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IT WAS My first time to heaven and | was no one at all, no one at all, and this was the
voyage that was supposed to nake me soneone.
But though | was no one at all | dared to | ook upon the mllion worlds and | felt a great

sorrow for them There they were all about nme, humming along on their courses through the night,
each of thembelieving it was actually goi ng sonmewhere. And each one wong, of course, for worlds
go nowhere, except around and around and around, pathetic nonkeys on a string, forever tethered in

pl ace. They seemto nove, yes. But really they stand still. And | -- | who stared at the worlds
of heaven and was swept with conpassion for them-- | knew that though | seenmed to be standing
still, 1 was in fact noving. For | was aboard a ship of heaven, a ship of the Service, that was

spanning the light-years at a speed so inconprehensibly great that it mght as well have been no
speed at all.

| was very young. M ship, then as now, was the Sword of Orion, on a journey out of Kansas
Four bound for Cul -de-Sac and Strappado and Mangan's Bitch and several other worlds, via the usua
spinarounds. It was ny first voyage and I was in command. | thought for a long tinme that I would
| ose ny soul on that voyage; but now | know that what was happeni ng aboard that ship was not the
| osing of a soul but the gaining of one. And perhaps of nobre than one.

2

Roacher thought | was sweet. | could have killed himfor that; but of course he was dead
al r eady.

You have to give up your |life when you go to heaven. What you get in returnis for nme to
know and you, if you care, to find out; but the inescapable thing is that you | eave behi nd
anything that ever linked you to life on shore, and you becone sonething else. W say that you

give up the body and you get your soul. Certainly you can keep your body too, if you want it.
Most do. But it isn't any good to you any nore, not in the ways that you think a body is good to
you. | mean to tell you howit was for me on my first voyage aboard the Sword of Orion, so nany
years ago

I was the youngest officer on board, so naturally | was captain

They put you in command right at the start, before you're anyone. That's the only test
that means a damm: they throw you in the sea and if you can swimyou don't drown, and if you can't
you do. The drowned ones go back in the tank and they serve their own useful purposes, as push-
cells or downl oaders or mind-w pers or Johnny-scrub-and-scour or whatever. The ones that don't
drown go on to other conmmands. No one is wasted. The Age of WAste has been over a long tine.

On the third virtual day out from Kansas Four, Roacher told ne that | was the sweetest
captain he had ever served under. And he had served under plenty of them for Roacher had gone up
to heaven at |east two hundred years before, maybe nore.

"I can see it in your eyes, the sweetness. | can see it in the angle you hold your head."

He didn't nean it as a conplinent.

"W can put you off ship at Utim Thule," Roacher said. "Nobody will hold it against you

We'll put you in a bottle and send you down, and the Thuleys will catch you and decant you and
you'll be able to find your way back to Kansas Four in twenty or fifty years. |t mght be the
best thing."
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Roacher is small and parched, with brown skin and eyes that shine with the purple
| um nescence of space. Sonme of the worlds he has seen were forgotten a thousand years ago.

"Go bottle yourself, Roacher,” | told him
"Ah, captain, captain! Don't take it the wong way. Here, captain, give us a touch of the
sweetness." He reached out a claw, trying to stroke ne along the side of ny face. "Gve us a

touch, captain, give us just a little touch!"

“I'I'l fry your soul and have it for breakfast, Roacher. There's sweetness for you. o
scuttle off, will you? Go jack yourself to the nmast and drink hydrogen, Roacher. Go. o."

"So sweet," he said. But he went. | had the power to hurt him He knew !l could do it,
because | was captain. He also knew | wouldn't; but there was always the possibility he was
wong. The captain exists in that nmargin between certainty and possibility. A crewnan tests the
width of that margin at his own risk. Roacher knew that. He had been a captain once hinself,
after all.

There were seventeen of us to heaven that voyage, staffing a ten-kilo Megaspore-class ship
with full annexes and extensions and all virtualities. W carried a bulging cargo of the things
regarded in those days as vital in the distant colonies: pre-read vapor chips, artificial
intelligences, climte nodes, matrix jacks, nmedi q nmachi nes, bone banks, soil converters, transit
spheres, conmuni cation bubbl es, skin-and-organ synthesizers, wildlife donestication plaques, gene
repl acenent kits, a sealed consignnment of obliteration sand and other proscribed weapons, and so
on. W also had fifty billion dollars in the formof I[iquid currency pods, central-bank-to-
central -bank transmssion. |In addition there was a passenger |oad of seven thousand col oni sts.

Ei ght hundred of these were on the hoof and the others were stored in matrix formfor body
transplant on the worlds of destination. A standard |load, in other words. The crew worked on
conmi ssion, also as per standard, one percent of bill-of-lading value divided in customary | ays.
M ne was the 50th lay -- that is, two percent of the net profits of the voyage -- and that
i ncluded a bonus for serving as captain; otherwise |l would have had the 100th lay or sonething
even |longer. Roacher had the I10th lay and his jackmate Bul gar the | 4th, although they weren't
even officers. Which denonstrates the value of seniority in the Service. But seniority is the
same thing as survival, after all, and why should survival not be rewarded? On ny nobst recent
voyage | drewthe 19th lay. | wll have better than that on ny next.

3.

You have never seen a starship. W keep only to heaven; when we are to worl dward,
shor eshi ps come out to us for the downl oading. The closest we ever go to planetskin is a nmllion
shi plengths. Any closer and we'd be shaken apart by that terrible strength which enmanates from
wor | ds.

We don't nmiss |andcrawing, though. It's a plague to us. |If | had to step to shore now,
after having spent nost of my lifetinme in heaven, | would die of the drop-death w thin an hour.
That is a nonstrous way to die; but why would | ever go ashore? The likelihood of that stil
existed for ne at the time | first sailed the Smord of Oion, you understand, but | have |ong
since given it up. That is what | nean when | say that you give up your |life when you go to
heaven. But of course what al so goes fromyou is any feeling that to be ashore has anything to do
with being alive. |If you could ride a starship, or even see one as we see them you would
understand. | don't blane you for being what you are.

Let me show you the Sword of Orion. Though you will never see it as we see it.

VWhat woul d you see, if you left the ship as we sonmetines do to do the starwalk in the G eat
Open?

The first thing you would see was the light of the ship. A starship gives off a trenendous
insistent glow of light that splits heaven like the blast of a trumpet. That great |ight both
precedes and follows. Ahead of the ship rides a |um nescent cone of brightness bellowing in the

void. In its wake the ship | eaves a photonic track so intense that it could be gathered up and
weighed. It is the stardrive that issues this light: a ship eats space, and light is its
of f t hr ow.

Wthin the light you would see a needle ten kilometers long. That is the ship. One end
tapers to a sharp point and the other has the Eye, and it is several days' journey by foot from
end to end through all the conpartnents that lie between. It is a world self-contained. The
needle is a flattened one. You could wal k about easily on the outer surface of the ship, the skin
of the top deck, what we call Skin Deck. O just as easily on Belly Deck, the one on the bottom
side. W call one the top deck and the other the bottom but when you are outside the ship these
di stinctions have no neaning. Between Skin and Belly lIie Crew Deck, Passenger Deck, Cargo Deck
Drive Deck. Odinarily no one goes fromone deck to another. W stay where we belong. The
engines are in the Eye. So are the captain's quarters.
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That needle is the ship, but it is not the whole ship. Wat you will not be able to see
are the annexes and extensions and virtualities. These accompany the ship, enfolding it in a
webwork of intricate outstructures. But they are of a subordinate level of reality and therefore
they defy vision. A ship tunnels into the void, spreading far and wide to find roomfor all that
it must carry. In these outlying zones are kept our supplies and provisions, our stores of fuel
and all cargo traveling at second-class rates. |If the ship transports prisoners, they will ride
in an annex. |If the ship expects to encounter severe probability turbul ence during the course of
the voyage, it will armitself with stabilizers, and those will be carried in the virtualities,
ready to be brought into being if needed. These are the nysteries of our profession. Take them
on faith, or ignore them as you will: they are not neant for you to know.

A ship takes forty years to build. There are two hundred seventy-one of themin service
now. New ones are constantly under construction. They are the only |link binding the Mther
Wrl ds and the eight hundred ninety-eight Colonies and the colonies of the Colonies. Four ships
have been | ost since the beginning of the Service. No one knows why. The loss of a starship is
the worst disaster | can inmagine. The last such event occurred sixty virtual years ago.

A starship never returns to the world fromwhich it was | aunched. The galaxy is too |arge
for that. It nakes its voyage and it continues onward through heaven in an endl ess open circuit.
That is the service of the Service. There would be no point in returning, since thousands of
wor | dwar d years sweep by behind us as we make our voyages. W live outside of tine. W nust, for
there is no other way. That is our burden and our privilege. That is the service of the Service.

4.
On the fifth virtual day of the voyage | suddenly felt a tic, a nibble, a subtle indication
that sonmet hing had gone wong. It was a very trifling thing, barely perceptible, |ike the scatter

of eroded pebbles that tells you that the pal aces and towers of a great ruined city lie buried
beneat h t he mound on which you clinmb. Unless you are |ooking for such signals you will not see
them But | was prined for discovery that day. | was eager for it. A strange kind of joy cane
over me when | picked up that fleeting signal of w ongness.

| keyed the intelligence on duty and said, "Wat was that trenor on Passenger Deck?"

The intelligence arrived instantly in my mnd, a sharp gray-green presence with a hal o of
tingling nusic.

"I am aware of no trenor, sir.'

"There was a distinct tremor. There was a data-spurt just now. "

"Indeed, sir? A data-spurt, sir?" The intelligence sounded aghast, but in a condescendi ng
way. It was hunoring ne. "Wlat action shall | take, sir?"

| was being invited to retreat.

The intelligence on duty was a 49 Henry Henry. The Henry series affects a sort of slippery
i nnocence that | find disingenuous. Still, they are very capable intelligences. | wondered if |
had nisread the signal. Perhaps | was too eager for an event, any event, that would confirmny
relationship with the ship.

There is never a sense of notion or activity aboard a starship: we float in silence on a
tide of darkness, cloaked in our own dazzling light. Nothing noves, nothing seens to live in al
the universe. Since we had |eft Kansas Four | had felt that great silence judging ne. Was |
really captain of this vessel? Good: then let me feel the weight of duty upon ny shoul ders.

W were past U tima Thule by this tinme, and there could be no turning back. Borne on our
cl oak of light, we would roar through heaven for week after virtual week until we cane to
worl dward at the first of our destinations, which was Cul -de-Sac in the Vainglory Archipel ago, out
by the Spook Clusters. Here in free space | nust begin to master the ship, or it would naster ne.

"Sir?" the intelligence said.

"Run a data uptake," | ordered. "All Passenger Deck input for the past half hour. There
was novenent. There was a spurt.”
| knew | night be wong. Still, to err on the side of caution may be naive, but it isn't a

sin. And | knew that at this stage in the voyage nothing | could say or do would make ne seem
other than naive to the crew of the Sword of Orion. What did | have to | ose by ordering a
recheck, then? | was hungry for surprises. Any irregularity that 49 Henry Henry turned up woul d
be to nmy advantage; the absence of one would make nothing worse for ne.

"Beggi ng your pardon, sir," 49 Henry Henry reported after a nonent, "but there was no
trenor, sir."

"Maybe | overstated it, then. Calling it a trenor. Maybe it was just an anonaly. What do
you say, 49 Henry Henry?" | wondered if | was hunmiliating nyself, negotiating like this with an
intelligence. "There was sonething. |'msure of that. An unmistakable irregular burst in the
data-flow. An anonaly, yes. Wat do you say, 49 Henry Henry?"
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“Yes, sir."

"Yes what ?"

"The record does show an irregularity, sir. Your observation was quite acute, sir."

"Go on."

"No cause for alarm sir. A mnor netabolic novenent, nothing nore. Like turning over in
your sleep." You bastard, what do you know about sleep? "Extrenely unusual, sir, that you should
be able to observe anything so small. | comend you, sir. The passengers are all well, sir."

"Very good," | said. "Enter this exchange in the |og, 49 Henry Henry."

"Already entered, sir," the intelligence said. "Permssion to decouple, sir?"

"Yes, you can decouple,” | told it.

The shinmmer of nusic that signalled its presence grew tinny and was gone. | could inagine

it smrking as it went about its ghostly flitting rounds deep in the neural conduits of the ship.
Scornful software, glowing with contenpt for its putative master. The poor captain, it was

thi nking. The poor hopeless silly boy of a captain. A passenger sneezes and he's ready to sea
al I bul kheads.

Well, let it smrk, | thought. | have acted appropriately and the record will show it.

I knew that all this was part of ny testing.

You may think that to be captain of such a ship as the Sword of Orion in your first voyage
to heaven is an awesone responsibility and an i nconceivable burden. So it is, but not for the
reason you think.

In truth the captain's duties are the |least significant of anyone's aboard the ship. The
others have well-defined tasks that are essential to the snmooth running of the voyage, although
the ship could, if the need arose, generate virtual replacenments for any and every crew nenber and
function adequately on its own. The captain's task, though, is fundanmentally abstract. Hi s role
is to witness the voyage, to enbody it in his own consciousness, to give it coherence, continuity,

by reducing it to a pattern of decisions and responses. In that sense the captain is sinply so
much software: he is the coding through which the voyage is expressed as a series of |inear
functions. |If he fails to performthat duty adequately, others will quietly see to it that the

voyage proceeds as it should. Wat is destroyed, in the course of a voyage that is inadequately
captained, is the captain hinmself, not the voyage. M pre-flight training nade that absolutely
clear. The voyage can survive the nost feeble of captains. As | have said, four starships have
been [ ost since the Service began, and no one knows why. But there is no reason to think that any
of those catastrophes were caused by failings of the captain. How could they have been? The

captain is only the vehicle through which others act. It is not the captain who nmakes the voyage,
but the voyage whi ch nakes the captain.
5
Restl ess, troubled, | wandered the eye of the ship. Despite 49 Henry Henry's suave nockery
I was still convinced there was trouble on board, or about to be.
Just as | reached Quterscreen Level | felt sonething strange touch ne a second tine. It

was different this time, and deeply disturbing.

The Eye, as it nakes the conplete descent from Skin Deck to Belly Deck, is lined with
screens that provide displays, actual or virtual, of all aspects of the ship both internal and
external. | cane up to the great black bevel -edged screen that provided our sinmulated view of the
external real space environnment and was staring at the dwi ndling wheel of the Utinma Thule relay
poi nt when the new anomaly occurred. The other had been the merest of sublimnal signals, a nip,
a tickle. This was nmore like an attenpted intrusion. Invisible fingers seened to brush lightly
over ny brain, probing, seeking entrance. The fingers withdrew;, a nonent |ater there was a sudden
stabbing pain in nmy left tenple.

| stiffened. "Who's there?"

