nechani sms. The shafthead

t hrobbed around himlike a plucked string. Rain snoked at hi m unexpectedly
round blind corners. Smears of rust on the walls. He found the lift cage,

wi ped absently at a filmof mpisture on the control panel
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DI SENGAGE SECTI ON 5 AND PRESS FOR DOMWN

Under the earth again, he thought, under the earth again. He felt divorced,

di sinterested. None of the nurder at the shafthead seemed to have affected
hi m perhaps he was preparing hinself for his encounter with the Device, tying
of f unproductive sensory channels, shutting out all irrelevant stinuli.

"Come on, Tiny."

They seal ed the pressure doors of the lift cage, renoved their respirators,
and began their descent into the crust of Centauri WVII

Truck had no nore sense of homeconming. The lift was slow, there was nothing to
| ook at but Tiny. He was suspended between realities, he was powered down. Two
m | es deep, and he checked his dosinmeter to see if he'd picked up any of the
active caesiumfloating about on the surface. Two and a half, and he i magi ned
desultorily the earth groaning and shifting beyond Orega Shaft, swallow ng him
up. It didn't happen. He breathed on the wall of the cage and wote his nane
in the condensati on.

"Ch, wow," said Tiny, snapping his fingers. "Under the earth, what a blast”
The cage grounded gently. Truck worked the doors.

Shaft Zero: they entered the bunker-chain ("Stay here and stop anyone who
tries to come down," Truck told Tiny. "Not on your life,*1 said Tiny,
shuffling his feet and | ooki ng paranoidally over his shoul der) and al nost

i medi ately becane lost in a labyrinth of filter passages, transit |anes, and
every concei vabl e sort of dead end.

Pl ate noverments during the |ater stages of the MEV bonbardnent had tilted the
whol e system giving the tunnels a general easterly slope of five or six
degrees; sonme term nated abruptly at fault-lines, others were waterlogged and
i npassable. In the rest, power failure had left natural convection as the sole
nmedi um of ventilation, and the air in themwas hot, humd, and
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heavy. Curious white clunps of nmold, fat and glutinous, clung to the walls,



giving the place a nusty, evil odor. And while Gishkin's team had introduced
fluorescent lighting to the major bunkers and some of the corridors, nost were
lighted only by the wan phosphorescence of the al gae that dripped fromthe
outputs of the ventilation plant like listless hangi ng gardens.

Despite the faulting, it was still a considerable warren. Truck and Tiny were
qui ckly reduced to choosing their direction at random wading half a nile at a
time through eight inches of filthy water past alcoves full of enigmtic,
corrodi ng equi pnent, broached refrigerator units foul with partly decayed
food, and doors that wouldn't open. The water trended east, chuckling around
their feet to speed with nysterious echoes into the darkness ahead; they found
a stream stronger than the rest and got sone idea of following the direction
of the current—but it only led deeper in, to pour finally over the lip of a
fault into the absolute bl ackness beneath.

"Christ," whispered Truck, staring at the jagged, tunbled bl ocks of concrete,
the great rock done the Centaurans had never planned, the long fall. After
that, they tried three of the major bunkers—found only rusting consol es and
heaps of bones covered in a danmp green deposit, each pelvis or ferur | abeled
with a neat white tag ("female," "prepubescent nmale," "femal e adol escent”) by

Gishkin's archaeol ogists. By pure force of will, they rediscovered the bright
fluorescent wal kways, but none of them seenmed to | ead back to the bottom of
Orega Shaft.

It was Tiny who first noticed that they weren't alone in the maze.

The transit |anes were full of pathetic alien junk abandoned by the survivors
inthe aftermath of the war: personal effects, robbed of place and purpose and
cultural definition, hard to identify in terms of human equi val ence as the

bel t - buckl es, bookends, or athletic trophies they undoubtedly were. Tiny, with
the brain of
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a jackdaw and all the noral sensibility of a nmaggot in a cemetery, had been
pocketing the shinier bits as he went along, exclainmng "Look at that, Truck!"
and **Hey, sonmeone's kicking hinself for |losing this/*'

When he found the Chanbers gun, however, he didn't say a thing: just hurried
up and stuck it under Truck's nose. Truck, sodding and blinding with
frustration and expecting each new bit of oot to turn out to be a pocket

nucl ear weapon, tried to ignore him He waved it urgently about "Truck?
Truck?"

"Look, whatxthe hell are you J>laying at, Tiny?"—pushing-the barrel aside. *Tf
we don't get out of here soon, there'll be nurder done—=

"I found it on the floor." "

Truck grabbed it, in a spirit of self-defense, and had a | ook

"You dropped it."

"Did | hell drop it. Look. Look. You can't teH ne that's been down this bl oody
hole for two hundred years.*1

It hadn't

Five yards further on, they stunbled over its owner

He was stone-cold dead on the ground, a strand-wolf from one of ben Barka's
howl i ng personal deserts, clutching a double handful of nud and grinning
savagely into the haunted water that flowed past his head.

Si |l ence
Truck and Tiny | ooked down at him appall ed.
Then footsteps, quick and nmuffled, like nmurder hi an alley, skittered down a

paral | el tunnel: something was keeping pace with them stal king them out of

t he phosphorescent dark

"Christ, Tiny, he's still hereP

A junction | ooned ahead.

"Move! "

Truck threw up his pistol, sent a bolt flaring and sizzling down the passage,
shadows bi ckering along behind it. He couldn't see anything, but someone was
out
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there. He dragged Tiny along after him stunbling and swearing. "If he gets
behi nd us—un, Tiny, run!"

They reached the junction and haul ed up gasping—just in time to see the hem
of a plumcolored cloak, violently agitated, vanishing into yet a third branch
of the maze—

Neither of themfelt very nmuch like following it Suddenly, the | abyrinth was
full of disturbing echoes. And plumis the col or of Openerism

But Openerismwasn't the end of it

Fifteen mnutes |later, they cane upon an entire unit of General Gaw s elite
police, tunbled about the corridor |ike burst sacks. A Chanbers bolt was stil
fizzing in the gloom picking out slaughterhouse expressions on upturned
faces, liming an indescribable mess of blood, scorch, and tangled |inbs.

"Ch Jesus."

Tiny cocked his head. "Truck—

Muf fl ed Arabi c whispered all around them on the conpl ex acoustical fronts of
the maze, a new anbush being set up at their very el bows. Distant but clear
cane the thunp of grenade exchanges conducted through rock and concrete, faint
shouts and cries. Ruin was | oose beneath Centauri, and the bunkers were ful

of lost men blundering into invisible, desperate engagenents.

Suddenly, and close: "There's a whole nest of the buggers hi here! Look alive,
| ads! Let's have their trousers down! \Were's that napalm"

Truck shuddered. Bitter snoke had begun to drift down the enpty corridor
nuzzling the corpses at his feet. He knew that voice, that awful gusto; he
stood once nore at the fulcrum with the Gal axy shaking itself to pieces hi a
mad struggle for bal ance around him "Conme on, Tiny." He gazed warily round
the abattoir. The dead police stared back, then- polarized contact |enses grim
and gray and unblinking. "Fve got to find that bloody thing before they find
ne."
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General Caw s voice faded in the teeth of an Arab counterattack. Truck and
Tiny, hernetic and apart, waded of f hopel essly, deeper into the |abyrinth,
their shoul ders hunched, the bunkers vibrant around themw th the carel ess

ent husi asm of the Dance—&pener, Arab, Israeli, celebrating the abandoned
figures and extravagant rituals of violence.

Tiny Skeffern dawdl ed once too often, and they nissed each other in the dark
Truck ran wildly up and down the transit |anes bawling "Tiny! Tiny? not
caring who heard. Only echoes answered him He stunbl ed about firing off one
of his Chanbers guns at shadows until the click-clack of the enpty mechani sm
brought himto his senses. G oaning, he leaned on a wall, put his forehead to
the cold danp rock. Another dependent astray in the absolute broil of

G rcunst ance.

Thereafter, he wandered with the gradient like a thin jackal, avoiding the

| arger concentrations of mlitary and trying to surprise smaller ones by

| eapi ng out at junctions with bared teeth and oaths. He cane to an area of
seem ngly endl ess geol ogi cal disturbance, picking his way through a great
choke of rubble and collapsed ceilings to the fault-line lip, where he watched
the water spill over and down into the planetary chasm not quite sure what he
was seeing.

By that time, the Device itself was exercising control over the bunker maze;
Gi shkin, who*d mapped the systemfor |W5 less than a year previously, was
roaming it in a mad daze; Arab and Israeli alike were hopel essly confused.
Truck was being cut out and guided toward an initiation he'd feared all al ong.
He bl undered along the fault-line, not thinking about nuch.

Twenty m nutes wal ki ng brought himto the central redoubt, Gishkin's markers
and lights, and an anteroom where | um nous fungi cloaked the pipes and cabl es,
and the wind hissed up out of Centauri |ike a voice.
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From t he anteroom the bunker doors, janmed open for about a quarter of then-
travel, made a tall rectangle of light, peculiar and |leaping, as if sone sort
of fire was burning inside.

Byes narrowed, he advanced.

He preferred light to darkness. If that seens trite, then remenber that it was
a deci sion nmade | ong before he stepped over the threshold of that bunker, and
he meant it literally. Though he loved the streets after nightfall—+he cold
blind littered alleys of the docklands—he found bis true environnent out anong
the weird spectral particle displays of the dyne fields, and he had indul ged
hi nsel f under the kal ei domats of a hundred different Spacer's Raves on as many
pl anets until his brain junped and resonated to the beat of their strobes and
their unpredictable shift of wavel ength. None of that, however, prepared him
for the Centauri Device.

