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Halcyon Drift

Prologue

It is on a world whose name | do not know, on the dopes of a great mountain, that theJavelin
came down. Sheis surrounded by black boulders which are too heavy for a man to move. | have seded
the cracks in her glver skin with mud and day, but she no longer has a door. Ingde, she is not badly
damaged - the drive chamber and the tallfins are shattered beyond dl hope, but living quarters are dill
sound. If it were not for the fact that she was built to stand upright, but lies on her side, she would be
comfortable. But who can deep in averticd bunk?

Some thirty or forty yards from the ship there is a cross planted in the ground. It marks
Lapthorn's grave. It is a shdlow grave because there is not a great ded of dirt caught in the crack
between the faces of implacable rock. The cross is often blown down, as though the wind is able to seek
it out and pluck it away. Lapthorn is not welcome here; neither am 1. The wind continuoudy tells me so.

Toright and left, as | look down the mountain, the view is excised by more gigantic slopes of languid black
rock, but before my resting place is a channel which leads down to the plain away across the ashen desert. Far off,
beyond the expended sands, more mountains form a distant wall which shines dl colours from red to violet as the sun
walks the grey sky from dawn till dusk. Brown clouds move sullenly across the sulky face of the sky, washing the
black mountain faces with hazy tears. The sparse bushes, the shifting sand, the grey ridges are obscured by a
constant floating dust which likewise changes colour with the advancing hours of every day.

| wear along beard. My hair is never cut save for the tufts which threaten to invade my eyes and
rob me of gght. | take no pridein cleanliness. | livein misary and regret, and make no effort to assert my
humanity. | am an invader, a beast. There is no need to remind mysdf that | belong elsewhere. | am not
wanted here.

Another day isdraining away, and the desert is cold tedious blue-turning-grey. | was not dways
S0 despairing. | used to go down every evening to the plain to bring water from the amdl pools which are
congantly maintained by the rain which flows from the dopes. | would bring water for washing as wel as
for drinking. But | found that | could carry water enough for three daysif | did not bother to wash, and |
grew idle, long ago. | used to occupy my days in mending my ill-used home, in trying to improve the
meagre qudity of my life here. 1 mounted ex-peditions to dl points of the compass, and planned the
circum-navigation of the world which | had inherited by virtue of being stranded. But what | found on the
peak, in the far plain, and on other dopes never repaid the effort | put into reaching them, and menta
fatigue soon drowned my adventure with pointlessness.

The present never occupies my mind. Every day isidenticd, and there is no use in counting them,
nor profit in trying to make each one individud in any way. When my mind wanders, it is never to
tomorrow or yesterday, but dways deep into the past - before theJavelin lifted from some
inconsequentia rim world on the journey which would result in her death, and Lapthorn's desth, and my
despair. | remember other worlds, other times, other ships.



| once lived awhile on the darkside of aworld which circled close to a blue giant sun. The ships
hed to creep in and out of ports hidden in deep caves, fully shidded againg the fearsome torrent of
radiation. There was no habitable place in the sysem save for the deep, labyrinthine ways of the inner
world. The people lived in cities built in the planet's honeycomb heart, away from the lethd light and the
cold of darkness, The ar was dways hot and loaded with odours - a background stench of faint decay
and sweat, and heavy perfume intended to drown and dis-guise it, Snce it could not be concedled. The
most vaued thing on the planet was light - soft light, kind light, warming light, soothing light, painless light.
All worlds want most what they cannot find around them. With a brightside that was an inferno, and a
darkside that could see no stars, this planet bred people who knew the true beauty and presence of light,
who could savour its texture and understand the inner qudlities of its make-up. Lapthorn and | used to
take our ship - it was the oldFire-Eater then - back and forth in search of dl manner of lighting devices -
exotic lamps and equally exotic substances to fud them.

After three years of trading with the world and living there fifty days in every hundred, Lapthorn
swore that he could tdl the colour of light with the fallides of his skin, and taste its texture with his tongue.
He was beginning to babble about the search for the perfect light when | thought it was time to move on
to fresh pastures. Lapthorn was like that - impressonable, sendtive. Every world |eft something in his
character. I'm different. I'm aredig.

Ancther time we worked, for a while, for the greet library a New Alexandria Lapthorn didn't
like that, because it was in the inner whed - the great highway of star divilisstion. Earth was too far out
from the rich worlds to remain the hub of human existence. New Alexandria, New Rome, New Isradl,
and Penaflor were our homesin the stars. They were our new heritage, the focus of our future. Lapthorn
hated them, and craved the distant shores. He loved the fed of dien soil, the hegt of dien suns, the love
of dien women. But there was better money, come by far more eedlly, in the core, and we needed to
scrap theFire-Eater before she fire-ate hersdlf and us with her. Hence the New Alexandria job.

We spent the best part of two years tracking down dien knowledge and literature commissioned
by the library. The books we found were in a thousand languages, many of which were completely
unknown save to the people who wrote them down. But the problems of trandation weren't any of our
concern. We just located the books, procured them by far means or foul, and carted them to the library.
| liked that job, and even Lapthorn admitted that it was good in parts - the parts we spent on dien
worlds. Oddly enough, | think that was the most dangerous job | ever did. | found that diens (pretty
much like humans, | suppose) are perfectly logicd where mgor matters like money are concerned, but
abaurdly touchy about certain objects no good to man or beast.

The sky is as black as the mountains now. The desert plan isinvisble | light the fire. The light
hasn't much warmth. Lapthorn would have complained of its dull colour and its foul taste. But it's dl |
have. The ship retains areservoir of power, but dl of it is directed to one sngle purpose - mantaning the
fant, surdy futile, mayday bleep which is my solitary hope of eventud rescue. The bleep has a limited
range, and no ship is likdy to pass within it, because | am within the fringes of a dark nebula, where no
sane captain would bring his ship. But the bleep is my one link with the universe beyond the mountain,
and it surdy deserves every lagt vestige of theJavelin's power.

Agitated by the wind, clouds of sand rugtle againg the lower dopes. The fire crackles. The wind
seems to be ddiberately shift-ing so that wherever | St it can blow smoke into my eyes. It's a mdicious
wind this one. Lapthorn's cross will be down again in the morning. Moths, attracted by the fire, flit back
and forth above the flames, casting shadow-flickersin the light reflected from the smoke column.

The sparks thet fly awvay from the fire remind me of gtars. | wish that | were a moth, to fly away
from this little world, among the stars again. The wind knows about this ide dream, and uses it to taunt



me It whispersin my ears. It's the wind which brings back dl these memories of other worlds, other
times - indirectly, at least, by driving me to avoid its presence and indstence.

After New Alexandria, when we had our beautiful new ship, | let Lapthorn have his head for a
while We went out to the rim and wandered, searching new worlds for new ways to make money. There
was little or no profit to be made, little or no com-fort to be had, and we did no good for ourselves.
Lapthorn fdl inlove at least twice, but it never lasted long with Lapthorn, whether it was a woman or a
world. Events left their scars and their souvenirs, but nothing monopolised Lapthorn's soul for more then
ashort space of time.

We traded with the Lakshmi, whose adults look like gold-winged flies, and whose children grow
in the ground like trees from eggs like knotty roots. Maes exis only in the vegetative phase. One
generation of adults pallinates the femde flowers of the next, and the pidils of the flowers serve as pupae
carying dready-gravid femde flies. Even Lapthorn found little in this race to touch his heart, dthough for
awhile he showed a ten-dency to tak to trees, and once or twice | saw him looking at fireflies with a
delighted ar of mystery in his expression.

We lived with the dog-faced Magliana, in villages strung be-tween the treetops in a webwork of
branches and creepers, far above avast equatorid svamp covering hdf aworld.

Lapthorn was hitten by a snake on Varvarin, and would have died of it but for the nomads of the
digrict, who saved his life in return for one of his hands. They took the hand and dissolved the flesh
away. They reconnected the bones with copper wire a one of them wore it around his neck as a
pendant. Few of the nomads had two hands, and dmogt dl of them wore one more displayed in some
prominent fashion on his person. A hand worn around the neck or a the wast will never strangle you
ged from you. This is especidly relevant if you have enemies. The nomads had. But they were heders
and they hedled Lapthorn. Help dways has a price, and some are strange. | contrived to keep both of
my hands on my ams. | had to. A one-hand engineer can 4ill do his job, but a one-handed pilot is
worthless.

On Bira, we both got hooked on the nectar of the scorpion lilies which grew only in the dawn,
and faded once the sun was clear of the horizon. But the locd day was two standard years long, and the
dawn lingered long. We followed sunrise around the planet for haf a year, until we reached the shore of
an uncrossable sea. There would be no more lilies until the dawn reach the far shore. Hundreds of the
natives had taken the same ecdtatic trek, and over hdf of them died in the throes of withdrawd. Those
who did not began the return journey, to wait for the sun again. They were a dender, Sckly people, but
Lapthorn and | had stronger stomachs and stronger minds. We returned only far as our ship, and I€ft for
adifferent shore.

Not even Lapthorn redly got what he wanted out of those years on the fringe His craving for
new ideas and new experiences was never satiated. He seemed to have an infinite capacity for change.
Everything added a new facet to his personality. He was never full up, never exhausted. | think Lapthorn
might have found the secret of eternd youth. He was 4ill hedthy and strong when he died coaxing the
drive of theJavelin, while | remained unhurt a the controls. When a ship goes down, it is usudly the
pilot's fault, but the engineer invariably suffers most.

In the meantime, nathing made any impresson on me. Maybe | had the secret of eternd age. The
star-worlds had nothing teach me. They had not the capacity to change me. Lapthorn said that | had no
soul. | suppose that we were completely mismatched. In fact, our partnership never redly contained any
harmony. We worked together smply because we had started out together, and nether of us could
afford to break away. | suppose Lapthorn was enough of a dreamer not to care too much about who
was up front, because dl that mattered to him was where we were going and where we'd dready been.



And | didn't give a damn who was down below as long as his drive never let me down.

But dl we collected in years of fringe-running was a repu-tation. The cargoes we carried never
made a fortune, but they created rumours. The stories we could tdl about oursaves were impressive, and
contained enough truth for later voyagers to confirm that we might actudly have done what we said.
Lapthorn liked people to tak about us.

Thefireisdying. It'stime for deep. | wish that for once | didn't have to go to bed hungry. But |
wish the same things every night. There's not much that's edible growing on the mountain or living down in
the desert. The ship's supplies of deep-space grud ran out some time ago. Somehow, though, | don't
darve. | chew leaves and | snare mice, and | contrive to live. But I'm dways hungry. Perhaps | ought to
be thankful that 1 haven't poisoned mysdf. But the world sustains my kind of life. I'm not wanted, but I'm
tolerated, because I'm not too much of a nuisance. The world might not have liked Lapthorn though. And
there's the wind, of course, which wants someone to tak to, amemory to stir, amind to invade.

| don't think that I'm going mad. Londiness is supposed to send men mad, and any other man
would begin to get worried when the wind talked to him. But not me. Lapthorn said | have no soul. |
can't go mad. I'm aredig. I'm stuck with mysdf, with my sanity. | hear the wind speak, therefore the
wind speaks. No argument, no worry. | don't talk back. | lisen, but | don't react. Nothing this world can
do to me will dict any response. | don't give in to dien worlds. | give way only to mysdf. Nothing
reaches me from out there.

After the fringe, | tried to come back into the redly big mar-kets, in search of a killing. Guns,
cosmetics, jewdlery, and drugs were dl hot markets, with congtant demand and irregular supply.
Anything in which fashion rules ingtead of utility is a good mar-ket for the trader - and that indudes
wesponry as well as decora-tion and edification. | reckoned that we had the initigtive to dig out the best,
and | was right, but times had moved on while we were out on the rim with the dropouts, and we failed a
the other end - the outlets. We couldn't get afar price, with the middle-men moving into the star-worlds
in droves, quoting the Laws of New Rome, and the ordinances of wherever they happened be, and never
moving their hands from their gun butts. It was enough to sour anyone againg life in the inner circle. |
began to sympathise with Lapthorn's didike of the human way of life

We stuck with it for a while, because | thought Lapthorn’s genius for digging out the best gems
and the mogt exciting drugs might see us through. But it was useless. The little people seemed to take an
excessve ddight in cheeting us and leaning on us because we were known. The other free traders talked
about us. We were the best, by ther lights But we weren't system-beaters. We weren't equipped for
deding with that kind of problem, we had no dternative but to return to smdl trading, dien to dien.
Lapthorn wasn't sorry, of course, and my sorrow was more for the evil ways of the world in generd then
for our own smdl part in the human condition.

We sttled down, eventudly, in the other rim, heping to push it even further out. Right back at
the beginning, the rim had been a burden I'd borne for Lapthorn's sake, and dvilisation a burden hed
borne for mine. We'd taken turnsto cdl the tune, each us chafing under the other's yoke, building up the
resentment and the determination to flip the coin back over again. But in the end we stopped fighting and
drifted.

| suppose nather of us was ever happy. Lapthorn's dreams were impossible - there was never
any conclusion to which he could follow them. He followed them further with me than he could have with
anyone ese, but | dill couldn't find him a destination. And in the meantime, 1 wouldn't have been happy
anywhere or anyhow. I'm just not a happy man. Lapthorn said that | have no soul.

A lot of spacemen are like me. Cold, emationless men who don't inherit any part of the worlds



and the people that they see. There are a few fake Lapthorns - with his vulnerability but without his
inexhaudtibility - but eventualy they aways go naive somewhere. If they can be reached, they're taken. If
not by one world, then by the next. Only Lapthorn lasted dmost forever. Most of the men who live long
enough among the stars to crash on some ridiculous, forlorn world like this one are my type spaceman -
the maverick kind, the lone wolves, the men with hearts of stone, the men without souls.

| deep in the control room, because my bunk is wrong way up, and the control room is the only
space big enough for the wdl to make an adequate floor and vice versa. The oldFire-Eater wasn't quite
s0 cramped, for dl that theJavelin was a better ship. And was she, though? TheFire-Eater never went
down.

Evenin here, the voice of the wind can reach me. There isnt any door to keep it out, but even if
there were, the voice would find away. | have difficulty getting to deep, but it isnt whally the fault of the
wind. It's the hunger and the timelessness. I'd deep dl thetimeif | could, but I'm saturated far too eedly,
and deep is never easy to find if you're dready brimful of it.

When | drift away from consciousness, in search of dusve deep, | think about people.

There was Herault, back on Earth, before Lapthorn and | sedled our unlikdly dliance and bought
theFire-Eater with our pooled funds. | was very young then, and Herault was old. He must be dead by
now. It was saven years snce I'd last been home to see him. Lapthorn had relented once or twice before
that and let me make alandfdl on home, but he hated Earth like poison, and I'd let him divorce me from
the planet as wdl, eventudly. But even Lapthorn had liked Herault. HE'd been a good man to work for
and held taught me a great dedl about spaceships and spacemen. | learned to fly theFire-Eater by fed -
to use her sen-sor web asiif it were my own eyes and my own body - but it was Herault who talked me
into that fed, who knew how to acquire it and make sure that | did. They don't fly like that these days,
because they don't think it's necessary. The flying schools teach them to trugt their machines, not to
become a part of them. It works - in clear space, on planned runs. But not in the outer rim, and out in the
gdactic centre. That's why avilistion is the inner rim, and not the heart itsdlf.

Herault taught Lapthorn the drive as wdl. A dimension-skipper is supposed to be easy to handle,
but Herault didn't let Lapthorn think he could get away without knowing everything there was to know. If
it hadn't been for Herault, we'd never have got into space. If it hadn't been for Herault, we'd never have
lagted as long as we had. We'd never even have made it to this forsaken rock on the rim of nowhere. I'm
grateful to Herault for dl he did and tried to do. I'm sorry it ended up like this, and so would Herault be,
if he knew.

More people.

On Penid there was agirl cdled Myane. On Rochalt there was Dorcas, on Alhagayd there was
Joan, on Doreniken there was Ophinia Not an impressive lig. Not a meeningful lig any more. There
were no others worth remembering, and even these are not the most cherished of memories. | could
forget them without difficulty. Lapthorn could have remembered haf a hundred, the smdl and the taste of
every one. He could have gorged himsdf on the delicacies of his remembrance. But they just didnt
meatter enough to me.

Alachakh was my friend. He was a Khormon trader. | saved his life once, on Veneto. He saved
Lapthorn's, on Beckhofen. Lapthorn saved mine, on San Caogero. I'm not sure that things happened in
thet order. We were around together a lot, Alachakh and |. Not because we flew together, or because
we chased each other's cargoes, but because we thought the same way. Alachakh and his engineer -
Cuvio - were a counterpart to Lapthorn and mysdf. His ship - theHymnia - was a deek Khormon craft.
| bought theJavelin because she was the closest human ship to theHymnia. Alachakh is one of the few



men I've ever liked, and one of the few men Lapthorn held in high regard. Even the mavericks need to
tak to each other, once now and again. Even the mavericks need to like somebody that they'd make an
effort for, to have someone they could rely on for help.

I'm awake again now, and | shouldn't be. It's ill dark and | have no right to be waking up in the
middle of the night. Did something wake me? Perhaps it was Lapthorn's cross fdling over again. The
wind is here and it's plucking a my face, running chilly fingers across my eyes. | won' ligen to it. | only
want to go back to deep.

* Youve got to ligen, it's saying. | can reach you and you know it. | can touch you whenever |
want. I'm dl the way insde of you.

It's not true. Nothing ever reaches me. Theré€'s no dien world, no dien being, no dien feding, can
leave amark inmy mind.

Did | redly hear something? Shdl | get up and look around? Maybe it's an animd or an insect.
Was, | mean. It's gone now.

* I'm not gone, says the whispering wind. I'm with you now. | knew you'd have to let mein, and
you have. I'm not wind any more, I'm avoicein your head. I'm dl here. Y ou can't get awayfrom me now,
not even if youdo run back to the stars. I'm part of you now, dl wrapped up in your mind. You can't ever
be free of me.

I'm going back to deep.
People.

Benwyn, Quivira, Emerich, Rothgar. Rothgar, now - it's worth thinking about Rothgar for a
while An easy man to remember. Thought he was a greet big man ingde his thin frame. Hard drinker.
Meant trouble for most of the ships which took him on because few of tharr captains could handle him
and even fewer could stand to have him around. He knew dl the engines and must have worked them on
wdl over a hundred ships - big liners, p-shifters, ramrods, even Khormon dredgers and Gdlacelan ships.
He was a geniusin hisway. But what's the point of geniusif you haven't the temperament to gpply it? He
was the best man to have underneath you that any pilot could find. He put the power where it was
needed, gave you thrust when you asked for it, made the drive do the impossible to get you through a
tough spot. But he was condemned neverthdess to spending hdf his life bumming around spaceports
touting for work. But he was his own man, though. Nobody owned Rothgar, except for a little bit at a
time. Nobody could scare him. Nobody could make him do anything he didn't want to do. Rothgar was
the mogt unyidd-ing man | ever knew.



Places.

A million of them. Little bits of big worlds. Sngle moments of odd places. One day later in
choosng a path through the gdaxy, one day later in setting down on each world, and 1'd see the whole
lot differently. They'd be different moments, dif-ferent little bits of the same worlds. Nobody ever gets to
know the star-worlds, no matter how much you absorb. They touch you, but only with the tips of your
fingers You ded in tiny frag-ments, not in whole entities. They touched me lightest of dl. | have
memories, but they're faded, like old photographs. Unred. Lapthorn's memories would be as bright as
white gtars - held be forever taking them out and polishing them up, in case he needed one in a hurry.
Every one would be a jewd - aliving light. What mugt it have been to be Lapthorn? To see so clearly,
fed s0 deeply. Was it, | wonder, a tragedy that | lived and Lapthorn died?Should the ship have come
down head firg instead of belly-flopped? Would the broken drive have killed hm anyway? Was it my
fault that Lapthorn died? Could | have crashed in such afashion that Lapthorn lived, even if it meant that
| died? Should | have, if | could?

But Lapthorn must have died here anyway, in time. He would have drained away, into its
drabness and its perpetua misery. Heneeded the simulaion of the worlds whose selves he tried to
absorb into his own. He needed light of a specid kind, did Lap-thorn. To him, this world would have
become alimitless dark-nessin a very short time. Maybe it will get me that way too - bore me to death,
kill mewith adismd everpresence.

It's the wind again.

Please go away and let me deep. It's so inggent tonight, as though it has a point to make.
Perhaps itis getting through to me after dl. Perhaps it has invaded my mind. No man can withstand
pressure forever. Maybe even | will givein, in the end.

* It's not a matter of giving in. I'm with you, but I'm redl. It's the red world that we're in.

Maybe so, my friend, | reply. Perhaps, now tha you're here, | should just accept the fact. But
you've not treated me kindly.

* | had to find away in, the wind replies. It's never easy.

Sometimes I'll swear it understands every thought | think. A clever wind, this. An educated one.
Needing my attention, like a little child. But why? Why do you want to be a part ofme? Why do you
want to liveinmy mind?

* | need you. | need somewhere tobe. | need someone to hold me. | need a host.

Y ou're marooned here as well, | suppose.



e Yes

How come?

» Others died here.

Not humans. Thisworld's unmarked on my charts. Undis-covered, unvisited. We're right on the
edge of the Hacyon Drift. A bad place. 1t must have been the Drift that brought us down. It was ether
radiation or digtortion, and there's plenty of both in the Drift. But no human ship has ever tried to map the
Drift. If you came herein a ship, it was an dien.

* |t was an dien, the wind confesses.

| redise findly that I'm not aone, that the voice belongs to another sentient being. It's not the
wind a dl - not redly. It's an dien mind parasite, and I'm its new host. | don't know whether to be glad
or sad.

| thought you didnt want me here. | thought you kept blowing down the cross on Lapthorn's
grave.

* | had to get indde you, the wind explains. | had to make you take notice,

And what are you, now you're indde me? Are you the soul that Lapthorn said | hadn't got? Are
you the voice of my con-science? What are you, dien wind? What are you made of ?

* I'm made of you. | am you. But | won't bother you. Tak to you, perhaps - help you, if | can.
But I'm not going to cause you any trouble.

In case | throw you out?

* You can't throw me out. In case you become an unsitable host. | have to live with you now,
and you with me.



It's going on for morning now. The sun iscoming up. For al my lack of deep, | don't fed tired. |
think I'l get up and go out-side.

| fed better than I've fdt for some time, and I'm not sure why. Oddly enough, it isnt because the
wind throws up a wall between mysdf and loneiness. To tdl the truth, 1 don't care much ether way
about the wind. Maybe it will bother me, maybe it won't. But it's here now and there's nothing | can do
about it. But | don'tneed the wind. I'm not Lapthorn. I'm adequate enough, dl by mysdf.

It's abright red morning. The sun sparkles hyly. Siver sky instead of grey. But the black dopes
are jugt as digmd. Nothing changes them. There are little wisps of cloud wandering from east to west.
And something shining, like a little star, is coming towards me.

It'saship.

| know now what woke me in the night. It was the ship going over, trying to get a fix on my
bleep. And now they have it, and they're coming down in the plain. I'm free.

* I'm gaing with you. For life.

| don't care. I'm going home.

Il just go and stand up the cross that marks Lapthorn's grave.

The ship that picked me up was a ramrod, theElla Marita, owned by the Caradoc Company
and skippered by a Penaflor Eurasian named Axd Cyran. | dare say that if you were to encounter Cyran
in a good mood he would strike you as a reasonably ordinary, fairly decent kind of spaceman. | never
got a chance to see his good side. Working for a cut-throat gang like Caradoc can ruin anybody.

The Caradoc Company is one of a hundred or more trading combines with minor spacefleets,
each one trying to organise, dabilise, and monopolise some tiny fraction of the gdaxy's trade. At this
time, flow from the rim to the inner whed was building up into a flood and everyone with money wanted
to ride in on the tide of prosperity. The hub worlds - particularly Penaflor, Vderius, and New Alexandria
- were interested in reigbility and results. Like everybody else, Caradoc was trying to make a big name
for itsdf. Many things stood in its way. One of them was the free traders - the thousand or so little ships
which knew the ground, had made the contacts, and stubbornly refused to co-operate with the
companies. Ergo, Caradoc didn't like free traders. Most epecidly, they didn't like the men from whom
the free traders daimed to take their lead - the ones they talk most about. Induding me.

Cyran wasn't pleased to see me. He seemed to think that 1'd got in his way. He cdled me a
bloody pirate and told me I'd wasted good company money luring his ship from its assgned misson to
pick me up. | began to wonder exactly why hehad picked me up, and | was hdf afraid he might throw



me back.

| expressed my sincere gratitude to the captain, and even gpologised for putting him to so much
bother. | refrained from asking any questions which he might see as impertinent - like what the hdl was
he doing in the Halcyon Drift anyway? | remained extremey unpopular. In the end, | decided I'd be
better off talking to nobody, just sticking to my bunk and accepting the grud they handed out with dl the
gratitude | could feign. The crew looked after me aswdl as they could, but Cyran redly had it in for me
and he was dways on their necks. | could see that the captain had obvioudy had a very worrying time
ingde the Drift - who wouldn't? - but | couldn't redlly excuse his conduct on that basis. I'd have paid him
gedly for dl histrouble, but | hadn't a sou. The Suff that I'd crammed into my packsack before going to
meet theElla Marita was dl junk, and modly Lapthorn's junk at that - souvenirs and keepsakes. Even
Lapthorn hadn't had any-thing of vaue - you can't cart a curio collection around in a star-ship - and what
there was wouldn't raise the price of a shirt in any port in the galaxy.

| had plans to duck ship and fade away as soon as we touched the tarpol in the landing bay,
wherever we were, but it didn't work out that way. The ramrod's base was Hdlghammer, and it was
close enough for Cyran to be ill seething when we set down. He gill wanted a scapegoat for his bad
trip and | was it. He had me arrested and transferred me to the p-shifter which the Caradoc fleet used for
ligison with home base on Earth.

The p-shifter took me to New Rome, and the Caradoc law-yers hauled me into court with a
dam for compensation as a result of theElla Marita's detour to sdvage me. News of my pickup must
have travelled very fadt, because | was a joke on New Rome practicaly before | touched down there.
The idea of a sdvage daim againg a spaceman seemed funny to them. It wasn't nearly so funny to me,
especidly when | had to watch the case go againg me every inch of the way. The Law of New Rome
dicks anywhere in the gdaxy, no matter what the locd law might be. In order to stick like that it has to
be dependable and enforceable, and above dl far. The New Romans made no daim that their system
hed anything to do withjustice - it was law and law only. But for the mogt part it protected the likes ofus
from the likes ofthem. TheElla Marita sdvage case, however, was a clear-cut victory forthem. A
charge of twenty thousand was placed on the rescue, and an award made agang any pay | might
accumulate. | might have been flattered - nobody had ever sug-gested to me that my hide was worth
anywhere near that amount - but for the fird few days | was too sick. In addition, the Cara-doc
Company took out insurance againg the recovery of ther money and charged the premiums to me.
Which meant that if | were lucky enough to live to be a hundred, Caradoc and the insurance company
would divide every penny | made between them, and even if | died next week, Caradoc wouldn't lose
unless they murdered me.

All this did not add up to a nice prospect. But at least while the p-shifter was on New Rome |
got alitle medical attention, and began to get back into some sort of reasonable shape. Alachakh heard
I'd been picked up, and sent me a message of congratulation. Obvioudy he didn't know about the legd
tangle. News travels dowly on the rim.

In the end, out of the kindness of thar hearts, the Caradoc men let me ride on the p-shifter when
it went back to Earth. All free, gratis and for nothing - a gesture of pure goodwill. One has to be grateful
for amdl mercies.

It might have been more sensble to wait until | could hitch a lift to Penaflor, where the
commercid spacelines were moslly based, and where the mgor shipyards were. But hitching rides on
gpaceships isnt easy, and I'd have had to live on charity while | was on New Rome. At least Caradoc
was willing to feed me grud in return for their blood money. Besides which, | was so damned tired | only
wanted to run home and hide. Earth was dl the home | had. Maybe nobody there knew me, except old



Herault, but it was where I'd started out from. It was where | was born (at leest, | presume s0 - no
religble account of the incident survives, and it's possible | was dumped there a an early age).

Inany case, | ended up back in New Y ork spaceport. | had enough loose change in my pockets
for a couple of meds and a bus ride into the city, and that was about dl. Not that there was much point in
going to New York City proper - the port was practicdly a city in its own right, and if work was to be
found, it would be here.

Bearing in mind that even a condemned man was entitled to a hearty med, | found a cheap hole
on the north Sde of the port conurbation and rediscovered the ddights of imitation food. It was my firs
amost-honest med in two years, give or take a month, and recon or not it tasted beautiful compared to
deep-space grud and dien grass.

After I'd invested time in pampering my stomach, | sat back to rdax and indulge in a little
harmless sdif-pity.

That opened the door.

* It's no good crying aboutt it.

| explained that | wasn't crying. | amin no way adave to my emations. | told the wind that | was
merdy regretting the more unfortunate aspects of the situation, and thinking that things could be better.

* You're asham, Grainger, sad the wind. You're no men of stedl. You fed, just like everybody
ese You're jus ashamed to admit it.

The wind hadnt been around too long then, o it dill made mistekes. It had made itdf
comfortable in my mind, but it hadn't quite got acclimatised yet. It dill didnt know me, et done
understand me.

Let medone, | requested. End of argument. | decided at that time to think of it as 'he' theresfter.
It was not that ether his voice or his manner was in any way masculing, it was Smply that to cdl it 'she
would have introduced sexud overtones to the presence tha were completely unwarranted. The wind
hadn't told me anything about himsdf beyond the fact that he had been cast away on the Hacyon rock
just as | had. | knew nothing about his nature or his history - only that he was with me for life and that he
seemed to have every intention of tregting his new home with the respect which any good home deserves.
I'm told that children often tak to non-existent companions, but that they grow out of it. | sometimes
wonder whether they just don't grow out of tdling other people about their companions.

It was late at night - going on for midnight - and the owner threw me out before I'd redlly had my
fill of gtting in his chair. Once precipitated from the warmth, | was adso hurled right back into my
problem. Where could | go and what could | do?

| had to go looking for Herault. There was no one ese | might look for on the whole planet, and
catanly no one dseinthe New York environs. It was the obvious place to go - the only chance, redly.
But | was reluctant, because | knew there was probably no Herault to be found. Ageess and



indegtructible, held seemed, when 1I'd last seen him - seven years ago. But hed been old. Under Earth
conditions - particularly New Y ork conditions - it's rare in this day and age for a man to reach sixty, and
Herault must have been past that ten years ago. The poisons of Earth accumulate in dl of its children, no
metter how drong or in-domitable they might be. And the mentd stress of living beyond our
understanding puts a strain on dl of our hearts, Herault might have been working dill even on the last day
of hislife But he couldnt live forever.

| didn't want to go knocking on Herault's door to be answered by a stranger, who didnt give a
damn whether Herault was dead or not, to be told that no one of that name lived there. But what dse
could | do?

| was ten miles from Herault's place, and I'd dready waked three or four from the spacefied.
But | dragged my feet dong in the right direction somehow. | wasn't in the best of hedth after two years
on Lapthorn's Grave (I named the world on the spur of the moment), and that was a long ten miles. It
took me over three hours, and by thetime| arrived | was frozen giff and dead tired.

There was no dgn of life Herault had lived above his place of work, a shop where he repaired
various ingruments associated with the proper working of vehicdles of dl kinds - cars, ships, even flipjets.
The shop should have been full of machine tools, work-benches, bits and pieces of work in progress,
odds and ends, and the amdl of ail. It wasn'. | got in by opening the unlocked door. The place had been
cleared out some time before. All that re-mained was the tiny office partitioned off in one corner of the
shop. | switched on the light in the office and went through the drawers in the desk.

Nothing. Cleaned out to the last shred of paper. Herault was dead, dl right. HEd been
obliterated. Wiped off the face of the Earth.

The chair in the office was hinged so that it could be stretched into a makeshift bed. Herault had
lived very dosdy with his work. He didn't deep down here because he had to - his own bed was just
upstairs. He used to deep here because - occasondly - he wanted to. To be on top of the job a every
moment. I'd dept here sometimes, too, but not for nearly twenty years. | extended the frame and lay
down upon it.

| was too cold to be comfortable, but intime | contrived to drift off to deep.

When | woke up in the morning, somebody was sanding over me.
'What timeisit? | asked, trying to focus my eyes.
'Eleven o'clock,’ he replied, and added, 'Mr Grainger.'

| sat up and looked at him hard. He was young - maybe twenty or twenty-one. He was cam and
relaxed. If held been surprised to find me, held overcome his surprise by now. And he knew my name.

'People who know me,' | said, ‘cdl me Grainger. Ergo, you don't know, me. So how do you
know who | am?



Thelagt time | saw you | cdled you Mr Grainger.'

Seven years ago. Lagt time | saw Herault. There was a kid in the shop. His grandson. Parents
jumped for Penaflor chasing the guy's job. Herault didn't like the guy, hadn't got on any too wdl with his
daughter. But the kid was a different matter. Herault had taken the kid. The kid had grown up.

‘Johnny,’ | said. 'l remember you. Don't recdl your father's name, though.’

'Socoro,' he said. 'I'm Johnny Socoro." And he stuck out his hand. 1 shook it dowly.
‘Grandfather's dead,’ he added.

T know,' | told him, letting my eyes move around the empty shop.

'I'd have liked to keep on running the place, but | didnt have a chance. | knew about the
technical side of things, but not about the business end. And things were getting rough even before he
died. No work in the port, so nothing to repair. | closed up the shop and got a job with the lines before it
was too late!

'You're a spacer, then?

'No. They don't train upship personnd here. | just look after them while they gt in the bays. I'd
liketo go up, but the company doesn't think much of the idea. They play pretty close to generd policy.
It's a dead end, but so is Earth. If you need any help in your ship I'd be grateful for anything you can
offer.