"Help nme," a silent voice said.

| had heard wild tales of passenger matrixes breaking free of their storage circuits and
drifting through the ship like ghosts, |ooking for an unguarded body that they might infiltrate.
The sources were unreliable, old scoundrels |ike Roacher or Bulgar. | dism ssed such stories as
fables, the way | dism ssed what | had heard of the vast tentacul ar krakens that were said to swim
the seas of space, or the beckoning nermaids with shining breasts who danced al ong the force-lines
at spinaround points. But | had felt this. The probing fingers, the sudden sharp pain. And the

sense of someone frightened, frightened but strong, stronger than I, hovering close at hand.
"Where are you?"
There was no reply. Watever it was, if it had been anything at all, had slipped back into

hiding after that one furtive thrust.
But was it really gone?
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"You're still here sonewhere,” | said. "I know that you are.”
Silence. Stillness.
"You asked for help. Wy did you disappear so fast?"

No response. | felt anger rising.

"Whoever you are. Whatever. Speak up."

Nothing. Silence. Had | imagined it? The probing, the voicel ess voice?

No. No. | was certain that there was sonething invisible and unreal hovering about nme.

And | found it infuriating, not to be able to regain contact with it. To be toyed with this way,
to be nocked like this.

This is nmy ship, | thought. | want no ghosts aboard ny ship.

"You can be detected," | said. "You can be contained. You can be eradicated."

As | stood there blustering in ny frustration, it seened to ne that | felt that touch
against my nmind again, a lighter one this time, wistful, regretful. Perhaps | invented it.
Perhaps | have supplied it retroactively.

But it lasted only a part of an instant, if it happened at all, and then |I was
unquestionably alone again. The solitude was real and total and unm stakable. | stood gripping
the rail of the screen, leaning forward into the brilliant blackness and swaying dizzily as if |
were being pulled forward through the wall of the ship into space.

" Capt ai n?"

The voice of 49 Henry Henry, tunbling out of the air behind ne.

"Did you feel sonmething that tinme?" | asked.

The intelligence ignored nmy question. "Captain, there's trouble on Passenger Deck. Hands-
on alarm wll you cone?"

"Set up atransit track for ne," | said. "I'mon ny way."

Li ghts began to glow in nmid-air, yellow, blue, green. The interior of the ship is a vast
opaque nmaze and moving about within it is difficult without an intelligence to guide you. 49
Henry Henry constructed an efficient route for ne down the curve of the Eye and into the main body
of the ship, and thence around the rimof the leeward wall to the el evator down to Passenger Deck
I rode an air-cushion tracker keyed to the lights. The journey took no nore than fifteen m nutes.
Unai ded | might have needed a week.

Passenger Deck is an echoing nest of coffins, hundreds of them sonetines even thousands,
arranged in rows three abreast. Here our live cargo sleeps until we arrive and decant the stored
sl eepers into wakeful ness. Machinery sighs and nurnurs all around them coddling themin their
suspension. Beyond, far off in the dimdistance, is the place for passengers of a different sort
- a spiderwebbi ng of sensory cables that holds our thousands of disenbodied natri xes. Those are

the col oni sts who have left their bodi es behind when going into space. It is a dark and
forbidding place, dimy lit by swirling velvet conets that circle overhead enitting sparks of red
and green.

The trouble was in the suspension area. Five crewren were there already, the ol dest hands
on board: Katkat, Disnmas, Rio de Rio, Gavotte, Roacher. Seeing themall together, | knew this

must be sone nmjor event. W nobve on distant orbits within the imensity of the ship: to see as
many as three nmenbers of the crewin the sane virtual nonth is extraordinary. Now here were five
| felt an oppressive sense of comunity anong them Each of these five had sailed the seas of
heaven nore years than | had been alive. For at |east a dozen voyages now they had been toget her

as a team | was the stranger in their nmidst, unknown, untried, lightly regarded, insignificant.
Al ready Roacher had indicted nme for ny sweetness, by which he neant, | knew, a basic incapacity to
act decisively. | thought he was wong. But perhaps he knew ne better than | knew nysel f.

They stepped back, opening a path between them Gavotte, a great hul king thick-shoul dered
man with a surprisingly delicate and precise way of conducting hinself, gestured with open hands:
Here, captain, see? See?

VWhat | saw were coils of greenish snoke conming up froma passenger housing, and the gl ass
door of the housing half open, cracked fromtop to bottom frosted by tenperature differentials.

I could hear a sullen dripping sound. Blue fluid fell in thick steady gouts froma shattered
support line. Wthin the housing itself was the pale naked figure of a man, eyes w de open, nouth
agape as if in a silent scream Hs left armwas raised, his fist was clenched. He |ooked like
an angui shed st at ue.

They had body-sal vage equi pment standing by. The hapl ess passenger woul d be di sassenbl ed
and all usable parts stored as soon as | gave the word.

"I's he irretrievabl e?" | asked.

"Take a | ook," Katkat said, pointing to the housing readout. Al the curves pointed down.
"W have ni neteen percent degradation already, and rising. Do we disassenble?"
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"CGo ahead," | said. "Approved."
The lasers glinted and flailed. Body parts came into view, shining, noist. The coiling
metallic arns of the body-sal vage equi pnent rose and fell, lifting organs that were not yet beyond

repair and putting theminto storage. As the machine | abored the men worked around it, shutting
down the broken housing, tying off the disrupted feeders and refrigerator cables.

| asked Di snmas what had happened. He was the mind-w per for this sector, responsible for
mai nt enance on the suspended passengers. H s face was open and easy, but the deceptive cheeriness
about his mouth and cheeks was nysteriously negated by his bl eak, shadow eyes. He told ne that
he had been working much farther down the deck, performng routine service on the Strappado-bound
peopl e, when he felt a sudden snmall disturbance, a quick tickle of wongness.

"So did I," | said. "How long ago was that?"

"Hal f an hour, maybe. | didn't make a special note of it. | thought it was something in
my gut, captain. You felt it too, you say?"

| nodded. "Just a tickle. It's in the record.” | heard the distant music of 49 Henry
Henry. Perhaps the intelligence was trying to apol ogize for doubting ne. "Wat happened next?" |
asked.

"Went back to work. Five, ten minutes, maybe. Felt another jolt, a stronger one." He
touched his forehead, right at the tenple, showi ng nme where. "Detectors went off, broken gl ass.

Came running, found this Cul -de-Sac passenger here undergoing convulsions. Rising fromhis
bi ndi ngs, thrashing around. Pulled hinself |oose fromeverything, went smack agai nst the housing

wi ndow. Broke it. It's a very fast death."
"Matrix intrusion,” Roacher said.
The skin of ny scalp tightened. | turned to him
“"Tell me about that."
He shrugged. "Once in a long while soneone in the storage circuits gets to feeling

footl oose, and finds a way out and goes roami ng the ship. Looking for a body to jack into, that's
what they're doing. Jack into ne, jack into Katkat, even jack into you, captain. Anybody handy,
just so they can feel flesh around them again. Jacked into this one here and somnethi ng went
wrong. "

The probing fingers, yes. The silent voice. Help ne.

"l never heard of anyone jacking into a passenger in suspension,"” D snmas said.

"No reason why not," said Roacher.

"What's the good? Still stuck in a housing, you are. Frozen down, that's no better than
staying matrix."

"Five to two it was matrix intrusion," Roacher said, glaring.

"Done," Dismas said. Gavotte |aughed and came in on the bet. So too did sinuous little
Kat kat, taking the other side. R o de Rio, who had not spoken a word to anyone in his |ast six
voyages, snorted and gestured obscenely at both factions.

| felt like an idle spectator. To regain sone illusion of command | said, "If there's a
matri x loose, it'll show up on ship inventory. Dismas, check with the intelligence on duty and
report to ne. Katkat, Gavotte, finish cleaning up this ness and seal everything off. Then | want
your reports in the log and a copy tonme. |'Il be in ny quarters. There'll be further

instructions later. The missing natrix, if that's what we have on our hands, will be identified,
| ocated, and recaptured."

Roacher grinned at ne. | thought he was going to | ead a round of cheers.

I turned and nmounted ny tracker, and rode it following the lights, yellow blue, green
back up through the maze of decks and out to the Eye.

As | entered nmy cabin sonmething touched my nmind and a silent voice said, "Please help ne."

6

Carefully | shut the door behind ne, |locked it, |oaded the privacy screens. The captain's
cabin aboard a Megaspore starship of the Service is a world in itself, serene, private, inmense.
In mine, spiral galaxies whirled and sparkled on the walls. | had a stream a |ake, a silver
waterfall beyond it. The air was soft and glistening. At a touch of ny hand I could have light,
musi ¢, scent, color, fromany one of a thousand hidden orifices. O | could turn the walls
translucent and let the | umi nous splendor of starspace cone flooding through

Only when | was fully settled in, protected and insulated and confortable, did | say, "A
right. Wat are you?"

"You prom se you won't report nme to the captain?"

"I don't prom se anything."

"You will help ne, though?" The voice seened at once frightened and insistent, urgent and
vul ner abl e.
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"How can | say? You give ne nothing to work with."

“I"1l tell you everything. But first you have to pronmise not to call the captain.”

| debated with nyself for a nonent and opted for directness.

"I amthe captain," | said.

"Nol "

"Can you see this roon? Wat do you think it is? Crew quarters? The scullery?"

| felt turbulent waves of fear coming fromny invisible conpanion. And then nothing. Ws
it gone? Then | had nade a mistake in being so forthright. This phantom had to be confi ned,

seal ed away, perhaps destroyed, before it could do nore damage. | shoul d have been nore devi ous.
And also | knew that | would regret it in another way if it had slipped away: | was taking a
certain pleasure in being able to speak with soneone -- sonething -- that was neither a nenber of
my crew nor an onmmi potent, contenptuous artificial intelligence.

"Are you still here?" | asked after a while.

Si | ence.

Gone, | thought. Sweeping through the Sword of Orion like a gale of wind. Probably down
at the far end of the ship by this tine.

Then, as if there had been no break in the conversation: "I just can't believe it. O all
the places | could have gone, | had to walk right into the captain's cabin."

"So it seens."

"And you're actually the captain?"

"Yes. Actually."”

Anot her pause.

"You seem so young," it said. "For a captain."

"Be careful ," | told it

"I didn't mean anything by that, captain.” Wth a touch of bravado, even defiance,
mngling with uncertainty and anxiety. "Captain sir."

Looking toward the ceiling, where shining resonator nodes shinmered all up and down the
spectrum as slave-light |leaped fromjunction to junction along the illum nator strands, | searched

for a glinpse of it, sone nmnute electromagnetic clue. But there was not hing.

| imagined a web of inpal pable force, a dancing will-o'-the-wisp, flitting erratically
about the room now perching on ny shoul der, now clinging to sone fixture, now extending itself to
fill every open space: an airy thing, a sprite, playful and capricious. Curiously, not only was |
unafraid but |I found nyself strongly drawn to it. There was sonething strangely appealing about
this quick vibrating spirit, so bright with contradictions. And yet it had caused the death of
one of ny passengers.

"Well?" | said. "You're safe here. But when are you going to tell ne what you are?"

"Isn'"t that obvious? |'ma matrix."

"Go on."

"Afree matrix, a matrix on the loose. A matrix who's in big trouble. | think |I've hurt
sonmeone. Maybe killed him™

"One of the passengers?" | said.

"So you know?"

"There's a dead passenger, yes. W're not sure what happened."”

"It wasn't ny fault. It was an accident."

"That may be," | said. "Tell me about it. Tell ne everything."

"Can | trust you?"

"More than anyone else on this ship."

"But you're the captain.”

"That's why," | said.

7

Her name was Leel eai ne, but she wanted me to call her Vox. That nmeans "voice," she said,
in one of the ancient |anguages of Earth. She was seventeen years old, from Jaana Head, which is
an island off the coast of Wst Pal abar on Kansas Four. Her father was a gl ass-farnmer, her nother
operated a gravity hole, and she had five brothers and three sisters, all of them much ol der than
she was.

"Do you know what that's |ike, captain? Being the youngest of nine? And both your parents
working all the time, and your cross-parents just as busy? Can you imagi ne? And grow ng up on
Kansas Four, where it's a thousand kil onmeters between cities, and you aren't even in a city,
you're on an island?"

"I know sonething of what that's like," | said.

"“"Are you from Kansas Four too?"
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"No," | said. "Not from Kansas Four. But a place nuch like it, | think."

She spoke of a troubled, unruly childhood, full of |oneliness and anger. Kansas Four,
have heard, is a beautiful world, if you are inclined to find beauty in worlds: a wild and
spl endid place, where the sky is scarlet and the bare basalt nountains rise in the east like a
magni fi cent black wall. But to hear Vox speak of it, it was squalid, grim bleak. For her it was
a |l ovel ess place where she led a loveless life. And yet she told ne of pale violet seas agl ow
with brilliant yellow fish, and trees that erupted with a shower of dazzling crinson fronds when
they were in bloom and warmrains that sang in the air like harps. | was not then so long in
heaven that | had forgotten the beauty of seas or trees or rains, which by now are nothing but
hol | ow words to ne. Yet Vox had found her Iife on Kansas Four so hateful that she had been
willing to abandon not only her native world but her body itself. That was a point of kinship
between us: | too had given up my world and nmy forner life, if not nmy actual flesh. But | had
chosen heaven, and the Service. Vox had volunteered to exchange one | andcraw i ng servitude for
anot her .

"The day cane," she said, "when | knew | couldn't stand it any nore. | was so mi serable,
so enpty: | thought about having to live this way for another two hundred years or even nore, and
I wanted to pick up the hills and throw them at each other. O get into ny nother's plumeter and
take it straight to the bottomof the sea. | made a list of ways | could kill nyself. But |I knew
I couldn't do it, not this way or that way or any way. | wanted to live. But | didn't want to
live like that."

On that same day, she said, the soul-call from Cul -de-Sac reached Kansas Four. A thousand
vacant bodi es were avail able there and they wanted soul -matrixes to fill them Wthout a nonent's
hesitati on Vox put her name on the |ist.

There is a constant nmigration of souls between the worlds. On each of ny voyages | have
carried thousands of them setting forth hopefully toward new bodi es on strange pl anets.

Every world has a stock of bodies awaiting replacenent souls. Mst were the victinms of
sudden violence. Life is risky on shore, and death lurks everywhere. Salvaging and repairing a
body is no troubl esome matter, but once a soul has fled it can never be recovered. So the enpty
bodi es of those who drown and those who are stung by lethal insects and those who are thrown from
vehi cl es and those who are struck by falling branches as they work are collected and exam ned. |f
they are beyond repair they are disassenbled and their usable parts set aside to be installed in
others. But if their bodies can be nmade whol e again, they are, and they are placed in hol di ng
chanmbers until new souls becone available for them

And then there are those who vacate their bodies voluntarily, perhaps because they are
weary of them or weary of their worlds, and wish to nove along. They are the ones who sign up to
fill the waiting bodies on far worlds, while others cone behind themto fill the bodies they have
abandoned. The least costly way to travel between the worlds is to surrender your body and go in
matrix form thus exchanging a discouraging life for an unfaniliar one. That was what Vox had
done. In pain and despair she had agreed to allow the essence of herself, everything she had ever
seen or felt or thought or dreaned, to be converted into a lattice of electrical inmpulses that the
Sword of Orion would carry on its voyage from Kansas Four to Cul -de-Sac. A new body lay reserved
for her there. Her own discarded body would remain in suspension on Kansas Four. Sone day it
ni ght becone the honme of some wandering soul from another world; or, if there were no bids for it,
it might eventually be disassenbled by the body-sal vagers, and its parts put to sone worthy use.
Vox woul d never know, Vox woul d never care.

