





We were a two-legged Terran virus, spreading viru-
lently outward from Earth into the bloodstream of
the universe. Planets and suns fell to our advancing

design—until we came to Capelia.

They appeared out of nowhere, flying in formation.
Incandescent globes of light, smooth and featureless
—they destroyed our scout ships and anything else
we sent against them. Like a body attacking and
destroying toxic invaders, we were decimated at

every step.

Now we are barricaded from going beyond Capella.

Is the universe fighting back?
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ALmosT EVERYONE in the clubroom knew him by sight. A
few knew him by name, well enough, even, to nod and speak.
But none of them knew him really well. Edward Kent Kane
was not an easy man to know. His lean and sombre face,
the mask of a man long since disenchanted with life, dis-
couraged familiarity. There were those, the curious few,
who speculated that he was a frustrated man. Ten years in
Space Service, five of those prewar, yet still only a lieuten-
ant, nonspecialized! It was enough to embitter any man
and, in a small way, those speculations were right. But
that wasn't all the story.

Kane sat, now, at the little corner table he had made his
own, and let the busy wash of conversation swirl around
him, paying attention with only half an ear. It was all war
talk; and here, in the clubroom and bar of the Lunar Gen-
eral Hospital sector of Copernicus, what else would one
expect? He caught the word “patchy” from time to time,
and it touched the ghost of a smile to his lips each time.
Bits and pieces. Every man here carried some part, a limb,
an organ, or tissue of some kind, that had once been part
of some other, less-fortunate individual. In a way, these
were the lucky ones, those who had been considered whole
enough to repair, who would eventually be fit enough to re-
turn to the fray. Kane moved his right leg, felt a twinge, and
wondered whose it had been before he got it Lucky? It
was all a matter of definition. The really lucky ones were
those who managed, somehow, to be unfit for service, or
exempt in some way—or those others who never knew
what had hit them. Or women!

He looked around the smoky clubroom now, deliberately
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counting up the females, those who served behind the bar,
who scurried with trays, who mopped and wiped. And he
added in, mentally, all those who formed the backbone of
the medical complex that lay beneath one third of the vast
crater; all the nurses and doctors and specialists—women!
Forbidden, by international agreement, from taking part
in the actual hostilities, from flying in warships that were
necessarily crude and uncomfortable, from battles that were
swift and hideously lethal, from circumstances which strained
men and materials to snapping point, the women of the
world had pushed and shoved themselves into everything
else, determined not to be left out. Kane wasn’t sure whether
he envied them their exempton, or detested their insistence
that they had to do whatever they could to help, but he
did know that they were a constant affront to him.

They were even involved in the construction gangs, help-
ing to repair shattered ships and to build new ones as fast
as the laboring industries of Earth could turn out the ma-
terials. Eratosthenes, Earth’s arsenal . . . Kane had passed
through it a time or two, riding in on some war-torn ship,
riding out again on a new one. Women everywhere, goggled
and suited as they welded and hammered, or prim and
efficient as they punched buttons and routed paper work
through the machines of enumeration and selection. Eratos-
thenes. The entire crater was nothing more than a complex
for extruding fighting ships. The name came out of the
chatter nearby, and he sharpened his ears in momentary
attention.

Two youngsters, arguing in that deadly serious manner
that men in war devote to anything concerning their pos-
sible fate.

“I tell you they aren’t building this one in Eratosthenes
at alll That’s the whole point. It's a secret can, the boffins’
own, and they are shoving it together over in Kepler, right
in their own backyard!”

“I believe you, Bill,” the other replied, his tone indicating
anything but belief. “I've been hearing that story about a
new supership to whip the snakes every other week since
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the day I joined. Some day it has to be true. This could
be the day. And it’s natural that it would be a big secret,
because the snakes might find out. They have spies every-
where!” Kane identified the second speaker as one Jaime
Alvarez, lieutenant, weaponry; a small, dark, and intense
man with perpetual cynicism and a permanent smile. The
latter, Kane knew, was the result of a flying fragment that
had torn away most of Alvarez’s lower jaw, and the new
jaw, complete with teeth, was so much finer than his own
had been that he couldn’t help smiling to show his improve-
ments. His own story, that was, and Kane admitted a grudg-
ing admiration for it.

His friendly opponent, William Keith Petrie, lieutenant,
communications, shrugged cheerfully and drained his glass.
“All right!” he said. “All right! Maybe the snakes do have
spies here, everywhere—who knowsP They might. We don’t
know a damned thing about them, you know that. Nobody
knows anything. But I am telling you that they are building
a ship, a real, one-hundred-percent genuine spaceship, over
in Kepler. Damn it, I've talked to the girls who were doing
it. Why would they lie?”

Mildly intrigued, Kane studied Petrie’s ingenuous and in-
dignant face keenly. Blond and handsome, given to enthusi-
asms, Petrie had the conviction that he had only to smile
in the direction of any woman for her to melt towards him.
Kane knew quite a bit about these two, about all the others
who patronized the clubroom, simply because it was his
habit to pay attention, to observe. And he had been trained
to do that efficiently in the old days before the war, when it
was still called Space Navy, when it was the cream service,
when you had to be good just to get in. Nowadays, ever
since the blasted war— He backed away from that line of
thought and put his, attention again on the idle dispute
nearby, to see Alvarez laughing and preparing a crushing
comeback. Petrie, sensing it, glanced hurriedly around for
inspiration, caught Kane’s eye.