It hit him the noment he walked in, with a hanmer of |ight and sound desi gned
to crack his head open tike a wal nut, and the conplex antenna of his centra
nervous system becane abruptly a receptor for everything froma 30 c.p.s.
epileptic nicker to the ultrasonics of nonspecific anxiety. It was |ike

wal king into a brick wall—ights, noise, radiation. WBd bursts of sound set
fire to the contents of his skull; white |ight raped his eyes; pulsed infrared
attacked his epidermal nerve endi ngs—

The inhibitory neuron bl ocks of the CNS depol ari zed. Synapse points and

pot assi um sodi um exchanges across the axon nenbranes flared up wildly, went
into frantic activity then | ocked up solid; gate |levels disordered, swooped,
dropped to zero. Masses of irrelevant information stormed the sensory-notor
cortex, smashing up through the thalamus and hypot hal amus, how ed triunphantly
round the reverberatory pathways of the association cortex; nerve ignition
reached a frenzy as sonethi ng bypassed the danping effect of so-
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diumion supply deficiency and total constant excitation was achieved; al
three cortices blew out like candles in the wi nd—

Sonest hesi s became not hing but a menory. Truck was deaf, dumb, and

bl i nd—wi t hout feeling, without volition. H s nervous system had been captured
and ensl aved—

In the sub-mllisecond period followi ng this onslaught, while nenbrane
potentials were beddi ng back down into the mllivolt range (after neasuring in
actual volts and attaining termnal inpulse propagation speeds of nore than
four hundred nmiles an hour), the Device got to work on his biol ogy—

In the limted sense, Captain John Truck was no | onger there, conscious or

ot herwi se: he could sense nothing; he could not order his |linmbs, nor was he
aware of any linbs to order or any essential 'Truck** to order then+-he existed
solely as a netaphysic and a probl em of philosophy. In that, he was rocky.
Pai n scorched up every nerve in his body, got in anong the cells and began to
unwi nd the dextro-rotatory helix—he didn't feel it; fingernails scraped
sanmpl es fromthe marrow of his bones, broached the canal of his backbone, and
dabbl ed in his cerebrospinal fluid-he didn't know, unbelievable nethods of
genetic exploration were loose in his skull and gnawing |ike the |arvae of
some parasitic wasp—he coul dn*t tell

He couldn't tell. The Device, having research into his mere chemnica
credentials well in hand, had turned to psychonetry—ef a sort. Of in sone
debat abl e real m where thoughts drag thensel ves around w thout benefit of a
single brain cell between them Truck was | ooking at pictures. Pictures—=2?
Everything he nost desired: the secret of a new propulsion fitted to the Ella
Speed (whi ch was now sonehow | onger and slimer, chased and inlaid, with a
white fire flaring at its stern)—mense brass wheels, concentric and
eccentric, which mght enable himto
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shoot through into unmapped Gal axies; a girl he had never seen, Ruth Berenices
scar transfiguring her face; the studio of Swi nburne Sinclair-Pater, a poemin



porcel ain; a drug; Fix the bosun alive and well and baring his filed teeth,
his stomach all neatly sewed up; finally, and very briefly, a scene at the
Spacer's Rave—

Tiny Skeffem imobile under the lights, a quirky smle on his |ips—and a new
music to replace the old, boiling fromthe HIline cabinets in a tidal wave fit
to i nundate the Gal axy—

Uncout h, cl anni sh, | unbering about the confines of Space and Time with a
puzzl ed expression on his face and a handful of things scavenged on the way
fromgutters, interglacial littorals, sacked settlenments and broken

rel ati onshi ps, the Earth-human has no use for thinking except in the service
of acquisition. He stands at every gate with one hand held out and the ot her
behi nd his back, inventing reasons why he should be let in. Fromthat first
bunch of bananas, his every sluggish fit or dull fleabite of nental activity
has pronpted nore, nore; and his tinme has been spent for thousands of years in
the construction and sophistication of systens of ideas that will enable him
to excuse, rationalize, and noralize the graspi ng hand.

H s dreans, those priceless conic visions he has of hinself as a being with
concerns beyond the material, are no nore than furtive canni bals stunbling
round in an unconfortable nurk of emption, trying to eat each other. Politics,
religion, ideol ogy—desperate, edgy attenpts to shift the onus of
responsibility for his own actions: abdications. H s hands have the |argest
neural representation hi the somesthetic cortex, his head the smallest; but
he's always trying to hide .the one behind the other

St andi ng where John Truck now stood (smashed and overwhel med by the Device),
Dr. Gishkin, Gad-affi ben Barka and, |ater, CGeneral Gaw-all paid-up nenbers
of what they liked to call the human race—
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had seen what they wanted nost, grasped, and in grasping proved beyond doubt

t heir geneal ogy. They woul d never see anything el se.

Whi |l e Truck, that nongrel of highly suspect |ineage and scruffy demeanor
sinmply gazed a bit stupidly at what was offered and couldn't make up his m nd
When he failed to grab at sonething with both hands (or even to show any

excl usi ve preference—possi bly because of his Centauran heritage, possibly
because being a spacer and a | oser he desired all and none of it), the Device
pull ed out its probes and |l et go. He was a borderline case, but blood wll
out, and old Annie's genes had done their work

Truck neasured his length on the concrete, tw tching and whi npering. After a
while, he crawled up to the thing and had a | ook. It had tested himand passed
him he saw it as its makers had seen it, and he knew he could operate it

He still didn't know what it did-but then, he had his father's eyes, too.

He fell asleep out of pure physiological relief, and was waked he didn't know
how much | ater by the sound of Chanbers fire echoing down the transit |anes
out side. He put the Centauri Device under his armand |l eft the bunker at a
run.

He went through the antechanber blind and panicking, careening off the walls
and trying to armhis remining pistol one-handed. The |ast thing he needed
was to be caught with the Device. His nouth tasted filthy, sweat craw ed
between his plastic suit and his skin. When he got to the outer door he sl owed
up and listened, stuck his head around hoping no one would blowit off. Pitch
black hi the transit |ane. The fluorescents were dead. Nothing was novi ng out
there.

A |l ow crooning noise started up sonmewhere off to his left

He peered into the darkness, seeing only slow violet patterns slipping

ai m essly across the surface of his
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own eye. The noi se again, bubbling up out of a wet place ,in the ground. His
dar k- adapti on was slow in com ng after the pounding taken by his CNS in the
bunker. He cursed and blinked, cold prenonitions burrow ng through his head.
He shivered, held las bream released it in a great shout and | eaped into the



passage, gun first.

He found Tiny Skeffern a few feet down the corridor, lying with his face to
the wal |

"Truck, oh Truck—

Tiny was crying and sniffling with it, his blunt little fingers sidling up to
the edge of the pit in his chest then scuttling away again |ike snall
terrified annual s.

"Truck, it's huge. | want to be sick— He curled up, rocking hinself to and
fro. "Were've you been, Truck?" He nbaned with horror, |ooking at his wet
fingers. "Christ, bloody Christ, bloody—*

Truck carefully turned himover onto his damaged side to give the unpunctured
l ung a chance—there was nothing el se he could do but wait for the breathing to
st op.

"I't'"ll be all right, Tiny," he nurnured. There were other things to say, but
he couldn't say them "It'll be all right."

"But there's a hole!" Tiny shuddered and wept. "Ch, why did | conme down here?
I"mhurt now—= Hs blue lips slid back off his teeth; every muscle in his body
tensed and quivered. "d oak!" he screaned suddenly, eyes wi de. "d oak! C oak!"
It was meaningless and eerie. He was silent for a long tinme. Then he said:
"I"malways | osing damm guitars,"” gave a great retching cough and rel axed.
There woul dn't be any nore nusic.

Truck sat down beside the corpse and dropped the Centauri Device. It rolled
away fromhim He kicked out at it feebly in the dark. He was al one hi a
desert of entrails and greed, while another Tiny Skeffern chased the

Vul pecul an nmel on down Ruth Bereni ces staircase,
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on Earth a mllion years before. He put his hands over his face. A noise cane
from bet ween t hem
" Capt ai n?"

A huge, dun apparition with a bul bous, snouted head stepped out of one of the
equi prent bays that lined the corridor

Gishkin the mad priest had come to collect, diabolical in his plumcolored

cl oak and bl ack radiation suit, his whole vast bulk heaving with the
aftereffects of some mysterious exertion or conpul sion. He stood staring at
John Truck, his eyes enigmatic behind the snmoky panes of his goggles. His
respirator hissed evenly. Had Stomach been only anot her postponenent ?

"I kept coining back to the same place," he confided suddenly.

H s voice was thick and clotted. "You know, | surveyed this place. | was never
lost in it before." He ad--vanced a few paces, still gazing hard at Truck. Hs
arm whi pped out, he clutched one of Truck's wists with the energy of an
anbition near-fulfilled. "I knew you wouldn't fail me, ny son. The Ark has a
special gravity, a— He put his other arm around Truck's shoul ders. "You nust
help ne. There are "—his grip tightened—others in the bunker."

He saw the Centauri Device.