"I can understand trading an unhappy life for a chance at a happy one,"” | said. "But why
break | oose on ship? Wat purpose could that serve? Wy not wait until you got to Cul -de-Sac?"

"Because it was torture," she said.

"Torture? \What was?"

"Living as a matrix." She laughed bitterly. "Living? 1It's worse than death could ever
be! "

"Tell nme."

"You' ve never done matrix, have you?"

"No," | said. "I chose another way to escape."

"Then you don't know. You can't know. You've got a ship full of maxtrixes in storage
circuits but you don't understand a thing about them |Imagine that the back of your neck itches,
captain. But you have no arms to scratch with. Your thigh starts to itch. Your chest. You lie
there itching everywhere. And you can't scratch. Do you understand nme?"

"How can a matrix feel an itch? A matrix is sinply a pattern of electrical --

"Ch, you're inpossible! You're stupid! |'mnot talking about actual literal itching. |'m
gi ving you a suppose, a for-instance. Because you'd never be able to understand the rea
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situation. Look: you're in the storage circuit. Al you are is electricity. That's all a mnd
really is, anyway: electricity. But you used to have a body. The body had sensation. The body
had feelings. You renenber them You're a prisoner. A prisoner renmenbers all sorts of things
that used to be taken for granted. You'd give anything to feel the wind in your hair again, or
the taste of cool mlk, or the scent of flowers. O even the pain of a cut finger. The saltiness
of your blood when you lick the cut. Anything. | hated ny body, don't you see? | couldn't wait
to berid of it. But once it was gone | nmissed the feelings it had. | nissed the sense of flesh
pulling at me, holding me to the ground, flesh full of nerves, flesh that could feel pleasure. O
pain."

"I understand," | said, and | think that | truly did. "But the voyage to Cul-de-Sac is
short. A few virtual weeks and you'd be there, and out of storage and into your new body, and --

"Weeks? Think of that itch on the back of your neck, Captain. The itch that you can't
scratch. How long do you think you could stand it, lying there feeling that itch? Five m nutes?
An hour? Weeks?"

It seened to me that an itch left unscratched would die of its own, perhaps in mnutes.

But that was only howit seened to nme. | was not Vox; | had not been a matrix in a storage
circuit.

| said, "So you let yourself out? How?"

"It wasn't that hard to figure. | had nothing else to do but think about it. You align
yourself with the polarity of the circuit. That's a matrix too, an electrical pattern holding you
in crossw se bands. You change the alignnent. It's like being tied up, and slipping the ropes
around until you can slide free. And then you can go anywhere you like. You key into any
bi oprocessor aboard the ship and you draw your energy fromthat instead of fromthe storage
circuit, and it sustains you. | can nove anywhere around this ship at the speed of |ight.
Anywhere. |In just the tine you blinked your eye, |I've been everywhere. 1've been to the far tip
and out on the nast, and |'ve been down through the | ower decks, and |I've been in the crew
quarters and the cargo places and |'ve even been a little way off into sonething that's right

outside the ship but isn't quite real, if you know what | nean. Sonething that just seens to be a
cradl e of probability waves surrounding us. |It's like being a ghost. But it doesn't solve
anything. Do you see? The torture still goes on. You want to feel, but you can't. You want to

be connected again, your senses, your inputs. That's why | tried to get into the passenger, do
you see? But he wouldn't let ne."

| began to understand at | ast.

Not everyone who goes to the worlds of heaven as a colonist travels in nmatrix form
O dinarily anyone who can afford to take his body with himw Il do so; but relatively few can
afford it. Those who do travel in suspension, the deepest of sleeps. W carry no waking
passengers in the Service, not at any price. They would be trouble for us, poking here, poking
there, asking questions, demanding to be served and panpered. They would shatter the peace of the
voyage. And so they go down into their coffins, their housings, and there they sl eep the voyage
away, all life-processes halted, a death-in-life that will not be reversed until we bring themto
their destinations.

And poor Vox, freed of her prisoning circuit and hungry for sensory data, had tried to slip
herself into a passenger's body.

| listened, appalled and sonber, as she told of her terrible odyssey through the ship.
Breaking free of the circuit: that had been the first strangeness | felt, that tic, that nibble at
the threshold of ny consciousness.

Her first wild noment of freedom had been exhilarating and joyous. But then had conme the
realization that nothing really had changed. She was at large, but still she was incorporeal
caught in that nonstrous frustration of bodil essness, yearning for a touch. Perhaps such tornent
was conmon anong nmatrixes; perhaps that was why, now and then, they broke free as Vox had done, to
roam ships like sad troubled spirits. So Roacher had said. Once in a |long while sormeone in the
storage circuits gets to feeling footloose, and finds a way out and goes roaning the ship.

Looking for a body to jack into, that's what they're doing. Jack into nme, jack into Katkat, even
jack into you, captain. Anybody handy, just so they can feel flesh around them again. Yes.

That was the second jolt, the stronger one, that Dismas and | had felt, when Vox, selecting
a passenger at random suddenly, inpulsively, had slipped herself inside his brain. She had
realized her m stake at once. The passenger, |lost in whatever dreans may conme to the suspended,
reacted to her intrusion with wild terror. Convulsions swept him he rose, clawing at the
equi pnent that sustained his life, trying desperately to evict the succubus that had penetrated
him |In this frantic struggle he snashed the case of his housing and died. Vox, fleeing,
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frightened, careened about the ship in search of refuge, encountered ne standing by the screen in
the Eye, and nade an abortive attenpt to enter ny mnd. But just then the death of the passenger
regi stered on 49 Henry Henry's sensors and when the intelligence nade contact with ne to tell ne
of the energency Vox fled again, and hovered dolefully until | returned to ny cabin. She had not
meant to kill the passenger, she said. She was sorry that he had died. She felt sone
enmbarrassnment, now, and fear. But no guilt. She rejected guilt for it alnost defiantly. He had
died? Well, so he had died. That was too bad. But how coul d she have known any such thing was
goi ng to happen? She was only |ooking for a body to take refuge in. Hearing that fromher, | had
a sense of her as someone utterly unlike ne, soneone volatile, unstable, perhaps violent. And yet
| felt a strange kinship with her, even an identity. As though we were two parts of the sane
spirit; as though she and | were one and the sane. | barely understood why.

"And what now?" | asked. "You say you want help. How?"

"Take me in."

"What ?"

"Hde me. In you. |If they find ne, they'll eradicate ne. You said so yourself, that it
could be done, that | could be detected, contained, eradicated. But it won't happen if you
protect nme."

“I"'mthe captain," | said, astounded.

"Yes."

"How can | -- "

"They'll all be looking for me. The intelligences, the crewren. It scares them know ng
there's a matrix loose. They'll want to destroy me. But if they can't find nme, they'|l start to
forget about ne after a while. They'll think |'ve escaped into space, or sonething. And if |I'm

jacked into you, nobody's going to be able to find ne."

"l have a responsibility to -- "

"Pl ease," she said. "l could go to one of the others, maybe. But | feel closest to you.
Pl ease. Pl ease.”

"Cl osest to me?"

"You aren't happy. You don't belong. Not here, not anywhere. You don't fit in, any nore
than | did on Kansas Four. | could feel it the nmonent | first touched your nind. You re a new
captain, right? And the others on board are naking it hard for you. Wy should you care about
then? Save ne. W have nore in common than you do with them Please? You can't just let them
eradicate nme. |I'myoung. | didn't nmean to hurt anyone. Al | want is to get to Cul -de-Sac and
be put in the body that's waiting for me there. A new start, ny first start, really. WII you?"

"Why do you bother asking perm ssion? You can sinply enter ne through ny jack whenever you
want, can't you?"

"The last one died," she said.

"He was in suspension. You didn't kill himby entering him It was the surprise, the
fright. He killed hinmself by thrashing around and w ecking his housing."

"Even so," said Vox. "I wouldn't try that again, an unwilling host. You have to say
you'll let nme, or I won't cone in."

I was silent.

"Hel p me?" she said.

"Cone," | told her.

8

It was just |ike any other jacking: an el ectrochem cal mnd-to-mnd bond, a |inkage by way
of the inplant socket at the base of ny spine. The sort of thing that any two people who wanted
to make conmmuni on m ght do. There was just one difference, which was that we didn't use a jack.
W ski pped the whole intricate business of checking bandw ths and vol tages and sel ecting the right

transformer-adapter. She could do it all, sinply by natching evoked potentials. | felt a
monentary sharp sensation and then she was with ne.

"Breathe," she said. "Breathe real deep. Fill your lungs. Rub your hands together
Touch your cheeks. Scratch behind your left ear. Please. Please. It's been so long for ne
since |'ve felt anything."

Her voice sounded the sanme as before, both real and unreal. There was no substance to it,

no density of tinbre, no sense that it was produced by the vibrations of vocal cords atop a col um
of air. Yet it was clear, firm substantial in some essential way, a true voice in all respects

except that there was no speaker to utter it. | suppose that while she was outside nme she had
needed to extend sone strand of herself into nmy neural systemin order to generate it. Now that
was unnecessary. But | still perceived the voice as originating outside ne, even though she had

taken up residence within.
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She overfl owed with needs.

"Take a drink of water," she urged. "Eat something. Can you nake your knuckles crack? Do
it, oh, doit! Put your hand between your |egs and squeeze. There's so nuch | want to feel. Do
you have nusic here? Gve nme sone nusic, will you? Sonething |oud, sonething really hard."

| did the things she wanted. G adually she grew nore calm

| was strangely calmnyself. | had no special awareness then of her presence within nme, no
unfanmiliar pressure in my skull, no slitherings along ny spine. There was no mngling of her
t hought - stream and mine. She seemed not to have any way of controlling the nmovenents or responses
of nmy body. In these respects our contact was less intimte than any ordinary human jacking
conmuni on woul d have been. But that, | would soon discover, was by her choice. W would not
remain so carefully conpartnentalized for |ong.

"I's it better for you now?" | asked.

"l thought I was going to go crazy. |If | didn't start feeling something again soon."

"You can feel things now?"

"Through you, yes. Whatever you touch, | touch."

"You know | can't hide you for long. They'|ll take ny comand away if |'m caught harboring

a fugitive. O worse."
"You don't have to speak out loud to ne any nore," she said.
"l don't understand."
"Just send it. W have the sanme nervous system now. "

"You can read ny thoughts?" | said, still aloud.

"Not really. |1'mnot hooked into the higher cerebral centers. But | pick up notor,
sensory stuff. And | get subvocalizations. You know what those are? | can hear your thoughts if
you want ne to. |It's like being in comunion. You've been in communion, haven't you?"

"Once in a while."

"Then you know. Just open the channel to me. You can't go around the ship talking out
| oud to sonebody invisible, you know Send me sonething. It isn't hard.”

"Like this?" | said, visualizing a packet of verbal information sliding through the
channel s of ny ni nd.

"You see? You can do it!"

"Even so," | told her. "You still can't stay like this with me for long. You have to
realize that."

She | aughed. It was unm stakable, a silent but definite [augh. "You sound so serious. |
bet you're still surprised you took me in in the first place.”

"I certainly am Did you think I woul d?"
"Sure | did. Fromthe first noment. You're basically a very kind person.”

"Am 1, Vox?"

"Of course. You just have to let yourself do it." Again the silent laughter. "I don't
even know your name. Here | amright inside your head and | don't know your nane."

" Adam "

"That's a nice nane. |s that an Earth name?"

"An old Earth nane, yes. Very old."

"And are you from Eart h?" she asked.

"No. Except in the sense that we're all fromEarth."

"\Where, then?"

"I'"d just as soon not talk about it," | said

She thought about that. "You hated the place where you grew up that nuch?"

"Pl ease, Vox -- "

"Of course you hated it. Just like | hated Kansas Four. W're two of a kind, you and ne.
We're one and the sane. You got all the caution and I got all the inpulsiveness. But otherw se

we're the sane person. That's why we share so well. I'mglad |'msharing with you, Adam You
won't nmake nme | eave, will you? W belong with each other. You'll let me stay until we reach
Cul de-Sac. | know you wll."

"Maybe. Maybe not." | wasn't at all sure, either way.

"Ch, you will. You will, Adam | know you better than you know yoursel f."

9

So it began. | was in some new real moutside ny established sense of nyself, so far beyond
my notions of appropriate behavior that | could not even feel astonishment at what | had done. |
had taken her in, that was all. A stranger in nmy skull. She had turned to ne in appeal and |I had
taken her in. It was as if her recklessness was contagi ous. And though | didn't nean to shelter
her any | onger than was absolutely necessary, | could already see that | wasn't going to nake any
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nove to eject her until her safety was assured.

But how was | going to hide her?

I nvisible she mi ght be, but not undetectable. And everyone on the ship would be searching
for her.

There were sixteen crewnen on board who dreaded a | oose matrix as they would a vanpire.
They woul d seek her as long as she remained at large. And not only the crew The intelligences
woul d be nmonitoring for her too, not out of any kind of fear but sinply out of efficiency: they
had nothing to fear from Vox but they would want the cargo manifests to cone out in balance when
we reached our destination.

The crew didn't trust me in the first place. | was too young, too new, too green, too
sweet. | was just the sort who might be guilty of giving shelter to a secret fugitive. And it
was altogether likely that her presence within ne would be obvious to others in sonme way not
apparent to ne. As for the intelligences, they had access to all sorts of data as part of their
routi ne mai ntenance operations. Perhaps they could neasure tiny physiol ogi cal changes,
differences in ny reaction tines or circulatory efficiency or whatever, that would be a tipoff to
the truth. How would I know? | would have to be on constant guard agai nst di scovery of the
secret sharer of my consciousness.

The first test canme less than an hour after Vox had entered me. The conmmunicator |ight
went on and | heard the far-off music of the intelligence on duty.

Thi s one was 612 Jason, working the late shift. |Its aura was golden, its music deep and
t hrobbing. Jasons tend to be nore brusque and | ess condescendi ng than the Henry series, and in
general | prefer them But it was terrifying nowto see that light, to hear that nusic, to know
that the ship's intelligence wanted to speak with ne. | shrank back at a tense awkward angle, the
way one does when trying to avoid a face-to-face confrontation with soneone.

But of course the intelligence had no face to confront. The intelligence was only a voice
speaking to ne out of a speaker grid, and a stew of mmgnetic inpul ses somewhere on the contro
| evel s of the ship. Al the same, | perceived 612 Jason now as a great glow ng eye, staring
through ne to the hidden Vox.

"What is it?" | asked.

"Report sunmary, captain. The dead passenger and the m ssing matrix."

Deep within me | felt a quick plunging sensation, and then the skin of ny arns and
shoul ders began to glow as the chemicals of fear went coursing through ny veins in a fierce tide

It was Vox, | knew, reacting in sudden alarm opening the petcocks of my hornmonal system It was
the thing I had dreaded. How could 612 Jason fail to notice that flood of endocrine response?
"G on," | said, as coolly as | could.