'Haven't got one,’ | told him.
'What happened?*

'Went down in the Halcyon fringe a couple of years back. A ramrod picked me up a week or
two ago. I've got nothing except a colossal debt and afew trinkets that belonged to my partner.’

'Y ou want some breakfast?
‘Sure. Shouldn't you be working, though?

He shook his head. 'Nothing down. Dead time till theAbben-bruck comes in from Templar
tomorrow.'

| was surprised. Dead time in New York was new to me. That meant that the lines were usng
somewhere ese as a centre for operations. Penaflor or Vderius, | supposed. | could gill remem-ber the
time when Earth was the centre of the human universe, and dl dvilistion emanated from her. And | didnt
think of mysdf as old yet. The times, they change a a remarkable pace. New Rome had built her
interselar law, New Alexandria had cornered the market in dien knowledge, information, and data
storage. It was inevitable that the spacelines would emigrate eventudly to the new worlds. The hot hub
gtars where power was plentiful had resulted in a heavy indudria belt stretching from Penaflor to Ansaim.
Earth was nowhere, except where the people were. And that too had changed, in a ceaseless outward
flow.

Earth just wasn't needed any more. She had been on the dedline for a hundred years. Sheld
nurtured the space age in her womb for over a millennium, and breast-fed the young worlds for another
five centuries. But overnight, she was obsolete and dying.



Breskfast was good.

It'sdl recon uff. I'm sorry,” Johnny said.

‘Until last night | lived on dien sdlad and grud,’ | replied. 'It tastes great.”
I don't pull in much down at the port,' he explained.

'Go to Penaflor,' | said. 'If Herault taught you, youll know enough to make a mark there. For 4l
thar reputation, those heavy metd worlds aren't tough. Full of soft people living on easy money. Youll
get agood ship, too, if you want to fly.'

‘Like | said, | don't pull in much. They won't let me work a passage, and | sure as hdl can't
afford aticket.'

"You could do it in short hops. Philo, Adla, Vderius, or some-thing like that. Get a scratch job
on each world until you have the price of a jump to the next. It gets alot easier as you go inward. The
fird step isthe only difficult one,’

'l thought of that too.'
'And?
I'm il thinking."

'OK, Johnny," | said, feding that 1'd been bothering the kid a bit. 'I'm sorry. There's no rush. Do
it in your own time and your own way.' Then | thought | might sound patroniang, so | shut up and
concentrated on egting.

'So what are you going to do now? he asked, as he brought the coffee.
'l don't know," | confessed. 'l came out here because it was the only place | knew to come to.’
'Y ou don't know anyone esein the port?

'If | do, they're only trangents, and | wouldn't know where to find them. If | were to hang around
the big bars, I'd probably recognise a few people. But they'd only be faces and names. | don't redly
know anybody.'

'Why'd you drop ship here, ingtead of the inner whed? Y ou'd have been ahdl of alot better off.
Didn't you redise what it would be like here?

I knew that | was going the wrong way from New Rome,' | admitted. '‘But they offered me a lift
here. And | wasin the same spot you are. No cash, no prospects. Then there's Lapthorn's things. | had
some vague idea about dropping them into his old ancestra home.’

'Whet things?

‘Just junk. But Mommy and Daddy might like to have them, now his |etters don't arrive any more.
| guess they might even be harbouring lingering hopes that he's dill dive. | better see them.'

'Do you know where they are?

'l never met them, but he told me enough about them to make them easy to find. Two parents
and one sgter, 4ill thriving last time | heard. Solidly embedded in the good old Illinais dirt. Big house and



land, | believe. Last of the recon barons or something. | can get his number eesly enough and tdl them |
have news of ther long-lost-but-not-forgotten.'

'Y ou don't sound too happy about it'

'Happy? I'm ddirious. What exactly am | supposed to say? Can you send me the fare to your
family estate so that | can give you the full details of theJavelin disaster and give you a des-cription of the
rock where your son's bones lie mouldering? Hell, even the cross won't be upright now I'm not there to
keep stand-ing it up.’

‘There's a phone downgtairs,' said the kid.

It was a problem that had to be faced eventudly. But not now. I'd fed a red bastard asking
Lapthorn senior for atouch so | could ddiver his son's effects.

* You're too poor to be proud, inserted the wind.

| know it, | replied, and | must have murmured, or moved my lips, because Johnny said, "What?

‘Nothing,' | said. 'l talk to mysdlf.’ | |apsed into silence again, thinking about the phone, Lapthorn
senior, and expendve train rides.

'Y ou mentioned a colossa debt,’ said Johnny. '"How'd you col-lect that?

'An outfit caled the Caradoc Company charged me for their services in rescuing me from the
rock where | went down. They took me to New Rome and got me clobbered for twenty thou-sand.’

‘Hel!" Johnny was suitably impressed. You can judge the socid standing of a man even now by
the sums of money he reacts to. 'How did they decide on that figure?

| shrugged. 'Probably measured what they thought my grati-tude ought to stretch to.'

‘Caradoc's the firm with the flegt in the Dirift, isnt it? sad the kid. Trying to fish for theLost
Sar.

Ingpiration descended upon me like a ton of bricks. TheLost Star bleep was the Lorde of
deep-space. It could be heard dl over the Hacyon Drift and quite some way outside it, but because of
the warping of space indde the Drift, its source couldn't be located. It had lured one or two good men to
an untimely death in the dark nebula. A lot of ships whose captains had no sense and time to spare had
gone in after her. But there were no maps of the Drift, there were dust-clouds in abundance, and the
further in you went, the more distorted was the space in which you were flying. The core was virtudly
unreachable at supercee velocities. A heavily shielded, dow-moving ship with a sound mass-relaxation
drive might reach her, if it could find her. But nothing else stood a chance. The distortion-lesons would
tear afadt ship apart.

Ships did work in the outer Drift - but they were usudly Khor-mon ships. But now Caradoc had
afleet of ramrodsin there. So that was why Axe Cyran had been in such a bad way. The Drifthad worn
his nerves down and the slly fool had capped it dl by homing in onthe wrong bleep. | could see how he
might be less than happy to find that hisLost Star was redly a castaway pirate. Which didn't make that
twenty thousand any less of a dirty trick, though.



"They've got to be mad,' | said. They'll lose ships and men, and even if they stood a cat in hel's
chance of finding theLost Star, which they don't, they'd never recover their invesment.’

'Her cargo's reported to be very vauable!

"Rumoured, not reported. Any ship that's been blegping for eghty years is bound to attract loose
tak and romantic notions about treasure hoards. And no cargo could be worth the risk.’

TheLost Sar attracted a lot of atention a year ago, when New Alexandria offered an open
contract on her cargo. Nobody would go near her, and there was a bit of a gtir because someone tried to
et the Drift declared illegd territory to stop anyone trying. Anyhow, Caradoc is looking for privileges out
inthe inner whedl, and with so much competition they have to attract attention. They're greedy, and they
reckon raigng theLost Sar is worth a few months of ramrod time. They've got about thirty in there,
mapping the core from dl angles, and trying to narrow down the places where theLost Star might be.’

'Wdl,' | said, 'l dill thinks it's crazy. It's just a waste of re-sources, and | hope Caradoc regrets
it. They'll pull out as soon as they start loang men. The crews will only take so much - I'm damn sure |
wouldn't spend the best years of my life Drift-shuttling for some mindless, fat-arsed company boss.'

We paused in the discussion while he cleared away the bresk-fast remains. He looked a hdl of a
lot better now than he had at thirteen. He'd been a amdl, thin child with a sharp, not very pleasant face.
He was a comfortable medium sze now, with much smoother festures. There were no dien shadows in
his eyes, though. No remains of emotiond impacts. Untouched by un-human hand, without a doubt. |
thought maybe he'd be a good engineer one day. He might be able to take Lapthorn's place if | ever did
get another ship. He looked vagudy like a Lapthorn type - vulnerable to dien contact, but that might just
be be-cause he hadn't yet had the need or opportunity to throw up a shied.

"The phone," he reminded me, after a couple of minutes had passed and |'d made no move.
'Oh yeah,' | said. 'The phone.' | got up dowly and reluctantly.

'Mr Grainger..." he said.

'Grainger,' | corrected.

'Don't you have afird name?

‘No.'

'Well, Grainger then..." He paused again.

'What d'you want?

'When you've seen your partner's family. If you come back here, thet is I'd like to know what
you intend to do. We seem to be pretty much in the same boat, and if you're going to work your way into
the hub, 1'd like to come with you, If that's dl right with you."

It might be," | said. 'But don't bet onit.’
He thanked me kindly.

‘Like |l said,' | emphasised, 'don't bet oniit. | haven't made up my mind what I'm going to do with
mysdf yet. It might not indude teking over where your lagt nurse left off.” He looked put out, but not
completely disheartened.



It was awoman who answered the phone - middie-aged but not Ietting the years get too tight a
hald on her. She was dive and dert - something postive jus in the manner with which she switched on
the screen and looked me up and down.

'Y es? Her voice was sharp, and sounded to me somewhat hodtile - though perhaps that was my
imagination.

| decided thet alittle cowardicein the face of the enemy might be discreet.
'I'd like to speak to Mr William Lapthorn, if that's possible,' | said.
"What about? she asked, awkwardly.

'It's a persond matter,' | said uncomfortably. | knew this beeting about the bush might look bad,
but I couldn't think how else to handle the old ladly.

'And who are you?
'My name's Grainger.'

A degthly slence. Her face didn't change. But she knew my name. It was only my imegingion
agan, | think, but her eyes seemed to come closer, searching me out to devour me. | brought mysdf
under control with an abrupt effort of will, and dected to act naturaly.

'It's about your son,' | told her camly. "We worked together.' | hoped that the use of the past
tense wouldn't send her into hysterics. But she wasn't the hystericd type.

Tdl me what you have to tell,’ she said.
'Is your husband there, Mrs Lapthorn? | persisted.
Tdl me'

"Two years ago,’ | said, trying not to sound too cold and mechanicd, ‘theJavelin crashed in the
Hacyon Drift. Your son died in the crash. | was picked up only a maiter of days ago. | reached Earth
yesterday. | have afew of your son's things'

The woman edged sideways on the screen. Someone else was there, easing her away o that he
could get a look a me. But his own face didn't appear on my screen for a moment or two. It was
obvioudy Lapthorn's father. The facid amilarity was dight but recognisable, in the chin and mouth modtly.
His eyes were completely different from his son's, though. Lapthorn's eyes had been the product of a
thousand dien suns.

'Where are you? asked William Lapthorn quietly. It struck me suddenly that he wasn't old
enough to be my father. Lap-thorn had come graight from the cradle to theFire-Eater, but I'd worked a
number of years for Herault. I'd never been quite so conscious of that age difference until now.



I'min New Y ork spaceport.’

'Can you get out here?

Hegtation.

'‘No money?

'No money,’ | agreed. It was surprisngly easy. | didn't even have to ask him.
‘I'll get some to you viathe nearest pickup.’

Tminthe North Area,' | said.

'What's your ful name?

'Grainger. That's dl there is. They have identification on file - therell be no trouble. Tdl them |
dropped yesterday, then they can check with the port authority.’

'‘Come out as fagt as you can,' he said. "We can't tak on the phone.' The lagt remark, | think, was
directed as much to hiswife asto me.

‘All right, Mr Lapthorn,' | said. Thank you." He cut the con-nection midway through my thanks.
Johnny had fetched my packsack in from the office while | was phoning. He handed it to me,
'Get the money? he asked.

'l got the money,' | replied, a fraction sourly. | tapped him on the shoulder with my open pam.
"Thanks for the breakfast, Johnny. I'll be back when I've seen the old man.’

"You can stay aslong asyou like' he said.
'Sure," | said quietly.

'See you, Grainger,' he cdled, as | went out of the door. | raised my hand in a haf wave, haf
sute.

The pickup was just up the street and around the corner. The place was deserted. Even though it
was late morning, | fdt un-comfortably aonein a aty which had once been dl activity. Maybe, | thought,
the whole North Area staysin bed when Johnny's line doesn't have a ship down.

At the pickup | didled through to the lllinois cybernet and announced my identity. The New
York net checked and con-firmed my identity, and the two decided after a momentary con-ference that |
redly was entitled to be collecting money on the Lapthorn account. A credit card, punched and banded,
oozed out of adot and flopped down onto the counter. | ingpected it, but couldn't make head nor tal of
the code. That sort of thing tends to change very quickly.

| tapped out a query on the keyboard, asking how much the card was carrying. The printout said
ax hundred. That was high, unless the unitary cost index had been untied from pay levelsin the state. |
asked, and it hadn't. Two and two gill made four, and sx hundred was enough to take me a lot further
then lllinois. 1 could flipjet to Chicago and ride a train to Lapthorn's for a tenth of it.l suppose it seemed
logicd to the elder Lapthorn that he should be free with his petty cash, but his excessve charity Ieft me
un-moved. What's he trying to buy? | wondered.



* He can't buy you for a lousy sx hundred, sad the wind, with something that sounded
remarkably like a sneer. Y ou're worth twenty thousand.

And two hundred a month to the insurance company to make sure | don't get off too lightly, |

supplied. 1 wonder what sort of a policy they got. No one would insure me to go deep-spacing on the
rim. But that's irrdevant. Sx hundred isalot of loose change.

* The guy knows you're down and out. He knows you were his son's soulmate. He thinks you've
mede a pilgrimage to Earth just to ddiver the news and the mortd remains. So should he leave you
without the price of amed? He's trying to hdp you.

Thanks, | said. You're a grest comfort to a spaceman in dis-tress.

* Any time, the wind assured me.

| reflected that the wind was getting to sound like me. He was digging in deeper dl the time. |
wondered about the day when | became more him than me, but he didn't comment on the matter, leaving
it to my imaginetion.

From the pickup to the inland jet fidd was only a matter of a couple of miles but | cdled a taxi. |

figured thet if I owed William Lapthorn anything for his generous handout, it was dl due speed in getting
to him.

On the flipjet, | began to wonder about the people | was going to see. What sort of parents
could blend haves of themsdves into a Lapthorn? He was an odd combination of vulnerability and
indestructibility. What sort of home could have generated his phenomend appetite for strangeness and
unhumanity?

| hadnt seen enough of Lapthorn's parents to make any sen-sihle judgement. The mother
austere, the father effidient - super-ficid estimates only. Perhaps, | thought, they had been too efficient
and therefore digant - starved the atmosphere of un-certainty and anticipation. | visudised the young
Lapthorn living an automated existence, anchored in an endless static present, with no perspective in
ather memory or forethought. Had a debt built up that he had needed to discharge? Maybe so - but if
that had been the whole truth, the star-worlds would have burned him up within weeks. What made
Lapthorn last so long? He was twenty - Johnny Socoro's age - when theFire-Eater firg touched down
on dien dirt. He was thirty-five when theJavelin went down. Fifteen years is a lot of time to be
congantly inhding dien ar and dien thought. | was a good ded older and made of hard stone, but it was
awonder that | survived. How much more of awonder that Lapthorn was 4ill unhurt, unconquered, and
undiminished.

Could the same be sad of his parents? Unhurt, unconquered, undiminished? Were they just the
same now as the day he left for deep-space? Seventeen years might not even have touched them in a



stable, mechanica environment. For dl the character they'd add to themsdlves in seventeen blind years,
they might have waved good-bye the day before yesterday.

All this wasn't whally romance. It had aways seemed to me that this was the way the rich chose
to live - intimeless isolaion, protected from dl harm by the mechanisation of their homes and their lives.
They atrophied, mentaly and socidly, because ther brains were no longer used.

* You're afraid of these people.

I'm not afraid. They can't hurt me. But | don't like them. | cantt.

* You haven't even seen them.

It doesn't matter precisely who or what they are. | don't like them. | don't like what | am to them,
or what they are to me. We're related, through Lapthorn, and that's a farce. Because the Lapthorn |
know and the Lapthorn they know are two com-pletely different people. Because Lapthorn and | are
two com-pletely different people. We don't fit - none of us. Not even if the connecting piece was dill
here and dive could | like Lapthorn's parents or they like me. It's futile

*You aren't exactly acapable entity, are you, Grainger? Blocked by confuson and lack of
underganding a every mentd step. Can't you even perform a smple, task like returning your partner's
junk to itsrightful resting place? Is this your own persond failing or isit a characteristic of your race?

All right, | concede, there are fields in which I'm not very capable. So wha? | imagine that my
peculiar incapacities are mine and mine only, but | can't speak for the human race. Their capabilities or
lack of them are thar own &ffair.

» Why don't you use afird name, Grainger?

Because | haven't got one.

* | know you don't know of one. | know your unknown mother and father didn't leave you one
as a parting gift. But that's not the only way to come by names, is it? Why not giveyourself a name? Do
yoursdf afavour.



| don't need another name.

* You don't want another name. It would demean you to use one. It might seem as though you
hed an identity, as though you were a member of the human race, as though you redly existed instead of
being alegend of therim gars.

So suddenly you're an expert on human psychology.

* I'm an expert onyou, Grainger, and I'm learning more dl the time. I'm right indde you. I'm with
you every decison you take. I'm riding your every thought, and feding everything you fed. This isn't the
maost comfortable of minds to livein, my friend. | would appreciate it greetly if you could get it sorted out
alitle Come to terms with yoursdf and the universe.

If I'd known you wanted to reform me, | replied, I'd never have let you in. You're stuck with me,
and if you don't likeit, then it's too bad. | don't give a damn whether or not my mind is your idea of the
Garden of Eden. If you don't like riding my thoughts, get off.

* I'm with you till you die. You know that.

WEél, you're with the me you know and apparently don't think much of. You can't change me.
You can livein my mind, but you can't dter it. So forget it. | don't need your help to run my affars.
Y ou're welcome to stay, just so long as you keep quiet.

* I'm not sure that | can comply with that, mine hogt. | think you occasiondly need reminding
when you act the fool. And | think you might need my help one day.

I'l do without, thanks.

* Well see.

Do | conault you asif you were an oracle, or do we take democratic vote? | remarked.

He observed the sarcasm, and shut up.

There was adightly foul taste in my mouth, caused by too much thinking. Silent conversation with
the wind was engrossing. | roused mysdf to take note of my surroundings and came back to the land of



the not-yet-dead.

The Lapthorn estate was just beyond Aurora. The train stopped a atiny town that looked just as
deserted as the spaceport. All of Earth seemed to have gone to deep.

There was a car waiting at the station, with a smal sandy-haired guy driving. He didn't introduce
himsdf, but | assumed he mugt be the hired hand, and that the Lapthorns were dl a home, anxioudy
preparing for the arriva of the next best thing to the prodigd son. The car was a nice, newly sprayed
skyrider that was perfectly smooth on her cushion. A lot of these fancy floating jobs are no red
improvement on groundhogs as far as jumping and jerking are concerned. But some poor engineer had
put his heart into making this one behave as the advertiang materid said it would. That sort of thing had
been Herault's daim to ameaningful existence.

The house was big, and the grounds suitably impressive. The grandeur of empty land should be
logang its status and becoming a fraction ridiculous now the starward flow had reduced the population by
Sseventy or eghty per cent, but a bit of empty Earth was ill worth noticing. The grass would be Andean,
of course, and the trees from Audrdia or Alaska. Ninety-nine per cent of the north-eastern states had
been under concrete a one time with nothing living free except flies, rats, and humans, plus other minor
vermin. All this was reclaimed, like the food which had made the Lapthorn family its fortune in the firgt
place.

Theinterior decor was fabulous, and the polite atmosphere you could fed between your fingers.
It was ten minutes before anyone said anything to me which wasn't a socidly respectable synthetic. Even
then we took time getting down to the red heart of the matter.

There were four of us seated in a circle. 1'd been offered food and drink and - for the sake of
convenience - met the offers with a blanket refusd. 1'd been welcomed and thanked about three times.
So now we reached the guts of the story. Lapthorn junior was dead and | wasn't. How, why, and what
the hdl dse was there?

Mrs Lapthorn sat on my left, leaning forward like a predatory bird wating to snatch up the words
as they fdl. William Lapthorn sat opposite, looking mgesticaly relaxed. The Lapthorn lips were hdd in a
draight line - not taut or limp, just restrained from evidencing any reaction. Eve Lapthorn - the sgter - sat
to my right, waiting without having yet decided what she was going to do or say. | had the odd sensation
that she was the only living thing in the room.

| told them about my firs meeting with Michagl Lapthorn - it was a continud effort to refer to him
by hisfird name. I'd rardly called hm by any name at dl - you don't have to when you work that closaly
together - but I'd dways thought of him by his surname. Herault, of course, had firg brought us together.
| had some money, he had some money. Separately, we amounted to nothing. Together, we added up to
a cheap spaceship, which was what we both wanted. We hadn't bothered about such things as
compatibility - in such a manner are marriages of convenience made.

| told them briefly of our years in space. | made nothing what-soever of the guif which existed



between Lgpthorn's nature and mine, nor that between Lapthorn's needs and ambitions and mine. They'd
have formed ther own ideas about that from his letters, and the only thing | knew about those was that
there were alot of them. | didn't want to shatter any illusons, whatever they might be.

| told them how theJavelin had run into trouble because of dust carying ether distorted space or
radiation out from the Drift, while we wereen route for Halshammer from Adadict, and been drawvn
back into the Drift with the cloud. | didn't tdl them that the idiot who'd plotted a course which shaved the
Drift so fine was me, trying to economise on fud. Nor did | point out thet if it hadn't been for Lapthorn
we wouldn't havebeen short of fud, nor even in the Drift region. | gave them the pure facts, and let them
assgn therr own blame.

| told them how the controls had seized once we were into the Drift, and how I'd been unable to
dow her down until the dis-tortion had ripped our shidd away and bled our power so that we didn't have
ahope of getting out again. | described our one lagt drop - how 1'd searched for a star and headed into
the sysem with dl the optimism | could muster, and how 1'd contrived to put her down on a world which
jugmight sugain life | couldnt convey to them just how lucky | had been, because they were
concentrating their atention on how unlucky Lapthorn had been. Somehow, hed kept the piledriver dive
despite the drain. | had impulse bardy sufficent to get theJavelin down. But not in one piece. We had
nowhere near the blast required to balance her and set her down feather-light. We went in hard and low.
| tried to Sraighten her out, but it was no good. One end or the other was bound to take the impact and
break. It was the back end. Michad Lapthorn died.

Amen.

Slence from the audience. No comment until they'd mulled it over. Mother didn't trust me and
didn't like me. It was my fault, by her standards. 1'd been entrusted with the life of her son, and 1'd been
cardess enough to break her toy. Too bad. Father, on the other hand, accepted the inevitability of
events. At dl costs show no hodtility to poor Grainger, because it wouldn't be sporting. No blame to be
lad at dl. Keep that mouth sraight. Eve was judt alittle lost. Perhaps having trouble remem-bering dear
Michad. She was very young when he left home. A little guilty, maybe, because she couldn't remember
him. She thought dl this ought to mean more to her, but it didn't quitefitin.

All this| knew before anyone opened his mouth.

'You're not a dl as| expected you to be,' sad the old man, eventudly. OK, | thought, avoid the
subject dtogether. Tak about me ingteed, if you'd rather.

I'm sorry,' | said.

'In Michadl's | etters you seem to be quite a different man.’

'I've spent the last two years aone on a dead rock,’ | reminded him.

‘It goes deeper then that,’ he said. 'Y ou don't seem to be the kind of man my son would idolise’
Idolise? | wondered what on Earth Lapthorn had written about me.

"You were akind of hero, as far as my son was concerned,’ he darified. It was newsto me.
"You mean his early letters’ | said dubioudy. 'He was young then -

'Oh, no,' the eder Lapthorn interrupted me. "All his letters. In fifteen years, his opinion didn't
change. He dways thought the same about you, wrote about you in the same way. His letters didn't
change!'



His letters didn't change. Fifteen years of deep-space - of filling up with new knowledge, new
experience, new feding, and his letters home didn't change. | swear that the Lapthorn who died on that
rock wasn't the Lapthorn thet left home. By no means. And now his father Sits in his unchanging armchair
in his un-changing drawing-room and tells me that he couldn't tdl the difference.

| don't understand,’ | said pointlesdy.

It mugt have been rough,’ said Eve Lapthorn. "After the ship went down.'
"The wind kept me company,’ | said - softly, whimacaly.

'Y ou seem to be dl right now, though,’ the older woman sup-plied.

I'm fing' | said. "It wasn't too bad - | was a bit hungry, but I'm over that now." Sheer courage
and nobility shone out of me. Oh, it was nothing, redly. You can say that, once it's a couple of weeks
behind you and you're Stting in someone's drawing-room.

"The things you brought back," said the old woman. "Where are they?

Inmy packsack,' | said. 'l leftitinthehdl.' | got up, but they made me St down again, and Eve
brought it in, opening it as she crossed the room. All she found on top was my dirty shirt. | stood up and
took it from her.

| took out Lapthorn's persond possessions from the bottom of the bag.

There was his wristwatch, his identity papers, and his sun-glasses. That ended the utility section.
There were four bits of rock - each uniqudly patterned but quite worthless, a pair of wings from a big
arthropoid; and some smdl items of dien jewdlery - presents from various people.

'Isthisdl? sad hisfather.

Wheat did you expect, | dmost said, holiday snapshots? Lap-thorn didn't need crude images - his
memories werealive. Thiswas just junk.

'We don't carry much aboard ship,' | tried to explain. 'It's not like a liner where they have space
to spare and fud to waste. These were just persond items - just for the sake ofhaving afew

persona possessions. I'm sorry there's nothing here of even sentimenta vaue, but your son just didn't
have anythingconcrete that he vaued that much.'

'What do you mean by nothing concrete? asked Eve.
'l mean he carried thingsinhismind," | said. Inadequately. How could | explain?

'We have his letters, said his mother. Implying: we could have done withoutyou. You needn't
have bothered.

That's right,” said the old man. "The letters contain much more meaning than we could hope to
find in the contents of his pockets. Would you like to see them?

Who are you trying to kid? | thought. Y ou wouldn't under-stand a meaning if it were Sx feet tdl.
But his offer surprised me. Admitted to the inner sanctum of Lapthorn family feding as regards the late
lamented.

'No thank you,' | said. Mother hadn't liked the idea either. She looked pleased when | refused.



Thefamily affarr was winding down. | could fed it. We had dl done our duty by the dead man.
What should be said to assuage socid responsbility had been said, and there was noth-ing Ieft. My
presence would soon become a burden, but they wouldn't think of letting me leave yet. After dl (they
sad) they wanted a chance to get to know me. We had so much to tak about. Like hell. But they didn't
even see tha it was nonsense.

Feding trapped, | stayed for dinner. It was, at least, another med which wouldn't put a strain on
my pocket.

| intended to leave as soon as possible the next day. | took a shower before breskfast. My
clothes had been cleaned while | dept. | grabbed the packsack as soon as we'd eaten, bid a hurried
farawdl, and bolted for the gate. The steam-roller tactics shook the eder Lapthorns but Eve was quick
to volunteer to drive me to the station. | could hardly refuse.

'What's dl the hurry? she wanted to know. 'l thought you'd be glad to rest up for afew days.'
'I might be," | told her. 'But not here. Uncomfortable. Got to get a job, anyhow.'
"That won't be essy.’

'It's necessary,’ | said flaly. She gave me a questioning look. | told her about the Caradoc
Company's little joke.

"You didnt say anything about thet last night."

'Why should I? It's nothing to do with your brother. Hey, you drive like a spacepilot. One hand
on the whed, the other on the gear lever. Most drivers use two hands to the whed mogt of the time, but a
pilot's used to operating two sets of controls - one with each hand. She ignored the comment about her
driving, and said ‘We might have been able to help.'

' suppose Daddy would have handed over twenty thousand without a quam, | sad
sarcadticaly. 'Just for his son's old times sake.'

'We have some contacts in the starship line' she said.

"They wouldn't take me on as aliner jockey,' | said. 'I'm a free trader. But thanks anyway. How
does the old man happen to have contactsin that direction? Play gaf with the liner men? The comments
annoyed her, and she didn't attempt to explain. She just said: "They're not his contacts, they're mine She
went no further, and | assumed she had a spacer boyfriend. If 1'd restrained my wit at this point and let
her talk, | could have saved a grest ded of misunderstanding later. But | didn't.

| said: 'Look. You don't have to worry about me. I'm no dif-ferent from three or four hundred other
drifters hanging around the port looking to pick up a ship. I'm nothing to you except that | happened to
be on the spot when your brother died. That doesn't make me the hero he thought | was. It doesn't make
mea sort of poor cousin to hisfamily. You don't owe me anything for his watch and his eyeshades. Not



any more, anyhow - Daddy made sure | got my blood money. Enough for a passage to Sey-mour. |
could work my way back into a paying job indde a year.'

‘But it wouldn't be paying you," she pointed out. ‘It would only be paying Caradoc.'
And that, of course, was the big crunch.

'OK,' | sad. 'So Caradoc owns my soul. Tough. Better then rotting out my days on that black
mountain.’

‘Are you redly the best pilat in the gdaxy, Mr Grainger? she asked. | couldn't tel whether or not
she was trying to be funny.

'No, I'm not,’ | said. "There are athousand as good or better. | just happen to be one of the ones
they talk about. 1t wasn't my flying that got us a reputation, it was the crazy places your brother conned
meinto flying to.'

'Could a better pilot have avoided that crash?

Dangerous ground. Take great care. 'Nobody could,’ | said. 'She was just snatched out of my
hands at twenty-five thou. The dust would have run off the shidd - it was only light. But the lesion, or
whatever it was, never gave me a chance.'

'Y ou've dedlt with dust and digtortion before, | suppose,’ she said, rumingaively.

'Of course | have. Look, | didnt kill your brother. Icouldn't have saved him. Nobody could.
OK, s0 I'm not the best pilat there is. But I'm one hel of alot better than what the schools turn out to
nurse the liners. | didn't spend my time learning what to do if the chain in the captain's lavatory breaks. |
spent my formative years leaning about engines, and leaning how tofeel a ship. When theJavelin's
controls seized, | damn near had a heart attack in sympathy. Now, do you beieve me?

I blieve you,' she said levely. "Where can | find you if | can put a job your way?
'Forget it,’ | sad.

'Y ou don't want any hdlp, do you?

‘No.'

'It's not that you're too proud, either. You just don't want anything to do withus. You want to
forget us - wipe us out of your memory.' \

'I've done what | came to do. | don't want to be your brother's hero or your brother's ghodt. |
gave you back his suff. He's dead - | have to carry on. Lapthorn'sdead. He doesn't figure any more.'

'Did youlike my brother?

There was a pause, during which she settled the skyrider beside the monoral platform. | climbed
out, and she got out too, falowing me. The train wasn't due for ten minutes. She wasn't letting go.

'We were vary different,’ | sad.
'Did you like him? she persisted.

'Of course | liked him. We crammed oursalves into the same little hull for fifteen years, didn't we?



D'you think we could have stood that if we couldn't stand the Sght of each other?

Maybe not. Fifteen yearsis a long time. But the fird part was alie No, | didn't like Lapthorn.
Never did. Never could. But | wasn't going to tel her that.

She walked afew yards up the platform, then turned to face me. It's odd how you can hdf ignore
someone a a distance of two feet - contrive dways to look past them or around them. But at five yards
or Sx yards they'rein your Sghts. You can't look past them. You have to recognise them. | had to look
a Eve Lapthorn now - maybe for the first time.

She wasn't pretty by home planet standards, though she'd have looked good out on the rim. She
looked alot like her father, but not too much like her brother. She had her father's cool eficiency of
manner, his firm expression, his matter-of-fact stance. There was some of Michad Lapthorn in her,
maybe, but she didntmove like Lapthorn. She didn't have his orientation to the world around her. She
had direction and momentum, but dl one way. No sideways glances, no curiogity. A set mind.

"Where can | get in touch with you? she asked again.
| gave her Herault's address.

11l be there for a while' | said. 'I'm gaying with a downship maintenance man named Johnny
Socoro. Butif | get ajob I'll be leaving Earth without saying good-byes.'

11l be in touch," she said, and she meant it. Then she turned her back and walked away. The
skyrider lifted gracefully and casudly did back onto the empty road. She didn't wave good-bye.

| caught a connecting train at Chicago. Six hours as opposed to hdf an hour by flight, but | wasn't
inahurry any more, and | could afford to eke out the Lapthorn donation in a sensble fashion now it was
dl mine and free of any obligation.

When | got back to Herault's place | rang the doorbel but got no answer. Johnny, |
remembered, would be working on theAbbenbruck. | had no idea whet time held be home. | dumped
the packsack in the shop and wandered off to find something to eat. Recon food 4ill tasted pretty good.
Earthers who can't afford real food more than once a month daim they can taste the agae and the respun
protein no matter what they do to it, but Earthers dways complain about their mistrested bellies. | spent
too much of my life on grud to complain about anything with taste.

While | was eating, a spacer who'd been drinking in the bar came over to my table and sat down.
| peered a him for a moment or two, and then recognised him as a crewman from the p-shifter which
hed escorted me under arrest from Halshammer to New Rome, and then given me a lift to Earth. He
hadn't spoken to me on board the ship, but 1'd seen him a couple of times in the corridors and a feeding
time

‘Caradoc played pretty dirty with you, didn't they? he said. This masterpiece of understatement
didn't seem to me to be a diplomatic way to open a sociable chat, but | grunted agreement.

It was Cyran,' he said. 'He pushed it on our skipper. HQ backed him, but if you ask me there
was more to it than that. Max - our skipper - might square you with HQ and talk them into giving you a
job where you can work out that twenty thousand. It'd be cheagper than working it off out of another
company's wage packet. And Cyran can't kick up any more dirt - he's dill pussyfooting around in the
Drift looking for the mer-maids.’

'Don't you think the joke's gone stde by now? | said. 'l wouldn't work for Caradoc after this!



He shrugged his shoulder apologeticdly. 'Yeah, | rediseit'sahdl of athing to suggest - go work
for the guy who just stabbed you in the back. But it's the only way youll survive that debt. 1'm only trying
to help.'