He rubbed bis fingers, clunmps of raw white sausage, over his goggles; they
left faint beads of perspiration on the blank | enses. Then, quivering and
collapsing like a pig in a mdden, he knelt before it. One fat hand funbled at
the neck of his coverall, pulled, unzipped it to expose his plastic w ndows.
Thi ngs swam there, ferocious and triunphant. Head bowed, he reveal ed the
processes of his soul

Truck | aughed nervously. "You*re off your head, Gishkin,'’
somet hing. "Ch nmy God," he whispered: " 'doak!" '

He pivoted on one foot and with every ounce of force he could nuster drove the
toe of the other into Gishkin's neck
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"You foul old bastard!" he raged. "Wy'd you kill hin®"

Gishkin keel ed over, still in a votive crouch; he swayed about, struggling to
get up, but Truck was on himlike a snake, full of poison and death, and had

Then he renenber ed



one hand fastened in the soft flesh at the nape of his neck. They fought for a
nmonent in the echoing dark. Truck won—tugged himbodily over to Tin/s corpse.
He was absurdly heavy. "You disgusting sod! Open your dirty head to him Go
on, look at him" And he gave the Opener's right arma savage twi st.

Gishkin squeal ed and tore hinself |oose. He knelt over the Device again.

"No," he said. "Forgive me," he begged it. "I didn't know what | was doing."
He | ooked furtively over his shoul der at Truck, advancing with steely hooked
fingers.

A grotesque ballet ensued, danced out in the depths of a dead planet to the
acconpani nent of animal grunts and how s: tine and again, Truck forced
Gishkin to face the dead nusician, while on his part the priest, squealing
and groaning with fervor, flailed his way back to the Device. He tried to
pray. Truck's respirator fell off and he kept kicking Gishkin in the side of
t he head, shouting, "Pray to him" and "You' re not God!" Soon, both of them
were covered in blood and filth, panting and incoherent. Neither could get the
upper hand, and Tiny Skeffern stared indifferently up at both.

"W nade a bargain, Captain! W nade a bargain!"

Finally, Gishkin's cloak came off; he lay there, fat and dripping, his
radiation suit in tatters. Truck saw only a great white slug, full of
somet hi ng neither human nor animal. He choked disgustedly and gave up

"I should kill you, Gishkin."

Gishkin chuckled. 'Too late for that, Captain." He came up off the ground
with a Chanbers pistol ainmed at Truck's head.

Truck, abruptly calm alnost disinterested (understanding that Stomach had
been a postponenent, that
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all along there had only been one way to end the dial ogue begun on Bread
Street, Sad al Bari), shot himin the wi ndow of his belly.

"Captain," said Gishkin.

Truck pulled the Device from beneath the body while the sound of the shot was
still echoing through the bunkers and wi ped the stinking fluids off it with a
corner of the Opener's cloak. He stared down at Tiny, shook his head. There
was nothing to do then but nake his way back to the bottom of Orega Shaft; for
hull, at |east, the confusion or curse had been lifted, and he found it
easily. He got into the lift and returned to the surface of Centauri, his nind
such a howing waste that even Gadaffi ben Barka night have felt unconfortable
init

Hal fway up, his dosinmeter reported a mld overex-posure.

It was a long journey back to My Ell a Speed. He pushed one foot doggedly
before the other through the ooze, rain slashing into his face, the whole
desol ate | andscape a gray-green vagueness shifting and nutating as the water
ran off the lenses of his goggles. He stunbled into streanms and buried his

el bows hi stuff he didn't dare look at. He'd been out in it ten minutes before
he renmenbered to put his respirator back on. He coughed m serably.

It was a long journey, and worth nothing in the end. Wen he got back to his
boat, he found the conmand-cabin blown off it in a tangle of cable and nelted
girder, the rest |eaning and bl ackened |ike a dead tree.

Two ot her ships were squatting on the nudbank, enormous and silent. The
UASR(N) Nasser, its fifteen mllion tons half-submerged in the silt, never
built to touch the surface of a planet—+t was on its side, nose down, all its
| ocks opened up by denolition charges and its cavernous insides gutted; and
the I WG Sol onon |ike a red and bl ack noon enbedded after some inconceivable
collision with the planet, her gun ports
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gapi ng. She had done the dirty business on the other, it was plain: but she
seened deserted, too. They |ooned a hundred feet, two hundred feet, into the
dead wet ah-, heaps of dead commandos scattered hi great pools of shadow under
their hulls.



Truck stared nunbly at it all. It was beyond him He went over and put his
back against the ruin of his Ella, slid down into a peasant crouch, and

wr apped his ragged cl oak around hi m agai nst the rain. He shivered. He was
trapped. \Whoever cane up out of the furtive slaughter in the bunkers woul d
have him and the Device. He closed his eyes and waited. Ella groaned and

| eaned a few degrees nore, settling into the nud. He had nothing left.
Presently, he heard shooti ng.

He got up wearily. Of in the direction of Orega Shaft, uncertain in the rainy
di stance, small om nous figures boiled toward him spread out across the
flood-plain and fighting as they cane. Nothing was solved, then. He set off to
nmeet them What el se could he do?

"Captain," said a cold, lively voice frombehind him "did Pater pull you out
of the Snort for nothing—=2"

TO

FOURTEEN

The Third Speed

Down there in the bunker, the Centauri Device had killed himas surely as a
Chanbers bolt: his reflexes were gone. He spun round desperately, reaching for
his gun but knowi ng he'd never have the time to use it

No bl ow fell.

Instead, a |ong pal e hand danced nonentarily like a mrage an inch fromhis
face. He stepped back instinctively, blinked. In that fleeting instant of

bl i ndness, sonething was altered; and when he opened his eyes again, the hand
bel onged to someone he knew, all the nenace had drained fromthe toiling
figures on the flood-plain, and even dim Centauri had brightened around him
Across the pal mof that quick hand there lay a single green carnation

| ong-stenmed and full of grace, beads of noisture clustered in its every
fresh, intricate fold.

"We assumed you were dead," was all he could think of to say.

"I may have been," said H mation the anarchist. "Who knows?" And he | aughed.
The stormcollar of his long
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bl ack cl oak was turned up, his wi de-brimed hat was pulled well down: all that
could be seen of his face was a glitter of eyes. There was di stant anusenent
in them and sone new thing besides, as if since Pater's death he had pursued
in austere and derisive splendor a destiny quite different fromany |laid down
for him H's hands, though, were still full of deft m schief and di shonesty,
and di scovered a small frog behind Truck's ear

"Do you always travel with that, Captain? There, you laughed: | saw it
distinctly." He | ooked down at the Centauri Device, sneered, and cl asped
Truck's free hand between both of his own. "I"'mglad to see you."

"It doesn't affect you," said Truck. He wi shed he could see into the gap

bet ween collar and hat. "Wat do you see me carrying, H nmation?"

"Why should | tell you?" He wi nked. "Other things have 'affected* ne since we
| ast net—

For a nonent, it seemed as if he mght add sonething to that; but when he
spoke again, it was to say:

**Conme on, we have to get you out of here before**—shadi ng his eyes agai nst an
i magi nary sun and peering at the line of advancing nen, who had cone cl ose
enough for their hoarse nmetallic cries to be heard fl apping over the
intervening silt-flats |ike mechanical birds—=this [ot catches hold of you.**
The Iine was thinner now, broken in places; a short, stunpy female figure
trotted tirelessly at the head of it, strung with bandol eers of vonit-gas
grenades and brandi shing a pistol in each hand.

H mation grabbed Truck's arm "Run, Captain!"

"Where to?"

But Truck al ready knew. They breasted a rise, Hmation in the |ead, his cloak
bill owi ng out behind him A vast estuary spread itself before them gray and



calm its far banks lost in a haze of rain. On it, some fifty yards fromthe
shore, there floated a great golden ship. She was fully a quarter of a nile

| ong; her raked and curved fins shone tike sails in some exotic Byzan-
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tine wind; enanel work withed deliciously over her lean hull, words in a | ost
| anguage of rose stens.

" The wolf that follows, the fawn that flies,*" whispered John Truck
"Look"—bl ack shrouded arm |ong white finger, an extravagant swrl of

cl oak—t hey' ve sent a boat out forusr

H mation flung up his arns. Playing cards showered fromthe mrthless air of
Centauri, colored ribbons burst like fireworks fromhis fingertips; when he
bowed right and left, small animals could be seen scuttling round the crown of
his hat, while unruly red hair escaped its brim Awed by his own genius, he
shouted with laughter—n a kind of possessive joy, a |laugh that went on and
on.

When CGeneral Gaw struggled over the rise, she found only the echo of that

| aughter to confort her, as Ataianta in Calydon, the |ast raider, shook off
the water of the bay like a gilded hound and raced up into the sky on a bl aze
of white |ight

"\Where are we goi ng?"

Centauri displayed its scars like Ruth Berenici in a Carter's Snort dawn.

At ai anta in Calydon hung a thousand mles above that wan face, a cobalt blue
i ght washing her exquisite alien netal work, dead nen bobbi ng round her hul

i n thankl ess, eccentric orbits. Hi mation drew hinself up and turned froma

| ong contenpl ation of the wetched enbers of the battle. Wiat he saw out there
was anybody's guess, but it made himtense and w t hdrawn.

"A hundred thousand nen died out there,** he said, ignoring Truck's question
He fidgeted with a pack of cards. "I hate this place." He sighed with a kind
of fierce, inpatient conpassion. "Wy do they do it?" Then, in a | ow voice:
**You*re going to Earth, Captain, fve only got one thing to do before— He

hesitated, then shrugged. "1'll drop you off there first"
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" But -

Truck guttered into silence. He'd expected nore: if not a conjuring trick—a
spiriting away—then at | east sone | essening of his responsibility. The
anarchi st's appearance had lifted his spirits; now they fell again, and he
felt betrayed. He shrugged hel plessly. "You aren't even coming with ne? What
can | do with it on my own?"