But noticing was one thing, interpreting the data sonething else. Fluctuations in a human
bei ng' s endocri ne output might have any nunber of causes. To ny troubl ed conscience everything
was a glaring signal of my guilt. 612 Jason gave no indication that it suspected a thing.

The intelligence said, "The dead passenger was Hans Eger O afssen, 54 years of age, a
native of -- "

"Never mind his details. You can let ne have a printout on that part."

"The missing nmatrix," 612 Jason went on inperturbably. "Leeleaine Eliani, |17 years of age,
a native of Kansas Four, bound for Cul -de-Sac, Vainglory Archipelago, under Transm ssion Contract
No. D-14871532, dated the 27th day of the third month of -- "

"Printout on that too," | cut in. "Wat | want to know is where she is now "

"That information is not available.”

"That isn't a responsive answer, 6|2 Jason."

"No better answer can be provided at this tinme, captain. Tracer circuits have been
activated and remain in constant search node."

" And?"

"W have no data on the present |ocation of the mssing matrix."

Wthin me Vox reacted instantly to the intelligence's calmflat statement. The hornona
response changed fromone of fear to one of relief. M blazing skin began at once to cool. Wuld
6l 2 Jason notice that too, and fromthat snmall clue be able to assenble the subtext of ny body's
responses into a sequence that exposed my criminal violation of regul ations?

"Don't relax too soon," | told her silently. "This may be some sort of trap."

To 612 Jason | said, "What data do you have, then?"

"Two things are known: the tine at which the Eliani matri x achi eved negation of its storage
circuitry and the tinme of its presunmed attenpt at making neural entry into the suspended passenger
A af ssen. Beyond that no data has been recovered."

"I'ts presuned attenpt?" | said.
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"There is no proof, captain."

"d af ssen's convul sions? The smashing of the storage housi ng?"

"W know that O afssen responded to an electrical stinulus, captain. The source of the
stimulus is inpossible to trace, although the presunption is that it came fromthe mssing matrix

Eliani. These are matters for the subsequent inquiry. It is not within nmy responsibilities to
assign definite causal relationships."
Spoken |i ke a true Jason-series intelligence, | thought.

| said, "You don't have any effective way of tracing the novenents of the Eliani matrix, is
that what you're telling nme?"

"We're dealing with extrenely mnute i npedances, sir. |In the ordinary functioning of the
ship it is very difficult to distinguish a matrix mani festation fromnormal surges and pulses in
the general electrical system"

"You nean, it night take sonmething as big as the matrix trying to clinb back into its own
storage circuit to register on the nonitoring systenf"

"Very possibly, sir."

"I's there any reason to think the Eliani matrix is still on the ship at all?"

"There is no reason to think that it is not, captain."

"I n other words, you don't know anything about anything concerning the Eliani matrix."

"I have provided you with all known data at this point. Trace efforts are continuing,

sir

"You still think this is a trap?" Vox asked ne.

"It's sounding better and better by the mnute. But shut up and don't distract nme, wll
you?"

To the intelligence | said, "All right, keep ne posted on the situation. |'mpreparing for
sl eep, 612 Jason. | want the endof-day status report, and then I want you to clear off and | eave
me al one."

"Very good, sir. Fifth virtual day of voyage. Position of ship sixteen units beyond | ast
port of call, Kansas Four. Schedul ed rendezvous with relay forces at Utima Thul e spinaround

poi nt was successfully achieved at the hour of -- "

The intelligence droned on and on: the usual report of the routine events of the day,
broken only by the novelty of an entry for the | oss of a passenger and one for the escape of a
matrix, then returning to the standard data, fuel levels and velocity soundings and all the rest.
On the first four nights of the voyage | had solemly tried to absorb all this torrent of
ritualized downl oadi ng of the | og as though my captai ncy depended on conmitting it all to nmenory,
but this night | barely listened, and nearly mssed ny cue when it was tinme to give it ny approva
before clocking out for the night. Vox had to prod ne and let me know that the intelligence was

wai ting for sonething. | gave 612 Jason the confirmand-cl ock-out and heard the wel come sound of
its dimnishing nusic as it decoupled the contact.

"What do you think?" Vox asked. "It doesn't know, does it?"

"Not yet," | said.

"You really are a pessimst, aren't you?"

“I think we nay be able to bring this off," | told her. "But the nonent we becone
overconfident, it'll be the end. Everyone on this ship wants to know where you are. The

slightest slip and we're both gone."
"Ckay. Don't lecture nme."
"I"l'l try not to. Let's get sone sleep now "
"I don't need to sleep."

"“Well, | do."

"Can we talk for a while first?"

"Tonorrow," | said

But of course sleep was inpossible. | was all too aware of the stranger wthin ne, perhaps

prow i ng the nost hidden places of ny psyche at this nonent. O waiting to i nvade ny dreans once
| drifted off. For the first time | thought | could feel her presence even when she was silent: a
hot node of identity pressing against the wall of nmy brain. Perhaps | imagined it. | lay stiff
and tense, as wi de awake as | have ever been in ny life. After atine | had to call 612 Jason and
ask it to put me under the wire; and even then ny sleep was uneasy when it cane.

10.

Until that point in the voyage | had taken nearly all of ny nmeals in ny quarters. It
seenmed a way of exerting ny authority, such as it was, aboard ship. By ny absence fromthe dining
hall | created a presence, that of the austere and al oof captain; and | avoi ded the enbarrassnent
of having to sit in the seat of command over nen who were much nmy senior in all things. It was no
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great sacrifice for ne. M quarters were nore than confortable, the food was the sanme as that
whi ch was available in the dining hall, the servo-steward that brought it was silent and
efficient. The question of isolation did not arise. There has always been sonmething solitary
about ne, as there is about npbst who are of the Service.

But when | awoke the next norning after what had seened |ike an endless night, | went down
to the dining hall for breakfast.

It was nothing |ike a deliberate change of policy, a decision that had been rigorously

arrived at through careful reasoning. It wasn't a decision at all. Nor did Vox suggest it,
though I'msure she inspired it. It was purely automatic. | arose, showered, and dressed.
confess that | had forgotten all about the events of the night before. Vox was quiet within ne.
Not until | was under the shower, feeling the warmconforting ultrasonic vibration, did | renmenber

her: there cane a disturbing sensation of being in two places at once, and, inmediately afterward,
an astoni shingly odd feeling of shanme at ny own nakedness. Both those feelings passed quickly.
But they did indeed bring to mind that extraordinary thing which | had nmanaged to suppress for
some nminutes, that I was no | onger alone in ny body.

She said nothing. Neither did|. After last night's astounding alliance | seened to want
to pull back into wordl essness, unthinkingness, a kind of automaton consciousness. The need for
breakfast occurred to me and | called up a tracker to take me down to the dining hall. Wen |

st epped outside the room| was surprised to encounter ny servo-steward, already on its way up with
my tray. Perhaps it was just as surprised to see nme going out, though of course its blank netal
face betrayed no feelings.

"I"l'l be having breakfast in the dining hall today,” | told it.
"Very good, sir."
My tracker arrived. | clinbed into its seat and it set out at once on its cushion of air

toward the dining hall

The dining hall of the Sword of Orion is a magnificent roomat the Eye end of Crew Deck
with one glass wall providing a view of all the Iights of heaven. By sone whimof the designers
we sit with that wall below us, so that the stars and their tethered worlds drift beneath our
feet. The other walls are of sone silvery netal chased with thin swirls of gold, everything
shining by the reflected Iight of the passing star-clusters. At the center is a table of black
stone, with places allotted for each of the seventeen nenbers of the crew It is a splendid if
sonmewhat ridicul ous place, a resonant reninder of the wealth and power of the Service.

Three of ny shipmates were at their places when | entered. Pedregal was there, the
supercargo, a conpact, sullen man whose broad donme of a head seened to rise directly fromhis
shoul ders. And there was Fresco, too, slender and elusive, the navigator, a lithe dark-skinned
person of anbi guous sex who alternated fromvoyage to voyage, so | had been told, converting from
mal e to fenmal e and back again according to sonme private rhythm The third person was Raebuck
whose sphere of responsibility was conmuni cations, an ol der man whose flat, chilly gaze conveyed
ei t her boredom or nenace, | could never be sure which

"Why, it's the captain,” said Pedregal calmy. "Favoring us with one of his rare visits."

Al three stared at ne with that curious testing intensity which | was comng to see was an
i nescapabl e part of ny life aboard ship: a constant hazing neted out to any newconer to the
Service, an interminable probing for the place that was nost vul nerable. Mne was a parsec w de
and | was certain they would discover it at once. But | was deternmined to match them stare for
stare, ploy for ploy, test for test.

"Good norning, gentlenen,” | said. Then, giving Fresco a |level glance, | added, "CGood
nor ni ng, Fresco."

| took ny seat at the table's head and rang for service.

| was beginning to realize why |I had conme out of ny cabin that morning. |In part it was a
reflection of Vox' presence within ne, an expression of that new conmponent of rashness and
i mpul siveness that had entered me with her. But mainly it was, | saw now, sone stratagem of ny
own, hatched on some inaccessible subterranean | evel of ny double mind. 1In order to conceal Vox
nost effectively, | would have to take the offensive: rather than skulking in nmy quarters and
per haps awakeni ng perilous suspicions in the mnds of ny shipmates, | nmust cone forth, defiantly,
chal I engingly, alnmost flaunting the thing that | had done, and go anpbng them pretending that
not hi ng unusual was afoot and forcing themto believe it. Such aggressiveness was not natural to
my tenperanent. But perhaps | could draw on some reserves provided by Vox. |If not, we both were
| ost.

Raebuck said, to no one in particular, "I suppose yesterday's disturbing events nust
inspire a need for conpanionship in the captain.”

| faced himsquarely. "I have all the conpanionship | require, Raebuck. But | agree that
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what happened yesterday was di sturbing."

"A nasty business," Pedregal said, ponderously shaking his neckless head. "And a strange
one, a matrix trying to get into a passenger. That's newto ne, athing like that. And to |ose
t he passenger besides -- that's bad. That's very bad."

"I't does happen, |osing a passenger,"” said Raebuck

"Along time since it happened on a ship of mine," Pedregal rejoined.

"W | ost a whole batch of themon the Enperor of Callisto," Fresco said. "You know the
story? It was thirty years ago. W were making the run from Van Buren to the San Pedro O uster.
We picked up a supernova pulse and the intelligence on duty went into flicker. Sonehow dunped a

| oad of alumnumsalts in the feed-lines and killed off fifteen, sixteen passengers. | saw the
bodi es before they went into the converter. Beyond sal vage, they were."

"Yes," said Raebuck. "I heard of that one. And then there was the Queen Astarte, a couple
of years after that. Tchelitchev was her captain, little green-eyed Russian wonman from one of the
Troi ka worlds. They were taking a routine inventory and two digits got transposed, and a faulty
delivery signal slipped through. | think it was six dead, premature decanting, killed by air
poi soning. Tchelitchev took it very badly. Very badly. Sonehow the captain always does."

"And then that tinme on the Hecuba," said Pedregal. "No ship of mine, thank God. That was

the captain who ran anpk, thought the ship was too quiet, wanted to see sone passengers novi ng
around and started awakening them-- "

Raebuck showed a quiver of surprise. "You know about that? | thought that was supposed to
be hushed up." "Things get around," Pedregal said, with something Iike a smirk. "The captain's
name was Catani a-Szu, | believe, a man from Medi terraneo, very high-strung, the way all of them
are there. | was working the Val parai so then, out of Mendax N ne bound for Scylla and Charybdis
and nei ghboring points, and when we stopped to downl oad sone cargo in the Seneca system | got the
whol e story froma ship's clerk naned -- "

"You were on the Val parai so?" Fresco asked. "Wasn't that the ship that had a free matrix,
too, ten or eleven years back? A real soul-eater, so the report went -- "

"After ny time," said Pedregal, blandly waving his hand. "But | did hear of it. You get
to hear about everything, when you're downl oadi ng cargo. Soul -eater, you say, reninds ne of the
time -- "

And he launched into sone tale of horror at a spinaround station in a far quadrant of the
gal axy. But he was no nore than hal fway through it when Raebuck cut in with a gorier reniniscence
of his own, and then Fresco, seething with inpatience, broke in on himto tell of a ship infested
by three free matri xes at once. | had no doubt that all this was being staged for ny
enlightennent, by way of showi ng ne how seriously such events were taken in the Service, and how
t he captains under whom they occurred went down in the folklore of the starships with ineradicable
bl ack marks. But their attenpts to unsettle nme, if that is what they were, left nme undi smayed.
Vox, silent within ne, infused ne with a strange confidence that allowed nme to ignore the darker
i nplications of these anecdotes.

| sinply listened, playing ny role: the neophyte fascinated by the accurnul ated depth of
spacegoi ng experience that their stories inplied.

Then | said, finally, "Wen matrixes get |oose, how | ong do they generally manage to stay
at large?"

“An hour or two, generally," said Raebuck. "As they drift around the ship, of course, they
| eave an electrical trail. W track it and close off access routes behind them and eventually we
pin themdown in close quarters. Then it's not hard to put themback in their bottles.”

"And if they've jacked into some nmenber of the crew?"

"That makes it even easier to find them"

Boldly |I said, "Was there ever a case where a free matrix jacked into a menber of the crew
and managed to keep itself hidden?"

"Never," said a new voice. It belonged to Roacher, who had just entered the dining hall
He stood at the far end of the long table, staring at ne. Hi s strange |um nescent eyes, harsh and
probing, came to rest on mne. "No matter how clever the matrix may be, sooner or |ater the host
will find sone way to call for help."

"And if the host doesn't choose to call for hel p?" | asked.

Roacher studied me with great care.
Had | been too bold? Had | given away too nuch?
"But that would be a violation of regulations!" he said, in a tone of nock astoni shnent.
"That would be a crimnal act!"
11.
She asked nme to take her starwal king, to show her the full view of the Geat Open.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Robert%20Silverberg%20-%20The%20Secret%20Sharer.txt (15 of 31) [11/1/2004 12:23:52 AM]



file://IG)/Program%620Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Robert%20Si I verberg%620-%20T he%620Secret%20Sharer . txt

It was the third day of her conceal nent within me. Life aboard the Sword of Orion had
returned to routine, or, to be nore accurate, it had settled into a new routine in which the
presence on board of an undetected and apparently undetectable free matri x was a constant el enent.

As Vox had suggested, there were sone who quickly canme to believe that the mssing matrix
must have slipped off into space, since the watchful ship-intelligences could find no trace of it.
But there were others who kept |ooking over their shoulders, figuratively or literally, as if
expecting the fugitive to attenpt to thrust herself w thout warning into the spinal jacks that
gave access to their nervous systens. They behaved exactly as if the ship were haunted. To
pl acate those uneasy ones, | ordered roundthe-clock circuit sweeps that woul d report every vagrant
pul se and random surge. Each such anonal ous el ectrical event was duly investigated, and, of
course, none of these investigations led to anything significant. Now that Vox resided in ny
brain instead of the ship's wiring, she was beyond any such node of discovery.