‘Everybodyistrying to hdp me,' | said. 'And thank you dl. But I'd need my head examined if | let
Caradoc pull atrick like this. Save labour isn't nice. My vocetion in life isnot to push ramrods through
thefilth that accumulatesin the Halcyon Drift. Or are you intending to use me in the next publicity stunt?
Like the drcumnavigation of the universe, or a brief trip on mega-p Ix? Or maybe the conquest of
Eath?

He got the hint, drained his drink, and got up to leave.

'If you change your mind," he said, ‘theTahini will be back on Earth in a week's time, on the
standard shuttle run.’

There was no animasity in hisvoice - no injured pride. He redly had thought 1'd been badly done
to. And he redly had thought that the only way out was to feed the hand that bit me.

"Thanks,' | said to him as he |eft. Despite dl the thanks | was handing out lately, | seemed to be letting go of
very little red gratitude.

Three days later, delArco turned up on Johnny's doorstep. He was a big man - not far off ax
feat, | judged, with a srongly built frame. He moved smoothly, too, and not dowly. | couldn't imagine
anyone picking a fight with him. His hair was showing streaks of grey, but he was younger than | was.
Living on Earth had aged him faster.

‘Johnny's not here,' | told him. 'There's a ship down.'
I'm Nick delArco, Grainger, | came to see you.'
'I've never heard of you,' | said.

That's right,’ he agreed.

'Did Eve Lapthorn send you?

'She told me where to find you. She works for me. But she didn't send me. My backers asked
meto locate you.'

We were dill ganding in the doorway. With a dight move-ment of his body he indicated that he
wanted to comein, and | moved aside. We went upstairs to the rooms above the shop. He made himsdf
comfortable in the chair I'd been uang to watch the HV set. It was 4ill on, but he ignored it. | didnt
bother to switch it off, just seated mysdf in another chair and waited for him to move around to face me.

"Y ou seem hodtile, Grainger,' he remarked. 'What have | done?

‘Nothing.'



'Areyou a dl interested inwhat | have to say?
'‘Don't know until | hear it. | could be.'

His eyes fixed on mine and held them. 'Y ou don't have to be grateful,’ he said. 'I'm not trying to
hdp you out. I'm just trying to hire apilot. Y ou're available and you have a big reputation.’

That'srimtalk,' | said. They don't reckon me around these parts.’
"Y ou worked for New Alexandria once. They think highly of you.'

Which was nice of them, | suppose.
I'm listening,’ | said.
'I've built a ship and I've been commissioned to take her on her maiden voyage. 1'd like you to be

the pilot. It's a rather pecid ship. She's flown in amosphere but that's nothing. Shell need a lot of
hendling to fly where she's intended to. We need a better pilot than we can find in the inner whed .’

'What's so specid about the ship? | asked.

'It's a composite. New Alexandria has been working for severd years on a synthess of humen
and Khormon technology and theory. They've had a number of contractors working on the various
technologicd possihilities thrown out by the fuson. This ship is one. The New Alexandrians are hoping
they can sart a new scientific revolution - get things moving again. Because of the flow of people through
the star-worlds, things have been stag-nant for a long while. Even before the migration, red scientific
advance was at a sanddtill. New shapes and new sizes, but no new principles. We thought we had them
dl. But the Khormon syn-thesis has added one or two new angles.

'Weve built a ship which can redly fly, Grainger. Not like a bullgt, but like a bird. She's jointed
and musculated. She has the most complete and most sengtive nerve-net any mechanica device has ever
had. She can react fast and she can absorb the energy of her own reaction. This bird can manoeuvre at
Speeds in excess of twenty thou.'

That's not possible’ | sad. Nothing ought to be able to turn even the merest fraction with
anything like that momentum behind it. Any ship would break in two under the drain, joints or no joints.
Whichever of the various gimmicks you employ to beat the Eingein barrier - tachyonic trandfer,
probability shift, dimensona hopping - it dl amounts to the same thing - if any-thing gets in your way you
have to go through it.You can't turn. Not at twenty thousand cee.

‘It isnow," said delArco camly.
"You've not actudly tried it?

'She manoeuvres wel in atmosphere.’
'So do dragonflies. You want meto fly her the first time you try her in deep-space.’
That's right.’

'l can see why you need me. No liner jockey would touch it with a barge pole. I'm not sure thet |
will. Nor anyone else with any sense. It sounds like one hdll of arisk to me

'I'm going up with her. | built her.'

'So you take a pride in your work,' | said. 'Very commendable. Give the shipbuilder a gold gar.
But you didn't desgn her, did you?



'l didn't have to. The best brains on New Alexandria put the blueprints together. Big money from
New Alexandria financed the ship. They know shell fly and sodo I

'‘What's the drive?
'Mass-relaxation.'

'And you have the fineness of control to hit twenty thou? That's a remarkable achievement, if it's
true.’

'l sad sheld turn a twenty thou. Shell fly sraight at fifty. This is areal ship, Grainger, not a
clockwork tin can. She's only plated with metd - akind of exoskeleton. She's not solid. The rest of her is
organic chain molecules - plagtics of dl types. The plastic and the metd are knitted by organo-metalic
synapses, which are damn near perfect. Rloting this ship will be like noth-ing you've ever done before.
The neuronic linkup is so good your body will become part of the body of the ship. Y our mind will be the
mind of the ship. You fly by fed, don't you? Wéll, you've never redly fdt a ship. You can fed the ship's
skin, but it isntyour skin. You can fed the power in the drive, but it's outsde you - down in the bdly. In
my ship the hull will be your skin, the drive will beinside you. The sensory hook-up is that good. And in
consequence her reactivity isway in advance of anything there's ever been before. She can turn, she can
movein flight. She can cope with dugt, with distortion. The only thing which will bother her is wide-beam
radiation. Tight-beam she can dodge. Grainger, this ship can run an obstacle course a five hundred cee.
She can go through mazes a a thousand.'

'If pigs had wings they could maybe do the same!’
'Isthat dl you have to say?

'No. What makes you think | could learn to fly a ship like that? It's like nothing I've ever
encountered before. Why am | any more use to you than the next man?

‘Because you flynaturally. You fly with the ship. You don't leave the dirty work to machines.
Youare a pilot, and the Penaflor menaren't. They're pram-pushers.’

'Wdll,' | sad, 'we agree on that if on nothing else.’

'And you've seen more dirty space than anyone e'se we can reach. You know what we have to
faceif this ship isgoing to live up to its purpose and go where no other ship can.'

That, | suppose, was true. Ther€'s digtortion and dirt in plenty out on the rim. It isn't dl collected
inthe cesspits like the Halcyon Dirift. I'd seen far more than my share. Blame Lapthorn and his trailblazing
for that.

'What's your offer? | asked delArco.

'‘New Alexandriawill pay off your twenty thousand tomorrow, if you gn a two-year contract to
pilot this ship, under my cap-taincy.'

| got indantly suspicious. 'And if | resign, the twenty thousand gets dapped right back on, in its
entirety and with dl grings attached?

IY%‘

'‘Come off it,' | said. That's not hiring me. That's buying me lock, stock and barrel. How can |
work with that hanging over me like the sword of bloody Damocles? That's dave labour, with-out even a



chance to run away. You know | can't touch aded like that.’

I know you can't afford not to. Any other way itll take the rest of your life to pay off that ticket.
It's not dl that bad - your rights as contracted labour are protected by the Law of New Rome. You're
not a dave, except to that twenty thousand, if you don't try to get rid of it

T have the diginct feding thet the Law of New Rome has gone bad while I've been away,’ | said.
'Every time | heer it quoted these days it sounds bent. Your offer stinks. | wouldn't touch it if 1 couldn't
get another job aslong as| live'

I'm sorry, Grainger,' he said, 'but this comes from over my head. The New Alexandrians were
very particular about who they wanted to pilot their ship and under what conditions. This is the offer, and
in monetary terms it's very generous. And it isn't as if you were bang sent into a uranium mine. Other
people will ride this ship with you. Me for one, and at least two more. Were going to be exposed to
exactly the same risks as you are - and youll be the one the rest of us are depending on. | think it's a
good offer.'

'Well, | think you're a foal, if you redly mean that. When 1 want to give somebody a two-year
lease on my soul, I'll contact the devil direct. He gives plenty much the same dedl, and he thought of it
firg.

After the big man had gone - departed in something of a bad mood -1 transferred mysdf to the seat held
vacated and resumed staring mindledy at the HV. | didn't want to think too hard about the offer, in case
| conned mysdf into taking it.

» Wel, Golden Boy, said the whisper, thisis your big chance.

It could well be abig bust. Suicide.

* New Alexandria doesn't make mistakes. Thisisnt the Caradoc Company.

Y ou don't know a damn thing about New Alexandria. Y ou can't possibly judge.

* | know what you know. And my judgements based on what you know are no less vaid than
yours. In fact, I'd back mine againg yours any time.



And you think that | ought to take this crazy job.

* | judge that you have no reasonable choice. It's arisk, but so is everything else.

Even assuming that the ship can fly, which seems to me to be unlikdly, there's dill the matter of
my beingable to fly it. I've never flown a mass-relaxation ship before. Contrary to what appears to be
public belief, 1 didn't fly theFire-Eater and theJavelin soldy on intuition. | used dl the mechanicd aids a
my disposd. And | had to be taught - wel and carefully taught -by someone who knew dl about
gpaceships. Who can teach me about this one?

* You're ahig boy now. You can look after yoursdf. If you need any help, I'll be around.

So now you're the gdaxy's number one spacepilot as wdl?

* No. | only live here.

That's extremdy amusing. Incredibly funny. You have ob-vioudy reached my sense of humour
during your internd peram-bulations. Please don't overuseit - it has to be kept wel under control.

» There may be only one body at the controls of the ship, said the wind, ignoring my sarcasm
completely, but ther€ll be two minds. Two minds are better than one.

Like hell. How do you expect me to fly the ship if you keep interrupting me?

* | won't interrupt you, he explained patiently. I'l Smply learn while you learn. | have a different
point of view. Between us, well learn how to fly the ship faster than you could if you were done. And
you dill can't afford to pass up this job.

Even a the terms |'ve been offered?

* The terms enable you to achieve your desired object - to get rid of the debt to Caradoc. They
aren't easy terms, but twenty thousand is never easy.



| get you, | thought dolefully. It might pay normaly not to bet when you can't afford to lose, but if
the occason comes when you can't afford not to win, it's time to think again. | was being dowly
convinced when Johnny interrupted me, and alowed me to forget the argument for the time being.

"Y ou know that guy delArco you saw yesterday? he said.
'Yeah.!
'He's outside, in a car. I've been taking to him. He's waiting for us.’

'Forus 7

That's right.' The kid looked me in the face, dmost defiantly. 'He thinks there might be a job for me on his
ship.'

'‘Aswhat? | asked him. 'Cook?
'‘Crewman.’

‘Marvelous,' | remarked, with even the sarcasm turning luke-warm through lack of enthusiaam.
The posshility occurred to me that delArco had offered the kid a job as an added induce-ment to me,
dthough | couldn't see any reason for him to assume that | cared particularly about Johnny Socoro.
Maybe he just happened to want a spare crewman. Maybe Johnny was good a his job. Maybe Johnny
was the only shipworker in port crazy enough to risk taking the berth.

We went down to the car. Waiting in the front passenger seat was Nick delArco. The car was
the Lapthorn skyrider, and its driver was Eve Lapthorn.

She amiled & me delArco looked less than delighted by the sour expresson on my face. It
obvioudy hadn't been hisidea to bring her aong.

'Get in, Mr Grainger, she said, 'and well take you to see your bird."

'You can cdl me Grainger,' | offered, with al due mag-nanimity. ‘I presume you've dready met
Johnny.'

She flashed Johnny a nice amile, and nodded agreement. Johnny looked at me, and | propelled
him gently into the back seat of the car, then followed him.

'Mr delArco told me you work for him," | said to Eve. 'l didn't redise you were his chauffeur.’
I have agmdl interest in the ship,’ she replied, but didn't say what it was.

'Am | going to have Lapthorns on my back till the day | die? | asked harshly, letting some of my
temper dip. | glanced sde-ways at Johnny, who'd jumped dightly at the venom in the remark.

Eve blushed, and rammed the car into a sort of kangaroo legp which lifted us from the ground
and threw usinto a jerky flight. The engine groaned, and she settled us into horizonta by brute force, with
areasonable hdping of wilful ignorance. The ride was rough for a couple more minutes while she piled on
the power going around bends, but she camed down before anyone's hair had a chance to turn white.

'Have you conddered my offer? asked delArco, tumning around to face us. Johnny opened his
mouth to reply, but | interrupted him.

"We're both conddering your propositions,’ | said. 'Neither of us knows enough yet to be sure.
After we've seen the ship well be in a better postion to decide.”



He seemed perfectly satisfied by that, and Johnny was content to let me do the talking for both of

"What's the name of the ship, Mr delArco? asked Johnny.

TheHooded Swan," Eve answered for him. ‘It was my idea.’

"That's a srange name,’ he said, hestating dightly over the word 'strange’.
‘It was another name for the bird called a dodo," she ex-plained.

'Y ou have an odd sense of humour,’ | remarked. 'A lot of people would think that's a bad name
for aship.

‘But you don't believein bad luck,' she said.
'No.'

Thenit'sdl right. In any case, it will be conventiond ships which eventualy wind up as dead as
the dodo. Not this ship.’

'Don't count your dodos before they're hatched,’ | said dryly. She went red again.

Eve took the car into the old yards. There were newer, better yards on the south side that il
saw a certain amount of work, but these were deserted. There hadn't been a liner built here in twenty
years, and even the private concerns didn't bother with them now. There was better accommodation
avaladle for any-one who thought that he smply had to build on Eath. There was the sound of
hammering and tinkering emanating from one tower, but it sounded londy and distant. It was probably
some-body messing about with his car. In the bays over the far Sde of the yards | could see three yachts
and a couple of obsolete cargo ships. The yachts were probably grictly for joyriding, and the cargo ships
ather antiques or scrap. There were a couple of people wandering around, but they were too amless to
be workers. Sightseers, perhaps, or scavengers. They seemed to me like vermin crawling in the corpse of
the yards. It had never been more evident that Earth wasdead.

We were nearly two miles out in the complex before we came to our destination. The yard
delArco was usng was about the most isolated he could find. It was dead quiet. The yard had a high
wadl, with no overt sgns of occupancy, but | could see that the tower within held something more then
dust. In addition, there were men on top of the tower - not obvious to the casud glance, but visble if you
looked hard enough.

The gateway was guarded too. We were admitted through a smal hatch in the door, but only after delArco
had been scrutinised and identified. | wondered whether dl this was a product of delArco's hitherto unsuspected flair

for the melodramatic, or whether the New Alexandrians redly thought their project war-ranted this kind of
cloak-and-dagger treatment.

'Are there booby traps aswdl? | asked.

DeArco nodded absently, while he searched for the right key to open the outer door of the
tower. He had to find two more for the inner doors, but we findly made it into the inner sanctum, where
we were greeted with false warmness by some guy who'd been waiting for us for some time. | shook his
hand without looking at him or hearing his name. My eyes were on the ship.

It's one thing to St on a chair in front of an HV screen, with the remains of lunch ill on the table
and cigarette ash on the carpet, and talk about a ship. It's quite a different matter to stand underneath her
bdly and look up at her.



In Johnny Socoro's house, theHooded Swan had been an ab-straction - a ship that couldnt fly, an
extravagant dream. Here, in the dimness of her congtruction tower, she was aliving thing. A redity, ful of
substance and beauty.

I'm not a Lapthorn, to fdl in love with a ship. But I'm a space-man. Ships are my life, my outer
skin, my power and my glory.

When | see aship, | don't lose my mindin an orgiagtic wel of emotion, like Sx out of seven bad
spacers. I'm not overwhelmed by the loveliness and sheer mgesty of a ship. But | know these things for
what they are. | cansee them. And theHooded Swan was lovely. Make no mistake about that.

A ship's performance in deep-space isnt necessarily connected to herpresence on the ground, or
lack of it, but a spacer's con-fidence is. DelArco was right. This ship wasn't abullet - not a sted worm or
agiant meta egg on 4ilts. This ship was a bird. It was built to move. | hadn't fully appreciated before
what delArco had implied when he said the ship was jointed. This ship was like a living being - a bird
with feathers of shiny metd. A deep-space albatross. Liners are built to look graceful, to look proud, to
look powerful. But the red paucity of their ambition couldn't be appreciated until you compared them to
theHooded Swvan. Eve Lapthorn was right, too. This shipmight make rigid ships obsolete. If she flew as
wedl as she looked. If sheflew at dl.

'She looks good,' | said calmly.

They smiled, because they knew | was underdating deliberately. They'd watched me looking at
her.

'Shut your mouth, Johnny,' | said, to break the slence. The kid was far too obvioudy impressed.
Hed spent dl hisworking life getting to know the insde and outside of liners far too well, hed only just
redised what a sarship was.

'Wel? sad delArco.

'I'd like to look at the controls,' | said. 'l think we're dl agreed that it's very pretty.’
'It's wonderful,' said Johnny.

'Maybe s0," | said. '‘But being the fairest of them dl won't help her fly in deep-space.’

Theinitid impact of seeing her was wearing off, and | was dowly beginning to suspect that it was
dl too good to be true. She looked justtoo beautiful to take on the rigours of deep-space. Deep-space is
empty and desolate and - above dl - lifdess TheHooded Swan suggestedlife in her every ling but not
toughness, not sheer brute strength. Could she redlly cope?

Thefirg Sght of the controls Sartled me. The oldJavelin hadn't been too difficult to fed, because
interms of control there weren't too many fancy gadgets. Just a pair of manipuldive levers and a pand of
on/off switches. Plus indrumentation. But this ship was different. Lots of input and output. Setting
registers dl over the place. A profusion of dids, a sensor hood that looked like a beehive, a set of spind
electrodes. Some people like to fly a ship as if they were undergoing a mgor operation, but not me.
Some people like every imaginable datum avalable to them on the pand, like how fadt is ther heart
beeting, and how much ash istherein the ashtray. But | want to know what's vitd and what's necessary,
in that order, and nothing else. At that point | was sure that | couldn't fly the ship and never would be
able to. Nor anyone elsg, for that metter.

‘It takes some getting used to,’ said delArco. '‘But most of the monitor devices are on automatic



crcuitry. You dont have to worry about the soind hook-up, because that al works without any
conscious control. The hood's so big because of the vadtly increased sensory range and sengtivity made
possible by the organo-metalic synapses in the ship's nerve-net. You can achieve a much higher degree
of integration with the ship than you ever could with a conventional model, and this will make the sheer
complexity of the controls less frightening. It will take some getting used to, but once you're acclimatised,
the directness of sensation will more than compensate for the profusion of incoming and outgoing Sgnas.
Y ou can be the ship'smind, literdly - its reason and its judgement. Y oull be more a part of this ship than
you ever could be on board your oldJavelin. TheHooded Swan and her pilot are inseparable. They are
the same super-organism. You can be agiant, Grainger - a spacefaring giant.

All of which, if it were anywhere near true, added up to an incentive which no spaceman could
possibly ignore, davery or no davery. If dedArco was right, what he had to offer was wel worth sdling
my soul for. But he who hesitates is rardly lost, pro-vided that he spends his hestation in congructive

thought
| hesitated.

I'm not a fool, Grainger,’ said delArco. | had my doubts. The shipbuilder was a stubborn man,
and he didn't redly know what he was about. He was an Earthsider, not a spaceman.

11l be the captain of theSwan,' he continued. 'But I'm not going to tdl you how to fly her. Nor
am | going to try to tdl you what's impossible and what's not. All that anybody requires of you is that you
do what you can.'

‘But if at any time you tel me to do something and | don't,for whatever reason, you could have
that twenty thousand back on my neck before | could turn around.

"The stuaion won't arise,’ he persisted. 'I'll be on board. So will Johnny. And the engineer they're
sending out from New Alexandria And maybe Eve as well. I'm not going to tdl you to drive us through a
gar. This ship is precious. Not just in terms of the money that's gone into her, but in terms of making a
point, of proving her worth. We could dl make a fortune out of her if we handle her right, and New
Alexandria will have established the postive vadue of ther integrative work with the dien races. This
could bring dl the peoples of the gdaxy closer together.'

| laughed & the last comment. 'Don't try to make out you're pouring your sweat and blood into it
for the ultimate good of interstdlar understanding,’ | said. "All you want out of it is the money. And what
do | care about that? I'm on a two-year con-tract for damn dl. Count me entirdy out of the finencd
interest.’

'Well make your fortune too,” delArco promised. 'Stick with us and when your two-year
contract is up well make anew one.'

'Rull the other one," | said. ‘It lets loose the dogs of war. What the hdl use is a pilat once the
ship's proven? I'm a short-term investment, and | don't even get danger money.'

"Y ou get twenty bloody thousand, and that isn't cheap for a pilot.’



| Sghed. But he was right. | might not see the cash mysdf, but there was alot of it.

'OK,' | sad, about to give way. 'Just one more thing. Exactly where do you intend taking her on
her maden voyage? How are we going to show her off to the unsuspecting stars?

DedArco grinned like a walf. 'l intend to make use of exiding resources, where publicity is
concerned. I'm going to pre-empt the Caradoc Company's big scheme and dsed theLost Sar from
benegth its nose.’

'Y ou're going towhat? '

Hisface fdl dightly. 'l thought you'd like the idea," he said. "Y ou owe Caradoc adap inthe eye!
'Have you ever beennear the Hacyon Drift? | asked him.

'Not exactly.'

'Isthisyour idea, or did you dream it up because you thought I'd like it?

"The indructions came from New Alexandria They want theLost Star. They want the publicity.
They've built a ship which can livein the Dirift. It dl fits nicely, from their point of view.'

‘Lovely,' | agreed. 'But have you considered it fromyour point of view? You have an unproven
ship. An unknown quantity. She's never even flown out of the atmosphere. And you want to take her
chasing wild geese in the filthiest mess that you can think of. I'd want to have been stting a those controls
for hdf alifetime before I'd contemplate going anywherenear a dark nebula’

'We haven't got hdf alifetime,’ he retorted. 'Caradoc won't keep ther circus going forever. If we
want to stedl ther thunder We have to stedl it soon.’

| threw up my arms. "You're a shipbuilder, delArco,’ | com-plained. 'You mugt have enough
sense to redise that you smply can't do things this way. It's just not a sound proposition. It's far too
dangerous, and so bloody pointless?

DeArco was through arguing. Hed had enough. | tend to get on peopl€'s nerves, if | argue with
them long enough. 'Look," he said. 'Y ou now know what we're going to do, when and how. You know
the terms of the agreement. I've said dl | can say. Why don't you just go away and think it over. If you
want the job, let me know before the end of the week. You can have a further ten days to learn the ship
before we lift for Hallshammer. And that'sit. Assmple as can be!’

| turned abruptly on my hed and walked out of the tower, out of the yard. | was thinking: It can't
be done. Not now, not ever. I've been in the Hacyon Drift and I'm never going back.Never.

* You sound like a coward, the wind threw a me. Y ou've been searching at every step for a new
excuse not to get back behind the controls of a ship. That two years on the rock has turned you back
into alittle boy. Y ou've logt your nerve, Grainger. Y ou've logt everything.

| didn't pare him a thought.

Cool evening ar hit me and turned the sweat on my face icy cold. | wiped it avay. My cheeks
were burning, but a few deep breaths camed me down. My heart dowed too.



A languorous, gloomy dusk was settling over the shipyards. The towers seemed to grow into the
gathering darkness. The very fant sound of distant metd dinking on metd in the dill ar echoed even
further away.

| began to walk, not caring about direction.

* Forget it, advised the whisper. You're just play-acting.

Goto hdl, | sad.

* Do you think somebody's going to follow you? The girl, perhaps? More meodrama. Which
fodl are you going to play thistime? More hard sarcasm. More | don't need any help. More | owe you dl
agrudge. Or are you going to change the tune? Play I'm afraid. | just can't take it. Why don't you just for
once be honest with yoursdf. You want this job. You need this job as badly as you ever needed
anything. You're not afraid of the Drift, nor of the ship. Y ou're afraid thatyou can't do it. That's dl.

Leave me done.

* | can't do that. Y ou're not done now and you never will be again. Y ou have to learn to live with
me, even if you can manage to keep yoursdlf apart from everybody ese. And in order to make that a lot
easer, you should go back and take that job. It isnt a joyride, but you don't want a joyride. If you turn
down this ship you might as wel crawl into a hole and die. Even if shewon't fly, even if the Drift begts
her, you dill have to be there.

| didn't turn back. | walked amlesdy on. The dien was quite right. It was cowardice, pure and
ample. Not fear of deep-space, not fear of the Drift, but fear of theopportunity. It was the chance that |
might not be up to it, the chance that | couldn't become the heart and the soul of theHooded Swan.

Cowardice.

| wandered around the yards for an hour, till it was totdly dark. The only light to see by was the
darlight and the londy marker lights set in some of the towers - a mute glow fagning life where there was
only oldness and decay. | made my way out of the area atogether, back into the narrow, huddled Streets
of the port dormitory town. It began to rain, and the water hummed and rattled on the roofs and the
pathways. | kept to the dark dleys away from the wider streets where the cars hardly ever passed by
any more.

| wanted a drink, but not in some little back street bar full of slence and gloom and resignation. |
walked steadily and pur-posefully towards the landing area, where the big, gaudy tourist traps were.
Where - even now - there would be crowds in from the ships. Where | could get just alittle taste of elder
days -Fire-Eater days andJavelin days. Lapthorn days. Dead days.

| was wel into my seventh drink and dill stone cold sober when the fight started. It was nathing
to do with me. Fights are dways darting in spaceports. It's something to do with tradition and the honour



of the fleet. Mogdlly they don't finish - they just kind of evaporate. It's rare for anyone to get hurt or
arrested. And the bars only use unbreakable furniture.

Anyway, | wandered over to watch. A circle had been cleared around the middle of the room,
where a couple of tables and hdf a dozen drinks had been upset. There were x men fighting - five
agang one. The crowd, in true sporting fashion, was cheering on the loner while making no move to save
his head from being kicked in. Not unnaturdly, the poor guy was losng.

It was Rothgar.
Thefird friend 1'd seen in two years.

Somebody knocked him in my direction. | caught him negily by the shoulders, pinned his aams
and whirled around o fagt the others never saw where he went. The circle folded in tightly around me,
and my back hid Rothgar from his assailants. The five men peered myopicaly around, dowly dropping
their hands as they realised that they were no longer under attack. Knowing Rothgar, | was in no doubt
that it was they and not he who had been attacked.

He squirmed, and twisted his head to look over his shoulder into my face. He didn't recognise
me, and tried to kick me. | kicked him back.

‘Rothgar, you bloody foal, itsme,' | said.'Grainger!’

'Oh," he said. "Hi. How many did we kill?

‘None.'

'How many did we knock down?

| shook my head, and let im go.

'You're logng your touch,’ he said. 'We should have been able to handle that lot.'
"Y ou were on your own,' | said.

'Now that's what friends are for,' he said. "Y ou lousy bastard, why didn't you hep me?
'l did," | told him. 'l stopped the fight."

'Bloody hell.’

"You were losng,' | added.

'Getting old,' he excused himsdf. 'They move too fast these days. Grow up in high gee or
something.

| sat him down in a char and looked him over. White-haired, three or four days unshaven,
dark-eyed. Medium height, but dill trying to look bigger than he was, and walk bigger, and talk bigger.
His hot temper was cooling quickly to room temperature. He sagged a bit, and it wasn't because they'd
roughed him up much. Hewas getting old. He looked a bit ridiculous, sumbling out of a fight with a fase
ar of trividity, asif it were dl in an evening's fun. It wasn't. Not any more.

'How've you been, these lagt years? | asked him.

'Ah, you know the routine. You lift on anything with a drive. You sort out the mess the last



bastard left. Y ou nurse the baby and help her up. Then they kick you in the balls and drop you in the shit.
Saved a couple of ships, maybe broke one or two up. | forget how long two years have been. Maybe |
told you before. They're dl scared of me now. The lines don't like to touch me any more and the
companies hate my guts:!

I went down,' | told him.

‘That what went on? Alachakh told me you mugt have hit black rock. | saw him on Hannibd and
we had along tak. He had big business there. A lot of money and big noise on Khor. He's got a good
ghip - abig one. Sll cdls her theHymnia, though, like hisfirg ship. Not good for her, that - giving a new
baby a dead ship's name. | told him but diens don't dways understand a thing like that. And Alachakh is
abig man, snce | don't know when. He doesn't take much notice any more. He's old, you know.'

Bang old is serious for a Khormon.

'Y ou know where Alachakh isnow? | asked.
'Out at the carnival. Hallsthammer!'
‘Carniva?

'Drift dredging is the new fashion.Everybody is doing it. Lots of dumb kids flocking around the
Caradoc boys. All the old hands figure if the kids can do it, they can do it better. The Hacyon is sure
crowded. | heard tdl of a couple dead when | came in. But hobody's anywhere near the jackpot yet.'

Alachakh in the Hacyon Drift? That didnt seem to make much sense. Alachakh was no idiat,
and he wasn't spacedrunk either. Only old. But even if his time was coming, hewouldn't take it in the
Drift.

'I's nothing happening in the whole damn universe except the search for theLost Star?’ |
complained.

‘Nothing that anybody cares about,’ said Rothgar. 'People don't care much any more. Times have
changed.’

| haven't been awaythat long,' | muttered. Nobody cared much anyway.

'Ach,’ said Rothgar, expressng intoxicated disgudt, 'it's only a circus. Been going on too long.
Times running out. Only amonth or three I&ft in it. Then theyll leave the poor oldLost Sar logt forever.
Shouldn't have cdled a ship by a name like that. Aliens again, I'll bet, or rich men, or women. Nobody
should cdl a ship logt before she lifts What do they expect from her? Still, if we dl go digging for her,
maybe she won't be logt after dll.’

Suspicion invaded my mind.
"You're not, by any chance, infrom New Alexandria to ride a ship cdled theHooded Swvan?’

'Sure,’ he replied. 'Only New Alexandria will hire me these days. Only people got any fath in a
man's hands. Everybody ese wants the ingruction book to do the flying. They offered me a good job.’

'Drift dredging,’ | said flatly.
'Sure," he said again.'Everybody's doing it."
And how many men would 'everybody' contribute to the Halcyon's dready considerable totd of



victims? But did | care? Did | care if it was Rothgar, or Alachakh, or Caradoc's thirty ramrods, or
Johnny Socoro, or Eve Lapthorn? Or me?

'Fate, | sad, 'has it in for me. It has doomed me to fly that ship. | am condemned by
circumstances to fly into the core of the Hacyon, to play chicken with time-schisms and lesons and dl
other breeds of perverted, mutilated space. Everywhere | turn | meet the Drift. What the hdl dse can |
do?

'l lost you," Rothgar complained.

It's nothing,' | said. "Just that when | came back from Lapthorn's Grave, the Drift came with me.
It'sriding on my back, and | can't shake it no matter where | go.’

Rothgar didn't bother complaining again. He just assumed that | was drunk.

| sat back inmy chair to think. It wasn't coincidence, of course. The links between delArco and
Eve Lapthorn, between New Alexandria and me, between my brand of flying and the ship - dl these had
exiged before. But someone had gone to a certain amount of trouble to weave a web around these links
from which | couldn't escape. The New Alexandrians, of course. Computer-men dl. Devious minds
They liked things nice and orderly. They liked to set things up. And they had. They'd be just now
checking their answers with adide rule.

I'd dways liked the New Alexandrians, while I'd worked for them before. But now | was
building up alittle bit of resentment. What got me most of dl wasthet | didn't believe thet | was worth the
trouble.

"Y ou want another drink? asked Rothgar. 'l got paid.’

'Fine' | said. He got up to go to the bar, then turned back to face me.
"Y ou the pilot on theHooded Swvan?' he asked.

'Yes,' | sad, resgned to my fate.

He grinned. 'It1l be good to fly with you," he said. 'l like a pilot who knows what he can do. Out
on therim they say you're the best. | say it too, which is maybe what keeps the story mov-ing. Y ou know
how itis.

I know," | said. | say the same about you. Maybe we talked oursdvesinto a job we can't do.’

He laughed. They shouldn't have called the ship that name,' he said. 'But it's not so bad as dl
that. We can live through it.’

Then we got drunk.

Johnny woke me up the next morning, dragged me into a gtting postion, and shoved a cup of



coffee into my hand.
'What's the matter? | wanted to know. 'l wasn't that drunk. I'm perfectly dl right.’
'Eve's downdtairs,' he said.
| started to groan, but thought better of it.
'What does she want? | asked, in neutrd tones.
"You. | can't imagine why.'
'Don'tyou start,’ | said.
'Don'tyou ever stop? he retorted. | gathered that he was annoyed about something.
I made mysdf alittle unpopular yesterday,' | guessed.
"You were alittle tiring,’ he said.

So much for my atempt to raise a few obvious objections and submit them for rationd
discusson. DelArco obvioudy had Johnny on his side. Which was understandable. The kid had never
been in space. | drained the coffee cup and gave it back to him. 'Cold,’ | commented.

"You're welcome,' he said.

| got dressed at an unnecessarily leisurdy pace, and then wandered downgtairs. Eve was seated.
Johnny leaned againg the wdll, eyeing her covertly.

‘Let'sgo for awalk,' she said.

'What for?

‘Because | want to talk to you.'

'Not about that bloody ship?

‘Not directly, she said. 'l want to ask you about Michad.'

| nodded. Johnny looked alittle less than happy as | eased past him to the door, but | turned in
the doorway to dhrug help-lesdy at him. He returned the gesture.

The sun was shining brightly but wetly. Dark clouds were dill drifting to the north, and the
pavements were dill wet with the rain that had lasted dl night. We wandered in the vague direction of the
Northeast Area. Thisside of New Y ork Port wasn't a great place for dralling but Eve had something on
her mind -redl or imaginary - and she wasn't paying any heed at dl to the shabbiness of our surroundings.