The Device was wapped hi the remains of his old Opener cloak in case it
affected Himation's crew, it was heavy, and lately, it had becone slightly
warmto the touch; a faint resonance, a distant thready pul se of vibration
craw ed beneath its skin. Did it armautomatically on the identification of
Cent auran genes? He was alone with it again, and without hope.

"We should dump it, H mation. Right over the edge, where nobody*!! ever find
it again."

"I't nust end on Earth, where everything ends up. Ot herw se there'll be nore of
this— He nodded at the orbital graveyard outside, the corpses floating |like
wet cardboard on dark water.

"I can think of a tine when you'd have | aughed at a few killings. It was you
who licked the knife at Carter's Snort, not me. You might at |east cone to
Earth to help ne, if Earth is so bloody inportant Tell me why you won't."
Alarmbells filled the ship.

H mation whirled to the screens, snapping his fingers at the quarterdeck crew
"Captain, |I—-4tater." He glanced over his shoul der at Truck for a nonent,
shrugged el oquently. He conferred with his fire-control room

"W have a strong trace in the one-fifty mle band, Himation. She's lifted
fromCentauri. Do we fight?"

"W | eave."



At ai anta in Cal ydon throbbed and nmoaned with the power buil dup. Waxy bl ue
[ight drowned the bridge. On the screens, the imge of the graveyard quivered
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and broke op, those wetched hul ks taking on for a precious instant the gaudy
colors of the orchid, the fornms of imaginary beasts. Wth this
transfiguration, panic junped out of a dark hol e and shook himlike a dog with
a dead rat.

"TeD me why!" he shouted across the bridge. "You owe ne that!"

Heads turned toward him Atal anta toppled over the thin edge of space and into
the dyne fields.

H mation rel axed. He crossed the bridge and said, "All right, Captain. It's
hard—+ don't bel ong here any nore—you can't inagi ne— He shook his head, nade
a dismssive gesture with one hand, "All this—= Finally, it tunbled out:

"Captain, |'ve been outside the Galaxy since we last net!"

"Listen, Captain,*1 he continued: "you know how it was at die end of Pater's

| ast fight—

"Atal anta was | ost under the Arab guns, running nice a fawn. | heard Pater cry
*Dyne out!' | could see himflaring along hi ny wake, trying to draw their
fire. But my bridge was exploding with mad light, and |long reaction guns had
breached our hull. He cane hi tine and again, sow ng torpedoes, spouting fire

"Dyne out!'—but his forward batteries were shot away, the Green Carnation was
ri pped open down her length like a gol den pi ke. He stormed past one last tine,
then | saw himflicker—Dyne out!'—and fade. Twice, three tines, he westled
with the dyne fields. He was superb: no other man could have forced that weck
into the Inpossible Medium Rolling like a bitch, still shooting, she

vani shed.

"I tried to follow Atalanta clawed with dreadful energy at the fabric of
space, desperate to push herself clear. Her bridge trenbled with

i oni zati on—retal ran with a fire that consunmed nothing! | knew we were wedged
li ke those pathetic hul ks we had seen earlier hi
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the battle, nmere specters caught on the edge between two hypothetica
eternities. Then | had her through—flip!—tike a grape pip flicked across a
dar kened sickroom | sweated. Captain, | swear | prayed with nmy relief. But
when | noticed ny bridge circuitry, | knew | was no longer in control: it had
nelted to slag! My crew were hel pl ess—

"Atal anta had taken over

**None of our own equi pnrent was operating; instead, the alien nmachinery
shivered with an intense white Iight The hull seened to nmelt and wi t hdraw—se
swam hi sensel essness—all solid forms vani shed in amazing tw sts and
contortions; and when we | ooked at one another, aghast, we were no |onger nen!
Space had sonehow entered the ship, and was crawling through us in slow,

[ um nous waves. W& were steeped in it: we were birds of paradise, we wore the
masks of gil ded deep-sea fishes in sone tidel ess ocean, we were glass effigies
with infinitely thin, attenuated |inbs—

"I knew we would die, if we were not already dead (and trapped forever in sone
uni magi nabl e posture of unreality). But even as the thought formed, space
coughed us up—

"And out into darkness!

"Not hi ng noved beyond the hull. | rushed to the screens—they were dark; we
restored our circuitry, but they remained dark. W pushed out sensors and
probes—they recorded a terrifying distant trace; we regai ned power, we spun
her like a conpass needle to face it—

"There before us lay the Galaxy, fault as an afterinmage craw ing across a dead
man' s eye!

"We've seen it, Captain, fromthe outside. Aboard Atal anta, we've seen them
all: Androneda, M32, NGC205 for our first, hesitant, skeptical journey—and
later to others so unbelievably far out that they have no nanmes. There is a



third | evel of Space, Captain; a Third Speed. |'ve spoken with its denizens,
and | earned the glory of the moth hi the | anp-bow —ean you un-
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derstand why | hate this rubbish heap, with its putty brains and feet of |ead?
|'ve been beyondl

"Since that day, Atalanta in Cdydon has flown herself: we sinply navigate. W
brought her hi triunph back to Howel|l after that first wild flight—enly to
find Pater stifl and cold in his peacock room yourself gone, no one knew
where. That fastidious prince! Hs |life was the purest fabrication of Art, the
nost gilded of lies—but | loved him W outfitted the Driftwood of Decadence
as his bier; we filled her with prints and porcelain and fans of the utnost
sophistry; all Howell gathered to watch her final firework leap into the

unknown. She went off on a sigh, on a whisper, |like a dream of unaccustoned
beauty.

"She's traveling still, Captain, at the Third Speed; Pater may have reached
the edge of the Universe itself by now. He deserved nothing |ess.

"After that, all | could do was cone hi search of you—

"I found a trace of you on Stomach, a nmenory in the eyes of an androgyne
whore. But the trail was cold. | spent a week stalking the city of Intestina
Revel ation, dressed in a stolen Opener cloak. Fromthere, | tracked you to

Avernus. Avernus—the worst place in the universe!l But | ceased to fear for you
when | heard that some lunatic Opener novice with a gun had w ped out Chalice
Veroni ca and hi s whol e Paraphyt hi um operation in a single night. And I was up
there in the parking orbit—not al one—+o watch you bl ow your hatches on not one
body but two.

"You woul d seemto have beconme sonething of a nenesis—*

" "One of themwas Fix,w said Truck. He felt bitterly angry: for Pater, for

hi nsel f, for what they had so nearly achieved on that |ast ride into death,
with the Green Carnation, her heart burst, falling to bits around them and
for what he had in exchange—dead friends, and the Device |ike a yoke across
hi s back.
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'They've killed Fix and Tiny now | haven't anybody left." H xnation had
rescued sonething fromthe night, but Truck's boots were full of lead. He felt
like crying, but, "I still owe themfor that," he said, with as nuch defiance
as he could nuster. "And if |I did for ben Barka, I'"'mglad. | nmeant to."

"But you didn't, Captain. That parking orbit was somewhat crowded, |'m afraid,;
and everyone in it there to watch you: Nasser, Sol onon, Atal anta—eh, we nade a
fine procession later, following you to Centauri. Ben Barka was plucked out of
the nmurder trajectory by his own flagship. He was hi the fight that destroyed
Nasser and the Ella Speed; he was in the bunkers. Like the CGeneral, he is a
survivor."

Truck was aching in every bone, whether from weariness or msery or his
untreated overdose he neither knew nor cared. He sat down on the deck. He put
t he Devi ce down beside him stretched out his | egs, and exam ned his hands.
What could he do? Al along, his gestures of defiance had been crude and
fruitless. He stared desperately up at the anarchist.

*They'll hound ne till |I'm dead, H mation."

No reply.

"What do you imagine | can achieve on Earth? | don't even know what this thing
does. "

H mati on shifted unconfortably, |ooking at the hull above Truck's head. "None
of this means much to me since | went out there. Space is a habit." H s eyes
cl ouded, probing out past the hull. "Pater saw something in yon, sonme strength
that neither he nor | possessed. He wanted you to take the Device and do with
it as you chose. He thought that that action in itself, whatever the purpose
of the thing, mght be enough. You understand? Your inportance has always lain
in your skepticism



"And he intended you to take it to Earth. That's the only reason | came back
at all. | hate this place after what |'ve seen outside."

"What have you seen?" said Truck angrily. "Tell ne
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that" But he wouldn't explain, and for a while each man was absorbed in

hi nsel f Fruck rubbing his hands nervously, full of self-pity, while the
anarchi st gazed at the flying streamers of illusion on Atalanta's screens, at
his crew-at anything but Truck's face.

Finally, Truck said: "You don't know that Pater was right. You don't even know
what he neant Neither of us do. Tmnot even sure he did.**

H mation shrugged. "No," he admitted.

Truck shivered. He couldn't control his hands: |ndependent, they noved gently
over the Device, taking its thready, secret pulse. "Hmation, | want to go
with you," he whispered alnmost in audibly. He junped to his feet. "Please. You
owe ne that. You're using ne, Pater was using nme, just |like the rest of

t hem+"

But H mation had turned away, and pretended not to hear—whether out of

consi deration or enbarrassnment, Truck couldn't decide.