Wet her anyone suspected the truth was sonmething | had no way of know ng. Perhaps Roacher
did; but he nmade no nmove to denounce ne, nor did he so nmuch as raise the issue of the mssing
matrix with me at all after that tine in the dining hall. He m ght know nothi ng whatever; he
m ght know everything, and not care; he mght sinply be keeping his own counsel for the nonent. |
had no way of telling.

I was growi ng accustoned to ny double life, and to nmy daily duplicity. Vox had quickly
come to seemas much a part of me as ny arm or ny leg. Wen she was silent -- and often | heard
nothing fromher for hours at a time -- | was no nore aware of her than | would be, in any specia
way, of ny armor ny |leg; but neverthel ess | knew sonehow that she was there. The boundaries
between her mind and m ne were eroding steadily. She was learning howto infiltrate ne. At tines
it seened to ne that what we were were joint tenants of the sanme dwelling, rather than | the
per manent occupant and she a guest. | cane to perceive nmy own nind as sonething not notably
different fromhers, a mere web of electrical force which for the nonent was housed in the soft
nmoi st gl obe that was the brain of the captain of the Sword of Orion. Either of us, so it seened,
m ght conme and go within that soft noist gl obe as we pleased, flitting casually in or out after
the waithlike fashion of matrixes.

At other tines it was not at all like that: | gave no thought to her presence and went
about ny tasks as if nothing had changed for ne. Then it would cone as a surprise when Vox
announced herself to nme with sone sudden conment, sonme quick question. | had to |learn to guard
mysel f against letting nmy reaction show, if it happened when | was with other nmenbers of the crew
Though no one around us could hear anything when she spoke to nme, or | to her, | knewit would be
the end for our nmasquerade if anyone caught ne in sone unguarded noment of conversation with an
unseen compani on.

How far she had penetrated ny m nd began to becone apparent to ne when she asked to go on a
st arwal k.

"You know about that?" | said, startled, for starwalking is the private pleasure of the
spacegoi ng and | had not known of it nyself before | was taken into the Service.

Vox seenmed anazed by ny amazenent. She indicated casually that the details of starwalking
were common know edge everywhere. But sonething rang false in her tone. Wre the |andcrawing
folk really so famliar with our special pastime? O had she picked what she knew of it out of
the hitherto private reaches of ny consci ousness?

I chose not to ask. But | was uneasy about taking her with me into the Great Open, mnmuch as
I was beginning to yearn for it nyself. She was not one of us. She was planetary; she had not
passed through the training of the Service.

| told her that.

"Take nme anyway," she said. "It's the only chance I'll ever have."

"But the training -- "

"l don't need it. Not if you've had it."

"What if that's not enough?"

"I't will be," she said. "It knowit will, Adam There's nothing to be afraid of. You' ve
had the training, haven't you? And | amyou."
12.

Toget her we rode the transit track out of the Eye and down to Drive Deck, where the soul of
the ship lies lost in throbbing dreans of the far galaxies as it pulls us ever onward across the
unendi ng ni ght.

We passed through zones of utter darkness and zones of cascading light, through places
where wheeling helixes of silvery radiance burst like auroras fromthe air, through passages so
crazed in their geonetry that they reawakened the terrors of the wonb in anyone who traversed
them A starship is the nother of nysteries. Vox crouched, frozen with awe, within that portion
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of our brain that was hers. | felt the surges of her awe, one after another, as we went downward.
"Are you really sure you want to do this?" | asked.
"Yes!" she cried fiercely. "Keep going!"
"There's the possibility that you'll be detected,"” |I told her

"There's the possibility that | won't be," she said.
We continued to descend. Now we were in the realmof the three cyborg push-cells, Gabriel
Banquo, and Fl eece. Those were three nenbers of the crew whom we woul d never see at the table in

the dining hall, for they dwelled here in the walls of Drive Deck, permanently jacked in,
perpetual ly punping their energies into the ship's great naw. | have already told you of our
saying in the Service, that when you enter you give up the body and you get your soul. For nost

of us that is only a figure of speech: what we give up, when we say farewel|l forever to planetskin
and take up our new lives in starships, is not the body itself but the body's trivial needs, the
sweaty things so dear to shore people. But sone of us are nore literal in their renunciations.
The flesh is a neani ngl ess hindrance to them they shed it entirely, knowi ng that they can
experience starship life just as fully without it. They allow thenmselves to be transformed into
extensions of the stardrive. Fromthem cones the raw energy out of which is nade the power that
carries us hurtling through heaven. Their work is unending; their reward is a sort of
immortality. It is not a choice | could make, nor, | think, you: but for themit is bliss. There
can be no doubt about that.

"Anot her starwal k so soon, captain?" Banquo asked. For | had been here on the second day
of the voyage, losing no time in availing nyself of the great privilege of the Service.

"Is there any harmin it?"

"No, no harm" said Banquo. "Just isn't usual, is all."

"That's all right," |I said. "That's not inportant to ne."

Banquo is a gleaming netallic ovoid, twice the size of a human head, jacked into a slot in
the wall. Wthin the ovoid is the matrix of what had once been Banquo, |ong ago on a world called

Sunrise where night is unknown. Sunrise's golden dawns and shi ning days had not been good enough
for Banquo, apparently. Wat Banquo had wanted was to be a gleaning nmetallic ovoid, hanging on
the wall of Drive Deck aboard the Sword of Orion

Any of the three cyborgs could set up a starwal k. But Banquo was the one who had done it
for me that other tine and it seened best to return to him He was the nost congenial of the
three. He struck me as ami able and easy. Gabriel, on ny first visit, had seened austere, renote,
i nconprehensible. He is an early nodel who had lived the equivalent of three human lifetines as a
cyborg aboard starships and there was not rmuch about himthat was human any nore. Fleece, nuch
younger, qui ck-m nded and quirky, | mstrusted: in her weird edgy way she m ght just somehow be
able to detect the hidden other who woul d be going along with me for the ride.

You nust realize that when we starwalk we do not literally leave the ship, though that is
how it seens to us. If we left the ship even for a nonent we woul d be swept away and | ost forever
in the abyss of heaven. Going outside a starship of heaven is not |ike stepping outside an
ordi nary planet-launched shoreship that noves through normal space. But even if it were possible,
there would be no point in leaving the ship. There is nothing to see out there. A starship noves
through utter enpty darkness.

But though there may be nothing to see, that does not nmean that there is nothing out there.
The entire universe is out there. |If we could see it while we are traveling across the specia
space that is heaven we would find it flattened and curved, so that we had the illusion of view ng
everything at once, all the far-flung gal axi es back to the beginning of tine. This is the Geat
Open, the totality of the continuum Qur external screens show it to us in simulated form
because we need occasional assurance that it is there.

A starship rides along the mghty lines of force which cross that i nmense void |ike the
lines of the conpass rose on an ancient mariner's map. Wen we starwal k, we ride those sane
lines, and we are held by them sealed fast to the ship that is carrying us onward through heaven
W seemto step forth into space; we seemto | ook down on the ship, on the stars, on all the
wor | ds of heaven. For the nonment we becone little starships flying along beside the great one
that is our nother. It is magic; it is illusion; but it is magic that so closely approaches what
we perceive as reality that there is no way to neasure the difference, which neans that in effect
there is no difference.

"Ready?" | asked Vox.

"Absol utely."

Still | hesitated.

"Are you sure?"

"Go on," she said inpatiently. "Do it!"

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Robert%20Silverberg%20-%20The%20Secret%20Sharer.txt (17 of 31) [11/1/2004 12:23:52 AM]



file://IG)/Program%620Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Robert%20Si I verberg%620-%20T he%620Secret%20Sharer . txt

| put the jack to ny spine nyself. Banquo did the matching of inpedances. |If he were
going to discover the passenger | carried, this would be the moment. But he showed no sign that
anything was am ss. He queried nme; | gave himthe signal to proceed; there was a nmonent of sharp
warnth at the back of ny neck as ny neural matrix, and Vox's traveling with it, rushed out through
Banquo and hurtl ed downward toward its nmerger with the soul of the ship

We were seized and drawn in and engul fed by the vast force that is the ship. As the coils
of the engine caught us we were spun around and around, hurled fromvector to vector, nercilessly
stretched, distended by an unimagi nable flux. And then there was a brightness all about us, a
brightness that cried out in heaven with a mghty clanor. W were outside the ship. W were
st arwal ki ng.

"Ch," she said. Alittle soft cry, a muted gasp of wonder.

The bl azing mantl e of the ship lay upon the darkness of heaven |ike a white shadow That
great cone of cold fiery light reached far out in front of us, arching awesonely toward heaven's
vault, and behind us it extended beyond the linmits of our sight. The slender tapering outline of
the ship was clearly visible withinit, the needle and its Eye, all ten kiloneters of it easily
apparent to us in a single glance.

And there were the stars. And there were the worlds of heaven

The effect of the stardrive is to collapse the dinensions, each one in upon the other
Thus inordi nate spaces are dimnished and the gal axy nay be spanned by human voyagers. There is
no logic, no linearity of sequence, to heaven as it appears to our eyes. \Werever we | ook we see
the universe bent back upon itself, revealing its entirety in an infinite series of infinite
segnents of itself. Any sector of stars contains all stars. Any demarcation of tine enconpasses
all of tine past and tine to cone. What we behold is altogether beyond our understandi ng, which
is exactly as it should be; for what we are given, when we | ook through the Eye of the ship at the
naked heavens, is a god' s-eye view of the universe. And we are not gods.

"What are we seeing?" Vox murnured within ne.

| tried to tell her. | showed her how to define her relative position so there would be an
up and a down for her, a backward, a forward, a flow of time and event from begi nning to end.
poi nted out the arbitrary coordi nate axes by which we |ocate ourselves in this fundanentally
i nconpr ehensi ble arena. | found known stars for her, and known worlds, and showed themto her

She understood nothing. She was entirely |ost.

| told her that there was no shame in that.

| told her that | had been just as bew | dered, when | was undergoing ny training in the
simul ator. That everyone was; and that no one, not even if he spent a thousand years aboard the
starships that plied the routes of heaven, could ever cone to anything nore than a set of crude
equi val ents and approxi mati ons of understandi ng what starwal ki ng shows us. Attaining actua
understanding itself is beyond the best of us.

| could feel her struggling to enconpass the inpact of all that rose and wheel ed and soared
before us. Her nmind was agile, though still only half-fornmed, and | sensed her working out her
own system of explanations and assunptions, her anal ogi es, her equivalencies. | gave her no nore
help. It was best for her to do these things by herself; and in any case | had no nore help to
gi ve.

I had ny own astoni shment and bew | derment to deal with, on this ny second starwalk in
heaven.

Once nore | | ooked down upon the myriad worlds turning in their orbits. | could see them
easily, the little bright globes rotating in the huge night of the Geat Qpen: red worlds, blue
wor | ds, green ones, sone turning their full faces to ne, some showi ng nmere slivers of a crescent.
How they cl eaved to their appointed tracks! How they clung to their parent stars!

| remenbered that other time, only a few virtual days before, when | had felt such
conpassion for them such sorrow. Knowi ng that they were condemmed forever to foll ow the sane

pat h about the same star, a hopel ess bondage, a meani ngl ess retracing of a perpetual route. 1In
their own eyes they m ght be footl oose wanderers, but to me they had seened the nost pitiful of
slaves. And so | had grieved for the worlds of heaven; but now, to nmy surprise, | felt no pity,

only a kind of love. There was no reason to be sad for them They were what they were, and there
was a suprene rightness in those fixed orbits and their obedi ent novenents along them They were
content with being what they were. |[If they were | oosed even a noment from that bondage, such
chaos would arise in the universe as could never be contained. Those circling worlds are the
foundati ons upon which all else is built; they know that and they take pride in it; they are |oya
to their tasks and we nust honor themfor their devotion to their duty. And with honor cones

| ove.

This nust be Vox speaking within nme, | told nyself.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Robert%20Silverberg%20-%20The%20Secret%20Sharer.txt (18 of 31) [11/1/2004 12:23:52 AM]



file://IG)/Program%620Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Robert%20Si I verberg%620-%20T he%620Secret%20Sharer . txt

| had never thought such thoughts. Love the planets in their orbits? Wat kind of notion
was that? Perhaps no stranger than ny earlier notion of pitying them because they weren't
starshi ps; but that thought had arisen fromthe spontaneous depths of nmy own spirit and it had
seenmed to nake a kind of sense to ne. Now it had given way to a wholly other view

I loved the worlds that noved before me and yet did not nove, in the great night of heaven

I loved the strange fugitive girl within me who beheld those worlds and | oved t hem for
their immobility.

| felt her seize ne now, taking nme inpatiently onward, outward, into the depths of heaven.
She understood now, she knew how it was done. And she was far nore daring than ever | would have
allowed nme to be. Together we wal ked the stars. Not only wal ked but plunged and swooped and
soared, traveling anong themlike gods. Their hot breath singed us. Their throbbing brightness
thundered at us. Their serene novenents booned a mighty nusic at us. On and on we went, hand in
hand, Vox leading, | letting her draw ne, deeper and deeper into the shining abyss that was the
uni verse. Until at last we halted, floating in md-cosnps, the ship nowhere to be seen, only the
two of us surrounded by a shield of suns.

In that nonent a sweeping ecstasy filled nmy soul. | felt all eternity within ny grasp
No, that puts it the wong way around and nmakes it seemthat | was seized by del usions of inperia
grandeur, which was not at all the case. What | felt was nyself within the grasp of all eternity,
enfolded in the | oving enbrace of a conplete and perfect cosnmos in which nothing was out of place,
or ever could be.

It is this that we go starwalking to attain. This sense of belonging, this sense of being
contained in the divine perfection of the universe.

When it cones, there is no telling what effect it will have; but inner change is what it
usual ly brings. | had come away fromny first starwal k unaware of any transformation; but within
three days | had inpul sively opened nyself to a wandering phantom violating not only regul ations
but the nature of nmy own character as | understood it. | have always, as | think |I have said,
been an intensely private man. Even though | had given Vox refuge, | had been relieved and
grateful that her mnd and nmine had rermai ned separate entities within our shared brain.

Now | did what | could to break down whatever boundary remai ned between us.

| hadn't et her know anything, so far, of ny life before going to heaven. | had nmet her
occasi onal questions with coy evasions, with half-truths, with blunt refusals. It was the way |
had al ways been with everyone, a habit of secrecy, an unwillingness to reveal nyself. | had been

even nore secretive, perhaps, with Vox than with all the others, because of the very cl oseness of
her mind to mine. As though | feared that by giving her any interior know edge of ne | was
opening the way for her to take ne over entirely, to absorb nme into her own vigorous,
undi sci pl i ned soul

But now | offered nmy past to her in a joyous rush. W began to nmake our way slowy
backward from that apocal yptic place at the center of everything; and as we hovered on the breast
of the Great Open, drifting between the darkness and the brilliance of the light that the ship
created, | told her everything about nyself that | had been hol di ng back

| suppose they were nere trivial things, though to me they were all so highly charged with
meaning. | told her the name of ny hone planet. | let her see it, the sea the color of lead, the
sky the color of snpke. | showed her the sparse and scrubby gray headl ands behi nd our house,
where | would go running for hours by nyself, a tall slender boy pounding tirelessly across the
crackling sands as though denmons were pursuing him

I showed her everything: the sonber child, the troubled youth, the wary, overcautious young
man. The playnmates who remai ned forever strangers, the friends whose voices were drowned in
hol | ow babbl i ng echoes, the |overs whose | ove seened w t hout substance or meaning. | told her of
ny feeling that | was the only one alive in the world, that everyone about me was some sort of
artificial being full of gears and wires. O that the world was only a flat colorless dreamin
whi ch | somehow had becone trapped, but fromwhich | would eventually awaken into the true world
of light and color and richness of texture. O that | nmight not be human at all, but had been
abandoned in the human gal axy by creatures of another formentirely, who would return for nme sone
day far in the future

| was lighthearted as | told her these things, and she received themlightly. She knew
them for what they were -- not symptons of madness, but only the bleak fantasies of a |lonely
child, seeking to nake sense out of an inconprehensible universe in which he felt hinself to be a
stranger and afraid.