"The world where Michae was killed," she said. ‘It was on the edge of the Halcyon Dirift.
‘Not far indde the fringe,' | said.

'Why were you in the Drift? She wasn't beating around the bush. | saw what she was driving at
right away.

'l told you, | said. 'We were meking a run for Halshammer from Adadict looking for some
cargo.'



'Y ou weren't going to try to locate theLost Sar?
‘No, we weren't.'
'Where were you going to take the cargo you picked up on Halsthammer?

| shrugged. 'Around. Depends mogtly on what it was. Prob-ably tried to pick up some doth and
auchlike for a world named Rosroc. There was suff on Rosroc we could run to Hdlsham-mer, if we
could trade for it.'

'S0 you intended to be around the Drift for some time?

‘Not too far away, | guess. Your brother liked it out there. But being near the Drift and being in the Drift
are two very different propositions.’

| read over Michad's last few letters lagt night. He mentioned theLost Star. Twice. Once from
Hdlghammer and once before you made the firgt landfal out on the rim near the Halcyon. Whose idea
wasiit, to go out there?

| groaned inwardly. The suspicion had crossed my mind be-fore, but | had never serioudy
imagined that Lapthorn might have his eye on theLost Star treasure. Not even Lapthorn . . .

'Miched's,' | answered her.

'Does that matter to you?

'Doeswhat matter?

"The fact that Miched died because he wanted to go after theLost Star !

"You think | ought to rush draight out there and die with him, trying the same crazy trick," |
suggested. 'From motives of loyaty? Or just plain sentiment?

'But he did intend to try?

'He might have. He acted like an idiat, at times. But he didn't say anything to me. | thought we
were there to run cargo, the way we aways did. That's how we made our living. | would never have let
himtak me into Drift-diving. I'd never take a ship of mineinto a place like that."

‘But it wasn't just your ship, wasiit? It was hisas wdl.'

‘It wouldn't fly without me. Or without him, for that matter. Wherever we went, we had toagree
to go. | would no more let him go treasure-hunting in a dark nebulathan heldd let me get a job running mall
from Penaflor to New Rome. We dways com-promised.’

'Y ou didn't compromise & the end, did you?
'What's that supposed to imply?

'l know alittle bit about spaceships,’ she said. 'I've been around them quite a lot. Your ship was
two-ended, right? Controls in the nose and enginein the bdly.’

'So?
'So whichever end came down first would take the brunt of the crash.’



'And...

"The man at the controls might have no chance of avoiding the crash, but he might have plenty of
time to change the atitude of the ship.'

'l told you dl about the crash,’ | said. 'l didn't kill your brother ddliberately.’
"Y ou could have nipped that ship. You had the time.

'l was spending the time trying to get us down in one piece. | didnt make up my mind before we
hit that one of us was going to die. | was fighting an al-or-none battle. | was trying to save the ship, and
stop her from amashing usdl into little pieces.’ But it wasn't as Smple asthat and | mugt have known it a
the time. Could 1,if | had thought about it, have flipped the ship and saved Lapthorn's life while
forfeting my own?

The dmple fact was thet | hadn't thought about it. I'd just done what 1'd done, without hesitation,
by sheer reflex. 1t had never occurred to me that there was any choice to be made.

Wed both stopped waking. Other people were on the street, ostensibly paying us no attention
whatsoever, but close enough to hear us.

| suppose | could have flipped the ship,' | said, very quitly. 'l had the time!'
‘But you didn't.’
| didn't." Still very quiet.

'And what right had you to decide that it was Michad who was going to die, and not you? Her
voice was intense, but not angry or hystericd.

'Right?'| sad hoarsdly. 'What hasright got to do with it? | had the controls. If there was a
decigon it was mine to make. | did what | did and | never evensaw a decison. Right and wrong don't
enter into it. | was a the controls. | tried not to crash. | crashed. If the only thing in my mind had been
gving your brother a better chance of surviving, thenperhaps | could have saved him. But it wasn't.
There was nothing in my mind about saving anything except the whole lot - ship and contents.My ship
was going down. | was thinking abouther.'

'l see," she said, in normd tones. "All right.’

‘All right!" Sheld lost me. My voice rose, helpless before her incongtant attitude. 'Y ou force me
to admit that | could have engineered your brother's survivd - or at least that | didn't do dl | could to
save his bloody life. Y ou make out that you be-lieve | should have been the one who was killed, and that
you think | should think so too. And now al you can say is, "l see. All right.™

Sheld started walking dong in the middle of my spid, and | was hdf a pace behind throughout the second
half.

| was just curious,’ she said, offhand.

'Oh, bloody marvellous' | said. Thanks alot. And now, | suppose you want to start hdping me
agan.' | fdt dightly uncomfortable as | came out with the last remark. That reminds me,' | added.

'What did it remind you of 7 She sounded dightly surprised.
'l owe you an gpology.'



'What for?
'l thought you put delArco on to me. | sort of blamed hisfirg vigt on you.'
'l told im where to find you.'

'Yes, but it was the New Alexandrians who were so keen on his hiring me. | thought he was
acting on your say-so. He did say that his backers sent him, but | didn't redly believe him.'

'l shouldn't worry too much about it,' she said.
| decided thet | was entitled to alittle curiogity as well.

'Exactly whatis your part in dl this? | said. 'What are you doing on the crew of theHooded
Svan?’

She hestated. 'I'm the monitor for New Alexandria They're recording the whole trip on a
shipboard device that records sen-sory impressons. They'll be recording history usng my eyes!'

It didn't sound right, somehow. | wondered whether there was any reason she could have for
lying. While | was wondering, | somehow forgot to ask exactly what sort of job she had with the del Arco
organisation.

'Are we dill short of a pilot? she asked me.
'No," | said. "You've got your hired hand.’
She looked pleased, asif she thought sheld talked meinto it.
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Three days later, | thought | was familiar enough with the con-trols to lift the ship. DelArco
wanted me to do so, right there and then, but | was more cautious. | wanted to work the controls on the
ground - indde the tower. | think delArco was offended by the caculated deliberation of my schedule.
Hewasin ahdl of ahurry to commit suicide. The captain couldn't seem to understand that while | sat in
the contral cradle, hooked up and doing absolutdy nothing, | was working hard. | was doingnecessary
work, too - just acdimatisng to the sensory range and potentid of the ship, just feding the size and the
shape of my new body. DelArco knew every relay in those contrals, dl right. He knew what every inch
of wire was for. But he didn't understandhow to useiit.

| had to have the contacts in my neck resculptured in order to fit the spind electrodes
comfortably. It's hel to fly with an itch where you can't scratch, or with a dip that pinches even dightly. |
ingsted on having the hood modified as wel so that it was perfectly tailored to the shape of my skull, the
distance between my foveae, the depth of my face. All this took time that delArco thought was dead. He
seemed to bdieve that dl | had to do in order to learn the ship was to take her on a joyride to Pluto and
back. | wondered long and hard why the New Alexandrians had made him captain of the vessdl. It was a
job he amply wasntt fitted for. He was a screwdriver and bank-balance man, not a spacer.



Only Eve seemed to understand the process of getting into the ship's skin - and she was the only
one | could stand to have in the cabin during mogt of the time | spent there. But | ill didn't manage to
fathom out exactly why she was on board, except that it was connected with a vague idea she had about
falowing in her brother's footsteps. | didn't know whether she was trying to follow his example and
escape from her claustrophobic home life by the same route, or whether she was on some kind of
pil-grimege to try to judify his existence. Lapthorn was dead, but he was dill hanging around. He was
riding ingde Eve just as the wind was riding insde me.

Four days before our scheduled lift, delArco hit flat panic. He practicdly tore the hood from my
head in order to get my attention.

"They've got it, he said. They've collated dl their mapping data and they've found her. They
know where theLost Star went down.’

'So what? | said.

'So we have to movel They'll reach her as soon as possible!’

That's right,' | agreed. 'Approximatdy three months, if they start from Halsthammer.'
"They'rein the Drift dready! One of them might be prac-ticdly on top of her.’

'No chance,' | sad flaly. TheLost Sar isin the core. The ramrods are outside the core. They
wouldn't go in there just to poke around. There's a big difference between the velocities you can maintain
in the corpus of the Drift, and those you have to keep to in the heart. They haven't a cat's chance of
getting within spitting distance for weeks. Mapping the Drift worlds is dif-ficult enough, thanks to the
digtortion. Reeching them is a prob-lem of an entirdy different order. Don't worry, Captain, we have dl
the time in the world to finish the game and beat them too, provided that this bird lives up to the
advertisng materid.

Hedidn' likeit, but | wasn't breaking my schedule for the sake of pandering to his raw nerves.

| didn't actudly take her up till the day before our officd lift. She had to be moved anyway, from the
tower to the take-off bay. The port authority didn't take kindly to having the full power of a ship's
cannons released over the shipyards.

| decided to stay indgde atmosphere, and just put the ship through some dementary procedures.
There was nothing that hadn't been done while she was test-flying, but it was the fed that was important
thistime. | could get some idea of what she'd actudly do while we wereen route for Halsthammer.

It was sacrilege, of course, to use aship like that for cregping about at thirty thousand feet and a
thousand miles an hour. But you have to learn to crawl before you can attempt to stand up on your hind
legs and howl.

Despite dl the hours 1'd spent gitting at the console with every-thing switched on, the fird time |
put the hood on for red it fdt completdy different. The sensors were beautiful - tuned and focused
exactly. Through the ship's thousand eyes | watched the tower split, and the halves rall back out of our
way. | put my hands around the levers, and fdt the power growing insde them, sweling up from the
bowels of the ship.

For the firg time, | began to get some postive sensation in my ship-body. | could fed the wind
thet blew across the yards. | could fed threads of force reaching out from the gathering drive to the limits
of the nerve-net. | fdt theHooded Swan come dive insde me. My heartbeat fused with the rhythmic



discharge ingde the piledriver. The flux-fidd of the mass-relaxation web was cold and inert, but | could
sense its enfolding presence, like a carefully dutching hand. And the background sensation - the
knowledge that | was the ship, the admisson of common identity - grew stronge.

The dids whose information was reflected in the hood around the image of the empty sky
showed the gain cregping up to the meagre potentia that was dl | could use in taking off from the yards.

‘Count me down," | told Rothgar, and he began cdling off the last few seconds. As he reached
zero, | tensed, and the whole ship with me. The cannons began to burn, with no red power. The reaction
inthe thrust chamber swelled camly, and we rose from the ground in the arms of the blast.

Lazily, the massve hull heaved hersdf from the ground, stand-ing on the cannon-fire, baancing
with utmost ease, dimbing up and up and up. | was holding her back right from the start, cradling her as
she was cradling me, holding her gently like a great big baby, bdancing her, blowing her over
feather-light, into horizontd flight, buoyed up by the ar and not by her own power. | let her soar for a
moment or two, and then pushed her into our predetermined path.

Thewings carved the ar like great knives. | counted seconds until the first turn, and then eased
mysdf into the nerve-net, curling my left wing and tuning to the right. With a cam, fluid sweep of my
fingers, | brought us back again, smooth as slk and feding as naturd as if 1'd been born a bird. The thrill
of thewind was dl over my arms and aong my spine and under my belly and between my legs.

TheHooded Swvan was a bird. She could fly. I took her high, furled my wings, and dived. | swept
her around and around and around, and out into sraight flight again.

And then we went home. | was flying mysdf - high as a kite on my own adrendine. | practicdly
floated her down to the bay where she was scheduled to spend the night. There was a crowd on the port
watching us. Either the HV had been tipped off about our clearance to lift, or they were very quick off
the mark. A lot of people had drifted in from the port conurbation to watch us drop. They didn't see
much. A drop isa drop. Thingsfall down. A lift is something else again. | wondered how many of them
would be back at 9x tomorrow morning to wave good-bye.

Once I'd burned off the high and got a chance to rdlax again, | began to add up the score. On the
surface, everything had been perfect. | had the fed, and | knew now that | could fly her. But was it the
right fed? The test flight was a sham, in a way, because atmosphere makes a hig difference to the
performance of any ship. Anything could do aerobatics under the conditions I'd used. Supercee
manoeuvres were a completey different matter. I'd proved nothing, except thet it felt good to be indde
her hood. Rothgar came up from the depths, and we congratulated each other glently. Eve and delArco
left to make preparations for lift. | didn't envy ther task of coping with inquigtive sghtseers.

'Everything OK? | asked Rothgar.

'How do | know? he replied. The deration fidd is the key to the drive, not the thrust chamber.
Until we use the flux we won't know for sure whether she works or not'

‘But nothing's wrong?

'Of course nothing's wrong. Would | dlow anything to go wrong? She will do whatever she can.’
Rothgar turned, and went back to hisglory hole.

| turned my attention to the dightly uneasy Johnny Socoro. 'Don't you have any work to do? |
asked him. 'l have to check the cannons from outside," he replied. '‘But not while that crowd's Hill hanging
around.”



'DelArco will get them cleared away,' | said. 'Héll give the port authority hdl for letting them in,
inthe firg place.’

'Can't keep them off the port," Johnny pointed out.

‘A little effort would keep them out of this bloody bay. It could be seded, if the authority could
be bothered. Legdly, they're trespassers.”

'‘Does it matter so much?

| shrugged. 'Not to me. It's delArco's ship.' There was a pause. 'Wdl,' | continued. "You got
what you wanted, didn't you? Shipping out from Earth in the morning. The Halcyon rim in a couple of

days.’

‘I don't know why they hired me," he said. 'I've no experience in space, and I'm not too familiar
with this type of drive.'

'Maybe they wereinahurry,' | said. 'l shouldn't worry too much about it. If they had any specific
reason, then it was in the interests of neatness. The New Alexandrians are neet people. The pilot of the
shipisthe key man, and they probably planned to build the crew around me. All that's redly new in this
shipisinmy job, so they could afford to pass up the best men for the other jobs in the interests of giving
me people | know and can work with.'

"Then why is delArco captain, not you?

That had been bothering me, too. | had to tdl him that | smply didnt know. But | had my
suspicions. While del Arco was captain, | was nothing. A ship's captain has a greeat dedl of res-ponghility,
and hence a certain amount of authority under the law. A captain can exercise discretion about where to
take hisship, how and when. Maybe the New Alexandrians only wanted my talent, not my ideas about
how things should be run. While | had no power in the eyes of the law, they had complete power over
me by virtue of their contract.

Johnny Ieft to help Rothgar check out the drive. | had work to do as wel - laborious checking of
evey drcuit I'd used, to see that everything was dill working as it should. But for the moment, | wanted a
couple of hours rest. The flight had left me exhausted. So | leaned back in the cradle and talked to the
wind.

Y ou got your way, too, didn't you?

That was the firgt time thet | ever initiated conversation with the wind. | was getting used to him,
and accepting his presence as something more than just an unpleasant fact that | couldn't do anything
about.

* | gotyour way, he replied.

It's nice to know someone has my interests at heart.

* | have both our interests a heart. So should you. They ought to be more or less the same. A



dispute could prove embarrassing.

Maybe s0, | agreed, then added: But more so for you than for me. | have the cagting vote, don't
I?1 own the body.

Thiswas a point which bothered me - just what was the wind capable of, once he was settled in?
Could | be dispossessed of my own body?

But he agreed readily enough that | had the body, and in the event of a dispute, held have to go
where | took him. | re-flected thet if | were he, | would object most drongly to being taken into the
Hacyon Dirift.
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The second take-off wasn't like the first. The day before, 1'd choked the life out of the piledriver
before it had any chance to develop red thrugt. Thistime, it was dl for red - the cannons would redly let
go, and the flux would flow.

| held her on the pad while | poured impulse from the dis-charge points into the deration system,
to cycle the flux and build up a syndromatic power charge that would hurl us clear of the Earth within
seconds after | let her go.

The bird dimbed on the blast asif sheld been luging for clear space dl her young life, and now it
was offered to her, she couldn't wait to grab it. | threw the relaxation web into operation the moment |
closed the cannons, and a surge of power spread through the nerve-net like a Shockwave. Suddenly, the
whole sub-surface was dive and participating in the thrust. The bird was redly going now - not lifting on
the cannon-blast or soaring on her wings, butdriving on the internd release and consumption of power.
She was living. Faster and faster and faster.

| couldn't see the Earth in the hood, save as a location mark. Even the sun was dwindling visbly
into a forlorn point of light. ‘Countdown to tachyonic transfer,’ | told Rothgar camly. | dways sound cdm
during take-off. He began in the two hundreds, which meant that | was anticipating dightly - a fraction
over-anxious. | spared a second or two to pull mysdf into perfect con-centration. | ignored the count till
it was down below eighty, accelerating smoothly and gathering more power in the web, bleeding thrust
out of the driver into the flux and preparing to flood it back. The relaxation fidd began to grow around
the thrugt, balancing out the mass-gain.

Rothgar was holding the plasm in absolute balance. It flowed as smooth as a greet river, despite
the load it was carrying. | caressed the load with my fingertips, feding its readiness to res-pond to the
dightest pressure. | eased her gently into the line Which delArco and | had plotted as a course. She
dotted nedtly into the groove without the dightest bleeding from the flux-fidd. Mogt ships had trouble
grooving - they lost power and time, and occasondly damaged their shidds in the matter-dense
outer-system space. But theHooded Swan moved with the grace of per-fection.

The count reached twenty and | had time and power in hand. She was clean and even - no delay



in reaction, nothing she couldn't do. No force, no persuasion - the ship was mysdf and we acted as a
whole. We were one.

As the count dropped to dngle figures, the rdaxation fidd grew taut and began to dtrain. The
loaded flux wanted to break and jab, but Rothgar and | had it between our fingers, and it kept flowing. |
hed thrust in my right hand, deration-plasm in my left. | had to keep the baance perfectly, as wdl as
holding the groove. Approaching the Eingein barrier, whether from subcee or trans-cee, the baancing
equation became more and more difficult. The tachyonic transfer from one to the other had to approach
indantaneity as nearly as was possible. If | overdid the thrugt, the flux-fidd would blow, and dl the plasm
would bleed out of the system. If | over-extenuated the piledriver wed fal the transfer and lose the load
from the flux. Either way, we'd have to start dl over again.

But the count reached zero and | didn't even have to think. Just reflex and fed. The load swelled
back into the piledriver and the impulse hurled us across the barrier without a phase-flicker. She was
gable during every ingant. The plasm held her perfectly. Immediatdy, | camed the deration fidd right
down. The thrust grew in my hand as | took the restraint from the impulse. In tachyonic reverse, the
veloaty climbed exponentidly as | de-natured our effective mass. | eased off at five thou, and let her
coadt a congtant. She was dill Stting in the groove, and we were in clean space.

| leaned back, and closed my eyes.

'Shelll move alot fagter than that,' | heard delArco say, asif from a great distance. | was tempted
to invert the gravity fidd and hope he didn't have the claspsin his chair fastened.

'‘Not now, shewon't,' | told him. 'Shell do as she's told.

He said nathing more. | detached the hood carefully, pulling away the contacts from the base of
my neck. | unclasped, but | didn't leave the cradle. Red pilots never do, while their ship'sin space - only
liner jockeys.

'‘Somebody get me a cup of coffee,’ | said. There seemed to be a certain amount of confusion
about who was doubling as steward. The finger finished up pointing a Johnny. Eve, for the moment, a
leadt, did not consider that a woman's space-place wasin the kitchen.

| surveyed the ingruments directly with a critica eye, but everything was asit should be.
'Wdl? sad delArco.
| paused a moment before replying. 'OK for now,’ | said findly.

He'd been expecting praise for his ship, but doing without wouldn't injure his pride too much. |
wasn't going to rush into enthusiasm regarding her performance and potentid.

Once we were wdl clear of the solar system, | got down to the serious business of finding out
what theHooded Swan was capable of doing in deep-space. | increased veocity gradudly, cradling the
thrust control in my hand and waiting for Rothgar to complain, or for the flux-fidd to waver and threaten
to loseitsintegrity. The further | damped the relaxation web, the more delicate the required manipulation
would become. The resistance to the control lever was geared, but there were only a hundred and fifty
degrees to move it through, and the gearing was in-adequate once we were over twelve thou. After that
the only limit was the delicacy of my handling. She was up to forty-seven thou - and | ill thought | had
her well under control - when the warnings began to come through. The fidd was beginning to evaporate.
| brought her back to thirty thou and rested. Rothgar never said a word. Apparently, he could baance
theflux a any velocity. The limit was defined soldy by the continuity of the field, which was determined



by the design of the drive. She was faster by a factor of ten than any other mass-rdaxation ship 1'd ever
heard of.

DedArco, seeing that | was resting at the controls again, came over to scrutinise the indruments.
'Get out,’ | said. "And keep your mouth shut." He moved away without saying anything.

'Is everything dl right? Eve asked him, whispering in an effort not to disturb me. He must have
nodded in reply, because he said nothing and she lgpsed into slence again.

| dowed down again to twenty thou, paused for thought and then decided not to be ambitious. |
took her down to ten.

It's playtime,' | said. 'Sit down, clasp in, and if you fed the need you can worry a bit. The gravity
fidd will be the firg thing affec-ted by any grain, so don't panic if down becomes sdeways.’

| waited until the sounds of their dasping in subsided, and then | returned my attention to the
hood.

'Ready, Rothgar? | said.
‘Sure!’

‘Now ligen carefully.’ | spoke with exaggerated darity into the microphone. ‘I'm going to take the
ship out of the groove in a dow arc. Then I'm going to tighten the curve until we're moving around the
groove. If we jerk, tumble, or spin, | want you to flood the plasm with dl the power you can get. Keep it
moving & dl costs -1 don't care how much thrust we lose, so long as the fidd stays intact. The moment
theres trouble I'll take usinto a tangent. Right?

'Got that," he replied.

'OK. I'm going to load the piledriver and hold the discharge, so the power will be there when it's
needed. We're off.'

| paused again, mugtering my courage as wel as my concen-tration. What | was about to do
would be impossible in any other ship. Maybe in this one too,

| pushed power into the piledriver and held it there, not Ieting it flow into the nerve-net. |
scanned the ingruments ingde the hood, then let my eyes drift out to focus on the cirdle of dm darlight
which was dl | could seein atunnd of darkness.

| let my tactile senses spread via the electrode contacts until | was sure thet | could fed every
syngpsein the vessd. | couldn't fed them as entities, but | could fed the wholeness of the system.

My hands grew into great wings, my spine was the ship's long axis, my legs were the tal dabilisers, my
groin the atomic can-nons, my heart the relaxation web wrapped around the drive, my lungs the ship's
lacunae.

| waited and waited until | was absolutely sure that my identity suffused the ship and vice versa.

Then, with an assurance built on little except arrogance, and faith in the perfect fed of the ship, |
brought the ship away from the deadline dong which she was travdling.

| flew. | flexed my wings to use the strength that was in them, curled them to channd and direct
that strength. | kicked dightly with my legs, and my spind musdes rippled insde me. My heart leaped,



but ingantly its surge of panic was dilled and contained as my hand pamed the lever. For just an indant,
the systole seemed to hesitate as the flux reached a stress-point, a moment of decision. But Rothgar was
riding the drive, and the flux ran cdm and safe. The rdlaxation fidd was steady and firm. The internd
gravity fiedd was ill and firm.

We dimbed and we circled and we fdl and we zoomed in a gigatic arc. Sowly, dmost
languidly, | began to tighten the arc, to reduce the radius of the spird. My body bent and my wings
billowed, and | could fed in the tenure of my bones and the texture of my skin and the tonus of my
musdesexactly how much she could take. Iknew beyond dl doubt what my ship could do, because |
was she and she was me. My ship, was theHooded Svan. Mine,

| could fly faster than light.

| could fly higher than the stars.

| could fly through clouds and through rainbows.
| choked.

A hand of cold metd clasped my throat with a grip that was not too tight, but icy cold, and froze
the breath in my throat.

TheHooded Swan cried out in pain, and | heard the voice of my own scream raitling off the walls
of the control room in jagged echoes, with Eve's scream answering it in resonant anguish. | fought for air,
my panicked wings beet briefly, and we came out of the arc on a tangent. The bird soothed her ruffled
feathers, and Rothgar, down in her womb with the drive, caressed his child back to life and sanity.

We were clear, and diding back feether-light into the comfort-ing dot that was our programmed
course. | breathed deeply, dill feding the pain that had possessed my throat when the flux jam-med.
There were greet red bruises on my neck - so Johnny told me afterwards. | felt for and with my ship. Her
pain was mine, and her injuries were mine. If theHooded Swvan were ever to go down, | need not worry
about spending another two londy years on some bleak rock.

The dlence lasted a long time. No one ese moved until | had the hood off my head, and was
rubbing my neck and my face with both hands. | wiped my face with my deeve, and was re-lieved to see
that what came off mewas dl sweat and no blood. But | think | was worried more for the bird then for

mysdif.
'What happened? asked delArco.

‘Nothing serious. The flux in the reaxation web jammed. The plasm distorted. But it was only
momentary. Rothgar flushed out the trouble with the power we hdd in reserve. She took it easlly. Shelll
take it agan, if need be. Youre right, Captain. Your ship will tun at transcee. Shelll manoeuvre in
deep-space. She might even take usin and out of the Hacyon core.

'When you screamed,’ said Johnny, 'l thought we'd gone.'

| shook my head. ‘It was surprise more than hurt. | didn't ex-pect it tofed like that, ingde me
instead of around or under-neath me. Iknew it would, | guess, but knowing it isn't the same as taking it. It
was a fdse darm. TheSwan bardy whimpered.'

'Is shedl right? demanded del Arco.
'Perfectly,’ | assured him. The operation was a success. The patient isin good hedth. Shéll do



whet you say.’
'And in the Drift?

11l answer that in the Drift. For now, I'll push her back to twenty thou, and then | want a rest.
And some food.'

| could sense words hovering around behind me, unsaid. Cap-tain delArco or no Captain
delArco, | ruled the control room. Which was as it should be.
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We made dmost dead levd time to Hallsthammer, once 1'd worked out an ETA based on whét |
knew the ship could do and whet | wanted to do with her. It took nearer three days than two, which
annoyed delArco, but whatever was burning him up wasn't my effair. | wasin no tearing hurry. TheSvan
hed done dl that she was asked to, and looked casud while she did it, except for that one momentary
indiscretion while | was pushing her alittle too hard.

There was no crowd in the bay to watch us land - a fact which surprised me until | found out
how many copsit took to keep them away.

'Whose is the private army? | asked del Arco.
"The port's, of course," he replied.
'And who's looking &fter the drunks?

"The backers requisitioned dl the police support they thought we might need. They care a lot
more about their ship than the New Y ork Port Authority.'

"They're here, then?

'Of course they're here. Didn't you suppose they'd want to know how their ship flies, and to have
alook a ther crew?

'Very understandable,’ | said. "Why didn't wefly her to New Alexandria before coming here?
‘Time,' he said - not for the firg time - ‘is of the essence.’

Persondly, 1'd have forgiven Caradoc anything if they'd lifted the treasure of theLost Sar that
vary evening, and saved us the bother of killing ourselves. But delArco was determined that we should
make a race of it, win by hdf the length of the course, and collect the prize and the glory. It's easy to
have amhition when your part in the action congsts of Stting around and in-quiring after other people's
hedlth.

'Do we day aboard and wait for them? Eve asked.

I'm going ashore,” Rothgar stated bluntly. 'Grainger and me, we gink." He looked sdeways at
deArco, who'd hardly sweated a drop dl trip.



"Well see them at the hotd,' said delArco. 'Well have dinner in thar suite

'Oh Jesus!' commented Rothgar. | didnt like the idea ether. This was delArco's job, not mine
He was the builder - the moneymaker. He maybe owed the backers afancy suit of dothes and a nightful
of pretty taking. All I owed them was a pair of hands wrapped around the controls. Rothgar too. Eve, of
course, saw nothing wrong with the plan, and Johnny seemed ready to tackle it manfully. | foresaw a
great ded of discomfort and em-barrassment al round, and | said so. But the captain put his foot down,
and exerted his authority. | might be the driver while we were updtairs, but he wasn't going to let me cdl
the tune while we were on civilisad soil. He was the lawfully appointed boss.

Rothgar told him that he was severd exatic varieties of a lousy bastard - maybe hoping to be
confined to quarters - but del-Arco just ignored him.

While preparing to face the dinner, |1 had the temerity to doubt the intdligence of the New
Alexandrians, whose idea it probably was. Later, | redised that maybe they weren't stupid after dl - just
crazy. They knew we wouldn' like it, and that's partly why they did it. When we walked through the
door of their suite, Rothgar practicaly broke out into a rash. | wondered how long it would take him to
lose patience and gtart dirring his tea with hisfingers - just for effect.

There were three New Alexandrians, and deArco introduced them proudly to the assembled
ranks of his crew. One of them I'd seen before - a white-haired, wizened old man with eyes as bright as
a bird's. His name was Titus Charlot, and I'd known him while Lapthorn and | were working as
entrepreneurs extraordinary for the Library. The other two were younger, and looked more like big
money than big brains. New Alexandria has her passengers like everywhere else. They have intdlectud
sandards which are rigidy mantained, but theres no Lawv of New Rome that says a man with
intdligence has to use it. And people who have money as wdl quite often get out of the habit. Silas
Alcador and Jacob Zimmer were their names.

They dl knew Eve dready, and they greeted the rest of us with dl the ersatz pleasure which the
sdubrious surroundings de-manded.

Dinner was exactly asfarcica as | expected. It dso seemed wdl-nigh endless. But eventudly, by
sheer necessity, the party broke up and relieved us dl of the hideous attempt at together-ness. DelArco
closeted himsdf with Alcador and Zimmer to dis-cuss practical details of theLost Star search, and to
give them aful account of our journey from Earth to Hallshammer. Rothgar elected to get quietly drunk
while pretending to pay atention to this conversation, supporting his pretence with the occasiond
semi-relevant snide remark. Johnny prowled around in Eve Lapthorn's wake until she was forced to talk
to himin order not to have him perpetudly leaning over her shoulder. She couldn't mugter the unkindness
to chase hm away.

Titus Charlot picked on me.
Vile, isn't it? he remarked, with unconvinang friendliness
'It's your party,’ | reminded him.

He shook his head. T don't like this kind of thing any more than you do. But it's the way men like
Silas and Jacob conduct ther business with men like Captain delArco. We are dragged in againgt our will
to complete their idea of afull picture.’ 'l thoughtyou were the boss,' | said, afraction sharply. 'Not at dl,'
he replied slkily. 'My concern is principdly that of the scholar. | led the team which processed and
integrated the Human and Khormon corpora of knowledge and thought. Silas and Jacob are concerned
more with the finanding and materid handing of one or two of the projects reaulting from the syn-thes's.
We are merdly dlies. | have no authority over them.'



| was nearly a foot tdler than Titus Charlot, yet he seemed to be looking down on me. And
taking down to me as wdl. It was suddenly borne in upon me that this man practicdly owned me, lock,
stock and barrel, and that he knew it. And that he was pleased by it. It occurred to me that Charlot didn't
likeme, and | couldn't quite see why.

'It's along time Snce we last met, Grainger,’ he said evenly.
'Not so long,' | said. 'I've afew friends | haven't seenin longer.'
'Y ou haven't got any friends,' he said coolly. 'Not here, gpparently.’

"We remember you, on New Alexandria,' he said. "We dways thought very wdl of the work you
did for us The vdue of what we eventudly gleaned from wha you brought us was priceess
-immeasurable in terms of money, of course, though | imagine we underpaid you shamefully. When |
heard that you'd been picked up | was ddighted to have the opportunity of repaying you. I'm very happy
to have been able to help you.' His voice was dead fla, and he was practicaly drooling fase piety. He
was putting a great ded of effort into making sure that | understood that he didn't mean a word of it. |
found the overacting more insulting than the intention. But | couldn't fathom out what he had againgt me.

'Who told you I'd been picked up? | asked suddenly, wonder-ing if it could possibly have been
Axd Cyran.

‘News travels fast, he sad. 'And dl news goes via New Alexandria We like to know
everything.

'l don't suppose,’ | said arrily, 'that you exercised any sort of influence on the court which handed
me the ticket for twenty thousand? Just so you could offer to buy it back?

'Of course not,” Charlot replied. 'I'm surprised you should imagine that a court on New Rome
could be influenced in any way. The New Romans are very jedlous of their proven honesty and integrity.

'Yeah,' | said, to show that | didn't believe him.

‘Let's not spend too much time being expressively clever. It's a great drain a my age. Tdl me
what you think of my ship.’

A lot of people seemed to think of that ship as ther own per-sond property. In legd terms,
Alcador and Zimmer must own it, and they were the only ones | hadn't heard advancing a dam. | saw
things this way: What Charlot had owned was a big com-puter and the pickings of other men's minds.
What Alcador and Zimmer had owned was a stack of ready cash. What delArco had owned was a
meta and plagtic scrapyard. Theship didn't redly come into existence until she flew. And in deep-space,
she was dl mine. Shewas me. Ergo, she was my ship.

Intdling Charlot how she behaved and how she handled, spared no effort in conveying this point
of view to him. He didn't like t.

"You can't understand,’ he sneered. 'She's dl mine and only mine. Higtory will give her to me.’

‘That's true," | conceded. 'But then, they write the higory on New Alexandria, don't they? And
by the time theHooded Swan is history, | won't care too much.'

This goes alot further than your meagre existence, Grainger,' he assured me. 'You're only a very
tiny part - a tinymechanical part. The ship is mine, Grainger, and so areyou. | couldnt fly the ship
mysdf,s0 | bought a machine which could. That's you. No one dse isimportant. Alcador, Zimmer, and



delArco are just the hired hands. Eve Lapthorn is nobody, and that extra crew-man too. Rothgar is just a
trandent. He won't last long enough to register his presence.’

'Y ou mean you set this whole thing up so that you could dam dl of the credit? Is that dl? |
laughed at him. It wasn't funny, but 1 thought amusement was cdled for.