M dni ght on the German Strip. Al real life had fled this place with the Rat
Bomb wars. Hard frost and a |lunar desperation lay on the Iand from Lii beck
south to Plauen. Coburg and Marburg, Dresden and Magdeburg—white ruins under a
cold sky; Hanover and Hanmburg, nanmes on acres of rust and concrete, old weapon
pads, interconnecting pits and craters. Sonewhere through it ran an old, | ost
frontier.

Beneath a bright acidic noon, John Truck stood with H mation the anarchist on
the | ower slopes of the Brocken. In the shadow of the nountai n—onfirmation of
an ol d despair—+tay Atalanta in Catydon, The northeast wind, full of ice
particles and the snmell of the cold gray Baltic brine, whipped Himation's
cloak out like a flag.

"This is as close as | can get you to CGottingen." The wi nd boormed over the
bare rock above, stole his voice, and how ed off with it to the frozen

ni ght mare of Thiiringen

"What the hell am | supposed to do there?"
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"There are people, at least You couldn't have expected ne to put her down at

Al bion."

Truck bl ew on his cupped hands. "No." He set his back to the wi nd-he would | et
it blow him al ong: when had he ever done anything el se?—and hunched his
shoul ders, looking along the valley. "I'd better go before | freeze to death.
Not hi ng noved down there in the wi nd. Boulders or buildings, everything was
covered with verglos and frozen snow.

"Look," said H mation, holding out his hand, "lI'msorry if this seens hard—=
Truck | aughed bitterly. "It's hard,” he said. "And it's no good nme saying that
| don't blane you, because | do. But"—-he grinned—1'd do the same nyself." He

touched the anarchist's hand briefly and wal ked qui ckly away, before he was
tenpted to say anything nore. He'd gone about ten paces when H mation called
"Vait!"

He went back

Hi mation had taken off his cloak and hat. He was thin and hol | ow chest ed,
younger than Truck had inmagi ned, perhaps nineteen or twenty. Hi s great shock
of red hair and dead white face made an astoni shing contact with his bright
bl ue eyes. Shivering and jogging fromone foot to the other, he bundled the
cl othes up and held t hem out

"It's bloody bitter out here—and | shan't need them any nore."

He | ooked suddenly diffident and boyi sh

Truck took themfromhim "You don't |ook much Iike your father," he said.

H mation smiled uncertainly. "My father? Ch, Pater." He |aughed, "Did he tel
you he was ny father?"

Truck shrugged.



"It doesn't matter." He held up the bundle. "WII these do tricks for nme?"
"Who knows?"

H mation smiled shyly. He reached out and pl ucked
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a green carnation from behind Truck's ear. Td better have this back. Good- by,
Captain."

He nade off toward his shi p—stooped, |lean, full of energy, as if he'd been
newly rel eased fromsonme prison. A flurry of snow whirled round him |ike the
prop to an illusion.

"Tell themto look for nme in Andromeda," he called

He raised his hand. A flower fell fromit and was snatched away by the w nd.
Truck slung the cloak around him buttoned its collar, and pulled down his
hat. He retrieved the Centauri Device froma small puddle it had nelted for
itself in the snow, and went into the darkness of the valley, alone. Behind
him he heard Atalanta in Calydon lift into the air.

" "The wolf that follows, the fawn that flies.'
He didn't dare | ook back

Per haps four hours |ater, exhausted and covered with snow, he blundered into
an | W5 early warni ng post sonewhere in the derelict suburbs of Gottingen
"I'"ve come to give nyself up," he said, and peered be-rusedly into the
twilight of the operations room the skin of his face smarting in the sudden
war nt h.

Thi n, unnatural faces squinted back at himthrough a haze of tobacco snoke,
underlighted by the backwash of green light from pl otboard and ultrasonic map:
red-eyed, eerie and frightened, |ike underground animals blinking up from
bur r ows—

After a nonth in one of those places, waiting for the war-to start an operator
begins to see things up on the enpty sl opes of the Vogel shurg, where nothing
has stirred for over three centuries; he inmagi nes nmassive troop novenents
anong the drowned stornteUars of Braunshweig and Sal gitzer; he discovers an
intruder in every silent fall of powdered nortar in a vacant city. He wears

five keys chained to his neck—dsed in a proper sequence, they will kill the
wor | d.
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After two nonths, he can hardly remenber in which order to avoid using them—
Hal f way through the graveyard shift, tired and sick anong a litter of

di sposabl e plastic cups, all they saw was a facel ess, threatening figure in a
dark cloak, snow swirling bejiind it; and under its left arman indistinct,
shifty object that sonehow chafed at their irritated eyes. All they heard it
declare, in a nuffled, deadly voice, was: "l've cone—

A Chanbers gun spluttered in the gl oom

Shadows hurled thensel ves over the walls, jerky and panic-stricken

"You bastards!" screanmed John Truck, and clutched at hinmself in astonishnent.
He snatched his own gun from his boot and dived behind a radar nodul e.

It was a short exchange. At twenty-five or |ess, pho-tophobic and with the

ul cers of a sour responsibility eating at their insides, they were already old
men. He killed themall, lay for a mnute behind the consol e, whinpering. \Wen
he cane out, he saw that sone of them were clutching their keys, while others
sinmply stared relieved at the |low ceiling, blood on their rolled-up

shirtsl eeves—each one thankful, perhaps, that it was only his own death and
not the world's.

Truck npaned. He was seeing in hal ftones. "You should have given ne a chance,"
he murmured, supporting hinmsel f against the doorjanb.

Qut side, the wind was gusting up to Force Eight There was a small VTOL pad
behi nd the buflding. Halfway to it, he collapsed, lay there surprised under

t he sickening sl ow sweep of the ultrasound antennae and exam ned hi s wound.
The bolt had eaten its way into his ribs, |ow down on the right side. The fire
had gone out, but something was |eaking froma fist-sized hole.



"Ch God," he prayed. "Onh, Christ"

He | eaned on one elbow in the frozen slush and retched with fear. He couldn't
feel anything down there, no pain, nothing. He w ped his nouth, |ooked
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up. A single aircraft was on the pad. He hauled hinself |aboriously toward it,
hi ssi ng and gasping every time his right side touched the ground, out of
horror that he'd get something in the wound.

He hadn't once let go of the thing under his armpit was warm enough now to
give himconfort in the wild night

FI FTEEN

The Last Anarchi st

It was 6 AM Christmas norning in Carter's Snort when John Truck brought the
stolen VICL into the abandoned rocket-mail field at Renfield Street. Snow was
on the ground, Sauchihall was full of crepe paper streaming in the wind; in
warm entrances and fuggy hal l ways, the port |adies were singing carols to
their custoners.

He cane in hard, failing to kill all the vehicle's forward nomentum It slewed
drunkenly over the concrete, falling apart, to fetch up finally with a
surprised grunt agai nst the base of an old launching gantry. For a mnute or
two it pushed itself in a grinding, obsessive circle round the obstacle, like
a blind and dying crab on an enpty beach. Then the engi ne gave up, and there
was only a thin hiss of |ow pressure air escaping froma fractured puff-pipe
in the w ng.

Of in the dark, undercarriage wheels rolled toward the edge of the field,
bounci ng and spinning |ike tossed coins.

Truck let his forehead rest against the |anding-conputer display. He was
delirious, full of norphine and anphetam nes fromthe VIOL's survival kit; his
| ower
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chest was an awkward, pul py bag of pain; visions came and went |ike m nutes of
wakeful ness in a week of sleep. "W made it, Pater," he mnuttered.

After a while, he raised his head, feeling a pressure, a radiation on the back

of his neck. He couldn't see Cor Caroli, but he knew it was up there
somewhere, one bad eye wi nking sardonically down on all rmurder and death. Cor
Caroli, dog into wolf. He pondered his own transmgration, acconplished
somewhere between Sad al Bari and Centauri VII. Wiere had his old body gone?

He was sick now, but he was all wolf.

The Devi ce whi spered urgently to him He ignored it as much as he coul d,

occasi onal I y wavi ng one preoccupi ed, inpatient hand in front of his face as if
to dispel the persistent fevers that hovered round his skull. It showed him
novi es of Orega Shaft. He was gray-faced, he was burning up. It cost a century
of effort to drag hinself out of the cockpit. Civilizations rose and fel

whi | e he blundered up and down Renfield Street, trying to renmenber who he was.

"I"'mcomng," he said petulantly. "Don't rush ne."