"But you escaped," she said. "You found a place where you bel onged!"

“"Yes," | said. "l escaped."

And | told her of the day when | had seen a sudden light in the sky. M first thought then
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had been that ny true parents had cone back for me; ny second, that it was sone conet passing by.
That |ight was a starship of heaven that had cone to worldward in our system And as | | ooked
upward through the darkness on that day |ong ago, straining to catch a glinpse of the shoreships
that were going up to it bearing cargo and passengers to be taken fromour world to sone

unknowabl e place at the other end of the galaxy, | realized that that starship was nmy true hone.
| realized that the Service was ny destiny.

And so it canme to pass, | said, that | left ny world behind, and my nane, and ny life, such
as it had been, to enter the conpany of those who sail between the stars. | let her know that

this was nmy first voyage, explaining that it is the peculiar customof the Service to test all new
officers by placing themin command at once. She asked ne if | had found happi ness here; and
said, quickly, Yes, | had, and then | said a nonent |later, Not yet, not yet, but | see at |east
the possibility of it.

She was quiet for a time. W watched the worlds turning and the stars |ike bl azing spikes
of color racing toward their far-off destinations, and the fiery white Iight of the ship itself
streanming in the firmanment as if it were the blood of sone alien god. The thought came to ne of

all that | was risking by hiding her like this within ne. | brushed it aside. This was neither
the place nor the nonent for doubt or fear or m sgiving.

Then she said, "I'mglad you told ne all that, Adam"

"Yes. | amtoo."

"I could feel it fromthe start, what sort of person you were. But | needed to hear it in
your own words, your own thoughts. It's just like |I've been saying. You and I, we're two of a

kind. Square pegs in a world of round holes. You ran away to the Service and | ran away to a new
life in sonebody el se's body."

| realized that Vox wasn't speaking of ny body, but of the new one that waited for her on
Cul - de- Sac.

And | realized too that there was one thing about herself that she had never shared with
me, which was the nature of the flaw in her old body that had caused her to discard it. |If | knew
her nmore fully, | thought, | could |ove her nore deeply: inperfections and all, which is the way
of love. But she had shied away fromtelling ne that, and | had never pressed her on it. Now,
out here under the cool gleam of heaven, surely we had noved into a place of total trust, of
conpl ete uni on of soul

| said, "Let me see you, Vox."

"See me? How could you -- "

"Gve nme an inmage of yourself. You' re too abstract for nme this way. Vox. A voice. Only
a voice. You talk to ne, you live within ne, and | still don't have the slightest idea what you
| ook Iike."

"That's how | want it to be."

"Wn't you show ne how you | ook?"

"I won't look like anything. |I'ma matrix. [|'mnothing but electricity.”

"I understand that. | nean how you | ooked before. Your old self, the one you |eft behind
on Kansas Four."

She made no reply.

| thought she was hesitating, deciding; but sone tinme went by, and still | heard nothing
fromher. What came fromher was silence, only silence, a silence that had crashed down between
us like a steel curtain

"Vox?"

Not hi ng.

Where was she hiding? Wat had | done?

"What's the matter? Is it the thing | asked you?"

No answer.

"It's all right, Vox. Forget about it. It isn't inportant at all. You don't have to show
me anything you don't want to show ne."

Not hing. Sil ence.

"Vox? Vox?"

The worl ds and stars wheel ed in chaos before ne. The light of the ship roared up and down
the spectrumfromend to end. In growing panic | sought for her and found no trace of her
presence within ne. Nothing. Nothing.

"Are you all right?" cane another voice. Banquo, frominside the ship. "lI'mgetting somne
pretty wild signals. You'd better cone in. You' ve been out there long enough as it is."

Vox was gone. | had crossed sone uncrossabl e boundary and | had frightened her away.

Nunbly | gave Banquo the signal, and he brought nme back i nside.
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13.

Al one, | made ny way upward | evel by |evel through the darkness and nystery of the ship,
toward the Eye. The crash of silence went on and on, like the falling of sone col ossal wave on an
endl ess shore. | nissed Vox terribly. | had never known such conplete solitude as |I felt now |
had not realized how accustoned | had becone to her being there, nor what inpact her |eaving would
have on ne. In just those few days of giving her sanctuary, it had sonehow cone to seemto ne

that to house two souls within one brain was the normal condition of mankind, and that to be al one
in one's skull as |I was now was a shameful thing.

As | neared the place where Crew Deck narrows into the curve of the Eye a slender figure
stepped w t hout warning fromthe shadows.

"Captain."

My mind was full of the |loss of Vox and he caught me unawares. | junped back, badly
startl ed.

"For the love of God, man!"

"It's just ne. Bulgar. Don't be so scared, captain. |It's only Bulgar."

"Let me be," | said, and brusquely beckoned hi m away.

"No. Wiit, captain. Please, wait."

He clutched at my arm holding nme as | tried to go. | halted and turned toward him

trembling with anger and surprise.

Bul gar, Roacher's jackmate, was a gentle, soft-voiced little man, w de-nouthed, olive-
ski nned, with huge sad eyes. He and Roacher had sailed the skies of Heaven together since before
I was born. They conpl enented each other. Were Roacher was small and hard, like fruit that has
been left to dry in the sun for a hundred years, his jackmate Bul gar was snall and tender, with a
pl unp, succul ent | ook about him Toget her they seened conplete, an unassailable whole: | could
readily imagine themlying together in their bunk, each jacked to the other, one person in two
bodi es, linked nmore intinmately even than Vox and | had been

Wth an effort | recovered ny poise. Tightly | said, "Wat is it, Bulgar?"

"Can we talk a mnute, captain?”

"W are tal king. Wat do you want with ne?"

"That | oose matrix, sir."

My reaction nmust have been stronger than he was expecting. H s eyes went wi de and he took
a step or two back from me

Moi stening his lips, he said, "W were wondering, captain -- wondering how the search is
going -- whether you had any idea where the matrix mght be -- "

| said stiffly, "Who's we, Bul gar?"

"The men. Roacher. M. Sone of the others. Minly Roacher, sir."

"Ah. So Roacher wants to know where the matrix is."

The little nman noved closer. | saw himstaring deep into ne as though searching for Vox
behi nd the mask of ny carefully expressionless face. Did he know? Didthey all? | wanted to cry
out, She's not there any nore, she's gone, she left nme, she ran off into space. But apparently
what was troubling Roacher and his shipmates was sonet hing other than the possibility that Vox had
taken refuge with ne.

Bul gar's tone was soft, insinuating, concerned. "Roacher's very worried, captain. He's
been on ships with | oose nmatri xes before. He knows how nuch trouble they can be. He's really
worried, captain. | have to tell you that. 1've never seen himso worried."

"What does he think the matrix will do to hin®"

"He's afraid of being taken over," Bul gar said.

"Taken over?"

"The matrix conming into his head through his jack. Mxing itself up with his brain. It's
been known to happen, captain."”

"And why should it happen to Roacher, out of all the men on this ship? Wy not you? Wy
not Pedregal? O R o de RRo? O one of the passengers again?' | took a deep breath. "Wy not
me, for that matter?"

"He just wants to know, sir, what's the situation with the matrix now. Wether you've
di scovered anythi ng about where it is. Wether you' ve been able to trap it."

There was sonething strange in Bulgar's eyes. | began to think | was being tested again.
This assertion of Roacher's alleged terror of being infiltrated and possessed by the wanderi ng
matri x mght sinply be a roundabout way of finding out whether that had al ready happened to rme.

"Tell himit's gone," | said.
" CGone, sir?"
"CGone. Vanished. It isn't anywhere on the ship any nore. Tell himthat, Bulgar. He can
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forget about her slithering down his precious jackhole."

" Her ?"

"Femal e matri x, yes. But that doesn't nmatter now. She's gone. You can tell himthat.
Escaped. Flew off into heaven. The energency's over." | glowered at him | yearned to be rid
of him to go off by nyself to nurse ny new grief. "Shouldn't you be getting back to your post,
Bul gar ?"

Did he believe ne? O did he think that | had sl apped together some transparent lie to
cover nmy conplicity in the continued absence of the matrix? | had no way of know ng. Bul gar gave
me a little obsequi ous bow and started to back away.

"Sir," he said. "Thank you, sir. 1'll tell him sir."

He retreated into the shadows. | continued upl evel

| passed Katkat on ny way, and, a little while afterward, Raebuck. They | ooked at ne
wi t hout speaking. There was sonething reproachful but alnost |oving about Katkat's expression

but Raebuck's icy, baleful stare brought ne close to flinching. In their different ways they were
saying, Quilty, guilty, guilty. But of what?
Before, | had inmagi ned that everyone whom | encountered aboard ship was able to tell at a

single glance that | was harboring the fugitive, and was sinply waiting for ne to reveal nyself
with some foolish slip. Now everything was reversed. They |ooked at ne and | told nyself that
they were thinking, He's all alone by hinmself in there, he doesn't have anyone else at all, and |
shrank away, shamed by ny solitude. | knew that this was the edge of nadness. | was overw ought,
overtired; perhaps it had been a mi stake to go starwal king a second tine so soon after ny first.
I needed to rest. | needed to hide.

| began to wish that there were soneone aboard the Sword of Orion with whom | coul d di scuss

these things. But who, though? Roacher? 612 Jason? | was altogether isolated here. The only
one | could speak to on this ship was Vox. And she was gone.
In the safety of ny cabin | jacked nyself into the mediq rack and gave nyself a ten-mnute

purge. That hel ped. The phantomfears and intricate uncertainties that had taken possessi on of
me began to ebb.

| keyed up the log and ran through the list of ny captainly duties, such as they were, for
the rest of the day. W were approaching a spinaround point, one of those nodes of force
posi tioned equi distantly across heaven which a starship in transit nust seize and use in order to
propel itself onward through the next sector of the universe. Spinaround acquisition is perforned
automatically but at least in theory the responsibility for carrying it out successfully falls to

the captain: | would give the commands, | woul d oversee the process frominitiation through
conpl eti on.
But there was still time for that.

| accessed 49 Henry Henry, who was the intelligence on duty, and asked for an update on the
matri x situation.

"No change, sir," the intelligence reported at once.

"\What does that nean?"

"Trace efforts continue as requested, sir. But we have not detected the |ocation of the
m ssing nmatrix."

"No clues? Not even a hint?"

"No data at all, sir. There's essentially no way to isolate the nminute el ectromagnetic
pul se of a free matrix fromthe background noise of the ship's entire electrical system"™

| believed it. 612 Jason Jason had told nme that in nearly the same words.

| said, "I have reason to think that the matrix is no longer on the ship, 49 Henry Henry."

"Do you, sir?" said 49 Henry Henry in its usual al oof, halfnocking way.

"I do, yes. After a careful study of the situation, it's my opinion that the matrix exited
the ship earlier this day and will not be heard from again."

"Shall | record that as an official position, sir?"

"Record it," | said.

"Done, sir."

"And therefore, 49 Henry Henry, you can cancel search nobde i nmediately and close the file.
We'll enter a debit for one matri x and the Servi ce bookkeepers can work it out later."

“"Very good, sir."

"Decouple,” | ordered the intelligence.

49 Henry Henry went away. | sat quietly am d the splendors of my cabin, thinking back over

my starwal k and reliving that sense of harnony, of |ove, of oneness with the worlds of heaven
that had cone over nme while Vox and | drifted on the bosomof the Geat Open. And feeling once
again the keen slicing sense of loss that | had felt since Vox' departure fromne. |In alittle
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while | would have to rise and go to the command center and put nyself through the notions of
over seei ng spi naround acquisition; but for the noment | rerai ned where | was, notionless, silent,
peering deep into the heart of ny solitude.

"I"mnot gone," said an unexpected quiet voice.

It came |like a punch beneath the heart. It was a nonment before | could speak

"Vox?" | said at last. "Were are you, Vox?"

"Ri ght here."

"Where?" | asked.

"Inside. | never went away."

"You never -- "

"You upset nme. | just had to hide for a while."

"You knew | was trying to find you?"

"Yes."

Color came to my cheeks. Anger roared like a streamin spate through ny veins. | felt
nmysel f bl azi ng.

"You knew how | felt, when you -- when it seened that you weren't there any nore."

"Yes," she said, even nore quietly, after a tine.

| forced nyself to growcalm | told nyself that she owed nme not hing, except perhaps
gratitude for sheltering her, and that whatever pain she had caused ne by going silent was none of
her affair. | remi nded nyself also that she was a child, unruly and turbul ent and undi sci pli ned.

After a bit | said, "I missed you. | nissed you nore than | want to say."

"I"'msorry," she said, sounding repentant, but not very. "I had to go away for a tine.

You upset me, Adam"
"By asking you to show me how you used to | ook?"

"Yes."

"I don't understand why that upset you so nuch."

"You don't have to," Vox said. "l don't mnd now You can see nme, if you like. Do you
still want to? Here. This is ne. This is what | used to be. [If it disgusts you don't blane me.
Ckay? Ckay, Adanf? Here. Have a |look. Here |l am'

14.

There was a wenching within me, a twi sting, a painful yanking sensation, as of sonme heavy
barrier forcibly being pulled aside. And then the glorious radiant scarlet sky of Kansas Four
bl ossomed on the screen of ny m nd.

She didn't sinply showit to ne. She took ne there. | felt the soft noist wind on ny
face, | breathed the sweet, faintly pungent air, | heard the sly rustling of glossy |eathery
fronds that dangled frombright yellow trees. Beneath nmy bare feet the black soil was warm and
spongy.

| was Leeleaine, who liked to call herself Vox. | was seventeen years old and swept by
forces and conpul si ons as powerful as hurricanes.

I was her fromw thin and also | saw her from outside.

My hair was |long and thick and dark, tunmbling down past nmy shoul ders in an aval anche of

untended curls and | oops and snags. M hips were broad, ny breasts were full and heavy: | could
feel the pull of them the pain of them It was alnost as if they were stiff with mlk, though
they were not. My face was tense, alert, sullen, aglowwth angry intelligence. It was not an

unappeal i ng face. Vox was not an unappeal ing girl

From her earlier reluctance to show herself to me | had expected her to be ugly, or perhaps
defornmed in sone way, dragging herself about in a coarse, heavy, burdensone husk of flesh that was
a constant reproach to her. She had spoken of her |ife on Kansas Four as being so dreary, so sad,
so nmiserable, that she saw no hope in staying there. And had given up her body to be turned into
mere electricity, on the pronise that she could have a new body -- any body -- when she reached
Cul -de-Sac. | hated ny body, she had told ne. | couldn't wait to be rid of it. She had refused
even to give ne a glinpse of it, retreating instead for hours into a desperate silence so tota
that | thought she had fl ed.