‘That's right,’ he said, with sudden intengty.'Credit. Not to dam it, but to fed it. | want what's
mine, and | don't intend to let any of it go. But it's not credit for a fancy spaceship that | want. Notonly
that. TheHooded Swvan is only a very amdl beginning. It's the beginning of what the Human race came
out into spacefor. It's the fuson of dien science with our own. It's five hundred years of conceptud
development in a dngle dtride. It's the result of a perspective gained from two different points of view.
The universe is by no means a smple place. The red nature and potentia of matter and time and force
are millions of years beyond our crude brains. We want to develop, to evolve, in order to have any hope
of ever understanding the universe in which we live. TheHooded Swan is only five hundred years worth
of groping in the dark, of advancing aong the chosen path of our narrow little minds. But it's a beginning.
Not just of new opportunitiesin star-travel, or new sensations for spacemen.

'It's the beginning of a new kind of evolution. From now on, evolution in't a matter of sdection
by dimingtion of the weakest - you have no idea howcrude andinefficient that id From now on,
evolution will come about via thefusion of the strongest. It will comprise thegrowing together of dl the
intellectud races. On New Alexandria we will integrate every race into a coherent pattern of summed
knowledge, philosophy, titude, intdlect, credtivity, potentia. We will foom a cohesve, corporate
super-mind. From that supermind will come the potentid for a new environment - not just new
technology, but new ways of thought, new ways of life. Once the supermind exigts, the environment can
advance to meet it. Once the environment begins to change, dl of the races will adapt to fit it. Our
supermind will begin in our computers, and in our few fortunate salves. But it will expand to encompass
everyone. All men of dl races. To any manwill be available the knowledge, the philosophy, the aesthetic
capacities, the emationa capacities ofall men, whatever ther race. And from the synergidtic integration
will emergenew knowledge, new understanding, new appreciation.

"Together, Human and Khormon can know and fed more than they ever could if they remained
separate. All the races together will come to know the universe asit is. We will become universa beings.
We will possess a universa mind.

‘The fools who origindly wanted the human race to come out into space thought in terms of its
conquest. They were so Supidly ambitious as to imagine that the scum of one tiny planet could own the
universe. Intdligent men have a different idea. We want tobe the universe. We want to achieve our full
potentid within it - we want to achieve identity with it. And we can. The fuson of Human with Khormon
hasntdoubled our knowledge. Far more than that. It has created whole new fields of thought — directions
which our poor Smple brains never redised the existence of. The two become a greater one by far than
the sum of its parts. And when we have added everything of dl the other races into the supermind, we
will have one of such tremendous potentid that it is beyond our trivid imaginetion.

'From this moment, evolution at the intdlectud levd no longer divides and diversfies. Itunites.
We have agod, and we can atan it.

'You, Grainger, are an ephemerd. And a mindless ephemera a tha. Youcan't understand.
None of this belongs to you. Only to me. Thisiswhat | have begun. Thisisthe credit thet | want.'

He stopped, and steadied. The intengity drained out of him.
| just couldn't say anything to him. Nothing at dl. To mysdf, | sad that he was insane. That he



was aredl, genuine, authentic mad scientist.

* He meansit - , said the wind.

Oh sure. He meansiit. He's got the grandest ddusions of gran-deur in the galaxy.

* Youve got a geile mind, sad the wind. Can't you understand what he says? Can't you
appreciate what he wants?

To hdl with his fancy dreams, | replied. That's just so much junk. | don't give a damn for
superminds and the harmonisation of human and dien thought. That's just froth - empty air. What | care
about is what it's meking hm do tome - to the ship and dl who sl in her. | don't care how
philosophicdly elegant or aestheticaly gppeding his pid might be. | don't care if you fdl in love with his
supid dreams. | care about my life and the fact that he doesn't. He owns me, remember. He bought me
because he needed me, and he couldnt afford to let me have ideas of my own.That's what scares me.
That's his madness.

* You have a very dull mind, Grainger, said the wind. Con-gtantly preoccupied with trivid
matters. Y ou have no soul.

With that parting sdly, the wind retired gracefully into im-placable slence.

Meanwhile, back with the mindless ephemera, delArco was bidding his fond farewells. This task
was made no easer by vir-tue of the fact that he and Johnny were supporting Rothgar, who appeared
suddenly to have become too heavy for his legs, and who was muttering angrily to himsdf. Eve was
fluttering around them like a helpless moth, getting in their way .

| retreated, leaving dignified thanks floating behind me. | helped the others support Rothgar, and
we descended in the elevator.

'Did you know," | remarked conversationdly, ‘that our em-ployer is completely and utterly mad?
'l know," said delArco.
| was astonished by his perspicacity. 'So why do you work for him?

'‘Because he pays me. He's not harmful or dangerous. He just has some srange - and rather
quaint - nations. Our businessisflying a ship. | don't see how the two are incompatible.’ | can-celled the
re-evauation of his perspicacity. He was dill anidiot.

'Sometimes,' | sad, 'l| have the feding that fate is not on my side. Not only that, but it so has a
grudge agang me!'



DeArco laughed briefly. 'It's you that has the grudge,” he said.

* Amen, added the wind.
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The next morning | dept.

During the afternoon, delArco had to go see Charlot to collate some information and try to
edablish a sengible basis for our attempt on theLost Star. Johnny and Rothgar were refluxing the drive,
but | had nothing a dl to do - there was no point in trying to make up some sort of excuse for a flight
plan. You can't make plans to ded with the likes of the Halcyon Dirift.

| took the opportunity to relax for awhile - it was the last chance I'd get for a week or more. In
the evening, | met Eve for adrink in the port's showpiece - a high tower with a bubble of glass set on top
from which tourists could get a great view of the Drift. You also got a great view of the squalid area back
of the central port where the locas conducted whatever trivid business had brought them to the rim.
Much more to my lilting was the vast expanse of the spacefidd which stretched for ten or twdve miles
away to the south, ribboned with truckways and pockmarked with private hangars and bay gantries. The
Hooded Swan was a long way off, closeted by high fencing and protected by booms dung across the
approaches. But she was atal ship, and | knew her well enough to visudise her lines and compare her to
the ranks of ramrods, dirt-trackers and p-shifters which were parked closer to the tower. The other
mass-relaxers dwarfed her with their massve, six- or eight-shielded hulls, but they were just big and ugly.
She was more or less of a 9ze with the lighter p-shifters and the bigger yachts, and she looked a little
uncomforteble com-pared to their slky, polished skins. But | knew how fral and fdse tha
mirror-brightness was.

| let my eyes dwel on the dien ships, dl shapes and Szes of them, which were scattered dl over
the tarpol. They were modly the dimensgond hoppers of free traders, but there were a few dead dow
dredgers which made ther living on extended jaunts into the quieter parts of the Dirift, trawling the
desping dust-clouds and sorting out anything of any vadue - ore, organics, gemstones, anamorphosed
matter. They wholesded their collections maybe twice a year on Hallshammer. 1t wasn't much of a living,
con-sdering the dangers inherent in the Drift work, but it kept the ships flying and the crews fed. A lot of
spacers asked a little more then that, though humans as a rule are ether too amhbitious or too
guarrdsome. We are bascadly a vain and aggressve people. | searched briefly for Alachakh'sHymnia,
but remembered that he now used the name on a different ship, and that | wouldn't recognise her.

Eve looked a the sky, not a the ships. Her fascinated stare betrayed the fact that she hadn't
been in space more than a few days. Even casud tourigts are careful to lose the open expresson of
cosmic agtonishment as soon as they can. Nobody likes to be labelled a dirt-grubber in a gdactic age.

Hallshammer's sun is a weak red giant which never cleared the horizon in these latitudes by more
then a handspan or so. The northern sky was aways ruddy with haf-light, sprinkled with a few luminous



clouds. The tangled mass of the Drift lurked higher, crouching behind the red haze like a vadt, crippled
spider, suspended on a tenuous web of garlight. The Dirift is technicdly a dark nebula, because of its
ocduding clouds of dust - in the inner whed, people see it as a dark blot obscuring the stars behind it.
But it contains a good number of stars within its body which retain visble magnitudes on Hals-thammer
and afew neighbour worlds. So the dark nebulais quite bright and beautiful - if you like that sort of thing
- a dose range. The light is refracted and distorted by the nebular corpus, andit shines dl kinds of
colours, and changes its face congtantly. Even at high noon it has an angry, sullen glow which rivads the
aunlight. The perennid ebb and flow of its contortive currents make it hard to look at for long - the
gar-storms are dways blagting matter back and forth in time, and from the light-dense core to the thin
shdll, and sparks flare and die dl the time, each one burning a blur into your sght.

It looks terrible; she said. 'Like a great hand with crippled fingers that keep dutching and
coiling

That's wht it feds like too," | told her. 'Fingers dways pluck-ing at your skin, poking into your
shidds. A congtant rain of dust and radiation. It fumbles ships to pieces like a child pulling apart a
daddy-longlegs while trying to hold it il

'And yet they giveit a name which suggests a more pleasant disposition,” she commented, her lips
forming the word "Halcyon' as though she were tagting its softness.

‘Rothgar's theory of names,' | said. 'Appease the dragons, make love to the ships, insult dead
worlds, and compliment live ones!'

'How very poetic,' purred a new voice, from behind us.

'Alachakh!” | said, turning quickly and reaching out to touch him. We gripped hands hard, and
placed our free hands on each other's shoulders. ‘I hoped you'd find me." | said. 'l asked about you, but
no one knew who you were at the port. You know how it is. You look very prosperous.’

He plucked modedtly at his dothing, which was expensvely cut and perfectly proportioned, not
spacer Suff at dl.

"They force it upon me,' he explained. They like to ded with men who look like themsdves. |
have not your pride. | bow to them and they make me arich man." He was being polite. Alachakh was a
proud man - he had a great ded to be proud of. The Khor-monsa were smdler, on average, than the
humen race, but Alachakh was a remarkable physica specimen, and matched my haeght, dthough he was
far from my weight. Helooked burly, his deek skin stood along way from his bones, but his flesh was far
less dense than human flesh.

The Khormon face is fla, the olfactory organ pushed back into a dit-like cavity and the eyes
tilted in an odd manner. Per-haps the oddest feature - by humen standards - is the dring of sonic
receptors drding the skull like a headband - smdl, rigid plates suspended a various angles in a flexible
neuronic mem-brane. Khormons are far more sengtive to vibrations over a far wider scale than humans.
But the Khormon is dso far more vul-nerable to physcd attack by virtue of the sensory apparatus
con-ferring this ability. A Khormon skull is extraordinarily amenable to fracture. By necessity, they are a
pesceful people. They are proud of ther peacefulness and their friendliness. Their mingling of statutory
pride and hypocritica politeness leads the men of many other races to profess distaste for their ways and
their persons. Persondly, | like the Khor-monsa. But then, | do not like humans.

| introduced Alachakh to Eve Lapthorn.

'l knew your brother very well,' he told her. 'l was very sorry to hear of his death. | was very



happy at the same time, though, when | learned that you' - he addressed himsdf to me now, of course -
'hed survived and been returned to civilisation.' His voice was very quiet, and whirred softly. His native
language con-sisted of little more than congtant whirring, but such was the sengtivity of Khormon sound
orientation that he could produce amogt any native language with perfect fluency. He had made it his
busnessto learn at least a dozen languages - three of them human - for the purposes of politeness. The
fact that the Khor-monsa are the greet linguids of the galaxy was no doubt the crucid fact determining
that they should combine with the New Alexandrians in the pilot project for the integration of racid
identities

'Rothgar told me that you have anew ship,' | said.

'And you too," he said. 'A ship we have talked about for some time here on Halghammer. She
has a reputation aready.’

'Part of the credit belongs to the Khor-monsa,' | told him. 'Y ou know about the scheme of which
deisapart?

I know. But | am too old to appreciate the grandness of the plan. To me, sheisonly a ship. | am
entrenched in the past, and | cannot ook to the future as you might.' His manner was sober, and | knew
that this was a matter of great import. Khormons do not fade away into old age and dedlining hedth.
They have recognisable limits and they know them well.

'l wonder that there are no Khor-monsa involved in the build-ing and operation of the ship,’ |
sad. 'It would seem alogicd thing to do.'

Alachakh dhrugged. 'Humen jedousy, he explained. 'Earth is a world split into factions. You
people thrive on the mistrust which breeds possessveness and trading sense. A human is untwilling to
treat anyone except his closest friend as an equd, and he harbours doubts even about his friend. Your
ghip is a human ship, my friend, not a Khormon ship.'

Alachakh would never have said anything of that kind to any other man but me. | was surprised
that he said it where Eve Lapthorn could overhear, if she wished. | don't know whether he assumed that
ghe was dill engrossed in contemplation of the sky, or whether he was becoming tainted by long
associaion with humankind. After dl, he seemed suddenly to have acquired a great ded of trading sense
of hisown.

'Which isyour new ship? | asked him.

He glanced out of the window. 'l can see her,' he said, 'but sheistoo far away to see cdlearly. She
is over there, but | doubt that you can be sure which ship | am pointing to. The port is un-usudly
crowded these days." He wasright. | couldn't pick out his ship.

'Very crowded,' | echoed his words as we turned away from the window and sat down a a
nearby table. He ordered another round of drinks, and Eve came to join us when they appeared.

'Exactly what are the crowds for? | asked. 'Surdly they aren't dl Caradoc ships.’

"The Caradoc ships are in the deep Drift,' he replied. They know where ther prey lies, and they
are hunting her with lunatic ruthlessness. She is in the core, of course - dmog cetanly within a
trandfigured domain, embedded in aleson. Their maps of the Drift are good, but nothing can be perfect
where nothing is stable. They move dowly by necessity.’

I heard that you might be in the Drift with them," | said.



'l would be," he replied, 'but for one thing.

'One thing?

"You, my friend. | wanted to see you.'

‘Sentiment? | asked him, dightly sarcadticaly. He shook his head.

"To makeaded, he said. 'A trade. You are taking your ship after theLost Sar.'
'Not by choice,' | assured him.

'Nor 1,' he sad quigtly. 'And that is why | mug try to beat you to the target. You have a
wonderful ship, so the story istold. Shewill go in and come back again. | have a good ship. She will go
in, fast enough to beat the company, but she will not come out again. Do you see what | mean?

'You're getting old,' | said. 'So is Cuvio. Thisjob isimportant to you.'

He nodded. 'If you will dlow me to lead you into the Dirift, then | will guide you to theLost Sar.
If I cannot reach her, sheisyours. If | do, then she ismine for one day. Then you can take her. | will not
be coming back. The glory will be dl yours.'

'How do you know where sheis? | asked.

He sghed. 'The power of money. | have been unfortunate enough to become rich, and the rich
have access to many secrets - they have aged me quickly, duttering my mind with usdess
embarrassments. | bought this particular secret from a Caradoc captain. Some others have done the
same. | have no doubt that your employers could buy it if they wished. But it might take time. They might
not buy it in time. TheHymnia will fly faster than any ship has ever flown in the Drift. You won't catch
me. Y ou might as wel come with me.’

They won't likeit,' | told him.

‘But you can make them accept it." He smiled. 'And you will, my friend, won't you? You don't
like the terms of your contract. That fata pride, my friend, it makes you predictable.’

| smiled back, without much humour. He was dead right -1'd take every opportunity | got to set
mysdf up againg Charlot and delArco. Also, Alachakh was my friend. If he needed to reach thelLost
Sar so badly that he was going to kill himsdf doing it, then he must have a powerful reason. | didn't have
any reason a dl for finding the wreck. Even if it was stuffed full of treasure, it wouldn't be my treasure.
I'd far rather Alachakh reached theLost Sar than | did.

'WEell do things your way,' | assured him. 'But | don't see why.'

'l grow old," he said again. 'It is not so easy, as one grows old, to move about one's mind. One
fdls prey to fixaions. It is easy to become obsessed. One's ams become separated from one's
judgement. The wdls are sedled tight in one's mind. The doors no longer open. | often envy you humans,
who can live dl of your life in one congtant stream, with dl your identity and persondity smultaneoudy
present. It would be wdl worth forgetting a few triviain exchange for menta unity. But you are the great
traders of the gdaxy. You have the good end of the dedl. Ironic, isit not, that humans are united within
and divided without, whereas the Khor-monsa are exactly the other way about?

"You're not so old that you've become deadlocked,’ | said. "You don't tak like a deadlocked
mean. You can dill reach dl the rooms of your mind. Y ou haven't begun to lose yoursdf.



'You don't know what it's like,' he told me. 'I can move from room to room. Slowly, and with
effort. But they are dl so cramped, so full. Claustrophobic. There is no space in which to move, et done
expand mysdf. My potentid is dl used up. | am filled with too many secrets, too many memories, too
many dreams. | never thought that | would regret that | dreamed so much, but | do. Dreams are very
wadeful of the mind, my friend.

'l an a Khormon, and when the Khor-monsa are full, then they have reached ther end. | wish |
could forget a little and create some space, but | cannot. | am stuck in the day before yesterday. There
can be no question of along tomorrow, and | doubt the latter hours of today. Soon even the minutes will
be-come painful to squeeze away into tight corners. One last gestureisdl that | can spare. One lagt plan,
one lagt god, one lagt jour-ney. I'd like to do the impossible just once more. Especidly this kind of

impossible’

‘But why theLost Sar?' | wanted to know. 'And why now? You could have had her to yoursdf
a any time during the last forty years. Isit just because she's the new centre of attention?

'No. The death of a Khormon is not a matter of fashion. | don' like to die done. | will be glad
that you are behind me. But the rest is dl irrdlevant. It is just tha for forty years there was no reason to
go after theLost Sar. Now thereis!

'Y ou know what she carried? | said, astonished.

'Not precisdy. | have my suspicions. But | can't tdl you about it. Not yet. Not until | know that |
will fail, and that the cargo will be yours. | might be wrong. There might be no cargo at dl.'

"Y ou think the cargo was Khormon,' | persisted.

'No," hereplied. TheLost Sar never went to Khor. If there is a cargo, it's from somewhere that
doesn't even exis.' He amiled. 'From Myastrid.'

He rose to leave, and | rose with him, gripping his hand again. It was light and curioudy
intangible.

I will see you again,' he promised.
'l hope s0.'
'Cuvio will make arrangements for our flight. We will lift early in the morning.

He waked away, and | settled back into my chair. Eve was saring a me. 'What's the matter? |
asked. 'Wondering whether | just sold out your boss to the little green men? Traitor to the cause of Titus
Charlot, or something?

Sheignored the nastiness. "What's Myastrid? she asked.

I don't know,' | told her. "Anglicised form of a Khormon word. Maybe the name for a world.
Have to ask an English-gpesking Khormon, | suppose.’

You didn't ask Alachakh.'
'He didn't want me to ask.'

'What did he mean earlier,’ she asked, 'when he talked about being unable to change his mind? |
couldn't follow that.'



'Khormons have sectioned brains,' | explained. They have eidetic memories - they never forget.
They sort and dassfy their memories, and hold them in separate memory-banks - what Alachakh cdled
rooms. Their consciousness can scan one section a atime. Ther minds exigt in dl the rooms, but as the
roomsfill up, their minds become compressed smdler and smdler. Eventtudly, the mind has to split, to
lose its coherence. That's dead-locking. As a matter of principle - of politeness to ther fdlows -the
Khormons usudly choose to die before they reach this stage, or before the condition becomes acute. As
amétter of pride, they like to perform some useful action in dying. Every Khor-mon wants to be a dead
hero.’

'So Alachakh's attempt on theLost Star isakind of ritud suicide?

| shrugged. 'Just about. | would have figured him for aless ogtentatious way out. But the last two
years seem to have left abig mark on him. He's not quite the man | used to know.'

"You don't seem sad,’ she said hesitatingly. 'If that man was your friend, and he just told you that
he was going to diein a matter of days ...

I'm not sad,’ | said Smply. 'Neither was he'’
'But he was an dien." She spoke without thinking.

'So he's entitled to be polite. He's entitled to be reconciled to his death. But I'm not, am 1? Not
according to you. | haveto put up a show. | have to cry, like they do in the movies, like they train tharr
children to do. Well, I'd rather be a Khormon kind of hypocrite than a human one. I'll not weep for
Alachakh.'

"You didn't even say good-bye," she accused.

It wasn't necessary,’ | told her. 'Not yet. He knows I'll be there when he dies. Well say good
bye then.'

She shook her head, and refused to understand.

14

As Eve and | I€ft the building, we paused reflexively on the pavement to fed the cool ar. Eve
looked up at the darkening sky, and my eyes flicked right and left dong the Street, then came to rest dead
opposite, where an dien in a spacesuit was watching me. He was standing stock dill, and his face was
hidden insde the hdmet, but | sensed from his attitude that he was daring & me, and that he was
recognisng me. Then he moved his hand to his belt. | got suddenly very scared as | redised what was
coming. | barged Eve to the ground, and turned to run to my right. | was acutely aware of the time the
mation took, but things seemed to move more normaly once | was in ful flight. The gun in the dien's
hand followed me, tracking the course of my run, and fired. | ducked, but I'd have been too late if held
fired graight. The beam splashed the wal a few inches behind me. | got showered in brick dugt, but it
didn't hurt. The slver-suited figure never had time for a second attempt.

He was shot down by someone standing in the hotel doorway. The police had arived with



uncommon and remarkable dacrity.
| stopped swesting and walked dowly back. The cop was dready hdping Eve to her feet.

‘Thanks,' | said, recovering her from his ams. We dl went across the street to ingpect the
cadaver.

That's OK,' replied the gum-chewing cop laconicaly, as he strode proudly up to his kill like a
hunter-tourigt. 'It's what I'm paid for.’

'Y ou came out of that doorway inahdl of ahurry,' | said. "Were you watching him? Or us?"
'We protect the citizens,' he said.
'And today you have to protect us.'

'Seems s0,' he agreed. 'Maybe somebody knew you were going to need help. Camein that New
Alexandrian bird, didn't you? Going to stedl Caradoc's gold." He pushed a the spacesuit with his boot,
and turned the corpse onto its back.

'Crocalid,' he said, in his dow, idle tone. 'We got three dome colonies on this continent. They
don't often come out, with having to suit up and dl. Some of them work in the port, though - odd jobs,
modtly.

'‘Odd job isright,' | confirmed.

'He was waiting for us," said Eve, finding it a little hard to believe. She'd led a shdtered life Mind
you, | hadn't exactly made a habit of being shot at.

‘Apparently,’ | said, '‘Caradoc thought | got off too lightty on New Rome. Or maybe they thought
| was being ungrateful com-ing back to the Drift so soon. Either way, they thought | needed a lesson.’ |
crouched down beside the cop, who was camly de-suiting the dead dien. 'Any chance of finding out
who paid his wages?

'What do you think? he replied scornfully.

' think the one thing I'd like to know more than anything else is whether he was paid to hit me, or
whether he was told to miss' | said.

‘Brother, if | were you, 1'd worry,' he said confidently. | couldn't quite see why anyone should
want me dead enough to hire a hit man. It didn't make sense, no matter how much Caradoc didn't like
me. How loudly, | wondered, had Charlot bragged about the prowess of theHooded Swvan? How much
time did Caradoc think they needed to buy in order to best usto theLost Star?

There was a crowd gethering.
‘Can we go? | asked. 'Or do we need the shadow of the law lurking in our wake?

'l come with you," he said. The wagon just turned the corner. We can leave judtice in the hands
of the dmighty.

He was discreet about following us back to the ship. He turned away every time | looked back
over my shoulder.

| was glad to get away from the port again. Maybe Hdlshammer is a bitch of a world where



people get gunned down in the streets every day of the year. 1'd been on worlds like that before. But I'd
never been important enough to shoot. Only a little guy with his own business to mind and no tdent for
sepping on other people's toes. | didn't like being important enough to be a target.

The whole affair put me in a violent frame of mind. As we passed benesth theSwan prior to
dimbing into her belly, | redised for the firg time that thiskind of ship could revo-lutionise space combat
as wdl as space exploraion. Space baitles had been fought hdf a hundred times in the past, but
casudties were so light it was hardly worth the bother. It's difficult to hit anything out in dl that emptiness.
But theHooded Swan could manoeuvre. She could get in close no matter what velocity she was
traveling. If she were armed, she'd be a phenomendly suc-cessful warship. Maybe more than the
Caradoc Company had a right to be afrad of her. Though the idea of New Alexandria as a military
power was ridiculous, the idea of an Earth flegt trying to reinforce the mother planet's influence in the
gdaxy was oddly plausble.

'She'd make a great hawk, if she had claws," | said to Eve, to explain my slent contemplation.
"Y ou want to use her to hunt pigeons? she asked.

'Worms,' | said. 'Giant stedl worms. It isn't the sportsman coming out at lagt. It's the pessmidt.
Dont let it worry you. Let's go make some coffee and tdl the children about our adventure.” Johnny was
dutifully concerned about the nearness of my escape from the jaws of death, but Rothgar only used it as
fud to feed his morbid outlook on life in general and tomorrow in par-ticular. | changed the subject, as
s00n as it was decently dead.

'l saw Alachakh, | told Rothgar.

'l saw Cuvio," he countered. 'Gave me a specid bleep for tracking him. You can hook it into the
control pand and itll plot his path in our computers.”

| took the amdl device which he handed to me. 'Damned clever, these diens,' | muttered. 'By the
way,' | added. 'Do you know what Myastrid means?

IY%,I

| was surprised. | spat a mouthful of coffee back into my cup lest | choke on it. 'Wdll,' | said.
Tdl me!

'Khormon fairyland. Slly stories, you know the type of thing.
'Not the lost planet? | said distastefully.
'Not so far as | know,' said Rothgar. 'Just fairyland. Strictly for the kids!'

| shrugged. 'l guess Alachakh redly didn't want me to know what he was about. | suppose I'll
find out in due course.’

'Don't you have any idea what might be on theLost Star that he could want so badly? asked
Eve.

'‘None a dl, | replied.
Tl tel you what's on board theLost Sar,’ said Rothgar. "Khormon fairyland. Damn usdl.’
| nodded in hdf agreement.



'Whatever it is' | said, ‘it can't possbly be of any vdue now. Were awhole new universe. Eighty
yearsis along time. Stan-dards have changed so radicdly within my working lifetime that the trade routes
| started out on are totaly redundant today. Price is a matter of fashion, and fashions change
tremendoudy over the years. And never so fast as during the last century. | think well find something in
the hold of theLost Star, if we reach her. But it will be worthless!

'As long as welve got something to show for it," said Johnny. 'If we find her and then can't bring
anything back, itll be ahdl of a bust after dl this shouting.

"That'strue, | guess,' | agreed. 'Stunt or no stunt, well need afew baubles to feed the imagination
of the peasantry. Just S0 long as they don't expect miracles!’

'So we win the game even if we don't find a fortune," he said.
'Hrat time | ever saw akid so eager not to find a fortune,' | commented.

We would no doubt have carried on the conversation in much the same haf-hearted vein, but we
were saved the trouble by the return of Nick delArco. He was a bit steamed up. Word had filtered back
to him that some unkind person had taken a pot-shot at his pilot. | was quite flattered by his concern. |
didn't know he cared.

He and Charlot had talked to the police, without getting much satisfaction. Since tragedy had
been averted, and a convenient corpse duly registered as part of the day's haul of evildoers, the police
were wdl satisfied. It looked OK on their books, and to follow it any further would be wasteful of
man-hours and totaly unproductive. The whole thing was a dead end. All delArco had got from the
police was a gring of interesting facts about crocolids.

The assassin's race was arelic. In their heyday, the crocolids had colonised seven or eght worlds
inthe neighbour systems to their home world of Hycilla They'd progressed dowly because they had only
subcee drives. To complicate matters further, Hydlla had a peculiar atmosphere which had necessitated
seting up dl the colonies under domes. Hydlla had then been badly knocked about by injudicious
quarrdling amongg the croco-lids. The planetary environment took a turn for the worse, which resulted
in the eventud extinction of the indigenes. Without sup-port from home, most of the colonies had been
unable to sustain themselves. The crocolids on Hallshammer had been among the lucky ones. But stuck
inthe domes, fighting poisonous atmos-phere, they'd been completdy ungble to evolve. Their society and
technology had been datic for millions of years. It was possble that the crocolids were the earliest
known spacefaring species, though no one could redly speak for the antiquity of the Galacdlans.

When the humans and the Khor-monsa had arrived - in that order - the crocolids had shown no
interest a dl. Inbreeding was wel on the way to completdy homogenisng the genetic struc-ture of the
species, despite inter-dome eugenic conventions. The intdlect and physique of the average crocolid were
showing digtinct Sgns of sagnation and deterioration. Everybody tended to look down on the crocolids
as an inferior class of beings. People tend to lack sympethy for losers.

Contact had been established, of course - humen vanity es-pecidly can't stand being ignored.
Suited crocolids had some minor commerce with the ports, but for the most part they didn't bother
anybody and nobody bothered them.

It was no good pestering the crocolids about the fact that one of ther brethren had tried to gun
me down, because they wouldnt give a damn, and it was nothing to do with anybody except the
individud concerned. It was no good trying to tie in Caradoc (or any other suspect, if any) with the
crocolid, because dl crocolids were identica, even outsde ther monkey-suits, and Caradoc -like
everyone else - had irregular but not infrequent dedings with the diens.



| gathered from delArco's verbose and largdly irrdlevant ac-count that Charlot was unworried by
the incident, and had every confidence in police protection. The captain himsdf didn't have that kind of
serene fath in the long arm of the law. He was an Earthman, which made him something of a connoisseur
of crimi-nd activities. Nobody had shot anybody else on New Alexandria in twenty years, which might
have gone along way to explain Charlot's lack of concern. | think maybe delArco was a little bit scared
as well, though he needn't have been. Caradoc would surdy have the sense to redise that he was
absolutely dispensable. Rothgar pointed this out, and the subsequent rise in temper made it necessary for
usdl to retire for the night.

Next morning, we lifted.

15

Handling the ship in the Drift was nobody's idea of fun. This was the big test - if she could be
flownsafely in space like this, then she judtified her price tag. Oddly enough, | think | was more confident
a this moment than anyone else. delArco had alot of mouth, but he wasn't so insengtive that he didn't
know that Drift-driving was dangerous. Rothgar, of course, was a born pessmigt, and 1'd thrown enough
fear into Johnny and Eve to make them petrified of every dust-cloud. But by now | knew my ship. |
knew how she fdt, and | could sense what she was capable of. | hadn't said anything to the others,
because it was a persona matter, but | had every confidence in theHooded Swan, and in my own &bility
to handle her even in distorted space.

The one thing that worried me more than any other was my own concentration. Under normd
circumgtances, | didnt leave the control cradle, but | could rest there for long periods of time. In the
Drift, it would be far more difficult to relax. There is, of course, lots of empty space in any nebular
dructure - everything in deep-space is ninety-nine percent emptiness, no matter how black it looks from
outside. But you can't redly rdy on any one bit of that space saying empty while you're in it. In fact, it's
far less likdy to stay empty while youare in it, because you provide a sort of focus for the contortive
confluence of the lesons. The movements of the Drift within itsdf are not Smply the cartwheds which the
whole universe turns - Drift space casudly dis-obeys principleswhich are cadled laws in saner corners of

the gdaxy.

At the heart of the nebulais a stress-zone of colossal dimen-sons and apparently limitless power.
Thefdbric of space is shredded and colloided in a pseudo-tempora matrix which stret-ches the core into
many other times - and perhaps many other spaces - than this one. Gravitic orientation follows dl kinds
of weird curves, and causes smilar anomdies in light-paths and the didribution of matter. There are
worldsin the Drift - suns and planets and moons and comets, and they behave in pretty much the same
manner as worlds do anywhere ese. But in distorted space, you can never besure. Not of planetary
conditions, of absolute motions, not even of their congtancy intime.

Theoreticadly, the Drift-worlds offered peaceful havens where | could drop ship and enjoy the
luxury of deep and slence. But could | redly relax while we were in the nebula? Probably not. And we
would be five days or more within the Halcyon's boun-daries. If, & any time during that five days, my
concentration gave way under the drain, it could kill us dl, no matter how perfect theHooded Swan
might be.

The firgt thing we met as we advanced into Drift space was the dust. Vast clouds of dust fly before the forces



which wander through the Drift. It's not particularly dangerous in itsdf - most ships can live in dust. Dirt-trackers and
aien dredgers even mine the dust-clouds. But it's one thing to smash through a cloud, bouncing it off your shield, and
quite another to fly in an un-steady rain which maintains a continuous but inconstant strain on the ship's armour. If
the shidd begins to flaw or erode, then power may bleed away through the wound, and the unbalancing of power
inevitably leads to the unbalancing of the relaxation flux. And when the flux itself begins to bleed, you have one foot
in the grave.

| retained alot of respect for the dust, and fdt it carefully with the sensors during the firgt hour or
two that we flew through it. But my mohbility seemed eeslly capable of coping with the com-mon
intengties of flow. Minor adjusments of my wings man-tained a steady relaionship between the
orientation of my sur-faces and the rain. After awhile, compensating for the changes became a matter of
routine and reflex. The pattern of my re-actions was automaticaly programmed into the hdm computers,
and the ship soon learned to take some of the manipulative bur-den from my hands, dthough | maintained
full vigilance.

I'd hooked Alachakh's specid bleeper into our standard sg-ndling apparatus. As the bleep came
in, it put a trace onto my subsidiary screen which plotted the path which the sgnd source had followed.
When we entered the Drift, we were about two hours behind theHymnia, but we fdl back a little in the
early stages while | treated the Drift with more respect than Alachakh thought was necessary. | stuck to
the trace without usng it as a plotted groove. Alachakh had the maps. | knew that wherever theHymnia
could go, theHooded Swan could follow, but | couldn't put limitless trust in the trace-path. The very fact
of Alachakh's passage dong it would make it that much more un-certain for us, as distortion-patterns
homed in on his wake.

| had to warn delArco and Eve not to speak to me when | taked. To a certan extent,
commenting out loud about the Stuation helped my menta state. But | could do without hepful
suggestions, slly questions and messages of congratulation.