\Y

The Snort hid coyly fromhimin a maze of side streets, then junped out with
no warning at all. Truck closed his doors to it—heon, mercury vapor, a piddle

of sleet coming from sonewhere up above the buildings to light up in the gl ow
fromthe barfront wi ndows—but it got to himsonehow, warm and alive in the
teeth of the compass w nd, and guided himthrough the nurk al ong thoroughfares
that led only to places he didn't want to go. He staggered on, blue-Ilipped and
anoxi c; and at every corner, at every |landmark, he picked up passengers to
ride the | ower decks of Jris skull—

The Boot Pal ace on Sauchi hall: echoing and sour, haunted by a feeble echo of
music. Its walls glimered at him Tiny Skeffern stood in the shadows there,

ki cking an anmplifier in ghostly pique, shrugged, clinmbed aboard—as if Truck
were some biological Ella Speed to lift himout and away fromthat place. Fix
t he bosun
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stunped after him "Well need big protection, boss." And settled down inside
to keep watch through Truck's runny eyes—

West Central Detention: danp and dirty and down by the river. Qut on the
street anong the rubbl e—naybe even hoping to be arrested and taken in to
where he felt confortable. Singing and weaving: "You look like | feel, Cap'n."
He turned away in that classic 6 A M pose, one hand flat against the wall to
steady hinself, head down crucified to vomt enptily. "Gve us a lift, bosun
eh?" And he clinbed on, too, w nking and noddi ng. Behi nd himcane Picking Nick
and Angel and Og—aught holding for a friend, vagrant and eccentric—udged,
sentenced, and condemmed to becone graffiti on a wall—

Bayl ey the Wecker's: wind noved anong the broken spines, chains clanked, but
the specters there were tender enough to hurt himin regions beneath his
delirium Angina Seng sniled and wi nced—I could have gone for you." Qut anong
the giant metal, Annie Truck, port |lady fromway back, waddl ed toward himwth
dignity, massively up the stick with his own self, materializing fromthe
scattered ribs of a refrigerator ship. Werever he | ooked, sheep's eyes ful

of regret net his own—

They came to hi mwhet her he'd known themor not, until he thought his skin
woul d burst fromthe pressure of their essence: every |loser, every spacer who
had ever lifted froma planet; every tired nute refugee who ever cane down the
Carling Line; the confused, the accused, the m sused—the spiritual, noral, and
nmet aphysi cal basket cases of fully two hundred years. They crowded—their odors
of loss, all their heart-luggage, all their badges of despair—nto the space
behi nd his eyes, to stare out passive and inarticulate at the hinterland of

all hinterlands: the displaced, the disgraced, the arrested, the outcast and
unarmed, all his longtinme dependents com ng home to that inevitable junction
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after who knew what | ong unconprehendi ng trudge across the years and |ight
year s—

The new Cent aur ans.

Down by the prison he | eaned over the parapet of a bridge. The river

di sappeared beneath him oily and magi cal, constantly renewed. He owed them
not hi ng, he owed them everything, and they were still pouring in. He knew he'd
been drained, turned into an enpty and purified vessel to receive precisely
this draught, this visitati on—~Wat do you want?" But they sinmply stared on
What coul d he give then? How | ong coul d he hold together? He could only drag
hi nsel f away fromthe bridge and take to the streets again, goi ng—where?

Four hours later, Ruth Berenici Truck, rising late after a lonely

ni ght +urning the other, unscarred cheek to face the world as she opened the
door —found himon her doorstep. Were el se should he be, now? He was curled up
tight round his wound or the Cen-tauri Device, and snow was in the holl ows
beneat h hi s cheekbones.

He | ooked up at her with a pain so intense as to wake every echo of her own
and said distinctly, "No more. I"'mfull up. I"'mhurt, Ruth. Can we cone hi?"
"Al'l you have to do is be born," he said later, trying to explain hinself. And
when she showed no sign of understandi ng (because you have to be crazy to live
in the general rather than the particular). "I can feel themhi ne. Al us

| osers are Centaurans."

Rut h Berenici sighed. She took away the chl orhex-idene aerosol, the

sul fanil am de powder, and the foul ed dressings. "Wat do | have to do to get
in there?" she called fromthe kitchen. Reappearing in the connecting doorway,
slightly stooped, arns fol ded across her stonach: "Di e?" She went and frowned

over the Cen-tauri Device, continued al nost absently, "Is there a place for
the living in your cosy little col ony?"
n Rth h. n
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Tin sorry. Truck, what is this thing?"

"\What ever you see." He | aughed, coughed. "It*s an operator of entropy."
Qutside, it was afternoon: gray. O ouds raced through the sky. He was propped
up on his side on the bed, where he'd been since she nanhandl ed himhi (fl oppy
and apol ogetic, nothing new.

The cough went on and on, |ike a paper-shredder working hi his chest cavity.
She had plugged the hole, but the bolt was still hi there; deflected downward
by a rib, it had passed through the bottom of one |lung and | odged hi the upper
part of his abdomen, where it could be seen pressing up agai nst the scarred

pl astic of his Opener w ndow (| ooking at which for the first time, Ruth had
nmerely conpressed her |ips and shaken her head—ust another funny hat). As the
| ast of the norphine wore off, the pain was beconi ng unbearabl e. He wondered
idly if the ghosts hi his head could feel it, too.

"They're late," he said presently, watching the twilight creep out of the high
corners of the room

He waited the afternoon away, imuobile, his sunken eyes follow ng Ruth
Berenici as she noved restlessly round the room He was trying to find ways of
apol ogi zing to her for being hinself—even now, when they both so desperately
needed himto be sonething el se.

He slept alittle. Wen he raved, she held hi mdown; when he woke noani ng,
"You could go to a hospital," she begged.

"They're all using ne!" he screamed. Use and owe: was it the only | anguage?
"Don't cry, Ruth." He rolled onto his back, stared fearfully at the ceiling;
dropped off again, to relive Pater's fatal flight, the Cowper furnace, the
Central Bunker—to enunerate all the coffins he had al ready occupi ed.

"John!"

Pi gs squealed in sone dream wiggling hi comcal flabby fear fromunder the
knife, like mad Gishkin in a bunker; but the squeal he woke to was of brakes,
and

198

The Centaur/ Device

in the street outside. Half a dozen arnored vehicles had arrived beneath Ruth
Ber eni ces wi ndow-doors sl amed, turbines raced up and down their power curves
then di ed abruptly.

"John!"

Both ends of the street were sealed off. Fromdown in the hallway cane a
curious muffled thud as a small expl osive charge knocked the outside door off
its hinges. The stairwell rang with falling debris, then footsteps. A

two- hundred-watt anplifier truck began to broadcast garbled Martian conmmands
into the night

"John!"

At first, he didn't realize what was happening. He struggled up out of the
abattoir with his nouth hot and gunmy, worked his tongue round it, blinking at
the celling, where streetlight nmade an asymretric screen. Ruth's dark figure
bent over him caught at his shoul ders. "JohnF* He shook his head. It woul dn't
clear. Then, on the second flight of stairs, soneone manufactured an illusion
of resistance fromthe shadows—fired off his Chanbers gun

"IWE " yelled Truck. "Christ!"

He clawed at Ruth's hands and flung her away fromhim He threw hinself off
the bed and rolled across the floor, scooping the Centauri Device up as he
went Ruth was sobbing softly somewhere of f by the window, and all around him
the hinterland seenmed to be full of sirens—faint, distant, of inpersona
intent, rising and falling on the conpass wind |like an anxi ety on the edge of
reflection.

Wth sweat pouring into his eyes and his teeth chattering, he dragged hinsel f
to where he could set his back against a wall and face the door. Ruth | ooked
desperately down into the street. 'Truck?" she pl eaded.

He was on the edge of a dark hole. "Ruth, I—= They were on the | anding
out si de, kicking lunps out of the wall while they waited for an order. "Ruth—=
It was too late for any of that
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He bit his lips. The door caved in.

**| prom sed we'd nmeet again, sonny," said Alice Gaw conpl acently.

She stood in the doorway, squat and brutal, dust and funes fromthe expl osion
downstairs drifting up the stairwell to settle on the |anding behind her. She
seened preoccupi ed. "CGod, what a leprotic hole this place is." She was back in
the bl ack short skirt of her WA uniform stomach saggi ng over the | eather belt
that held her hol ster up

She studi ed the room anusedly for a nonment, then sauntered in and stepped
aside. Fleet policenen hurried past her and began to go methodically through
it, breaking up the furniture with careful efficiency. Truck coughed disnally,
t he paper-shredder at work hi his lung again. Now it had happened, he felt
curiously renote. The CGeneral | ooked hi mover, chuckl ed.

*T see they made a bit of a ness of yon in Gottingen." She shook her head.
"Was it worth it—2 You nmight have started a real war this tine. If it hurts,
H get a quack in as soon as we've got tills little business over with-.**
"Don't bother, Ceneral. IIl survive."

She ignored him absently watching the Fleet nen as they tore up sonme | oose
boards. "Look sharp, you lot," she chided them "or 1*11 do it nyself. You
haven't got all day." Her features went lax. Still [ooking awmay fromhim "I'm
not sure you will, Truck. And | don't have all that much time here nysel f,"
Her one eye focused on himsuddenly. "Frankly, you' ve nade it a shade
difficult for me with the people | answer to. They're sending me over to the
Strip to sort out the cock-up you caused there—=

She ran a hand through her hair. Her attention wandered. "Truck, ny |ove, why
haven't you introduced us?"

And she sniled over at Ruth Berenici—
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—who, energing from whatever personal nightnmare found its expression in the
street belowonly to find herself in a nore public one, cried, "Wo are you?
How can you just burst in here like this—Animal!"

Alice Gaw cocked her head to one side like a snmall deformed bird. "Myny," she
sai d. She planted herself, feet apart, in front of Ruth and stared up at her
with an expression of chilly intimcy. "Look, lovie," she began evenly, "I
like you. | liked you on sight If I hadn't, | might have resented that.**

She reached out lazily and captured Ruth's | ower jaw in one hard hand. She
tutted synpathetically.

"That's a nasty scar. No, don't be shy. Let's have a look at it."

And, with the nuscles of her forearmtrenbling slightly, she forced Ruth's
marred profile into the |ight.

"You know, that really is nasty,** she nused. "Look duckie,"” she rnurnmured
confidentially, "111 tell you what: I'mfifty-six years old, and Fve been on
nmy feet all bloody night |Iong. Just you keep on the right side of nme, and Ti
keep on the right side of you. Hn?" "Leave her alone, General," said Truck
quietiy. Since his trip across the long floor, it cost himpain to breathe, to
speak—even to concentrate. A warm brown fog had crept up while he was unaware
and filled theroom events filtered through it to himonly after a peculiar
delay. There was a salty taste in his nouth.