Al that was a nmystery to me now. The Leeleaine that | saw, that | was, was a fine sturdy-
| ooking girl. Not beautiful, no, too strong and strapping for that, | suppose, but far fromugly:
her eyes were warmand intelligent, her lips full, her nose finely nodeled. And it was a healthy
body, too, robust, vital. O course she had no defornities; and why had | thought she had, when
it would have been a sinple matter of retrogenetic surgery to anend any bothersonme defect? No,
there was nothing wong with the body that Vox had abandoned and for which she professed such
| oat hing, for which she felt such shane.

Then | realized that | was seeing her fromoutside. | was seeing her as if by relay,
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filtering and interpreting the information she was offering me by passing it through the nind of

an obj ective observer: nyself. VWho understood nothing, really, of what it was |like to be anyone
but hi nsel f.

Sonehow -- it was one of those autonatic, unconscious adjustnents -- | altered the focus of
my perceptions. Al old frames of reference fell away and | |et nyself | ose any sense of the

separ at eness of our identities.

I was her. Fully, unconditionally, inextricably.

And | under st ood.

Figures flitted about her, shadowy, baffling, nmaddening. Brothers, sisters, parents,
friends: they were all strangers to her. Everyone on Kansas Four was a stranger to her. And
al ways woul d be.

She hated her body not because it was weak or unsightly but because it was her prison. She

was enclosed within it as though within narrow stone walls. |t hung about her, a cage of flesh,
hol di ng her down, pinning her to this lovely world call ed Kansas Four where she knew only pain and
i solation and estrangenment. Her body -- her perfectly acceptable, healthy body -- had becone

hateful to her because it was the enblem and synbol of her soul's inmprisonnent. WId and
incurably restless by tenperanent, she had failed to find a way to live within the snothering
predictability of Kansas Four, a planet where she would never be anything but an internal outlaw.
The only way she coul d | eave Kansas Four was to surrender the body that tied her to it; and so she
had turned against it with fury and | oathing, rejecting it, abandoning it, despising it, detesting
it. No one could ever understand that who beheld her fromthe outside.

But | understood.

| understood much nore than that, in that one flashing nonent of conmunion that she and

had. | canme to see what she neant when she said that | was her twin, her double, her other self.
O course we were wholly different, |I the sober, staid, plodding, diligent nan, and she the
reckl ess, volatile, inpulsive, tenpestuous girl. But beneath all that we were the sane: misfits,

out si ders, troubl ed wanderers through worlds we had never made. W had found vastly differing
ways to cope with our pain. Yet we were one and the same, two halves of a single entity.
W will remain together always now, | told nyself.

And in that nonent our conmmuni on broke. She broke it -- it nust have been she, fearful of
letting this new intinmacy grow too deep -- and | found myself apart from her once again, stil
pl aying host to her in nmy brain but separated from her by the boundaries of ny own individuality,
my own selfhood. | felt her nearby, within me, a warm but discrete presence. Still wthin ne,

yes. But separate again.
15.

There was shipwork to do. For days, now, Vox's invasion of nme had been a startling
distraction. But | dared not let nyself forget that we were in the nmdst of a traversal of
heaven. The lives of us all, and of our passengers, depended on the proper execution of our
duties: even mne. And worlds awaited the bounty that we bore. M task of the noment was to
over see spinaround acqui sition

| told Vox to | eave ne tenporarily while | went through the routines of acquisition. |
woul d be jacked to other crewren for a time; they mght very well be able to detect her within ne;

there was no telling what might happen. But she refused. "No," she said. "I won't |eave you. |
don't want to go out there. But I'll hide, deep down, the way | did when | was upset with you."

"Vox -- "l began.

"No. Please. | don't want to talk about it."

There was no tine to argue the point. | could feel the depth and intensity of her stubborn
det erm nati on.

"Hide, then," | said. "If that's what you want to do."

| made nmy way down out of the Eye to Engi ne Deck

The rest of the acquisition teamwas already assenbled in the G eat Navigation Hall
Fresco, Raebuck, Roacher. Raebuck's role was to see to it that conmmuni cati ons channel s were kept
open, Fresco's to set up the navigation coordinates, and Roacher, as power engi neer, would nonitor
fluctuations in drain and input-output cycling. M function was to give the cues at each stage of
acquisition. In truth | was pretty nmuch redundant, since Raebuck and Fresco and Roacher had been
doing this sort of thing a dozen times a voyage for scores of voyages and they had little need of
my gui dance. The deeper truth was that they were redundant too, for 49 Henry Henry woul d oversee
us all, and the intelligence was quite capable of setting up the entire process w thout any human
hel p. Nevertheless there were formalities to observe, and not inane ones. Intelligences are far
superior to humans in nental capacity, interfacing capability, and reaction tine, but even so they
are nothing but servants, and artificial servants at that, lacking in any real awareness of human
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fragility or human ethical conplexity. They nust only be used as tools, not decision-makers. A
soci ety which del egates responsibilities of life and death to its servants will eventually find
the servants' hands at its throat. As for me, novice that | was, ny role was valid as well: the
focal point of the enterprise, the prine initiator, the conductor and observer of the process.

Per haps anyone could performthose functions, but the fact renained that sonmeone had to, and by
tradition that soneone was the captain. Call it aritual, call it a highly stylized dance, if you
will. But there is no getting away fromthe human need for ritual and stylization. Such aspects
of a process may not seem essential, but they are valuable and significant, and ultimtely they
can be seen to be essential as well.

"Shal | we begi n?" Fresco asked.

We jacked up, Roacher directly into the ship, Raebuck into Roacher, Fresco to ne, nme into
t he ship.

"“Simulation," | said.

Raebuck keyed in the first code and the vast echoing space that was the G eat Navigation
Hall came alive with pulsing light: a representation of heaven all about us, the lines of force,

t he spinaround nodes, the stars, the planets. W noved unhinderedly in free fall, drifting as
casual ly as angels. We coul d easily have believed we were starwal ki ng.

The sinmulacrum of the ship was a bright arrow of fierce light just below us and to the
left. Ahead, throbbing like a nest of twi ning angry serpents, was the gl obe that represented the
Lasci ate Ogni Speranza spi naround point, tightly-wound dull gray cables shot through with strands
of fierce scarlet.

"Enter approach node,"” | said. "Activate receptors. Begin threshold equalization. Begin
nmonent um conpari son. Prepare for acceleration uptick. Check angular velocity. Begin spin
consolidation. Enter displacenment select. Extend mast. Prepare for acquisition receptivity."

At each command the proper man touched a control key or pressed a directive panel or sinply
sent an inpul se shooting through the jack hookup by which he was connected, directly or
indirectly, to the mnd of the ship. Qut of courtesy to ne, they waited until the conmands were
given, but the speed with which they obeyed told nme that their mnds were already in notion even
as | spoke.

"I't's really exciting, isn't it?" Vox said suddenly.

"For God's sake, Vox! \What are you trying to do?"

For all | knew, the others had heard her outburst as clearly as though it had cone across a
| oudspeaker.

"I nean,"” she went on, "I never inagined it was anything like this. | can feel the whole --

| shot her a sharp, anguished order to keep quiet. Her surfacing like this, after ny
warning to her, was a lunatic act. |In the silence that followed | felt a kind of inner
reverberation, a sulky twangi ng of displeasure coning fromher. But | had no time to worry about
Vox' s npods now.

Arcing patterns of displacenment power went ricocheting through the Geat Navigation Hall as
our nast cane forth -- not the underpinning for a set of sails, as it would be on a vessel that
plied planetary seas, but rather a giant antenna to link us to the spinaround point ahead -- and
the ship and the spinaround point reached toward one another |ike grappling nany-armed westlers.
Hot streaks of crinson and enerald and gol d and amet hyst speared the air, vaulting and reboundi ng.
The spinaround point, activated now and trenbling between energy states, was enfolding us inits
mllion tentacles, capturing us, making ready to whirl on its axis and hurl us swiftly onward
toward the next way-station in our journey across heaven

"Acquisition," Raebuck announced.

"Proceed to capture acceptance,"” | said.
"Acceptance, " sai d Raebuck
"Directional node," | said. "D nensional grid eleven."

"Di nensional grid eleven," Fresco repeat ed.
The whol e hall seened on fire now

"Wonderful ," Vox murnured. "So beautiful -- "

"Vox!"

"Request spin authorization," said Fresco.

"Spin authorization granted," | said. "Gid eleven."
"Grid eleven," Fresco said again. "Spin achieved."

A trenmor went rippling through ne -- and through Fresco, through Raebuck, through Roacher.
It was the ship, in the persona of 49 Henry Henry, conpleting the acquisition process. W had
been captured by Lasciate Ogni Speranza, we had undergone velocity absorption and redirection, we
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had had new spin inparted to us, and we had been sent soaring off through heaven toward our
upcom ng port of call. | heard Vox sobbing within me, not a sob of despair but one of ecstasy, of
ful fillment.

We all unjacked. Raebuck, that dour man, nanaged a little smle as he turned to ne.

"Ni cely done, captain," he said.

"Yes," said Fresco. "Very nice. You're a quick learner."

| saw Roacher studying ne with those little shining eyes of his. Go on, you bastard,
thought. You give me a conplinment too now, if you know how.

But all he did was stare. | shrugged and turned away. Wat Roacher thought or said nade
little difference to ne, | told nyself.

As we left the Great Navigation Hall in our separate directions Fresco fell in alongside
me. Wthout a word we trudged together toward the transit trackers that were waiting for us.
Just as | was about to board mine he -- or was it she? -- said softly, "Captain?"

"What is it, Fresco?"

Fresco | eaned close. Soft sly eyes, tricksy little smle; and yet | felt sone warnth
com ng fromthe navi gator.

"It's a very dangerous gane, captain."

"l don't know what you mean."

"Yes, you do," Fresco said. "No use pretending. W were jacked together in there. | felt
things. 1 know "

There was nothing | could say, so | said nothing.

After a nonent Fresco said, "I like you. | won't harmyou. But Roacher knows too.
don't know if he knew before, but he certainly knows now. If | were you, I'd find that very
troubl esome, captain. Just a word to the wise. Al right?"

16.

Only a fool would have remai ned on such a course as | had been followi ng. Vox saw the
risks as well as |I. There was no hiding anything fromanyone any | onger; if Roacher knew, then
Bul gar knew, and soon it would be all over the ship. No question, either, but that 49 Henry Henry
knew. In the intimacies of our navigation-hall contact, Vox nmust have been as apparent to them as

a red scarf around ny forehead.

There was no point in taking her to task for revealing her presence within ne |ike that
during acquisition. Wat was done was done. At first it had seened inpossible to understand why
she had done such a thing; but then it becane all too easy to conprehend. It was the same sort of
unpr edi ct abl e, unexam ned, inpul sive behavior that had | ed her to go barging into a suspended
passenger's mnd and cause his death. She was sinply not one who paused to think before acting.
That kind of behavi or has al ways been bewi |l dering to ne. She was nmy opposite as well as ny
double. And yet had | not done a Vox-like thing myself, taking her into ne, when she appealed to
me for sanctuary, without stopping at all to consider the consequences?

"Where can | go?" she asked, desperate. "If | nove around the ship freely again they'l
track ne and close nme off. And then they'll eradicate me. They'Il -- "
"Easy," | said. "Don't panic. I'll hide you where they won't find you."

"I nsi de sone passenger?"
"W can't try that again. There's no way to prepare the passenger for what's happening to

him and he'll panic. No. [|'Il put you in one of the annexes. O maybe one of the
virtualities."

"The what ?"

"The additional cargo area. The subspace extensions that surround the ship."

She gasped. "Those aren't even real! | was in them when | was traveling around the ship.
Those are just clusters of probability waves!"

"You'll be safe there," | said.

"I"'mafraid. It's bad enough that I'"'mnot real any nore. But to be stored in a place that

isn't real either --
"You're as real as | am And the outstructures are just as real as the rest of the ship
It's a different quality of reality, that's all. Nothing bad will happen to you out there.
You' ve told ne yourself that you've already been in them right? And got out again wthout any
problenms. They won't be able to detect you there, Vox. But | tell you this, that if you stay in
me, or anywhere else in the main part of the ship, they'll track you down and find you and
eradi cate you. And probably eradicate ne right along with you."
"Do you nean that?" she said, sounding chastened.
"Cone on. There isn't much time."
On the pretext of a routine inventory check -- well within ny table of responsibilities --
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| obtained access to one of the virtualities. It was the storehouse where the probability
stabilizers were kept. No one was likely to search for her there. The chances of our
encountering a zone of probability turbul ence between here and Cul -de-Sac were nininal; and in the
ordi nary course of a voyage nobody cared to enter any of the virtualities.

| had lied to Vox, or at least comitted a half-truth, by |eading her to believe that al
our outstructures are of an equal level of reality. Certainly the annexes are tangible, solid;
they differ fromthe ship proper only in the spin of their dinmensional polarity. They are
i nvi si bl e except when activated, and they involve us in no additional expenditure of fuel, but
there is no uncertainty about their existence, which is why we entrust valuable cargo to them and
on some occasi ons even passengers.

The extensions are a |l evel further renpbved frombasic reality. They are skewed not only in
di nensional polarity but in tenmporal contiguity: that is, we carry themw th us under tine
di spl acement, generally ten to twenty virtual years in the past or future. The risks of this are
extremely nminor and the payoff in reduction of generating cost is great. Still, we are measurably
nmore cautious about what sort of cargo we keep in them

As for the virtualities- Their nanme itself inplies their uncertainty. They are
purely probabilistic entities, existing nost of the tine in the stochastic void that surrounds the
ship. In sinpler words, whether they are actually there or not at any given tinme is a matter
worth wagering on. W know how to access themat the tine of greatest probability, and our
techniques are quite reliable, which is why we can use themfor overfl ow | adi ngs when our cargo
upt ake is unusually heavy. But in general we prefer not to entrust anything very inportant to
them since a virtuality's range of access times can fluctuate in an extrene way, froma matter of
m croseconds to a matter of negayears, and that can nake quick recall a chancy affair

Knowing all this, | put Vox in a virtuality anyway.

| had to hide her. And | had to hide her in a place where no one would | ook. The risk
that 1'd be unable to call her up again because of virtuality fluctuation was a small one. The
risk was much greater that she would be detected, and she and | both punished, if I let her remain
in any area of the ship that had a higher order of probability.

"I want you to stay here until the coast is clear," | told her sternly. "No inpulsive
journeys around the ship, no excursions into adjoining outstructures, no little trips of any kind,
regardl ess of how restless you get. |Is that clear? 1'Il call you up fromhere as soon as | think
it's safe.”

“I'"1l mss you, Adam"

"The sane here. But this is howit has to be."

"1 know. "

"I'f you're discovered, I'll deny | know anything about you. | nean that, Vox."