I'm going to close up a hit,' | said. 'There's dust blowing across me and | don't want the road
bresking up.'

A big dloud came hillowing in - gpparently from dl sides. It was hot quff blasted out from the
centre, reforming dl around us. The patter of the dirt on my wings hdted for a moment, and then broke
up into chaotic fingers stabbing at dl parts of the shidd. | rippled my wings, but | couldn't reduce dl the
angles of impact. | pushed extra power into the shidd, and made sure the ship's heart was beeting firm
and grong in case | needed even more. | was relying on the storm's being of short duration. Pushing
power into the shiddd over an extended period of time would wesken the drive-unit. There was no
possihility of refluxing or repairing until we reached Halsthammer again, and the motor would have to be
treated with respect.

The blegp changed dightly.

'She's baing turned,' | said, and explained: The cloud's blow-out from the centre, cross-time or
through gravity holes. She's pushing me off linein order to keep the pressure on her hull even.’

| let her drift, of course. You don't fight your own ship. | tried to sense which way the lines of
digortion ran, in case | could use them to adjust the wings to the shape of the stressfidd. | eased back
the thrug, letting the burst of power flow briefly into the shield to let me flutter my wings Then | ebbed
the strength gradudly out of the shidd. It was like peding off a glove. The prickling of the dust became
sharper - dmost painful. | explored the contours of the fidd that was carrying it. | thought | had the shape
for a moment, but it was tenuous and | had to keep feding it as it changed dowly. | moved to meet its
demands, and then boosted the drive allittle. | fed the motor nerves, and began moving my wings dowly
but forcefully, creating stress of my own, integrating it into the contortive fabric of the storm. The power
in the piledriver, of course, was negligible compared to the avesome power blagting the dirt out of the



Hacyon core. But that was random power. It was even available for manipu-lation, open to persuasion. |
was the firs man ever to harness the power of the Dirift for my own purposes.

My skin began to burn as the angle of attack of my wings shifted to let the dust strike harder
upon the thin shield. There was awkward pain in my back and my groin, but | had to dis-regard it. Then,
with a sudden pressure like a breath of wind, the cloud disgorged us smoothly and effortlesdy. It took
only seconds for me to regain the trace-path.

Carefully, not dlowing rdief to hurry me, | eased the shidd back to its former strength. | reflected
that many ships might have gone through the cloud unscathed, but not without putting heavy strain on their
drive-units, and certainly not anywhere near our velocity.

"We bedt that one,' | commented, as deadness crept into my aching back to replace the muscular
pan. | stretched dightly, and sat back to flex my fingers.

But there was no rdaxing.

We were beginning to close up geadily on theHymnia, but Alachakh was gill moving very fast.
Bearing in mind that he did not have our advantages, | caculated that the load on his drive must inevitably
blow it out in a matter of days. He was flying like a madman. Whatever reason he had for braving the
Dirift, it was moving himin one hdl of a hurry.

| couldn't see Alachakh's ship, not even with the fine sensors, because there was too much
confusion in the visud spectrum. But the ingruments hooked into the bleep measured her loud, clear, and
close. Sometimes, | fdt the wave of warped space that was disspating in her wake. That bothered me
too - if she were throwing up a wash like that, she could be tossed like a cork if she hit a laterd leson.
TheSwan could take that - if | was fast enough - but theHymnia couldn't.

If only you'd ease up, | thought a him, you'd stand a damn sght better chance of getting there.
But something was driving him hard enough that while he had clear space, held use it to the limits of his
tolerance. He was going like a bat out of hell.

Minutes drained into hours, and he began to pull even more out. 1 wasn't about to risk getting
hurt, and | didn't copy him, so he drew dowly away again. Then he hit a cloud and had to dam the
anchors on. The cloud was locd and narrow, and | went through it without difficulty, needing no
particular cleverness to negatiate it.

At saven hours, digtortion began to force us apart. Alachakh didnt dow down, so | supposed
that the warp was coming in on histal. | rode the waves for a while, but they kept pressng in on my
chest and bending my back, so | had to dow down and take things a bit easier. Even so, a dull sensation
of pain began to gather in my intercosta muscles. | was sweeting heavily, and feding very tired. 1'd taken
ashot before we lifted which should have guaranteed me for ten or twelve hours, but | suppose the load
was unusud.

'What's the bloody foal trying to do? | wondered. ‘It's not arace. Or does he think that I'll cheat
him unless he reaches theLost Star with a couple of hours to spare? But that wasn't it. He knew 1'd give
hmthefirg crack at the wreck, just as I'd promised. If it redly cameto a race, I'd win. | had a bird and
he had a bullet.

More hours.

The strain got to be too great. | know as wel as anyone e'se the danger of hyping up too far, but
| daren't go to the other extreme and risk getting too dow or even blacking out. ‘Get me a strong shot,' |



told delArco, 'and rig the intravenous feed with a bottle and a hdf. | can't take this on the standard
procedure. Not without dowing down - and | want to stay close enough to Alachakh so that trace-path
holds. | don't want aleson obliterat-ing the space he's flying through.'

The captain moved to comply.
‘Are you dl right? | asked Rothgar.
'l can eat,’ he replied. 'Johnny can take the drive while | rest.’

‘Take a shot,’ | told him. ‘Don't let Johnny take too much. When there's trouble, | want you on
that drive to keep the flux steady. Johnny's not trained to juggle plasm.’

| think it was Eve who pushed the stay-awake into my arm, but | didn't look around. | fdt the
needle of the feed go in as well, and the tape to hold it. | fdt uncomfortably as though some-thing had
punctured the shidd on the port wing, and severd minutes passed before | had rid mysdf of that strange
sensation.

Dud, dust, and more dust. We were in the dead halo-plasm of the nebula now, wel insde the
fringes where the outblast from the centre re-formed. Bearing in mind what we'd aready accom-plished,
there should be nothing here which could hurt us, un-less it took me absolutely by surprise. | wondered
how Alachakh kept going. The Khor-monsa are not as strong physcaly as humans. Perhaps he had a
perpetud drip rigged up with some sort of brain-booster added. 1'd flown like that before now - it fet
good while | was actudly in the cradle, but it had taken me three days to recover from a hundred-hour
flight. It's not good for the hedlth to ride a congtant high.

The crazy chase went on and on. He touched sx thou severd times, but mostly stayed at four to four and
ahdf. That was plenty for me, and | didn't copy his occasond bursts. As a result, he drew away over a
period of time, but logt dl the ground he gained when a web of cloud forced him to a crawl. Later, he
seemed to rethink part of the course he had plotted, and | closed right up on his tal while he worked out
anew way of getting from some unknown point A to point B. Caradoc's mapping had held up perfectly
until then, and the fact that it had findly led him into quicksand was no fault of theirs. Mapping the
Hacyon Dirift is an essentidly optimidic task.

The bad storms which Alachakh had avoided by his course amendment were encroaching upon
nmy fidd of view to my left. A chaotic fuzz became deadily larger indde the hood. Wdl before it
threatened to touch the ship, its presence was hurting my eyes. Alachakh brought his velocity up to ten
thou, obvioudy plan-ning on outrunning the mongter. | had no dternative but to fol-low him. There were
only about Sx or eght minutes separating the ships, but the sorms were threetening dl kinds of evil. |
took the Swan up to eighteen thou before | was sure we'd beat the bad weether.

The high velocity involved pendties of its own. The digortion waves calling avay from
Alachakh's tal caught us hard, and tried to turn us indgde out. The bird used my reflexes to flip the
pressure asde while | debated the dimness of our chances. | shouted Rothgar to full attention, and
played tricks with the thrust, hoping he could keep the flux under atight rein. | had to let the g-field go at
one point in order to ride a kink in the wave. If thered been tempora deterioration melded with the
warp, we would have log dl our flux, or been badly crippled.

Asit was, we were kicked high and wide. It was like being tossed by a bull. There was only
fragmentary pain during the seconds we were held by the warp, but the red bang came when we were
free agan. We were dl wrong-way-everywhere. | fdt like | was being beaten up comprehensvely in a
meatter of micro-seconds. It took everything | had to right the ship and get our g back.



When I'd eased back to a comfortable velocity, and resettled theSwvan on Alachakh's trall, |
spared the time to gpologise.

'With luck,' | added, ‘there shouldn't be many moments as rough as that one." The hurt showed in
My voice - much to my surprise. The pain had been just a matter of fact. 1'd hed to besar it, because |
couldn't spare the time to bend to it. The pain was soon gone again, though, and things became rddivey
essy for atime.

TheHymnia began her steady gain once more. Alachakh was impatient. He wanted to reach his
gopointment with deeth early. 1 didn't know how much further we had to go, but our destina-tion had to
be ingde the core, which meant another day or there-abouts. | tried to guess how much punishment wed
have taken if we were theHymnia; it wasn't a pleasant thought. | became un-comfortably sure that
Alachakh amply wasn't going to make it. He was going to die - achieving nothing - and that bleep was
going to carry hislast despairing ary: the co-ordinates of theLost Star and the mapped course for getting
to her.

Asthe time passed, | wondered if the Khormon would even spare the time to rest. He must need
to stop, | thought, even to give him a chance. Whatever dixir of life is draining into his veins, he can't
keep going forever. He must make a drop soon. Caradoc must have plotted the worlds if they'd mapped
this channel. He mugt know of somewhere he could set down. | was so dead tired, | even began to think
that he ought to stop formy sake.

And eventudly, when patience had dl but been strained too far, he dowed to a crawl, and fell
away toward a star-system. We followed her down. | knew that even on the surface I'd be on cdl a
every moment. But if trouble came, it would come dowly. I'd have time to wake up and run. In the
Hacyon Dirift, it can be a great rdief Imply knowing that you don't face in-stantaneous disintegration.
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The landfdl was a bl of bare rock about the sze of Earth's moon. Airless and completely
lifdess, completely devoid of character and identity. The ingtant | closed down the drive, | caled the
Hymnia.

'Is she dill in one piece? | asked Alachakh, somewhat bresth-less after the release of tension.
'We fare well,’ he said. 'And you?
‘Unscathed,’ | said. '‘But you don't fare wel and | know it. How bad is the bleeding?

'We can contain it. Cuvio and | can direct some time to revitaising the unit, now we are down.
Shewill fly again, and fly high. Don't worry.’

'Can you make it to the core?
'Yes, | think so. Tomorrow. There will be no more stops.’

Takeit easy.’



I can't. It has to be tomorrow. Once we have landed, we can never take off.'
"Youare in bad shape, then?

‘Shape enough for our purposes, | hope. We have only one thrust to make, and we are home.
You must make another drop before entering the core, or go into atight orbit around a safe sun. | will
tranamit you the co-ordinates of the worlds which | know, and you may take your choice.'

'And what will you be doing?

'Don't worry. The trail will be clear. You can follow me when you are able. But remember that
you have to come out again. Take care of yoursdlf!'

'How farisit? | asked him.

| could dmost see him amile. Twenty-eight hours to the core. Tweve or thirteen within. If | do
not reach it, then the sgnd will tdl you dl youneed to know. If youwant to know more then that, you will
have to come to me when theHymnia dies. | hope she will not be blasted dl over the core asthin dust.’

'Good luck, Alachakh,' | said.

'l hope that you do not need luck, my friend," he replied. 'l hope that your ship is more rdiable
then luck.'

| closed the circuit, and lay back in the chair for amoment or two. | unclasped, and stretched my
limbs But | didn't leave the cradle.

'Is anybody dead? | asked. All four were in the control room. They were dl watching me.
'No,’' said delArco.
‘Good.’

'Will he make it? the captain wanted to know.

‘No.'

He breathed a 9gh of rdief. HEd never liked the idea of being beaten to theLost Sar. It had
been dl | could do to make him comply with necessity. | fdt sure that if I'd given him the time to confer
with Charlot theréd have been trouble. | knew that Charlot would never forgive me that usurping of his
authority, but the stuation was practicdly afait accompli by now, and it was - when dl was sad and
done - the only rationa course of action.

I'm going to deep here,' | said. 'l need something to clean yesterday's shot out of my system and
set me up again for the morning.

Tl seetoit, said Eve.

‘Are you dl right? | asked Johnny. He nodded. | knew that Rothgar could and would take care
of himsdf. 'Get some deep deep,’ | advised Johnny. 'Take something to make sure.”

Eve came over and handed me a draught of hedlth-restorer.

'You the doctor as wel? | asked her. The captain's sup-posed to be the guy with the
know-how.'



'I've been trained in space drugs,’ she assured me.

'Gresat,' | sad, then added - glancing at the captain - "And | suppose they dso serve who only
gand and wait.'

'What are our chances? asked delArco patiently.

| decided there wasn't much point in letting him worry too much. There's nothing can stop us
tomorrow except a thousand to one freak,' | told him. 'l can't say for sure about the core. But it shouldn't
be essentidly different from what we've dready suffered. Just more o. | think we can handle it

'So it'sdl ours,' he said. There was no qudity in hisvoice -it was dead flat. He didn't want me to
think that he was displaying greed.

That's right.’
'What about Caradoc?

| shrugged. He knew full wel that Caradoc wouldn't have made it yet. Ramrods are dead dow.
They could be within a couple of light-years and we'd dill beat them.

'Don't worry about athing, Captain,’ | reassured him. 'It's dl easy. Well win the game!’
'Y ou don't sound asif you want to,’ said Eve.

That won't stop us either,’ | said. ‘'Now get me alight deeper.Something that won't hang around
tomorrow morning. The suff in the pink wrapper's what | usudly use. Thatll do.'

She winced a the mode of reference. In actud fact, | knew perfectly wel what the drug's name
was, but in the training schools they teach liner jockeys to be palite to chemicds, and | dways avoid
school methods whenever possible.

Eve prepared the deeper, and everyone dse drifted out of the control room.

Asl| took the beaker from her and handed back the empty one, | asked her what she was doing
on board the ship.

I'm amember of the crew,' she said.

'You said you were monitoring for Charlot. You aren't. The monitor was set up by delArco.
DeArco dearsit and checksit. You haven't even been near it

'We lied to you,' she said. 'I'm here because | inasted.’
'And why did you do that?

‘Because thisismy ship, Grainger. | was the firg to fly her. | went to school on Penéflor, by the
way. A schoal for pilots.’

| was surprised, and | wanted to laugh. But | didn't, because a the same time | redlised what it
mug have meant for her to hand over a ship she had flown to someone ese. Taxi driver or not, sheld fdt
the ship just as | had.

'Why the hdl didn't you tdl me? | demanded.



‘After what you said about liner jockeys? Besides which, when we fird met, you made it
abundantly clear that you didn't want to know anything about any of us. How would you have re-acted if
I'd told you | was a space-pilot too?

'I'd have laughed,’ | said.
That's right,’ she said, mimicking my cocksure tone. 'Now drink your Mickey Finn.'
If you could dam a spaceship door, she would have. | drank my Mickey Finn.

Almogt ingantly - or so it seemed - somebody began sheking me. | came to life rgpidly, thinking
that something must be wrong. But the sense of urgency wasn't there. Johnny was rousing me in a
normd, unhurried fashion.

| had to stand up to ease the cramp out of my body. | glanced a my watch. It was eight hours to
the minute Snce we had set down.

‘Alachakh just lifted; ssid Johnny.
‘He didn't call?
'‘No."

‘Judt like him." | eased mysdf back into the cradle, but didn't reeffix the sensory hook-up or the
hood.

'Get me some solid food,' | said. 'Got to get my gut working properly.’
'It's ready,' he said. 'Evell bring it up.'

'‘Good,’ | said. 'Given ayear or two of practice, thismay yet turn out to be a reasonable imitation
of a spaceship crew.’ Eve brought me the grud, and | shovdled it down at top speed. It's not that it
tastes bad, or anything like that, it's Imply that it hasn't the character to be worthy of any more attention.
Eating in deep-space is purdy functiond.

Within minutes, 1'd woken up completely and felt fit and ready to tackle the Drift. We had as
much behind us as in front of us - in terms of mileage, at least. There was nothing to fear any more,
provided that | kept my eyes open and my wits dert.

And, in fact, day two went dmost exactly the same as day one. It was fast and tricky, but it
never looked like flooring us. There was dirt in vast quantities - the further we went, the denser the
clouds. But only dust, cdm dugt, which rustled softly against my wings. The distortiond effects grew
Seadily worse, but familiarity bred sufficent confidence, and fadlity for my task in flying through it
remained more or less a the same levd of difficulty. | suppose it was easer to handle than 1'd had any
right to expect, but | wasn't offering any thanks to fortune. We didn't need luck. Storms we saw in plenty,
but none chased us. We took a battering once, about twelve hours into the day, from bad swirling dust,
which hurt me a bit asit peppered my face and burned my arms, but the strain in my mind wasn't nearly
90 bad, and that made up for the hardship.

Alachekh was indomitable. TheHymnia seemed to be taking it dl in her dride. She was a
fraction dower than the previous day, rardy touching five thou. It was il far above what I'd previoudy
considered to be prudent for Drift work, but on the basis of yesterday's experiences it was practicd, if
not wise,



It was twenty-seven tiring hours before | decided to part com-pany and take a break before we
made our find hop. When | began to drop, the bleep gave a kind of strangled burp. | played it back
through the recorder, suitably dowed down. It sad:

'Make good use of your time. Everything iswell. | may see you again tomorrow.’

I'd dowed down the bleep enough to hear the words clearly, but I'd missed absolute
synchronisation with the recording speed. It didn't sound like Alachakh's voice. It was fast and high. It
had an dmogt hysericd note that couldn't have been further away from the cam, deep tone which he
would have used. The important word, | knew, was 'may’. It was practicdly a guarantee that Alachakh
wouldn't make it. He knew theHymnia couldn't do it, but he was too polite to say so. That's right,' |
sad. 'Don't say good-bye yet.' | set down on the nightsde of the innermogt planet of one of the suns
Alachakh had bleegped co-ordinates for during the pre-vious night. It was as desolate as our last
stopover, which pleased me. The world which is devoid of everything is the world in which you can place
mod trust. And when the core of the Ha-cyon Dirift is only an hour's flight away, you need as much trust
as you can muder.

| took along look &t the sky, usng the ship's eyes. The core sprawled across the entire sky, filled
with coloured light and railing with storms. In there, | thought, are Caradoc's thirty ramrods. And thel ost
Sar. And Alachakh. And the corpses of Sx or eight shipswhich tried to do what he - and | - are trying
to do.

« Rall on tomorrow, contributed the wind, with more enthu-sasm than | had. We're dmos there.

This is no time for you to return to the fold, | reminded him. The fae of this ship depends
exdudvey on my peace of mind.

» Asyou wish, replied the whisper. But I'll be here. Don't forget me.

How could 1?

| unclasped mysdf. Eve dready had the pick-me-up ready. It was sharp to the taste, but sapped
away dl the pain and tenson within minutes. When | turned to look around, delArco was busy with the
monitor. ‘Nice collection of snapshots? | commented - 'Make sure the folks back home don't miss a
thing' He glanced briefly in my direction, vouchsafing no reply. | cdled Rothgar, snce he hadn't
appeared, to make sure noth-ing was wrong. He sounded unhappy, but he assured me that the drive was
in perfect hedth. | contemplated leaving the cradle and going to my bunk, but decided thet I'd better stick
to the formdlities The moment | turned my back something was bound to go wrong.
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| didn't take a knockout drop, but | dept peacefully for nearly thirteen hours. When | woke up,
the firg thing | did was to ligen for the fant, seady sound of theHymnia's bleep. It was clear and
bell-like,

Johnny was on watich. He turned to face me when | sat up. 'He's made it after dl!' | said. 'He
sad tweve or thirteen. He must be there by now.’

Johnny shook his head. 'I've been watching the trace, and he's dill moving. It's been dead dow
for awhile now. | think it's more difficult than he anticipated.’

'You can't tdl that, | said. But | checked with the ingruments, and he was right. Alachakh was
dill flying transcee. And while | sat there, peering at the trace he was making, theHymnia screamed.

The ship's dying wall cut across the note of the bleep like the hopdess cry of a child. Though the
bleep itsdf was hardly noticegble, the scream was enough to wake the dead. DelArco heard it, from his
cabin. As he burst into the control room, the scream was replaced by a garbled sequence of noises. Then
it cut out entirely.

'We're off,' | said, diding into the cradle and dlagping up.

‘Rothgar!” | bawled into the microphone. There was no answer. 'Get im up!” | told Johnny. "And
Eve | want the drip rigging for feed. | can't spare the time for grud. I'm lifting in three minutes and
everybody goddamn better be ready.’

'Aren't you going to play that back? demanded delArco.

'No," | retorted irritably. 'l am not going to play it back. I'm going after theHymnia first. TheLost
Sar can wait. If the ship's ill in one piece, Alachakh ill might be dive. Maybe we can give im allift.

‘Let's at least make sure..." he began.

‘Go to hell,’ | told him.

'I'm here,' Rothgar's voice came over the phone, as | adjusted the hood. 'Get to work.'
| got to work, ignoring delArco. If he said anything more, | didn't heer it.

| dmodt lifted too fast, and wobbled the g-fidd, but | hed her and she dipped into transcee as
smooth as slk. | gave her every ounce | could, and | could fed that it was too much. But it wasn't going
to take me thirteen hours to reach theHymnia if 1 could hdp it. | owed him five hours at least, Sx if |
could dip the trip by that much.

Before | even redised it, we were indde the core, and | fdt the not-so-tender caresses of the
vad digortion fidds which en-folded a globe of space many light-yearsin diameter.

The gtrain was steady, and the changing of the matrix gentle but forceful, like atidd flow. 1 knew
the effect on both theHooded Swan and on mysdf would be cumulaive. And the faster | flew, the faster
it would accumulate. At two thou, it might take a day to cut to our heart. At four thou it might take Sx
hours. | couldn't tell exactly how far away Alachakh was, nor what additional peril might lie in between. |



decided that seven or eight hours at a steady one thou should reach her, without hurting us permanently.
Within an hour, | knew things were worse than 1'd guessed.
'Ready for trouble? | asked Rothgar.
"What kind?

TheHymnia's left one hdl of a wake. It's disurbing the locd fidd and setting up eddies. It's
dowly building up to create havoc. There are time-mutilations bubbling dl around us.'

'No way around?

'No way around,’ | confirmed. 'I've got to gtick to the trace or I'll never find him in this warped
gpace. Theres only onething | can do and that's to ride on the digtortion flow. It means going fast, but if |
can stlaywith the current instead of cutting across it, it won't hurt us!'

The one flaw to that argument, of course, was that the basic orientation of the fidd was crosswise
to our path. We'd have to rideinside the storm, rendering oursalves vulnerable to its whims

'I'm going to try to make the sorm-wind blow the way we want to go,' | told Rothgar. 'I'm going to give
the sorm an eye.’ | licked my lips. 'Weve got to blast a hole behind us with the cannon and jump at
seven or eight thou to avoid being blown through it. If the flux jams well be so much smoke. And hdf a
million years ago &t that.'

'OK,' said Rothgar camly. I'd just told him to do the im-possible. Like a good spacer, he didn't
question the order.

‘Count me down to the blast,’ | told him. He began the count a twenty, which was too high for
my liking, but it was his drive. In the meantime, | tried to baance on the edge of the vortex that was
swirling in around us.

At five | began to run. Two thou, two-fifty, three. As the count closed in on zero, | flipped her
out to seven, opened the atomic cannon, and shut my eyes. Less than a second, | held the legp. | shut the
cannon and closed back to three thou, holding tight and praying that | could keep her in the bounds of the
known universe.

With her body contorted like a spitted fish, we writhed in agony. | was held by the clasps, |
couldnt yidd to the tortuous demands of my muscles. | felt my spine bend and my limbs tried to flal. |
knew thet if a bone broke we'd be dead. The shidd was dl but stripped away by the jump, but | pushed
just enough power in to hold it while we cartwhedled. Dug drilled into me, and | could fed blood on my
ams. But the ship didn't bleed - she was strong as well as lithe, her veins were bedded deep. | could fed
the power fdtering, and | knew the flux was going to catch. | prayed that Rothgar could take her through
the crigs | fought for her as we climaxed, and we won. She rode the Shockwave.

I'd turned the perverson of Drift-gpace to our advantage. It was running with us, hdping us,
carying us.

'‘Damage? | asked sharply.
'‘Don't do it again,' advised Rothgar. 'If you open the cannons at transcee again, you'll lose them for good.'

| redirected my attention to feding the exact strength and motion of the storm-wind. The
indruments indicated my speed a one-thirty, but | reckoned, as fa as reaching theHymnia was
concerned, we were making the best part of two thou. If con-ditions held, we'd be there in four hours.



Naturaly enough, conditions didn't hold. They grew steadily worse as things reverted to their
previous state. | had only made alittle hole. For hours | was riding one set of waves and fighting another.
| dowed down, but | was ill taking punishment, and so was the ship. But the constant ache in my body
was cancedlled by the sheer determination to go where | wanted to go. | was at war with the Drift now,
and my respect for its inherent dangers was becoming a far more persond feding - aggresson, even
hatred. There was an dation to be found in dashing through the cords of contorted space. There comes a
gage in any battle when you forget the pain, and even the reason behind your motives. You just dog on
and on, a creature of puredirection. | guess that having an empty, serile, crippled mind helped me a lot
just then.

It was aswdl that | wasn't too far away from the object of that particular thrust, because the ship
might have cracked up about me while | was in that kind of a mood. There was no courage or heroiam
involved, any more than there was caution or patience.

To be honedt, | can remember very little of what happened during that ride. | know thet it took
me exactly five hours and two minutes to reach theHymnias crack-up point, because the ingruments
later told me so. | wasn't aware of the passage of the time,

The plasm gpparently clogged twice, but both times Rothgar kept the relaxation fidd steady and
effective for the vitd ingtants. | don't know how he did it. He was working miracles.

Allindl, we were very lucky.
TheHymnia was drifting free - dead as could be, but Hill intact.

She was drifting fast on atachyonic wind, so | couldn't dow to subcee and cdl her. | had to use
the drive to maich her, at nearly totd relaxation. | knew we couldn't sustain thet for long, after what we'd
dready thrown away through the cannons.

| couldn't transfer from one ship to the other while we were travdling faster than light. | couldn't
hang around forever hop-ing that she'd lose momentum, or that the wind would reverse its direction.

'I'm going to nudge her," | announced, 'and take her off that wind.'

That was dangerous too, but the wind itsdf wouldn't hurt me, and | ran no risks from dust or
digortion at this velocity. Pro-vided that | didn't injure mysdf fumbling with theHymnia, | thought we
could doit.

So | did.

Gently, | caught her wingsin mine, and curled her around from the wind. | made a dightly rough
tachyonic trandfer, dill con-triving to hold her, and then | et her free again.

| got no reply when | cdled her. If Alachakh was dive, he was not conscious. Ditto Cuvio. The
question was, could | open her up from the outside? Some people vaued privacy more than safety, and it
showed in the way they designed their spaceships.

| unclasped, and beckoned Eve. | sat her down in the cradle and gave her the hood.

'l have to go over there | said. 'l don't think that a this stage anything can go radicaly wrong.
But if something comes up, she'sdl yours. Don't wait for me. If you pray hard enough for bad westher,
you just might get your job back.'

She went pae, and shook her head.



Thanks,' | said. 'It's nice to fed wanted.'

| grabbed Johnny as | went out.

"The lines working perfectly?

'Of course!'

'Wadl, | dill want you in the lock. If anything goes wrong, start reding as fast as you can.'

| donned my suit, climbed into the airlock, clipped my ling and dived out. | didn't trouble to say
good-bye.
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The airlock was aready open. | thought for a moment that some-body might have come out, but
of course that was absurd. It was open because they were expecting company. Specificdly me. |
climbed in, shut the outer door and flooded the chamber with air. But | didn't take off my hemet. The
ship might be holed and lesking for dl | knew. There was a pressure gauge in the lock, but it was
cdibrated in Khormon, and | couldn't read it. | opened the inner door.

There was a corridor curling away around the waist of the ship, and aladder leading both up and
down from the platform on which | stood. The ship was orientated verticdly rather than horizontdly, as
was theHooded Swvan. | climbed the ladder. The gravity fidd was Hill working, which was a hopeful
sgn. It meant that the power unit wasn't whally dead, even if the drive had cut out. One advantage of the
hopper drive was the fact that it was entirdy separate from the ship's internd power circuit. Which meant
thet heat and light stayed on and life could be maintained. Why, then, had the bleep cut out? | wondered.
Had Alachakh cut it off (inwhich case he mugt have survived the crash)? But it was more likdy that the
cut-out had been automatic - that the blegp had been programmed to stop as soon as it had ddivered its
last cry and its vitd message. That marked the end of its pur-pose - theHymnia's path was recorded, its
death sgndled, its knowledge passed on. Old or not, Alachakh dill had atidy mind. In the control room,
Alachakh reclined in his big contoured cradle, clasped there and looking for dl the world as if he were
flying the ship. But the ship was dead, and so was he.

He wasn't broken up by the dimatic burst of energy which had destroyed the drive, but Smply
drained away with the power pile. In dl likdihood, he had lived for some hours after the disas-ter. Bt |
hed come too late, and he had known thet | would. Pinned to the indrument pand was a letter. It wasnt
addressed, but | knew who it was for. For the time being, though, | ignored it.

| descended the full length of the ladder to the engine room, to make sure that Cuvio, too, was
beyond dl help.

The drive unit had burst, and he had been burned to a cinder by a flood of hot fud. | shut the
hatchway quickly, to sed in the heet. The radiation would be contained within the sheath of the pile. It
was only the raw mass of the converson compound which had escaped. The same thing had happened
on board theJavelin after she went down. The scene was strongly reminiscent.



| went back up to the control room, and looked once again a Alachakh's corpse. It was taut and
hard with rigor mortis. Indl probability, | thought, Alachakh's desth had been no more peaceful than that
of hisengineer. Just asthe pain of theHooded Swvan was my pain, the suffering of theHymnia had been
his | opened the letter, and read it.

My Friend,

As you will guess, this letter was written some days ago, on Halghammer. | wrote it
while Cuvio was ddivering the device to your ship, immediatdy after | spoke to you in the tower
build-ing. Now you are reading it, of course, | am dead. | speak these words as a dead man.

A year ago, | found a world out beyond what humans cdl the rim. It is a world which
some of the Khor-monsa know to exist, and which others suspect to exig. It is perpetuated in
our language only by the word Myastrid, which refers to what you might call 'never-never-land'.

It is the world from which the race now known as Khormon origindly came. The
evidence exigs - on Khor - but it has been suppressed, and - wherever possble - destroyed.
The Khor-monsa, for the mogt part, believe themsdves to be exactly that - men of Khor. We
have told lies to dl other spacefaring races. It isasmdl matter of pride.

| ask you naot to reved thisinformation to any other person - of whatever race. | ask you
not for my sake, but for the sake of the Khor-monsa who do not know, and those who do not
wigh others to know. | will not tdl you where Myastrid is to be found. | hope that it will not be
found. There are some of my friends there now, trying to make sure that it soon will not exist to
be found. We wish to obliterate Myadtrid entirdly, save as a non-sense word used only by
children.

We are ardic race, who now cdl oursdves the Khor-monsa. Our home was logt but our
colony on Khor survived. We have found no trace of any other colonies, but ships are searching
now, beyond therim.

TheLost Sar dso found Myastrid. | found unmistakable traces of her in severd of the
dead dities - you humans are a vain people, and like to leave your mark on every world which
you vigt. | do not know for sure what the ship took away from Myastrid, but | am sure that the
search conducted by her crew was comprehensve enough to leave them in no doubt as to the
identity of the native race of Myadtrid. Thisled to my reckless and - if you get to read this - futile
attempt to reach the wreck in the Halcyon core. | did not want to stedl her cargo, but to des-troy
it. I do not know, as | write this, how close | came to my godl.

TheLost Sar is now yours. Her cargo belongs to you and to the others on board your
ship. The secret of Myadtrid isyours aso. It would be impoalite for me to ask you to do with the
cargo as | would have done. You may need the cargo. You may stand to gan a great ded by
returning it to your employers.

You have been afriend to me, Grainger, and that is why | give you what | know. | hope
that you reach theLost Sar, be-cause if you do not other Khormon ships will try, and other
Khormon lives will be logt. Once theHymnia has faled, it is clear that no ship of ours can
succeed, but that will not stop them trying. If you should fed this knowledge to be a burden, then
| gpologise for having inflicted it upon you.

Whatever you do, you may be sure that Alachakh agrees with you.



The co-ordinates which you aready have will guide you to theLost Star. | hope that your
quest is successful. Good-bye. Alachakh the Myadtridian.

Wl now, | said to mysdlf, what was dl that in ad of ? | stuck the letter into Alachakh's pocket.

| eased in front of the cradle, careful not to disturb the man ingde it. | looked carefully a his
controls, which were easy enough to understand more or less a a glance. | referred to his scanners, and
plotted a rough course which would carry the ship into the nearest solar system, after which it could not
hep eventudly fdling into the sun. | carefully reset the controls. TheHymnia had no power, of course,
but she had momentum to carry her. All that was needed was one short burst to redign her path. | bled
the internal power to give her that burst. Afterward, she was completdy dead. No light, no life. It might
take her saverd years, but eventudly she would reach her destination and her ultimate end, if the Time
gorms did not catch her and hurl her back into the past, or the dust-clouds shatter her as they moved on
the tachyonic winds.

| evacuated the ship, to make sure that Alachakh could not rot away before he reached his
burid.

Then | returned to theHooded Swan.

Johnny was waiting for me at the airlock, and he helped me to take off the suit.
'Are they dead? he asked.

Vey,' | replied.

'Did you settle whatever it was you had to settle?

'l did what | could.’

We walked dowly back to the control room, where del Arco was waiting petiently.
‘All over? the captain asked.

| nodded.

'Can we play the tape now?

‘Sure.’ | fiddled with the recorder with one hand, while | helped Eve out of the cradle with the
other. The gring of co-ordinates vomited out while | put the hood back on my own head, and adjusted
the connections at the back of my neck.

That tdls us exactly where theLost Sar is?