"You can | eave her alone, now " The General relaxed her grip. Rum Berenici

twi sted out of it and fled whinpering toward the door, her |ong body ungainly
with fear. One of the Fleet men caught hold of her. "Just see she doesn't do
herself any harm lad," said Alice Gaw. Tiredly, gazing out of the w ndow
"Al'l right then Truck-where is it?"

Keepi ng his eyes open had becone difficult—sonme kind of grit had worked up
under the lids. He got the Centauri Device out fromunder his cloak, painstak-
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ingly stripped the charred and bl ood-stai ned rags of that other garnment off



it, and set it on his lap. It didn't | ook much.

"What do you see, General ?*' he asked. He shrugged painfully. "I don't think
really want to know. No—I'd stay put if | were you. You're talking to a
Cent au-ran. "

And she was.

H s eyes closed. In twos and threes, driven across airless spaces by a wind no
one can nane, coming the |long way round fromthe gutter-edge outposts of the
Gal axy, they were stifl drifting into his head, pressing up against the
shuttered windows to await a glinpse of that crucial room-a direct, inevitable
link between the Centauri Genocide and the deaths of all his friends.

Al'l us losers are Centaurans—and that conceit established his ancestry nore
effectively than any biochem stry. Eyes open again he discovered CGeneral Gaw
squi nting across the roomat him

"You'll regret that, sonny," she prom sed. And: "It doesn't look like the
thing I saw in the bunker."

"I think it armed itself when | picked it up. You only saw its dornmant phase."
Sonet hi ng caught at his throat; he swall owed, coughed, tasted bl ood agai n—and
this time the contraction of his diaphragm nmuscles triggered off a quick
uncont ai nabl e spasm of his | ower intestine-he'd dislodged the spent Chanbers
bolt and it had fetched up sonewhere in the nmess behind his window. "Ch," he
whi spered. "Ch, shit."

Then, hearing a sharp intake of breath, a scrape of feet, "I can set it off at
any time, General!" He raised his head slowly fromwhere it had slunped on his
chest She had noved in a couple of yards and stood before himin a rel axed
prof essi onal crouch. "Wat made you think you' d be any closer to owning it
when you found your Centauran?"

She showed her teeth.

"Come off it, Truck. Fmyour only chance. From
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the stink in here, I'd say sonmebody stuck one right in your guts. Wat's to

stop me waiting? You're going to die, Truck."

"I promise you ITI fire it off if that |ooks Iike happening, General. Fve got
not hi ng much left to | ose.™

Conf ounded, she wi thdrew, and through the thickening fog he watched her confer
wi th one of her policenen, who presently nodded and left the room

"Rut h?" said Truck, but she didn't hear him He w ped his hand across his
mout h, and it canme away wet and shocking. Successive stornms of fear and pain
and vertigo swept through him each crisis |eaving himweaker—while the
Centauri Device, a high, electrical voice, vibrated in every cell of his

br ai n.

| Tiere wasn't nmuch left of himup there—a thread of nmenory, the odd little bit
of personal stuff. It came down to streets and faces in the end, scraps that
still defined nun, a fading signal fromthe hinterland. He was a proxy, he was
a junction box—

*TU ten you what / think, Trackie."

He had al nost fallen asleep. He peered about the room He was deadly tired.

"I think you're waiting for your gyppo friends to pun you out of this. If you
are, forget it Bring Mnthrough, |ads!"

When "he" cane through, under the watchful eye of the Fleet, he was nuch
changed. Cccupying the same space as he occupi ed, coextensive yet divorced,
breat hi ng—+f it could be said to breathe—+the sane air as he breathed, cane his
| ong-time specter.

The flat and watchful planes of his face were sinple inplications of the

bl eached and j awl ess skull beneath, pouring fine sand fromthe sockets of its
eyes, generator and epicenter of all deserts; resident in the marrow of his
spi ne were ot her vertebrae—scattered beneath a dead tree, polished, nourning;
as he nmoved, he shed brittle echoes of past deserts and intimations of the
Desert to Come. And, far off in his liquid brown
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eyes—broken white colums, like reflections in a failing cistern—

Ben Bar ka. The ghost enconpassed himlt wore his uniformw thout pity.
"Ceneral —= The pronptings of a parched wing. "I ama prisoner of war. This is
a charade. | object to taking part init"

"Cut it out, Gadafli," advised General Gaw. "I know you." And she gave hima
breezy grin. He shrugged in-finitesimally and seened to forget her. "\Wat |
don't know, Truck," she went on, "is what deal you two scabs cooked up in the

Aver nus parKki ng-orbit—=

Ben Bar ka chuckl ed sourly. "General =

"Speak when you're spoken to, ben Barka. Truck, you aren't denying that you
shi pped himup to a rendezvous with Nosser in that sardine can of yours?"
"There was no deal, General; there was no rendezvous. He kifled a friend of
m ne." Truck coul dn't understand what she was getting at. "You nust be mad."
But it was hardly worth it Her voice rose and feU, endless, accusing,

endl essly beside the point; ben Barka's deserted husk replied with the dry
song of the locust; above themboth, electrical, crystalline, angelic—the

voi ce of the Centauri Device rem nded how certain things nmght be done,
ushered him a particle of human silt down the |ong sl ow watercourses of
Centauri vn.

Where at last he nmight be initiated into that queer half-life beneath the
ooze, the purgatorial suspension of his nother's race—

He woke up abruptly, in a panic because he thought the Fleet men were ushering
ben Barka fromthe room

"Wait!" he cried. "Ceneral, nake ne a bid!"

She had crept closer while he dozed, hands tense and outstretched. Now she

| ooked wonderingly down at him "It's you who's out of his mind, duckie.
"W've got you now, unless you do sonething quickly— She sounded al nost
synmpathetic. "I wonder if you' U have the guts to work that ruddy thing?**
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Truck groaned inpatiently.

"Ceneral," he whispered, "HONS the tinme! You want the Device, and nme to
operate it for you. Nothing' s changed. Tell ne why. Tell me how it—Look, just
tell me who win benefit!”

This time, he knew for whom he was asking: they waited-as they' ve al ways

wai ted, at rocketports, pneumatique stations, in delousing sheds and hand- out
queues; in the greasy front offices of courts and refugee canps and detention
bureaus—+tired and griny and stoned. He was asking for a dwarf, a musician, and
a dead Centauran whore, for everyone who had nowhere to sieep at night, the
new i ncunbents of his brain—

She opened her nout h.

Three qui ck expl osi ons shook the street outside.

The whol e room was flooded briefly with an intense, ominous red glow Ruth
Bereni ci mpaned and flung herself toward Truck; one of her guards reached out
and carefully hooked the feet fromunder her. The buil di ng shook and
shuddered, plaster drifted dowmn fromthe ceiling. A Fleet noncom his face

bl oody and convul sed, appeared in the doorway.

"On the roof!" he shouted, eyes wild. "General! Two detachnents, and anot her
hi the street!"

"Christ, ben Barka, you're going to regret this*" said Alice Gaw calmy. She

rounded on the noncom "Hold them | need five minutes here. Get sone support
in. How the fucking hell were they allowed to get this far in the first
pl ace?1*

"They're jamm ng everything, General; we cant raise Fleet—

Ali ce Gaw whi pped her Chanmbers gun out of its holster and ramred its barrel up
into the soft place under ben Barka's chin. "Hold them" she screaned at the
noncom " Chumri e, Fm going to bl ow your head off the noment any of that filth
gets down here— She pulled his head back with her free hand.

He overbal anced, plucked at her arm eyes w de and
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enpty; and for sonme seconds they tottered about in a circle, locked in the
excesses of the Dance., Harsh, nechanical grunts and sobs, an eerie, obsessive
shuffle of feet.

She pushed himaway and raised the pistol, breathing in great noisy gasps. Her
eyepatch bad cone adrift, and raw pul py horror stared out of the hole in her
head.

"I think 1"l do it now-=
The wi ndow expl oded i nwards, and a stray shot fromthe street buried itself in
the opposite wall, fizzing and spitting like an angry cat. A spatter of gl ass,

a sudden stillness. Into which John Truck said:

"It's now or never, Ceneral. Quick! Make us a bid!"

The pit in her face gaped above Mmn Her chin was wet.

"Gowth," she croaked, and he hardly recogni zed her voice. She swallowed. "A
free market econony. Law and progress. Peace with honor. You know all that."
She thrust her face up very close to his. Cosnetics were caked in her pores.
He wondered how ol d she really was. "Truck? We nust stop them They're a
threat to every worth-while human val ue!" she said.

"Freedom and dignity, Truck, how rmuch are they worth?" she demanded, her
single eye blazing. "You ve had themall your |ife because we kept watch!"
From the wi ndy concrete plains of Anywhere, the bleak industrial conplexes of
Parrot and the radi o-deserts of Wber 11, fromthe filthy vapor-lighted alleys
of the Snort, the new Centaurans—di senfranchi sed by poverty, barred from
action by law, a pusher's nmarket—erowded into that junction box between past
and present atrocities that was John Truck's skull.

They were silent

"Well, Truck?" She bent over himanxiously, as if sensing a little of what he
represented at that nmonent He knew she didn't.

"Let ben Barka nake his bid," was all he said.