"l understand."

"You won't be stuck in here long. | pronise you that."

"WIl you visit me?"

"That wouldn't be wi se," | said.

"But maybe you will anyway."

“"Maybe. | don't know." | opened the access channel. The virtuality gaped before us. "o
on," | said. "In with you. In. Now Co, Vox. Go."

| could feel her leaving ne. It was alnost |ike an anputation. The silence, the
enptiness, that descended on ne suddenly was ten tines as deep as what | had felt when she had
merely been hiding within nme. She was gone, now. For the first tine in days, | was truly alone

| closed off the virtuality.

When | returned to the Eye, Roacher was waiting for ne near the command bri dge.
"“You have a nonent, captain?"

"What is it, Roacher."

"The missing matrix. W have proof it's still on board ship."

" Proof ?"

"You know what | nean. You felt it just like | did while we were doing acquisition. It
said sonething. It spoke. It was right in there in the navigation hall with us, captain.”

I met his lum nescent gaze levelly and said in an even voice, "I was giving nmy conplete
attention to what we were doing, Roacher. Spinaround acquisition isn't second nature to ne the
way it is toyou. | had no time to notice any matrixes floating around in there."

"You didn't?"

"No. Does that disappoint you?"
"That might nmean that you're the one carrying the matrix," he said.
"How so?"
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“I'f it's in you, down on a subneural |evel, you m ght not even be aware of it. But we
woul d be. Raebuck, Fresco, ne. W all detected sonmething, captain. If it wasn't in us it would
have to be in you. W can't have a matrix riding around inside our captain, you know. No telling
how that could distort his judgnent. Wat dangers that might lead us into."

“I"'mnot carrying any matrixes, Roacher."

"Can we be sure of that?"

"Wwuld you like to have a | ook?"

"A jackup, you nean? You and ne?"

The notion disgusted ne. But | had to nmake the offer

"A -- jackup, yes," | said. "Conmmunion. You and ne, Roacher. Right now. Cone on, we'll
measure the bandwi dt hs and do the matching. Let's get this over with."
He contenplated ne a long while, as if calculating the likelihood that | was bluffing. In

the end he nust have decided that | was too naive to be able to play the gane out to so hazardous
a turn. He knew that | wouldn't bluff, that | was confident he would find ne untenanted or |
never woul d have nmade the offer

"No," he said finally. "W don't need to bother with that."

"Are you sure?"

“I'f you say you're clean --

"But | mght be carrying her and not even know it," | said. "You told ne that yourself."

"Forget it. You'd know, if you had her in you."

"You'll never be certain of that unless you | ook. Let's jack up, Roacher."

He scowed. "Forget it," he said again, and turned away. "You must be clean, if you're
this eager for jacking. But I'll tell you this, captain. W're going to find her, wherever she's
hi ding. And when we do -- "

He left the threat unfinished. | stood staring at his retreating formuntil he was lost to
Vi ew.

17.
For a few days everything seened back to normal. W sped onward toward Cul -de-Sac. | went

t hrough the round of my regul ar tasks, however neani ngless they seened to ne. Most of themdid.
| had not yet achieved any sense that the Sword of Oion was under my conmand in anything but the

nmost hypothetical way. Still, | did what | had to do.

No one spoke of the missing matrix within my hearing. On those rare occasions when |
encount ered sone ot her nenber of the crew while | noved about the ship, | could tell by the hooded
| ook of his eyes that | was still under suspicion. But they had no proof. The matrix was no

| onger in any way evident on board. The ship's intelligences were unable to find the slightest
trace of its presence.

| was alone, and oh! it was a painful business for ne.

| suppose that once you have tasted that kind of round-the-clock conmunion, that sort of
per petual jacking, you are never the same again. | don't know there is no real information
avail abl e on cases of possession by free nmatrix, only shipboard fol klore, scarcely to be taken
seriously. Al | can judge by is ny owmn nmisery now that Vox was actually gone. She was only a
hal f-grown girl, a wild coltish thing, unstable, unforned; and yet, and yet, she had lived within
me and we had cone toward one another to construct the deepest sort of sharing, what was al nbst a
kind of marriage. You could call it that.

After five or six days | knew | had to see her again. \Whatever the risks.

| accessed the virtuality and sent a signal into it that I was comng in. There was no
reply; and for one terrible nonent | feared the worst, that in the nmysterious workings of the
virtuality she had sonehow been engul fed and destroyed. But that was not the case. | stepped
t hrough the gl owi ng pi nk-edged field of light that was the gateway to the virtuality, and
instantly | felt her near me, clinging tight, trenmbling with joy.

She held back, though, fromentering me. She wanted nme to tell her it was safe.

beckoned her in; and then canme that sharp warm nonent | remenbered so well, as she slipped down
into ny neural network and we becane one.

"I can only stay a little while," | said. "It's still very chancy for ne to be with you."

"Ch, Adam Adam it's been so awful for ne in here -- "

"I know. | can imagine."

"Are they still |ooking for me?"

"I think they're starting to put you out of their mnds," | said. And we both | aughed at
the play on words that that phrase inplied.

| didn't dare remain nore than a few mnutes. | had only wanted to touch souls with her

briefly, to reassure nyself that she was all right and to ease the pain of separation. But it was
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irregular for a captain to enter a virtuality at all. To stay in one for any length of tine
exposed me to real risk of detection
But my next visit was |onger, and the one after that longer still. W were like furtive

|l overs neeting in a dark forest for hasty delicious trysts. H dden there in that not-quite-rea
outstructure of the ship we would join our two selves and whi sper together with urgent intensity
until | felt it was time for ne to | eave. She would always try to keep nme |onger; but her

resi stance to my departure was never great, nor did she ever suggest acconpanying ne back into the
stabl e sector of the ship. She had come to understand that the only place we could neet was in
the virtuality.

We were nearing the vicinity of Cul-de-Sac now. Soon we would go to worldward and the
shoreshi ps would travel out to neet us, so that we could downl oad the cargo that was neant for
them It was tinme to begin considering the problem of what woul d happen to Vox when we reached
our destination.

That was something | was unwilling to face. However | tried, | could not force nyself to
confront the difficulties that | knew lay just ahead.

But she coul d.

"W nust be getting close to Cul-de-Sac now," she said.

"W'| | be there soon, yes."

“I'"ve been thinking about that. How I'mgoing to deal with that."

"What do you nean?"

"I'"'ma lost soul,"” she said. "Literally. There's no way | can conme to life again.”
"I don't under -- "
"Adam don't you see?" she cried fiercely. "I can't just float down to Cul -de-Sac and grab

mysel f a body and put myself on the roster of colonists. And you can't possibly snuggle ne down
there whil e nobody's | ooking. The first time anyone ran an inventory check, or did passport

control, I'd be dead. No, the only way | can get there is to be neatly packed up again in ny
original storage circuit. And even if | could figure out howto get back into that, 1'd be sinply
handi ng mysel f over for punishment or even eradication. I'mlisted as m ssing on the manifest,
right? And |'mwanted for causing the death of that passenger. Now | turn up again, in ny
storage circuit. You think they'll just download ne nicely to Cul -de-Sac and give ne the body
that's waiting for me there? Not very likely. Not likely that I'll ever get out of that circuit
alive, isit, once | go back in? Assuming | could go back in in the first place. | don't know

how a storage circuit is operated, do you? And there's nobody you can ask."
"What are you trying to say, Vox?"

"I"'mnot trying to say anything. I'msaying it. | have to | eave the ship on ny own and
di sappear. "

"No. You can't do that!"

"Sure | can. It'll be just like starwal king. | can go anywhere | please. R ght through

the skin of the ship, out into heaven. And keep on going."
"To Cul -de- Sac?"
"You're being stupid," she said. "Not to Cul-de-Sac, no. Not to anywhere. That's al

over for ne, the idea of getting a new body. | have no | egal existence any nore. |'ve nmessed
mysel f up. Al right: | adnit it. 1'll take what's conming to ne. It won't be so bad, Adam
I"lI'l go starwal king. Qutward and outward and outward, forever and ever."

"You nmustn't," | said. "Stay here with ne."

"Where? In this enpty storage unit out here?”

"No," | told her. "Wthin ne. The way we are right now. The way we were before."

"How | ong do you think we could carry that off?" she asked.
| didn't answer.

"Every time you have to jack into the nmachinery 1'll have to hide nyself down deep," she
said. "And | can't guarantee that 1'll go deep enough, or that I'll stay down there | ong enough.
Sooner or later they'll notice ne. They'll find ne. They'll eradicate me and they'll throw you
out of the Service, or maybe they'll eradicate you too. No, Adam It couldn't possibly work.
And |I'mnot going to destroy you with ne. |'ve done enough harmto you al ready."

"Vox -- "

"No. This is howit has to be."

18.

And this is howit was. W were deep in the Spook Custer now, and the Vainglory
Ar chi pel ago burned bright on ny real space screen. Sonewhere down there was the planet called Cul-
de-Sac. Before we cane to worldward of it, Vox would have to slip away into the great night of
heaven.
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Maki ng a worl dward approach is perhaps the nost difficult maneuver a starship nust achieve;
and the captain nmust go to the edge of his abilities along with everyone else. Novice at ny trade
though I was, | would be called on to perform conplex and chall engi ng processes. If | failed at
them other crewren nmight cut in and intervene, or, if necessary, the ship's intelligences m ght
override; but if that came to pass ny career would be destroyed, and there was the snall but
finite possibility, | suppose, that the ship itself could be gravely danaged or even |ost.

| was determ ned, all the sane, to give Vox the best send-off | could.

On the norning of our approach | stood for a time on Quterscreen Level, staring down at the
world that called itself Culde-Sac. It glowed like a red eye in the night. | knew that it was
the world Vox had chosen for herself, but all the sanme it seened repellent to ne, alnost evil. |
felt that way about all the worlds of the shore people now. The Service had changed ne; and
knew t hat the change was irreversible. Never again would | go down to one of those worlds. The
starship was ny world now

| went to the virtuality where Vox was waiting

"Come," | said, and she entered ne.

Toget her we crossed the ship to the Great Navigation Hall

The approach team had al ready gat hered: Raebuck, Fresco, Roacher, again, along with
Pedregal , who woul d supervi se the downl oadi ng of cargo. The intelligence on duty was 612 Jason
| greeted themw th quick nods and we jacked oursel ves together in approach series.

Al nost at once | felt Roacher probing within nme, searching for the fugitive intelligence

that he still thought | might be harboring. Vox shrank back, deep out of sight. | didn't care.
Let himprobe, | thought. This will all be over soon.

"Request approach instructions," Fresco said.

“Sinmulation," | ordered.

The fiery red eye of Cul-de-Sac sprang into vivid representation before us in the hall. n

the other side of us was the sinulacrumof the ship, surrounded by sheets of white flane that
rippled Iike the blaze of the aurora.

I gave the command and we entered approach node.

We could not, of course, conme closer to planetskin than a mllion shiplengths, or Cul-de-
Sac's inexorable forces would rip us apart. But we had to line the ship up with its extended nast
ained at the planet's equator, and hold ourselves firmin that position while the shoreships of
Cul - de-Sac cane swarming up fromtheir red world to receive their cargo from us

612 Jason fed me the coordinates and | gave themto Fresco, while Raebuck kept the channels
clear and Roacher saw to it that we had enough power for what we had to do. But as | passed the
data along to Fresco, it was with every sign reversed. M purpose was to aimthe mast not
downward to Cul -de-Sac but outward toward the stars of heaven

At first none of themnoticed. Everything seened to be going serenely. Because ny
reversals were exact, only the closest examination of the ship's position would indicate our |80-
degree di spl acenent.

Floating in the free fall of the G eat Navigation Hall, | felt alnbst as though | could
detect the novenents of the ship. An illusion, | knew. But a powerful one. The vast ten-
kil ometer-long needle that was the Sword of Orion seened to hang suspended, notionless, and then
to begin slowy, slowy to turn, tipping itself on its axis, reaching for the stars with its
mghty mast. Easily, easily, slowy, silently --

VWhat joy that was, feeling the ship in ny hand!

The ship was mine. | had mastered it.

"Captain," Fresco said softly.

"Easy on, Fresco. Keep feeding power."

"Captain, the signs don't |ook right --

"Easy on. Easy."

"G ve nme a coordinates check, captain.”

"Another mnute,” | told him

"But -- "

"Easy on, Fresco."

Now | felt restlessness too from Pedregal, and a slow chilly stirring of interrogation from
Raebuck; and then Roacher probed nme again, perhaps seeking Vox, perhaps sinply trying to discover
what was goi ng on. They knew somet hing was wong, but they weren't sure what it was.

W were nearly at full extension, now Wthin me there was an electrical trenbling: Vox
rising through the Ievels of ny mnd, nearing the surface, preparing for departure.

"Captain, we're turned the wong way!" Fresco cried.

"I know," | said. "Easy on. W'I|Il swing around in a nonent."
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"He's gone crazy!" Pedregal blurted.

I felt Vox slipping free of ny mind. But sonehow | found nyself still aware of her
movenents, | suppose because | was jacked into 612 Jason and 6l 2 Jason was nonitoring everything.
Easily, serenely, Vox nelted into the skin of the ship.

"Captain!" Fresco yelled, and began to struggle with ne for control

| held the navigator at arms length and watched in a strange and wonderful cal mess as Vox
passed through the ship's circuitry all in an instant and enmerged at the tip of the mast, facing
the stars. And cast herself adrift.

Because | had turned the ship around, she could not be captured and acquired by Cul -de-
Sac's powerful navigational grid, but would be free to nove outward into heaven. For her it would
be a kind of floating out to sea, now. After a time she would be so far out that she could no
| onger key into the shipboard bi oprocessors that sustained the patterns of her consciousness, and,
t hough the web of electrical inpulses that was the Vox matrix would travel outward and onward
forever, the set of identity responses that was Vox herself would | ose focus soon, would begin to
waver and blur. In alittle while, or perhaps not so little, but inevitably, her sense of herself
as an i ndependent entity would be lost. Wich is to say, she would die.

| followed her as long as | could. | saw a spark traveling across the great night. And
t hen not hi ng.

"Al'l right," | said to Fresco. "Now let's turn the ship the right way around and gi ve them
their cargo."

19.

That was many years ago. Perhaps no one el se renenbers those events, which seem so
dream i ke now even to ne. The Sword of Orion has carried nme nearly everwhere in the gal axy since
then. On sone voyages | have been captain; on others, a downl oader, a supercargo, a mind-w per
even sonetinmes a push-cell. It nakes no difference how we serve, in the Service.

| often think of her. There was a timnme when thinking of her neant coming to terns with
feelings of grief and pain and irrecoverable | oss, but no | onger, not for many years. She nust be
| ong dead now, however durable and resilient the spark of her m ght have been. And yet she stil
lives. O that nuch | amcertain. There is a place within ne where | can reach her warnth, her

strength, her quirky vitality, her inpulsive suddenness. | can feel those aspects of her, those
gifts of her brief tinme of sanctuary within nme, as a living presence still, and | think | always
will, as | make nmy way fromworld to tethered world, as | journey onward everlastingly spanning

the dark light-years in this great ship of heaven
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