‘It tlls us what world she's on, and her gpproximate location. And | mean gpproximate. You
can't get a dead fix from twenty light-years away. I'll be pleased if we hit the same continent.’

'Did you find out anything ese? On the Khormon ship, | mean.’
'Yes. Alachakh's dead.’
‘Nothing €lse?



'Yes. | know why he's dead.’

'Why?

‘That's hisbusiness. A persond matter.’
'What about Myastrid? This from Eve.

I didn't go over there looking for faryland, | told her. The third degree died of Sarvation.
Nobody was getting any place.

'OK,' sad the captain. 'Let's get going. If you're quite ready.’

'Aye aye, Captain, sr,' | replied. | began a close strutiny of the scanner. The printout from the
computer reveded tha we were very close. Poor Alachakh had gone down practicdly on the Lordéa's
doorstep. | dipped the ship into a rough groove, and prepared for tranfer.

Alachakh, | thought to mysdf, is bloody clever. He knew damn well he probably wouldn't make
it. So he wants me to do it for him. Sure, it would be impoalite to ask, but he can ill drop hints like
overweight anvils. He knows full well thet | haven't got a reason for taking this trip - not one of my own,
not agood reason. This trip doesn't mean athing. Unless | use it to do a friend a favour. But if | did,
Charlot would have mein jal the moment | touched soil again. Forever.

| blasted theHooded Swan through the light barrier, and accelerated toward the dragon's lair.

Here we come,Lost Star, ready or not.
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| was careful again, now that the prize was practicaly in the bag. | took things as easy as | could
- trying to save theSwan from al unnecessary discomfort.

We passed close to deep lesons, and had to flutter in the grip of the distortion currents a time or
two, but there was nothing new, nothing | couldnt handle with a minimum of bruisng. We made the
gar-system in a little under three hours. But even when we were within spitting distance the trouble
wasnt over. It isn't ever easy.

"There's an anamorphosis around the sun,’ | announced.
'What? Rothgar's voice echoed in the phone,

‘She's afocus. A doorway for the power that sweeps from the core of the Drift. A hot spot. The
mouth of hell. There's a contortive domain like a cage across hdf the system. The fabric's stretched taut.
Hyingin thetll be like crawling on broken glass'

| dowed right down and drifted in, not heading straight for the star but describing an oblique
orbit, looking for the exact pogtion of the planet | wanted. The screen was blurred by the intense
digtortion, but | found the world without too much difficulty.



That tearsit,’ | said. "The bastard's ingde the zone by alousy few million miles. Of dl the bloody
slly places to be. | can get close at dow transcee, but if she can be reached at dl, itll have to be subcee.
With no guarantees.’

What made the Stuation even more serious was that our troubles might not end even if and when
we reached the world. Thiswasn't one of the degenerate lumps of bad rock that I'd chosen to set down
on earlier. This was a genuine, honest-to-goodness plangt, likdy to have an atmosphere and maybe even
alife sysem. What might the surface be like, in the centre of a distortion fidd like that? What sort of life
forms could survive there?

Thisisgoing to take time' | said. 'And it won't be pleasant. We're going to be an hour or more
ingde afidd which can - if we offend it in the dightest fashion - draw on a power greater than that of a
thousand suns judt to give a reflexive twitch. Think as amdl as you possibly can. Thisis one time in your
life when you want to be absolutdy negligible’

And 0, having scared hdl out of anyone with the sense to lisen, | transferred down and
commenced the approach.

Less than three minutesinto it and | was scared hdf to death mysdf. | could fed that power I'd
been tdking about so dlibly, and I'd never fdt awything so colossa in my darkest dreams. It was
impossible. | fdt the sheer presence of the fidd drawing me out and pressing me in. | was draining away
into my boot-hedls. Iknew, as sure as | knew my name, that | couldnt make it. My hands dmost fell
away from the levers.

» Move it howled the wind. Youll kill usdl!

| gathered my mdting heart, and picked up my mind in the hands of my courage. | fdt the arcs of
my wings and the hollow stedl of my spine. | became sympathetic to the waves and the warps. | sat in the
plane of the stress, and prayed that my presence there would have absolutely no effect. | found crevices
inthe stress, and did theSwvan dong them, like a deek fish moving through ill water with never a sngle

ripple.
Giant hands were around me, caressing me, stroking me, lulling me.

Tokill asmdl mammd, like a mouse, you hold him - or her - by the tall and gently stroke the fur
on hisher back with a scalpel handle. When he/she is settled down under the stroking, secure within the
caress, lulled into comfort, you press down behind the head and pull the tal hard, bresking the litle
bastard's neck.

| et like amouse. But | was composed. | was very scared, but | could hold my fear. Tightly.

The deeper | went in, the worse the distortion became. This, | thought, wasit. The worst the Drift
hed to offer. Besat this and you have conquered the Hacyon Drift. Y ou have won.

Jugt on and on, trying not to irritate it, trying so hard not to be noticed. Like a bedbug on a man's
thigh. Like a leopard stak-ing. Like a hunted man in a crowd. Like the worms of my own gut.

That great big hand began to squeeze. | couldn't make it be-tween the lines. | was running out of
crevice. The pattern was too complicated. It flowed too fadt. It was too sharp to fed. | was touching it,
but I couldn' find its contours. It was diff and dimy, like a frog-skinned bone. It could fed me, and |



knew it. It was reacting with revulson and hatred; the sun was a giant baeful eye burning my eyes indde
the hood. It could see me, and | watched the thoughts in its face, choosing the moment to strike and
gamp me out like the loathsome vermin | had become when | chose to invade its body.

Sill stroking, gill caressing, but with a trace of eagerness, of gathering passion, of consuming
ardour. Getting ready, ready, ready for the dimactic moment.

The scalpel handle coming down on my neck.l couldn't breathe, my windpipe was trapped
beneath my spine and closed, | was choking to death, my neck was bending, my spine was dretching, |
hed to break, but | couldn't scream be-cause | didn't have the breath, | couldn't suck inair, couldnt get it
out, | was on the verge of extinction, of bresking, of ...

* Black out andgive it tome ...

| couldn't hear for the blood begting in my eardrums, | couldnt hear because there was no
oxygen getting to my brain, | was fighting for air, for my senses, for my sanity.

* BLACKOUT!!!

| did.

| opened my eyes and could see absolutdy nothing. | was hot and wet. And very tired. My body
was strained as though it had been through terrible tortures. The wetness was swest. It had poured out of
me But not on my face. There the wetness was cold water. There was a damp cloth on my face. As||
blinked my eydids, it was removed, and | looked up into Eve's face

"You went out like alight,’ she said.
That | dready knew.

"When?

'As soon as we were down.'
'Were down?

ves!

But | knew that couldn't be. I'd blacked out after no more than a few minutes. We were more
than amillion miles away.

'What happened? | asked. 'l don't remember.’

‘Nothing happened. It was a rough ride, and | thought for a time we might &l be dead. | could
see Nick, and he was a corpse dready, just waiting for deep-space to come in and dam him. But you
just flew the ship. You shed your sweet and tears, but you flew the ship. We watched the strain in your
movements, but they were dways right. We landed.’



'How long . . ." | began, and had to stop to clear my throat. 'How long did it take?
"Hfty-eight minutes. | counted them. We've been down about ten.’

'Leave me done,’ | said. She withdrew, taking the cloth with her.

| shut my eyes. You did that?

» We did it. You found a little too much imagination. But you knew what to do, once your mind
was submerged.

Youknew whet to do.

| didn't need to. It was your bran that performed the operations. Your memories, your
reflexes, your judgement. All | had to do was hold you together, make sure the machine worked.

I'm not amachine

* You had to be a maching, to make that flight. Your mind was imparing your mechanica
effidency. That's why you had to black out.

If I'm so much of a handicap to my own body | wonder you haven't bothered to throw me out,

* | can't do that.

Wedl, I'm not sorry.

* You'e not sorry I'm here, ether.

You serve your purposes, | admitted. Could | have survived without him?
| opened my eyes again.
‘Anything wrong? Eve asked. She was 4ill hovering around me.

' ache!'

DeArco shoved a cup of coffee into my hand. It occurred to me suddenly that someone had



disconnected the hood and un-clasped me. But | was too tired to worry. For the moment, weseemed
safe, and | jugt didn't want to know about anything which opposed that impression.

'Charlot was right,’ said the captain. "We needed you.'
"Yeah,' | agreed modestly. 'No other two guys could have doneit.'

| Sipped the coffee for amoment or two, and it brought back my sense of bodily presence. Once
that came back | began to worry about its continuation. | picked up the hood and looked & the world
outsde.

There wasn't a greet ded to see. It was welird, but not frighten-ing. | should have fdt relieved - |
could have dreamed up an awful lot of nastiness the world might have possessed.

| tuned in the famousLost Sar bleep. It came over loud and clear. I'd heard it before, of course,
but only as a fant, illusory whisper. Now it was unmigtakably red. Not a will o' the wisp. Not a Sren
song. It was a comfortable sound. Almost homely.

'Wdll,' | said. "Therés Captain Kidd's treasure. X marks the spot. Now get me something to edt,
and let merest for awhile’

'Do you want a deeper? asked Eve.

'l don't need one. I'll take a pick-me-up in an hour or two, and then well go out into the
wilderness. Ther€'s no point in hanging around too long. Tdl Johnny to get the iron maiden ready.

'And,’ | added, 'you better dl remember that the dowest part of a spaceflight is the taxi into
town. It might be dl over bar the shouting, but don't hold your breath.’
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There was, inevitably, a dispute about who was going to do what. Everybody wanted to go and
nobody wanted to stay. | had my own reasons for not wanting to take anybody aong, but delArco sure
as hdl wasn't going to let me get fird look at thel.ost Star. He il thought this was his joyride.

Hndly, the argument had to reach its most rationa solution. Somebody had to stay with the ship,
and that somebody had to have some kind of chance to take the ship back if the landing party didn't
make it. Which pointed the finger at Rothgar and Eve. Rothgar was no hero, and he was wdl satisfied,
but Eve pleaded that there was only onecompetent pilot aboard. Un-fortunately, she was reminded, said
competent pilot was aso the resident expert on dien territory, and hence had to go. We took Johnny
dong as wdl, agang my better judgement. But delArco was the captain, and the arguments againg
weren't whally convinang.

And 50 it was that three of us set forth in the iron maiden - a sort of amphibious tank designed
and built on Penaflor, and supposedly the last word in transport for dien worlds. Penaflor has an
unnaturdly high regard for the efficacy of armour plating, which tedtifies to a military bent in its attitude.
I'd never been in such a mongrosty before, so | was suspicious of its utility. But it was a lot faster than



waking, and the only other dter-native was to take theSwan up again and stooge around in atmos-phere
searching for the wreck. | certainly didn't want to do that - mutilated space was bad enough without
having to cope with atmosphere as well. And it was dl too obvious that the effects of the distortion were
as great on the surface as they werein space.

True enough, the surface didnt actudly jump up and down - much. The wind wasn't violent
enough to be caled worse than capricious. But there was life here - life in extreme abundance, just as
one might expect in an earth-type atmosphere. Everything that lived here was both a rhythmic and a
facultative meta-morph.

Which meant, in Smple terms, that as the distortion waves came in from the contortive domain,
the life forms co-opted the energy of the waves. Only immovable objects can resst forces of that
magnitude. Iron maidens and space-suits could stand firm againg the digtortion, just as they could keep
out aunlight and hard radiation. But a life sysem can't evolve in an iron box. It can't just keep loca
conditions a barge-pole length. It has to live with them. Ergo the life forms lived off the digtortiona
energy. They absorbed the incongtant flow, channdled it, and employed it. Ther only problem was a
superabundance of supply. They had to invent ways of usang it which weren't drictly neces-sary, in the
empirica sense.

And s0 they perpetudly changed shape.

Evey digortion wave - ther frequency varied from one every ten minutes to hdf a dozen a
minute - occasioned a complete revison of the landscape. That was the rhythmic part. In ad-dition, the
life forms could use stored energy to make extra changes in between waves. Every bioform was as fluid
asit wanted to be. It could be any shape it wanted, or none at dl, just so long as it didn't try to hold one
more than a moment or two.

And with a superabundant supply of warp energy from the solar domain, there was no limit to the
profusion of life except life itsdf. The metamorphic system, | reasoned, mugt make for very fast evolution,
but evolution in only one direction. The entire purpose of the metamorphos's was thepassive absorption
of energy. Conquest by submission and acceptance. But did this mean that we - as invaders - were safe
from danger? Probably not - apitfdl isa very passve kind of trap.

We had not gone far before | noticed that the life forms were not as versttile as | had at firg
supposed. There were only limitedtypes of shape they could adopt. It must be something to do with the
ordination of the stress-patterns. There were no sharp edges or graght lines, no axid joints. Cylinders
and spheres were apparently preferred, but unduloids and catenoids were permis-sible, and severa times
| saw mobius-twisted entities which | took to be nodoids.

At fird, | thought such alife sysem would lend itsdf very easlly to the evolution of inteligence,
but | later redised that this would be well-nigh impossble. Intellect necessarily involves some kind of
mediation between simulus and reaction: in the human indance it is rationdlisation. There are races which
don't rationdise - which have no memories and no language - but which gill might be dasdfied as
intdligent, but theydo have a pseudo-emotional system acting as interpreter for physcd sg-nds, and
some kind of decison-making apparatus which is modi-figble by purely introspective means which have
nothing to do with Pavlovian conditioning. They don't work by pure reflex. This life sysem did. There
could be no gap between simulus and reaction. There was no gap into which intelligence could fit.

Allin dl, | decided that this might well be the safest biosphere it had ever been my pleasure to
tamper with. Whatever | did, it seemed, it could do only one thing: let me. However, | retained my
caution and a respectable portion of my suspicion. Both delArco and | wore guns. Johnny - who had
been delegated to remain with the vehide - had a veritable arsend beneath his fingertips. Firepower, of



course, was something else much beloved of the nasty-minded people of Penaflor.

| didn't believe in wandering around inside a portable fort mysdf. It's one thing to carry alittle tiny
aun for the purpose of saving oneself from occasional embarrassment. It is quite another to have a kid,
donefor thefird time on arather disurbing dien world, stting on enough blast to evaporate a continent.
That's a lot to ask of anybody's sense of judgement. And, of course, diens are exactly the same as
humansin one respect: whatever they do to make you shoot at them, they do a hdl of a lot worseafter
you've shot at them. It takes a great dedl of maddening or scarifying to make me shoot, but you couldnt
depend on a kid like Johnny to show anything like that restraint. It's dl right to order someone not to fire
unless absolutely necessary, but you so rardy find out what absolute necessity is until afterward, which is
ipso facto too late.

We made good time over the firg hundred miles and nobody bothered us. There was a didtinct
ingrument flicker caused by the digtortion fidd despite our shidding, but we couldn't get lost while we
hed the bleep. Radio communication with the ship was loud and clear, but a hundred miles isnt al that
far, and we had several hundred dill to go. We travelled, for the most part, over vegetation which was as
keen to change colour as shape, so that one minute we'd be driving dong a bright blue valey with
yd-low spots, and the next it would be chequered red and black. | never saw the ground, the cover was
so thick, but our wheds could fed it planly enough - the vegetation beneath our whedls collapsed fla a
our touch, and did itslevel best to get out from under. The plant carpet was dense but not tal - it barely
came up to our mudguards.

| kept a congtant watch on the terrain. It was so boring that it took a consderable amount of
concentration to keep my aitention there, but 1 didn't begrudge the effort of will. | falled to spot a angle
‘higher' life form. No herd-consumers, no fliers, no fast movers. So there was no standard | could apply
to the system to make it more comprehensible. On sane, sensble worlds, one can apply smple rule of
thumb. Spot a dinky quadruped with big fangs and you know allittle worry could be productive. Spot an
absurd little creature stood on his back end waving afig a you, and you know that worry is mandatory.
The biggest dangerhere was that if there were anything which would bear worrying about, | wouldn't

recogniseit.

Things began to get difficuit when we reached what looked like a gigantic fla plan. We had a
farly humpy ride down to it, and from up above it looked like an endless mottled carpet, with colours
flowing and fuang like an oil-dide. Close to us, we could see the leaves and the tendrils and the flowers
changing too, dwindling away or burding forth, shrivelling and exploding, caught in helpless, purposdess
gaety by thar rdentless dancing master. But further away we could see nothing of shape - only colour
and preternatura flainess. The plain stretched clear to the horizon on three sides of us. Far away to our
right, the sun was beginning to snk. Its incongtant light flared and faded, its diameter changed and
blurred. Prominences were clearly visblein dazzling white and harsh, dectric yelow.

Johnny eased us down the dope - where | saw bare rock pro-truding from the living sheeth for the first
time - and onto the plain. Where we promptly stopped.

"The whed won't grip,’ he said. 'I'm going down. Sinking."
'Y ou're not Snking, you're floating,' | told him. Thisisthe sea.’
'Covered with plants?

'Why not? Even on nice, norma worlds there are Sargasso Seas. Surface weed, extending skin,
dudering plant idands. Thousands of square miles, on alot of worlds. Thisign't unusud.’

He switched on the turbines, and the screws began to shove us laborioudy through the tangle. It



was the water rather than the plants which dowed us down. The matted vegetation put up not the
dightest resstance to our passage. It changed to accommodate us - only too willing to oblige. Very

polite.
'How far to the other sde? asked del Arco morosdly. He was bored Hiff.

'Who knows? Maybe theLost Sar is mouldering full fathom five on the seabed. Better cdl the
Swan and tdl them we won't be home for tomorrow's supper, let done today's.’

The captain laconicdly informed Eve that wed hit treacle and might be considerably dowed.

In the meantime, | suggested, 'let's dl remember that patience is a virtuge, and very
character-building.

The sudden drop in our pace made five hundred miles seem like a very long way. I'd been glad,
last night, that I'd managed - or the wind had managed - to set us down s0 close. On a plangtary scale,
five hundred milesis the edge of the bull's eye.

'We could play cards,’ said Johnny. 'Or guessing games!’
Ifyou're getting bored,’ | said, 'let someone ese drive.!

'Who's driving? he replied. 'l just St here. We're stting a dead straight course over dead leve
water in dead weather. Who needs to drive?

‘Never mind,' | consoled him. "We might meet a sea mongter.'

Nobody was amused. I'm drictly a laugh-in-the-face-of-desth humorist. When things are
depressingly norma, sardonic irony becomes just as ordinary, and just as depressing.

| worried about the red posshility of meeting a sea mongter for a little while, but pretty soon
worry as awhole had logt both its flavour and its bite. Nothing was happening. Nothing even looked like
happening. It didn't even look likerain.

| had to content mysdf with thinking how nice it was to let somebody ese do the driving, and
how this was the best chance I'd had to rdlax snce I'd been picked up by theElla Marita.

We had to take dhifts a the whed while we plugged steedily on across the ocean - for ocean it
was, not just asdt lake or a channd between land masses. The limitlessness of it began to get heavy on
the nerves. Eventudly, | reasoned, we had to come to the end. TheLost Star couldn'treally be under
water, if her bleep was dill going. If she was down at dl, she couldn't be in perfect condition. And
gpaceships are designed to keep ar in, not to keep water out. If sheld survived for eghty years, then she
was high and dry.

The sun was 4ill descending with reluctant lethargy to the hori-zon. Loca daylight could last
about fifty hours, dl told, | estimated - which meant we had another eighteen or so. Loca night might be
longer or shorter, but | judged that it would mogt likdy be the same length. The co-ordinates descriptive
of the world's identity (which Alachakh had given us dong with those defining its postion) registered no
axid tilt at dl. | was pre-pared to doubt Caradoc's measurements (they were along way away when they
meade them) but the fact that we'd contrived to set down so close suggested that they weren't far out.

| imagined that even during the night, there might be light enough to see by. The afterglow of the
aun would leave a long twilight because of the light-bending which took place in the digtortion fidd. But
even so, night wouldn't be ascomfortable as day. Alien night is dways a bad place to be.



In the meantime, theLost Star bleep crept closer dl thetime. The sun set while we were dill not clear of
the sea. | asked whether anybody wanted to wait out the night where we knew wed be safe, but the
suggestion met with a derisory reception. | didn't think much of it mysdf. The sooner we got to the
wreck, back, and away out of the Drift, the better we'd dl fed. Two days stting in the iron maiden was a

lousy idea.

| was right about the night's darkness not being too intense. Although moonless, the world was
idedly orientated to receive what illumination was avalable. We were pointed a a farly light-dense
sector of the Halcyon core, and a tight-knit cohort of thirty close suns cast an ungteady but welcome
light. Like a great curtain, the gaping cavern of the core hung across the sky, shedding light that was pale,
but sufficient. The horizon glowed white, surrounding us like a vast sivery ring set with a jewe-like flare
a the point where the sun had vanished.

The coloursin the weed around us - | thought of it as sea-weed athough there was no sgnificant
difference between the land and the sea plants - dulled to indigos, maroons, bronzes, and greys. Nothing
pae, nothing bright, but we could dill per-ceive the macabre dance of shape and hue.

Our distance from theLost Sar crept down through fifty miles, and forty.

| began to think again about what her cargo would be, and what | was going to do when | found
it. By now, of course, | knew what the cargo was. Alachakh must have reasoned it out as well, but he
hadn't told me in so many words because he couldn't be sure. It was easy enough to put mysdf in the
place of a star-ship cagptain - who - eghty years ago - had happened on the remains of an unknown
avilisation out beyond the rim. | knew what theother starship had brought back from amilar missions. |
knew what the mogt vaduable thing in the gdaxy was, o0 far as that captain's imagination had been
concerned. And | knew that, ironicdly, that cargo would be completdy worthless today, save to give
away one sngle well-kept secret. Worthless that is, in terms of contribution. In terms of price, | had no
doubt that cer-tain people would dill be willing to pay a fortune for it, unseen. Twenty miles from theLost
Sar we came up out of the sea. Johnny and | were both dozing at the time, so we hadn't noticed the
diffs looming up, and delArco hadn't thought it worthwhile digurbing us in order to tdl us. He
accelerated up the beach as soon as the wheds found purchase, and the jerk woke us both up. He had
to turn in order to search for an indine we could ascend. The diff face looked sheer and savage - and
unbroken.

This shore presented quite a different aspect. To judge by wha wed dready seen, this land was
blesk and inhospitable. Plants grew, but they grew high rather than wide. There was no anchorage to be
found in the hard igneous rock, save in furtive crevices, and where the plants could grow, they chose to
reach upward rather than lying prostrate over the implacable surfaces which offered them nothing. The
plants elther could not or would not drown this land as they had the firg - here there was room to move.
Here there was intermittent constancy.

Theway delArco chose - had to choose, for there was no other - was sheer and bumpy. But the
iron maiden was huilt to take it. Once or twice, | worried lest we dip backward, but she was a tenacious
beast, and cdlimbed the diff with dogged insstence. Once on top of the diff, we saw that our return to
land wasn't going to enable us to make much better time. The landscape was broken and blasted. The
vegetation was tdl and cdumped at dl levels There was nothing flat here - just a series of jagged
sur-faces medting one another a dl angles. The sum of the angles was a gentle updope leading avay
from the diff edge. But there was no roadway, no easy path. It would be dimb and crawl, dmos as
much down as up, ridge and gully and hump and crack, al the way up to the top of a mountain.

It'sanidand,’ said delArco. 'Part of a chain of volcanic origin.' He pointed away to the right and
left where, from our vantage point on the ledge, we could see other sombre cones limned black by the



dm painted sky.
'Where's the ship? | asked, leaning forward from the back seat to see the ingrument pand.

DeArco pointed up the mountain. 'If 1 judge the distance right,’ he said, ‘it's on the plateau. Or in
the crater, as the case might be.' | ran my eyes dong the jagged ridge which was, to our eyes, the
topmogt limit of the mountain. There was no way of tdling what lay beyond the wal of rock. It could
hardly be a live volcano if theLost Sar had been peacefully blegping away therein for eighty years. But
how deep a hole there might be we couldn' tell.

'Can we get up it? | asked.

All three of us studied the dopes carefully.

I don't know," said delArco. 'But | should think so.'
"You can't go mountain dimbing in a tank," said Johnny.

'It's not so much the getting up as the coming back down again.' Which, of course, was a shrewd
observation.

'It's not the most sensible expedition to undertake in a space-suit, ether,’ | told them. 'Rock is
sharp.’

We eased forward, picking our way dong gullies and over boulder-strewn rises, looking for a
better view rather than making progress.

It was obvious that we would have to make some attempt at getting a good ded closer to the
summit. It ought to be possible - it was a very big mountain, but it wasn't outstandingly high.

Looking around, | could see one or two of the living con-glomerates moving within themselves.
That was naturd, of course, with ther congtant change of shape and re-orientation of internd
components, but in the gloom | got the impresson that they were somehow dirred to action by our
nearness - discussng us, watching us.

The cgptain moved the maden forward as best he could, punctuating his efforts with occasiond
swearing - an uncharac-terigtic symptom of annoyance. | Ieft the problem of getting down again to hope
and providence. If the iron maiden faled us, she faled us and that was that. We'd have to svim home.
Until then, we had to trust her to carry us where we needed to go.

Johnny took a short shift for a few hours which brought us to within three miles, and | took her a
further two. Things got more difficult dl the time, and at the end of my shift | decided that we might as
wel leaveit a that.

Wedl suited up - Johnny too, in case of emergency. We caled the ship. Radio communication
was very poor, but we could make oursaves understood.

‘Right," | told Johnny. "Y ou can hear us taking through the cal unit. Leave the channd completdy
open.Don't do anything. You should be perfectly dl right Stting here. If anything hap-pens to us, wdl
tdl you whet to do. If we don't tdl you, don't do it. Sit tight and wait. If we don't come back, go home.
Don't come after us because whatever happened to us would be bound to happen to you. You can't be
forearmed unless you're fore-warned.'

"Ther€'s no point in me leaving you,' he said. 'We'd neverget home!'



"You stand a damn Sght better chance than if you come after us. Eve can pilot the ship, evenin
deep drift. All she has to reemember is to flydowly. Anything | can do a two thou, she can do a two
hundred. 1t might take you months, but home youcan go. I'm not indispensable!’

'Cut it out,’ said delArco. 'What the hell's the point? Well be back in a matter of hours. What can
happen?

I don't know," | told him. 'If I did, itwouldn’t be necessary.’
'Great,' he said. 'Let's get moving, if you're quite ready.'

We opened the inner door and crammed oursaves into the lock - both a once so we needn't
derilise the interior in between trandfers.

Outsde, | fdt dmogt naked for a moment or two. There's no doubt that armour plaing has
psychologicd power, evenif itsvadue is overrated.

But soon another feding replaced the brief breath of in-security, and that was a strange kind of
familiarity. Almost nostagia. Here was Grainger, Sanding in a suit in the dien night, ready to wak away
into the unknown in search of money.

'Lead on," invited delArco. That was the red pioneer spirit emerging in the captain's character.
You go firg and I'l kill whatever kills you.

Thefirg thing | did was to go to the nearest patch of meta-morphic bioforms and peer into it at
close range. The leaves, which writhed and flexed like fluttering fingers as they changed their form, were
teeming with animd life, which likewise changed in phase with the plants. Most of the tiny animas were
bulbous or vermiform, seemingly soft-bodied and legless - suckers or mucous gliders. Such was the
profuson and confuson that | dmaost went cross-eyed trying to pick out exotic forms as they appeared

and disappeared.

'Watch your feet,' | said to delArco. The plants have millions of tiny friends. All feeding off the
living flesh, | imagine, and adapted to a dozen or more different morphs. Maybe each bug has a cycle
tied to a specific plant morph cycle, but maybe not. I'd assume that wherever your eye rests there's
something which could and would et you if it got the chance. Don't let your suit get ruptured just on
account of the bregthable air.'

That's what | like about you,’ sad delArco. 'You dways look for the worst possble
contingency.’

That'sright,’ | said. 'No other way makes sense.’

As I've dready said, rock dimbing in spacesuits is hobody's idea of fun. Micropunctures are
especially dangerous where the ar is good. A tiny rip might not even give you the warning you need in
order to do something about it. So | was indlined to tread very carefully indeed. DelArco naturdly grew
impeatient. Heknew - because it said so in the manud - that spacesuits are un-rippable. The specifications
cealy say tha the materid will stand up to anything. But youll notice that the insurance doesn't cover
you for mountain dimbing, acid damage, and hodtile diens. The only reason the premiums are so cheap is
because alot of people never come back to dam.

The captain forged ahead. | briefly contemplated the idea that it might be immensdy convenient if
his spacesuitdid rip, and | could go on to theLost Sar alone. But you can't go around shooting people in
the back. It's anti-socidl.



Because he was ten or twenty yards ahead the whole way up the lip, he was the firg to peer over
into previoudy unknown territory. He stood draméticaly on the skyline, hoping to be the firgt human to
clap eyes on the eighty-year-old wreck of theLost Sar, that fabulous legend of the spaceways.

Unfortunately, we couldn't see a damn thing except jungle Real jungle, thistime. In fact, denser
jungle than I'd ever seen before, on the couple of hundred worlds I'd touched.

It was a plateau rather than a crater, dthough it was about concave enough to be described as a
vad shdlow saucer. It was perhaps five miles in diameter, which put theLost Star a lot nearer our edge
then the far one.

'Y ou there, Johnny? | asked.

I'm ligening.’

"We're ganding on the lip now.’

'l can see you.'

'Can you get a precise enough fix on theLost Sar to tdl me exactly how far she is?

'Not exactly, no. About a thousand yards, 1'd say. Give or take Sxty." Sixty yards might be along
way inthere, | mused.

'Give me the direction on your ingruments, and my direction dong your line of sght.' He did so,
and | checked the direction on my own compass. | dso set my pedometer to zero. One of the reasons
that spacesuits are nowhere near as dficient as their makers dam is that they're cluttered up insde with
usdless junk like pedometers.

'Did you manage to get through to Eve? | asked.
s

'Everything dl right?

ves!

'Ok then, here we go. Ready, Captain?

DeArco nodded. | expelled my bresth dowly, and looked around. | wished it were daylight.
There was light enough, and I'm not habitudly scared of the dark - even dien night - but | aways prefer
to wak into the jaws of desth while the sun's shining. It makes the whole toothy appearance of the world
seem more cheerful.

We plunged down into the mass of living confusion. It was quite unlike being in a forest or a
jungle on any other world. Naurdly, there's just barrier, and you have to hack and batter your way
through it - fighting like crazy for every inch. But this Suff yielded to a bitter look. It didnt need much
persuading. The trouble was that there was too muchof it to yidd that eedly. It couldn't get out of our
way, because there was no-where to go. And yet our every touch was an aomination. Our presence
and our progress would cause the plants which we touched unbearable pain.

So what, | wondered, would they do?
Whatcould they do?



After five minutes in that place, with the damn things writh-ing away from under my feet and
around my body, panic-stricken but helplesdy caged, | was fedingsorry for the bloody things.

For some time, we weren't quite out of our depth in the stuff, but it was clear that we'd soon be
completely entombed by the dream-like formlessness. We each had a light mounted in our helmets, but
they weren't made for generd illumination. They had a tight, bright beam for working on the outsides of
shipsin deep-space. My lamp cast a circle of light big enough to fit both hands into, but it wasn't very
ussful. Happily, the ingruments ingde my hdmet - most notably the compass - had luminescent dials.

We plugged on. Captain delArco was just behind me and - without quite dutching my hand -
was gicking to me for dear life He said absolutely nothing, but | didn't need to be told that he was
scared rigid by the blackness and the fed of the furtive, glutinous chaos through which we moved.
Myriads of tiny creatures were accidentaly transferred from the plants to me, and | hoped none of them
was adapted for chewing tough plastic. But most of them had no intention whatsoever of saying with me
for longer then crue fate dictated. They couldn't get away fast enough. Some stuck fast, and | assumed
that these wouldn't be getting away at dl. This trip was wreaking its own specia brand of havoc. Every
hundred yards or so | had to wipe my faceplate.

With three hundred yards 4ill to go. | stopped to consder the detals of my master plan. The
cgptain was glad of the ret, but remained terrified.

‘Johnny? | said.

s

'Everything isfine. Looks like no trouble. I'l cdl again when | reach the ship.’
'Check.’

| moved dightly, and del Arco placed his hand on my shoulder. | wasn't sure whether he wanted
more rest, or whether he just didn't want to risk loang sght of me. He didn't say a word. | brushed away
his hand, but stood 4ill. He sagged a little, and tried to leen on the plants. But of course they wouldn't
entertain the notion, and just gave way. He fought for the baance hed so cardesdy committed to the
non-existent support, logt the fight, and fell over. | left, in a hurry. There was a moment's dreadful pause,
when | thought he might not panic, and then he screamed.

‘Grainger!’
'What's the matter? | inquired, not pausing inmy stride.
'I've logt you.' Fear dripped from every syllable.

'Well, don't panic,’ | reprimanded him primly. "That's the thing to avoid. You're not helpless. You
know where the ship is. The one thing we mustn't do is stagger around in this suff. We might get lost.'

'‘Come back here!

I haven't gone anywhere,' | lied. 'l can't be more than a few feet away. But don't start fumbling
around for me. Use your compass and your pedometer. Y ou can get to the ship.'

'I was falowingyou' he wailed. 'I don't know the way, and | don't even know what a pedometer
is!'

'Don't get hygtericd,' | told him. "Y ou heard the compass bearings Johnny gave me. | assure you



| didn't lose the draight line. You don't need the pedometer. Just keep going in a sraight line, and youll
reach the ship.'

'Why can't you come back for me?

'Because I'd lose the graight line and the direction. | assure you that my way is best. I'm going on
now. If you start now as well, well probably only be a matter of three feet apart the whole way.'

'Grainger,please!’ He was petrified. Which was good. | was rdying on the fact that even given
the right compass bearing, hestill wouldn't be able to find the ship. Not before I'd had time for a good
look and a chance to act, anyway.