She threw up her hands in disgust
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"Laddie, | was hoping for a mnute there you weren't conpletely out of your
head—

Fi ghti ng had broken out on the stairs as ben Barka's deat h-commando pushed its
way ofi the roof. Dust and snmoke billowed into the roon a dispute over the
third turning of the fourth flight became an action, a battle, a siege;
screans, burning neat, and bellows fromthe anplifier truck outside. Sonebody
hi the street had brought up a small rocket |auncher and was busily poundi ng
the top floors of the building to nibble with it

Truck could see nothing now unless it was within a couple of feet of his eyes.
He felt his substance boiling off into the void with the effort of hol ding

hi nsel f together against the twin pressures of the Device and its inheritors.
, "Let himspeak!" he hissed.

In the event, ben Barka came up of his own accord, The General's police

vani shed to back up a holding action on the stairs, but he nade no nove to
escape. He studied Truck's white and sunken face inpassively. He brushed at
somet hing that m ght have been fine sand, |odged in a crease of his uniform
"What precisely are you offering nme, Captain?" he inquired. He raised his
hand. "No, Ceneral CGaw. Consider: what have either of us to | ose? Cur
footing"—a thin snile—would now seemto be equal." The rmuzzle of the pistol
waver ed, dropped. "Captain?"

"A chance to speak, ben Barka."

"Very well, then." He looked to Alice Gaw for confirmati on. She nodded,
shrugged, pursed her lips. "It'll get you nowhere, duckie. Mark nmy words."
Ben Bar ka cl asped hi s hands behi nd his back.

"Captain: IW5 rapes and plunders, exploits crimnally the | abor force of the
Gal axy. Used hi the service of a genuinely Socialist revolution, the Device
will bring about redress, stability, peace—and a just share in the profit and



t he adventure by the | abor force."
He gl anced toward the door, speculating on the state
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of the conflict. "Social forces work |ike natural ones, Captain-blindly,
forcibly, erosively. I know what you want. If we are to be a viable

alternative to the corruption of W5 we nmust be a hot, corroding

wi nd—stripping off the topsoil where we must, reshapi ng—

Truck closed his eyes.

"You haven't any conception of what | want. Either of you. The odd thing is
that you both actually seemto believe all this stuff. W' ve heard enough.™

A quick, frightened novenent in the fog: Ruth Ber-enici, bruised and dirty,
unabl e to understand. She pushed between Alice Gaw and the Col onel and,
kneel i ng, touched one of Truck's hands.

"John, this is mad! You're dying! Wat does it matter which of themyou give
it to, when either of themcould get you a doctor?"

He regarded her in silence. There sinmply wasn't enough of himleft nowto tel
her anyt hing.

"Don't | get a chance to bid?" she pleaded. "Wat use are you to either of us
dead?"

"I"'msorry, Ruth."

"Sorry? John, it's me in here!" Then, quietly: "Damm you. Damm you for a

| oser."

They were | eaving himthe way they had cone, through sone back door of his
brai n—evaporating into fields and fluxes nore subtle than any Dynafl ow can
create. Dogma nmeans nothing to them Personal relationships they take where
they can, and al ways | ose them sonewhere between the R ght and the Left,
somewhere in the scorched field, in the urinal snell of the transit canp or

t he subway station.

It comes down to scars and enpty bellies in the end. It comes to nunb brains
and the [ ong trudge.

When they had gone—+efugees fromlife and death, shuffling back down the |ight
years and the centuries, hunched up against that eternal bitter Conpass

W nd—he snmiled over his bitter disappointnent. He saw quite clearly again. He
saw what the hat and the
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cl oak meant. How nuch better Hi nmation or Pater would have been able to say it.
"It isn't enough," he decided. "So | amleft with this thing after all
"l'isten, Ceneral. The Centauri genes have been scattering thensel ves over the
Gal axy for two hundred years. There's a survivor of the Genocide in every
drifter who ever lifted froma planet.

"But more: all of us down here are survivors of sone personal atrocity, even
if it's only birth.

"W breathe the dust of tragedy, and you offer us politics.

"Col onel -bot h of you—we're sick of ideology. It doesn't seemto work for us,
only for you. You watch us crawl round the worl d—because there's nothing el se
for us to do—and see in us the reflection of a dreamthat was never worth the
words you use to describe it; everywhere, you discover the synbols of your own
obsession, codified but unreal fust as you di scovered themin the bunker on
Centauri."

He touched the thing on his lap. It seenmed to swell beneath his hand.

"This is the only thing that has ever belonged to us. Wen we hurt, you sel
us sonething to ease the pain. This is the power to say, we aren't buying any
nore, and to nean that we're not buying it fromeither of you.

"Let's see what it does, shall we?"

Qutside, the street erupts in sflent flame. The Snort is burning. Wat does it
matter, now? It was never worth anything, anyway.

Earth's old diplomatic grin splits wi de open, to reveal a scaffolding of bone.
The room spins like a top and whirls away. Ruth Berenici, unattainable warm



declivity, wounded, fading, falls away. Behind her Arab and Israeli, plucked
away i nsensate, topple fromthe bl oody stair.
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"Christ, Gadaffi, stop him" screans the General. They m ght hurl thensel ves
forward forever, open-handed, gripped by eternal preternatural fear—

To hang, a dying-insect-humon the noving air, while John Truck
transliterated, last of the O d Cen-taurans and first of the New, allows that
ot her voice, electric, to flood his inner ear

H s hands nove: precise, el egant

The thing on his lap like an aninmal stirs to meet them...

Nothing is lost... /

somet hing twi sts the world away. ..

Epi | ogue

So little cones down to us.

Wil e the above is not solely fiction—being, as the reader will have realized,
a dramati zed account of sone of the events l|leading to the Sol-Centauri
Hyper - nova of 2367, and the formation of what is still known in hinterland

argot as "Truck's Gap"—sources are few and scattered: a handful of secret
files relating to the nysterious Centauri Device recovered fromI|Ws and UASR
enbassies on Sad al Ban 1V, Avernus, and—oddly enough, considering its
backwat er position—d oam records of coded tachyon transm ssions by the

crui sers Sol omon and Nasser prior to the battle of Centauri VII, and of
Eart h- Fl eet conmuni cations right up to the nonment of occlusion; and, perhaps
| ess bare but no less tantalizing, evidence gathered over some years—and in
difficult conditions—from spacers who had known or tal ked with Captain John
Truck.

W have no record of the node of operation of the Centauri Device-here we
foll ow (somewhat inaccurately, we fear, to the end of a nore satisfying dram)
t he nost popul ar of the current "psychic** theories. And nothing, not even the
unstrictured inmagination
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can explain that curious spatial discontinuity which engul fed everything
within a radius of ten light years fromEarth in the winter of that, Earth*s
nost urgent year: Sol was destroyed, along with Centauri, to produce the power
for this vast sleight of hand; the chains of Terran politics were broken; no
nore can be said. Further, we have no clue whatever to the appearance of the
Device in its arned phase—+the sol e descriptions extant refer to what was seen
in the Orega Shaft bunker by Dr. Gishkin's archaeol ogi cal team General Gaw
and two of her police force, and the UASR agent Col onel ben Barka. It was
never our intention to produce original research, or shed new |light on these
matters, but to concern ourselves with what is nore relevant hi hunman ternms.
O the golden ship Atalanta in Cafydon, there has been no sign since. She
called at Pater's secret base shortly before the engul fnent of Earth, and
evacuated those of its conpl enent who wi shed to | eave. Many of these

anarchi sts chose to remain in the Gal axy. About eighty of themwere put off on
the night side of Avernus sone hours before the hypernova took place, and it
is fromthemthat we have our accounts of the "Third Speed," of the asteroid
Howel| and its fastidious prince, and of H nmation's |ast words to Captain
Truck. Whether Atalanta in Calydorfs stopover on Avernus was in any way
connected with the reactor accident which finally destroyed the warren known
as "Junk Gity** wfll never be proved. The events, however, were undeniably
coi nci dent

But our greatest concern must undoubtedly be with the greatest mystery: The
character of Captain Truck hinself.

Say what you like of him that his friendships were shall ow and cal |l ous; that
his norals were those of a cretin or a snall animal; that his interests were
tawdry. Say that he had sold drugs on nine planets and abused them on ninety



nore; that he had fought hi dishonor and squalor in every back alley of the
Gal axy, display-
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ing only the courage of desperation. Say that he was young and unformed aud
uneducat ed, and of a depth of naivete" matched only by his premature
bitterness—

But adnmit also that while he found |ife unpl easant, he found death worse. He

| oathed killing and conscious hurt, hypocrisy and cant, and the glib
lip-service solution of human m sery provided by ideol ogy—but could find no
means to articulate that |oathing. This nost honest of dishonesties could only
find its expression in surliness, in bravado, in a constant search for

i mper manent oblivion. He had in fact, despite it all, innocence. Only that

i nnocence or Grace made his gesture possible: only innocence can ever nake
such gestures possible, or acceptable.

Did he see his action as a belated revenge for the Centauri atrocity? Was he
sinmply disgusted by the irrelevance to reality of the politics of his tune? He
has been cast in both these roles in previous accounts, and both are forceful
human activators. Again, though: 8 nore sinple, direct revenge for the
killings he had seen or taken part in during the last few weeks of his life
may have notivated himer he may sinply have triggered the Device
accidentally, while delirious fromthe injuries he received in the Go'ttingen
early-warning station

There are even grounds for that peculiar and poetic nyth of the spaceport
subcul ture—di e belief that John Truck destroyed Earth as a proxy of the "new
Cent au-rans, " those fabul ous underground deni zens of the dockland sl uns and
the dyne fields, who will soneday energe as the true inheritors of the Gal axy.
The reader must judge for hinself.