I'm moving, Captain,’ | said sweetly. | hoped that my voice didn't betray any of the satisfaction |
fdt. But cdl circuits distort in a most convenient manner..

Behind me, delArco began to sob.
Poor bastard, | thought. Y ou poor bastard.

Then my light fel upon a humean face, and it was my turn to be terrified.
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| wiped my faceplate clear of little beasties with a quick stroke of the back of my hand. As | did
50, the cirde of light shifted. So did the face. It stayed where | could see it. It stared vacuoudy a my
dlver-clad form.

'Doctor Livingstone, | presume? | said.
| put out my hand, and he disappeared. Justigone, into noth-ingness, or into ... plantness.

I have a horrible suspicion,’ | confided to the world in generd, ‘that things are not as they should
be. We have been trampling on somebody's toes, and...’

| was rudely interrupted by Captain delArco, who screamed again.

'Shut up, Captain,’ | said tiredly. 'It's not redl. Just the plants. They can change shape, remember.’
He didn't stop crying. His nerves were pretty bad.

| waited.

'What the hdll's happening? Johnny wanted to know.

"The junglés making faces at us. It can't hit us, or hurt us, or cal us names. So it's meking faces at
us | think the captain is frightened.’

The calmness of my voice and the scorn inherent in the last remark brought delArco back to his
senses. ‘I'm dl right,' he said heroically. 'l was startled, that's dl.



'Gredt,' | said, 'I'm on my way again.’

But the moment | moved again, | was a simulus. The jungle had got an idea, and it worked -
stopped me dead in my tracks. It wasn't about to give up.

There was another face, and another, and another. But shock tactics had logt their effect. | was
no longer impressed. | walked draght through them. This time, the jungle wasn't so dow with its
inventiveness. The faces changed expression. From vacuousness, they passed through fear and pain and
agony. | watched the face - dways the same face - grow thinner, watched the flesh whiten and tauten
about the bones, watched it begin to ped from the face, watched it dissolve and flow and writhe. |
watched the death and decay of a human beng. Wherever my lamp fdl, there it was. As long as |
moved, the continuity was maintained. No rest for the wicked.

* It's one of the crew of theLost Star, supplied the wind. It's something they've actudly seen and
experienced. It took them time to recognise you as human. That's why there was a delay.

So why are they showing me? | asked. Are they threstening me with the same fate? Trying to
scare me to death? It won't work.

* Forget about trying to prove how tough you are, the whisper replied. They arent trying to hurt
you. They're like everything ese on this world - just plain and Smple reaction. To every dimulus they
have a reaction. It's the whole of their existence. They can't fal to react. They cant fal to react
specificdly. Thisis dl they need to do - from ther point of view - to cancd you out. You were hurting
them before, as an invader with no pro-grammed response. But not now. They've made up their minds
They've blotted you out of ther existence plane. From now on, you're just an accident of providence.
They don't care aboutyou, Grainger. They won't hurt you. They can't even try.

Thank you, | said, you've taken aload off my mind.

Then | found theLost Sar.

She was dill intact. The jungle was close up to her sdes, but it didn't touch her. | paused for
breath, leaning on the hull. She was along, wide-bellied ship with big tailfins and solid wings. She wasn't
ugly but she was outsize - Junoesgue.

| knew as soon as | redised just how big she was that my plan to lose delArco wouldn't pay off.
She was no needle in a haystack. No matter how nervous or incompetent delArco might be, he couldn't
possibly stagger around forever without finding her. | cursed the fashion that had made them build so big
gghty years ago. Today's ships were much more compact and just as func-tiond. As the unknown
universe had shrunk - in importance rather than in Sze - so had human gestures of defiance.

| wandered dong her length, looking for the lock. | didn't find it on my sde of the ship. When |
reached the fins, | used them to dimb on top of her. The plants grew only two or three feet tdler than she
lay, but it was enough to hide her from the crater's top. From on top of her | couldnt see very much



except jungle. Not that there was anything to see.

| walked adong the length of the ship again, peering over onto the Sde | hadn't seen. Again, no
lock. There was only one placeit could be, and that was underneath. | swore slently. Thetime I'd gained
from delArco was dowly draning away - wasted if | couldn't gain access to the ship's cargo hold. |
jumped down at the nose, forgetting quite how high | was because | couldn't see the ground. The plants,
of course, did little or nothing to break the impact, and | turned my ankle. | had to hobble panfully dong
the sSde of the ship, wadting yet more time. Then | got down on my hands and knees and began a fast
crawl beside the under-bdly of the ship. | prayed that when | found it, the door would be ether open or
missng, so that | could get in with a minimum of effort. | was three-quarters of the way dong when |
found it at long last, hidden by the curve of the hull from the top, but not as inaccessible as I'd thought.
Although shut, it was hinged on the undermost side. If | could get it open, | could certainly crawl in.

'Grainger,’ said delArco's voice. 'Have you reached her yet?
'No," | replied. 'How are you doing?
'Ok." He'd regained his composure. | swore Slently.

| lay on my back and scrambled underneath to get into the right position to manipulate the handle
of the door. The door came open and fdl heavily on my chest. | swore again - audibly - and squirmed
out. With greet care, | inserted mysdf into the narrow gap between door and hull. I wormed my way in,
hoping that | didn't damage my suit. Then, bracing mysdf againg the walls of the airlock, 1 shut the outer
door. | opened the inner one and climbed thankfully into the corridor. The ship had 'up’ dong her verticd
axis, like theHymnia, but ship's gravity was off and the shaft was now a tunnd. | searched with my lamp
for the light switch, found it beside the lock, and pressed it. The lights came on.

| paused on the rim of the hatchway, then carefully drew my gun, adjusted the beam, pointed it a the
unlocking mechaniam of the outer door, and fused the catch. That, | thought, should take Captain
delArco some little time to sort out. In the meantime, let us see what isto be seen.

The corridor, meant for dimbing up or down, wasn't wide enough to permit me to stand up. |
hed to crawl dl the way to the control room.

'Grainger,’ said delArco.

'What now?

'Y ou must be there by now.’

'I've found her,' | admitted.

'Fine' he said. 'Don't do anything. I'll be with you in a matter of minutes!
'Yes, Captain,' | replied dutifully.

The control room was quite empty of human forms - dead or dive. | went rapidly to the controls.
The computer was dill dive, as was the bleep. | tried a couple of dementary cdl sgns, to make sure |
knew what | was dedling with. Then | flipped dl the switches under the console, reducing the atificid
brain to so much scrap metd, wiping out the whole of the data store - in-cdluding the ship'slog.

Wel, | said to mysdf, it's only logica that before abandoning ship they should have reduced ther
power drain to a minimum, thus making the bleep last as long as possible. Nobody can tdl whether the
computer was killed now or eighty years ago. Can't pinthat on me.



| began to check the cabins, one by one. They were dl quite empty.

The cargo hold was sedled tight, and | hadn't a dlue where to look for the keys. In dl probability,
one of the crew had pocketed them before they tidied up and jumped ship. | hadn't time to go searching
for keys, though. Once del Arco found the ship it wouldn't take him long to cut through the outer door.

About aslong as it took me to cut my way into the cargo hold, in fact.

| pushed the door with the toe of my boot, and | fdt the lock go under the pressure. | leaned my full
weight on the door, mak-ing sure my suit didn't touch the hot patch, and it gave way dowly.

The hold was unlighted, and | searched for a switch, but couldn't find one. | switched on the
hemet lamp again, and let the beam play over the cargo.

'I've found her,' carolled delArco.
'‘Good,' | said, with a marked lack of enthusasm.
‘Where's the door?

‘Around the far Sde, underneath,’ | told him. There was no point in kegping quiet now. | hadn't
ganed thetime | needed. Maybe | could ill destroy the cargo, but | certainly couldn't hide the fact that
I'd done so. It was now a choice between sarving Titus Charlot fathfully to the end, or risking dl kinds of
unpleasant consequences. While | was hegtating, | let my eyes roam casudly over the legendaryLost
Sar cargo.

The hold was crammed tight with books and papers and files full of film and notes. The books
were old - maybe millions of years - but they dill held together. There were some smdl items of artwork
- modlly carvings and coloured metd-prints. There was some synthetic fabric as well. But by far and
away the bulk of the cargo was knowledge - dien knowledge. The most sdesble commodity of the
eighty-year-old galaxy. High-priced today as well, of course, dthough with what New Alexandria
dready had under its belt, the desperation had drained out of the market, and familiarity had knocked
prices way down. In these days, dien knowledge was merdy a convenience. In those days, it had been a
fashion. New Alexandria had an instiable thirg for it, and every world in the human universe needed
New Alexandria to have it, to trandate it, to understand it. The gdaxy had been redly hooped on the
suff. Maybe it reduced the fear of the un-known to know that dien races were bang dissected in our
com-puters within days of discovery, to know that we were keeping abreast of the universe, no matter
how big it was. Crazes like that die easy, but the long-term effects were just beginning. The integration of
dien and human, the use of what New Alexandria had bought.

It was obvious dl dong what theLost Star had carried - once | knew that she had found a dead
world out there. There would be no King Solomon's Mines on a dead world - just smdl remnants of a
avilisation, the shards of its accomplishments. After dl that time, there would be not a trace of everyday
life left behind. The only things to have survived the tremendous Igpse in time would be things which were
indegtructible - ether accidentally indes-tructible because of careless use of materids, or purposely so, in
terms of permanent records and what the people had ddiberatelybuilt to be indestructible. And what the
Lost Sar had picked up was anything she could scavenge that might tel something about Myastrid and

her people.

And it was dl usdless. For what could Myastrid tdl us that Khor could not? No technologica
secrets, no philosophies, no sciences. Al this had been passed on from the parent world to the colony on
Khor. And from the Khor-monsa to New Alexan-dria. It was no accident that the fird integration of
intellectud achievements had been between Khormon and Human. The Khor-monsa had been very



forthcoming about dl aspects of therr life and dvilisation. Apparently, they had wanted to keep only one
secret. There was only one thing that they did not want the prying humans to discover.

| do not pretend to understand Khormon thinking. | cdl their ingstence pride, and their manner
politeness, but these are human words which refer to humen attributes. They can have no precise
relevance to dien peoples. | do not know why the keeping of this one secret was of such import. But that
they had gone to some effort to keep it was obvious, if the mgority of their own people did not know it.
Perhaps, if they managed to destroy Myadtrid, and suppress theLost Sar cargo, even those who knew
about it would be able to forget it. And the Khor-monsa could be, in practica truth, the men of Khor.

By the Law of New Rome, this cargo beonged to Titus Charlot. His consortium owned the
Hooded Swvan. They had com-missoned her. In other systems of law, the cargo might have belonged to
the Khor-monsa. Myastrid was not a derdlict ship, but a world. Its people lived on, as the Khor-monsa.
TheLost Sar had not sdvaged these books, but stolen them. But the contem-plation of such legd and
ethical niceties was not hdpful. | dready knew what | wanted to do. | wanted to burn every last page.

Not because Alachakh had wanted me to, dthough that was a good reason. Not because |
respected the Khor-monsa, dthough that was afact. Because | wanted to spite Titus Charlot. Because |
wanted to cheat him, and rob him of what little glory | could. And because | wanted to destroy the
legend of theLost Sar. | wanted the slly story to come to absolutely nothing, to make a fool of the
whole bloody human race. Except me. And adso be-cause it was a good joke.

Of such things are matives made. Nohility and dtruism are unknown in the human race.

So when Captain delArco stuck his head out of the inner hatch-way, | jammed my gun up against
his faceplate.
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He stared at it so hard his eyes crossed.

'Be quiet, Captain,’ | hissed, in conspiratorid tones. And then, to Johnny: 'Johnny! This is
Grainger. Do exactly as | say and don't ask questions. Don't say a word.Switch off the call circuit at
the maiden. Sit tight and don't move.'

| didn't hear him cut out, of course, but | had to assume that held do as he was told.
'‘Now, Captain,’ | said. 'Take it easy. Now, are you wired to that monitor on the ship?
"You know | am.’

'Y ou're trangmitting right now?

‘All thetime!’

"Then switch it off.’

1 can't.'



'Yes, you can. Laws of New Rome. Invason of privacy. You have to be able to take yoursdf
out of the monitor. So do it."

There was a pause.

'OK," he said, 'it's off. But I've dready seen you holding a gun on me. I've heard you tdl me to
switch off. You'rein deep trouble.’

Agan, | couldnt actudly know whether held switched off or not. | just had to assume he was
co-operating.

'Now you can come out,’ | said.
Ashedid o, | rdieved him of hisgun.
'Are you going to explain? he asked.

‘But of course. | need your help and understanding. | can't tdl you everything, I'm afraid, but I'l
tdl you dl | can. Theful story, abridged edition. OK? Well then ...’

Thistrip isa stupid stunt. Its sole purpose is to make afool out of Caradoc Company and make
capita out of the joke. Everybody will laugh because nobody loves Caradoc. In order to pull off this
farcica trick, a pilot named Grainger is obliged to risk his own life and severd others.'

'Nobody forced you.'

'Don't interrupt. And as for force, twenty thousand with a pendty clause in case | die young is a
powerful lever. I'd cdl twenty thousand an awful lot of obligation.

"To continue with the sordid story, Grainger - while willing to comply with the blackmail for
reasons of sdf-preservation - understandably fails to discover any strong loydty to his em-ployers. He is
very fond of his new ship, but this only serves to make him that much less fond of the people who wish to
progti-tute her into a performing freak.

'He discovers that the owner is somewhat unbalanced, and cares nothing about the ship or its
crew, but only about the credit due to him for his part in a complicated scheme. Hisinterestslie entirdy in
showmanship and vain glory. However, he rdies upon others to go out and perform for him, and gather
his glory. Grainger suspects that Titus Charlot may have set him up to be clobbered with the twenty
thousand which he later volunteers to pay off. Charlot certainly finds out very early that Grainger is back
in circulation, which implies that he has some contacts in the Caradoc organisation, or on New Rome.
Grainger dso be-lieves Charlot to be respongble for the attempt on hislife by a crocolid. He does not, of
course, suggest that Charlot paid the crocolid, but smply that he talked so loudly about his ship and what
it would do that Caradoc was inspired with the idea of bumping off its pilot.

'In brief, Grainger does not like Charlot.

‘Meanwhile, back a the plot, Charlot chooses as captain of ship a man cdculated to get on
Grainger's nerves. Sole purpose of said captain is to keep dl legd responghility out of Grainger's reach.
Ship's captain has dl sorts of authority under the Law of New Rome. Ship's pilot has not. Captain is
therefore a device to make sure that Grainger can only do as heistold. Captain delArco is a puppet. He
has been played for a sucker by Titus Charlot. In order to promote and maintain tenson between the two
men - so that the captain doesn't lisen any more than is necessary to Grainger - Charlot aso puts aboard
one femde, dways guaranteed to provide tenson, one engineer notorious for creating bad morae aboard
his ships, and one crewman who wants to like everybody and only serves to highlight the dif-ferences



between them.

"An unhgppy Grainger then finds out that his closest friend - Alachakh - desperately wants to
reach theLost Sar. His reason is so powerful that he is willing to kill himsdf in the attempt. That reason,
of course, isan dien reason. Y ou wouldn't under-stand it. Neither do |. I'm not asking you to believe that
reason had any meaning as far as you or | are concerned. But itwas a reason. Itis a reason. And we have
no reason. None at dl. We're here a the whim of a megdomaniac.

'In part, you know, we killed Alachakh. It was us he was racing. He could have beaten Caradoc
eedly. But not us. We forced him to fly too fast. We made him fail in his mission. It was our fault that he
died with his job unfulfilled. I'm not suggesting that be-cause of that we have a duty to him. We don't owe
him anything. But you can't forget him. Y ou can't just imagine that he never existed. Because he did. And
we were there when he died.

I'm not going to tdl you what Alachakh's reasons were. They were persona as wdl as dien.
They'd mean nothing to you, and he didn't want to tel anybody what they were. But | put to you this
proposition: We can pull off Charlot's sunt. We can beat Caradoc, we can give him his chance to gloat.
But we can ds0, at one and the same time, fulfil Alachakh's purpose. We can do what he wanted to do.

'So what do we do?

"That depends,” answered delArco. ‘It sounds far too good not to have a catch. You'e trying
damned hard to sdl me. What do we have to do in order to pull off this classc double?

| licked my lips. TheLost Star's cargo isin her hold. | want to burn it. Every lagt vedtige of it.
And then | want you to cor-roborate my story thet it never existed. That the whole thing was a myth. A
lie'

'And what is the cargo? There was a qudity in his voice which suggested that he aready
suspected.

'‘Books. Alien books.'
He nodded. 'And you aren't going to tdl me why you want them burned? Alien reasons?

‘Alien reasons,’ | agreed. ‘But I'll tdl you a couple of things for free. One: these books contain no
stientific or technologica information which is not dready available to New Alexandria Two: the secret
that | want kept is quite harmless. In humen terms, it is practicaly meaningless. We can hurt no one by
des-troying this cargo, but we can help alot of people on Khor.'

‘Do | get time to think? he asked.
‘Sure!’
'Will you point those guns somewhere e’

| stuck them both into my bdt. Then | sat back to wait. A few minutes passed, and he remained
deep in apparent contemplation.

"Ther€'s no evidence that this cargo ever existed,’ | pointed out. ‘Nobody can pin anything on
ather of us!'

'Y ou're asking me to put ahdl of alot of trust in you.'



That'sright,’ | agreed.

'What will you do if | refuse to help you?

‘Burn the books anyway.'

'And me with them?

‘No. I'll take you home, and hope you change your mind on the way.'
‘And if | don't?

"Then Titus Charlot will be very angry indeed. With both of us. But I'm not Titus Charlot. | don't
leave a wake of corpses. It's your choice. If you won't hdp me, I'll do it on my own.’

Then | crossed my fingers and sat back. | knew | would win. If anyone had tried to hand me a
load of garbage like I'd just handed out to delArco, I'd have told them where to stick it. But Nick
del Arco was anice man. People liked him. He was nice because hewanted people to like him. Even me.
If he thought he could win me over by doing me a favour now, then he would. Of such things are matives
made. We dl have our human wesk-nesses.

‘All right,' he said findlly. 'Let's burn the books. Y ou con-vinced me." Logic is just our excuse for
doing the things we want to do.

'Yesdr,' | sad.
'You can cdl me Nick,' he said sardonicaly.

That's right,’ | murmured. "We're friends, now.'
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'You didnt want me in on this a dl, did you? he sad, as we fed books to the fire in the
burned-out drive chamber. ‘Leaving mein that forest and fusng the lock on the door.’

‘It might have been eadier if you'd stayed logt.'

'How did you propose to stop me finding the ashes once I did get here?
'Close up the drive chamber and dam it was hot.'

'What about the gauge? he said, pointing at the radiation counter.

| grinned. 'By thetime | closed up, the chamberwould have been hot.’
'People get hurt messing about with atomics,” he commented.

| continued to haul suff out of the hold and pass it dong to him. He threw it into the drive
chamber. I'd decided to have the fire there anyway, for safety's sake. Just in case Caradoc ever did beat



the odds and get here. The best place to hide treesisin forests, the best place to hide evidence of afireis
in the ashes of an older fire. When theLost Star had come down, her engine had gone exactly like the
Hymnia's. It's the way dimension-hoppers nearly aways go.

"You know," said delArco - he was very takative now we were on the same side - 'I'm not New
Alexandrian, but | was brought up to their ways of thought. | was taught that burning books is the worst
crime you can commit.’

'Circumstances;’ | replied, 'dter cases!'
‘Circumstances never seem to dter you.'
"They do,' | assured him.

'Y ou dways seem the same way to me!'
'Yeah,' | sad. 'And what way is that?

‘Untouched by human hand. Isolated. Alienated. And trying desperately to keep it up no matter
how circumstances change.’

'l just don't let things get to me, that's dl. You can't if you live the way | do. If dien worlds once
begin to reach you, you're as good as dead. Grounded, anyway, which is dmost as good as dead. You
have to stay steady. Lapthorn used to say | had no soul.’

'I'm not talking about dien worlds reaching you,' he said, as we tirdesdy passed the books from
hand to hand. 'I'm talking about people. You don't letthem touch you ether.’

'Where's the difference? | countered. ‘Alienisdien isdien. People are dien to me!'
'Y ou're people too.'

'Soit'ssad.

'So you can't be dienated from yoursdlf.'

'Look,' | sad, pausng. 'What's dl this in aid of? Just because our purpose is one for the first
time, theres no cdl for you immediady to start saving my soul from the pit of despair.’ | threw the next
load twice as hard, for emphasis, but he caught it comfortably. He was a big man.

He shrugged. Y ou're inconggtent. You give me a long spid about Titus Charlot's disregard for
his crew, but you professto atotd disregard for everybody.'

'l pointed out Titus Charlot's disregard for thelives of his crew,’ | said. 'Not for ther, love and
generosty. The less Charlot cares about my state of mind, the better | like it. It's my state of hedth |
don' like him jeopardising.’

"You redly think thereés alot of difference?

'So OK," | said, unworried and unmoved. 'I'm a red test for patience. Also understanding and
fath in human nature. Maybe I'm no better than Titus Charlot. | didn't daim to be. What | said isill true,
it it?

He didn't bother to answer. We were dmost through the cargo now - it hadn't taken nearly as
long as | feared. The drive chamber was brimful of junk, and we were having to use a pretty powerful



beam to make the suff burn or mdlt, or otherwise render it unrecognisable. Myadiridians built to last. The
whole ship was full of smoke, and it must have been as hot as hdll. Spacesuits come in very handy, now
and again.

'What about the monitor tape back at the ship? sad delArco suddenly. ‘It has a rather
embarrassing hit of conversation on it, just before it's switched off.’

"You can chop the lot a the point where we entered the dis-tortion fidd. Never can tdl how
these deep-space phenomena will affect delicate equipment, can you? Great shame the tape is blank
from then on, isn't it? Charlot will Smply have to rdy on a word of mouth account of the finding of the
Lost Sar.

'l should think well find documentsin the cabins. The crew it there - they jumped ship, seded
her up and went to livein the jungle, | suppose. They're not here, anyway - not even whitened bones. But
they won't have taken their ship's papers with them. Well get enough to establish where weve been. And
as a centrepiece to the collection, well cut the nameplate out of the hull. A nice touch, don't you think?
They can hang it up on a wal somewhere as an everlaging memorid to the conquest of the Hacyon
Drift. They might even put a plaque undernegth it with our, names on. Wouldn't that be just wonderful?

"We could take back the control levers as wdll, he suggested.

"You'd have cynicd souls doubting their origin,' | told him. 'Anything that doesn't havel.ost Star
stamped on its backside won't convince the average sceptic. On the other hand, we could have a few
thousand replicas made, and sl them off as haly rdlics!'

'What are you going to tdl Johnny? he returned to the point. 'He's going to be pretty curious
about the way you cut him off.’

'Pretend it never happened. Ignoreit.’
"You can't do that. He's bound to ask.'

"Then we say that it seemed the best thing to do at the time. We considered it advisable, bearing
inmind the circumstances. If he persists, tdl him to shut up. Privileges of rank.'

'So it'sdl worked out,' he said.

‘Certanly is' | replied. We threw the last of the books onto the fire, and | opened up with my
oun again, using up the lagt of the charge ensuring that everything which could be destroyed would be.
The wadlls of the drive chamber were dowly mdting, the molten metal bubbling and streaming. The
volume of the in-candescent remains shrank as ash dhriveled away into the wals.

'Don't crack thet piledriver, said delArco, in worried tones.

‘Take more than a few thousand degrees to make any impresson onthat shidding,' | assured
him. 'It's compact matter.'

Findly, completdy satisfied, | stuck the empty gun back into my belt. When the chamber cooled
down, it would not look much different from the way it had looked when 1'd firgd opened the door. A
burned-out room doesn't suffer much extra for going through the same thing twice.

'WEell have to leave the main hatch open to let smoke out,’ | said, 'but apart from that we can
collect our souvenirs and leave her as we found her.'



| went to the nose of the ship to carve out the nameplate, as I'd suggested, while delArco
searched the cabins and the control room for officid documents. When 1'd finished with the nameplate, |
went and cut off a couple of the control levers for good measure. I'd have liked to take more junk, but
delArco's gun was dmost empty by now, and | liked to hold alittle power in reserve.

Last of dl, | killed theLost Star bleep. The dren of the space-ways was no more. Kaput, dead,
finished. One legend, crushed beneath the heavy hand of reason. And that's dmost the end of the story.
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Captain delArco woke me up. It was the fird night 1'd spent in a bunk in a coon's age, and |
waan't too pleased.

Luckily, he came graight to the point insteed of sparing the time to be sarcadtic.
'Four ships just entered the system,’ he said. ‘Caradoc ram-rods.'

'What do you want me to do? | snarled. 'Congratul ate them on getting so close?
"You sad they'd never make it,' he pointed out.

| sad it'd take months. It il will. They'll have to come through the contortive domain a walking
pace.’

"They aren't going to come through the contortive domain. They just blegped us to tdl us so.
They weren't pleased when they found they'd been beaten to the punch.’

'So?

"The gig of the message was this Captain Casorati of the Caradoc Company's shipDe Lancey to
the New AlexandrianHooded Swan. We request you to transmit a statement re-nouncing dl legd title to
the cargo and effects of theLost Star, surrendering same right to the Caradoc Company in fair trade for
indructions as to how to escape from the Drift. We fed it incumbent upon us to warn you thet if you do
not comply with this request, you will undoubtedly fdl prey to the Drift."

There was an amazed slence for some three seconds. Then | burst out laughing.

"They're threatening to shoot us down!' | gasped. 'Ramrods threatening theHooded Swan. That's
the funnies thing I've heard in years.'

"Those ramrods are armed,’ said del Arco humourlesdly.

I don't careif they're packing planet-smashers,’ | said. 'Do you have any idea how difficult it is to
hit anything in space? Let donewarped space? There are millions of miles of bent emptiness between us
and the Caradoc ships. How can they pos-sibly throw a missile across that so accuratdy that we can't
even dodge it?

'Are you sure about that?



'Of course I'm sure. In this space, they'd be lucky if they could hit a bloody sar, let done a
spaceship. If they start shooting, they'll be far more likdy to hurt themsdlves than to hurt us. | suggest you
tdl them that. But be polite. Assure them that we're very grateful for ther kindness in offering to hdp us
out, but we think we can make it on our own. We aso thank them for their concern regarding our
vulnerability but suggest they are far more likdly to fdl prey to the Drift than we.'

| was il laughing when | got back to the controls, ready for lift.

| got an attack of pathological fear about five minutes before take-off, but it was nothing to do
with the Caradoc ships. | had to face the digtortion fidd again. Last time, it had broken me. Could | beat
it this time?

* We can take the ship out, the wind assured me.

You can bloody keep out of it. She'smy ship and I'll take her out.

* You needed my hep to get in.

| was too unconscious to refuse it.

» And suppose you black out again? Y ou don't have to be ashamed of accepting help. | didn't do
anything that you couldn't have done. You didn'tfail. | used your body, your sill, your speed. You don't
undergand me a dl. I'm not a threat to you. I'm not trying to take over from you. | am anewpart of you.
An extrafaculty. A new taent.

| don't need you!

* So what? | knowyou don't need me. | never said you did. Of course you don't need me. But
youvegot me. How long isit going to take you to reconcile yoursdf to that fact? You - Grainger the lone
walf - are not done any more. Y ou never will be again. Not ever, no matter how hard you try. We have
to live with one another, you and 1. It isn't a horrible curse. Y ou aren't possessed by devils. I'm not going
to feed on your brain, rob you of your body. | anhere. We are here.Can't you accept what that
means?

| don't likeit, | said, and it's as Smple as that.

And it was.



They quote Confucius as having said that if rape isinevitable, lie back and enjoy it. Well, lie back
by dl means, if you can't do anything ese. But you can't and won't enjoy it, if rapeiswhat it is. That's the
beginning and the end of it.

* Grainger, said the whisper ominoudy, alifeimeisalong time.

Never mind, | told him, itll soon pass.
Meanwhile, back in the red world...

The digtortion fidd had drained dightly, knocking a hundred thousand miles or so off the shortest
way out. But | wasn't sureif | should take that. Caradoc's missiles, if they redly meant what they said,
would surely take the shortest way in, and there was no point in taking needless chances, no matter how
futile their threats might be. But which was | more afraid of: the proximity of Caradoc's missles or a few
extra secondsin the leson?

After feding the fidd from a gtting position - something I'd been unable to do on the way in -1
decided that in dl probability the shortest way out wouldn't be the easest anyhow. | had to make
maximum use of the fidd's energy to supplement our own. | plotted a rough arc about four million miles
long - more than twice the minimum distance. This arc had the added advantage of pointing us away from
the Caradoc ships ingead of at them.

To dispd the dammy fingers of fear, | made Rothgar start the countdown early. As the count
went down, the workings of my brain phased in on the ticking of the clock, and | lost my shakes.

We blasted our cannons, and lifted, and | raised her on the air, feding for the pressure of the
warp and whispering, '‘Once more into the breach, dear friends.’

There was one second, two, three, and four while we dimbed and accelerated out of atmosphere
and into the crooked void, and then Caradoc let loose.

All four ships let go a once, and | stopped wondering whether they redly meant business. It
suddenly burst upon my tired brain exactly what they'd meant by fdling prey to the Drift.! I'd made a
mistake. 1'd been wrong. All hel was on its way.

| judged the velocity of the missles to be thirty thou or so. The posshility of a hit was negligible,
and not worth consder-ing. Whatwas wdl worth consdering was what they'd do to the contortive
domain. They'd rip holes in space the 9ze of stars. Core power would vomit out of the holes and the
entire system would bleed energy and timespin and the foul fiend would walk the sky, gathering souls for
his unearthly kingdom. ...

With a savage adherence to their purpose, which company headquarters would no doubt find
admirable, they fired every-thing they had as fagt as they could, seeding the contortive domain. They
didn't even bother to am at poor little us.

'Load the flux,' | yeled a Rothgar. 'Load her every ounce shéll take and then some. If we
transfer itll bein no timeflat, and we might never come down again. Damn the safety factors and give me
everything.'

Rothgar didn't even bother to reply. If | made trandfer inthisfidd we'd be ninety per cent certain



to blow up, and he knew it. Maybe more, carrying excess load in the flux. But | had to have the power.
If I was caught short, we'd be one hundred per cent dead.

In fours, the fours coming less than a second apart, the missiles ploughed up the domain. | could fed the
patterns of the fidd recoiling in horror at the shock. The whole warp bubbled up like a volcano getting set. | could fed
the sun stretching her muscles as she woke up, preparing to yank open the floodgates and let dl the power in the Drift
flow into her cloak of screwed-up space.

One missle -one, out of forty or fifty - passed within a thousand miles or so of theSwan. It cut a
path right past us and zoomed on, dmogt pardld to the way 1'd wanted to go. | spared a second to hope
the thing wouldn't explode too soon, and | went after it.

The fidd was completdy and hopeesdy smashed. The sorm was dready flooding out of the
heart of the star. The gates of hdl were dready yavning wide, and death was coming out to eat us up.
The fidd was hanging in that strange hdf-instant when nothing was happening - when the old fidd had
died and the new fury hadn't quite got here yet.

That hdf-ingtant was the only time | had.

As the missle hurtled through the shattering digtortion fidd it literdly ripped a hole in space - a
long, hollow bullet wound in the fabric of the warp. | didn't know what wasin that hole and | didn't care.
It might be atime schism, or an undiscovered dimenson. Going into it was like jumping down a wel and
hoping that it would be bottomless, and that | could emerge intact from another mouth. It was a tunnd to
nowhere, but it was the only way out, and | wasn't hanging around.

| dragged theSwan from one path to the other by the scruff of her neck. If the distortion pattern
hed retained its integrity it would have ripped us apart. But it had aready gone, and we were between the
cage and the death wave. Pain convulsed my brain but not my hands, | hauled us into the tunnd, and |
transferred.

The ship's gravity cut off, the lights went out, and the hood went blank. | was blind, but we flew.
Precticdly ingtantaneous trangition from low subcee to thirty thou. We were out of what had been danger
before | had time to hope, and everything be-gan to work again. The moment the image came back in the
hood, | reacted. | couldn't change direction or dow us down because | didn't have the time. | raised a
wing and contorted my body. | practically shaved the skin off the missle as | overtook it.

It exploded nearly amillion miles behind us.

Thethin digtortion which ought to have been globing the outer syssem was completely gone. We
were running ingde thatempty ingant - the moment of trangtion.

At twenty-five thou | went away, and sustained the veocity for three minutes or more until - wel
clear of the system - | hit dirt and sanity, and had to dow down again.

We were wdl out of harm's way by then.

TheDe Lancey and her three ladies-in-waiting were not.
They blew up.

Honi soit qui mal y pense.

'Wdll,' | said. 'l told you o,
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And thatis the end of the Story. Threads of the plot, of course, are much longer than the weave of
the cloth. Life goes on.

The home run, once we were out of the core, was clean and easy. | could handle anything, by
thet time, without bresking into a sweat. | didn't bother to make a landfdl - just kept plug-ging on for
fifty-some hours, on shots and intravenous feeding. Medicdly, it wasn't too good for me, but no metter
how long the outward-bound journey takes, the homeward bounder aways grates on my nerves so thet |
cant wait to berid of it.

Once we were down on Halsthammer, | began missng events because | needed so much deep
in order to catch up.

Rothgar collected his pay and lit out for somewhere else. HEd had a bdlyful.

DeArco successtully evaded Charlot's probing about what had gone wrong with his precious
monitor. | don't think the old man ever believed our story, but he could never pick holesin it, and it hed
up. But the old bastard 4ill held the whip hand, of course. | was ill the pawn in his game. Thered be
other jobs. He'd have his pound of flesh whether he drained me of blood or not.

A few months later, a Khormon sought me out to tel me that there was a new nova out beyond
the Hacyon rim. | caculate that the light should reach Khor in about a hundred and twenty years. By
then, it will be just another star in their sky. And atrangent one at that.