“Hey, wait a minute!” he put up a hand to his friend.
“Let’s ask the old man. Old ‘Killer’ Kane!” Alvarez lost some
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of his gleam for a second, as he turned to look at Kane. He
shrugged fractionally, betraying his Latin origin and con-
veying, adequately, his apologies. Respect and good man-
ners wear thin in the constant anticipation of death, but
these men understood Kane’s unspoken desire to be left
alone, and Petrie wouldn’t be acting this way without the
one drink too many under his belt. It was all in that brief
movement, and Kane got it, nodded fractionally back, then
gave Petrie his cold stare.

“You want to ask me something, mister? he murmured,
and there was a hush out of all proportion to the words
but acknowledging something in the tone; a hush that spread
through the bar like a silencing ripple.

“Uhl Oh, yes.” Petrie made a grin that wavered a little.
“Don’t you reckon it’s about time the boffins came up with
something super to beat the snakes, put a stop to the
damned war?”

“War? What war?” Kane shook his head slowly. “Look
it up in a book sometime, mister. A war is between two op-
posing sides, is something to be declared, with some ob-
jective, some point.”

“Huh?” Petrie scowled in a vain attempt to understand.

“As you said, we don’t know anything about the snakes,
not a thing, except that one day when we went nosing about
on the far side of Capella, we got clobbered by strange
ships. And we have been going back and getting the same
clobbering ever since. Five years, and we still haven't the
sense to stay away from there. We still don’t know anything
about those ships, apart from shapes and numbers. Not
where they come from, what kind of things fly them, noth-
ing. Except that they object to us being there. Maybe that’s
natural. Maybe we ought to stay the hell away from there
and leave it alone; maybe not. But dont call it a war. It
isn't.”

“You mean,” Alvarez intruded incredulously, “we should
just forget the whole thing and—just forget it?”

“You're out walking one day,” Kane said, as if talking to
himself, “and you come to a hornet’s nest. Never seen one
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before. You stick your finger inside, just to see. You get
stung, badly. So you are now so mad that you keep right
on doing it? You are going to get those lousy homets, you
arel War on them! How dare they object to your intrusion
on their private territory?”

The silence in the clubroom crackled. Even the swirling
smoke seemed to hang still. Kane felt it. He had expected
nothing else. Petrie got his mouth shut, only to open it
again in shrill disbelief.

“They have been smashing our ships, killing our people—
damn it, you know! You've had your share! And you say
we should just go away and forget all about it? What are
you, some kind of pacifist? Or are you—?" Every man in
the room knew that he was going to say “yellow.” Petrie
knew it too, but there was something in Kane’s chill stare
that stopped him, even though Kane urged him, softly.

“Go on, mister, say it. Why not go the whole hog and
say I'm a spy for the snakes? That wouldnt be any more
stupid than the rest of it.”

“Don’t mind him,” Alvarez muttered hurriedly. “He’s had
too many. Nobody in his right mind would suggest that
youre scared, or a traitor, or anything like that. But, man,
we just can’t back off from Capella now, not after five years
of bloodshed and destruction! You can’t mean that?”

“Why not?” Kane demanded. “Think it over. What do
we want with that sector of space? There’s plenty more.
And we are in no shape to fight any war, no more now
than we were when we started five years ago.” He shook
his head slowly, thinking back. “It was Space Navy then,
just five years old. Unsure ships making risky jumps into all
kinds of new places. Feeling our feet, just learning some of
the hazards. Pioneers! We knew that our ships weren't
good, were just the first fumbling attempts—like the early
aircraft—but they could fly, they could jump, they cracked
open the doorway to the stars, and we didn’t want to wait
for the improved versions we knew would come. Fight a
war? We knew we were getting lucky just to survive as far
as Centaurus, and then Alpha Lyrae, and Cygni We were
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just fumbling novices when we went blundering beyond
Capella.” .

“Oh, I don’t know about that—" someone started to ob-
ject, from the bar, and Kane moved his eyes to quell that
interruption.

“That’s exactly it, mister, you don’t know. The ships we
had, prewar, were crude and clumsy, but they were better
than the cans we are flying right now. Yes, better! And why?
Simply because once we realized there was something there
that dared dispute our passage we swung into full-scale
war hysteria. Ship design was frozen, simplified down to
the bare bones so that we can turn them out fast—so that
kids just out of school can learn them off, so that com-
puters can treat them as units in a calculus, so we can
fight a war. A war? We have to jump all the way to
Capella to engage the foe. We clobber some of their ships,
they smash a whole lot more of ours, and for what? For
all we know, we may be tangling with one of their minor
patrols, or some outpost guard. What we do know is that
we are running ourselves into the ground, and achieving
not a damned thing!” He stopped, leaving a hush that was
broken by one of the ladies attending bar.

“Lieutenant Kane!” she called, determinedly coy despite
her advanced years. “A message for you. Youre to report
to Base Captain Alloway, Drafting Sector, right away.”

“Thank you.” Kane stood, trying his right leg more by
habit than any need. His audience was on the point of
breaking up. He gave them one last jab. “I've been shot
at more times than anyone here. By the sound of it, that
call means I have to go and get shot at some more. I shall
go. Like the rest of us, I obey orders. But there’s no law
says I have to like it!”

He went away, limping slightly, a little angry with him-
self for having blown off like that. They were only kids, none
of them over twenty-five, at most, and they had been thor-
oughly indoctrinated the hard way: by physical contact
with the enemy. You might occasionally hear antiwar senti-
ments from new men, fresh from Earth and yet to know what
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it was like out there. But the boys here were patchies,
war-wounded; they knew what it was like to see those
weird globe-ships erupting into the featureless black from
nowhere. They knew that blood-chilling sensation of sheer
alien awfulness, malevolence, evil, that seemed to come off
those silent craft like some kind of intangible radiation.
Kane knew it well, had felt it many times. He fully expected
to feel it again. He had once read lines by Grenfell: “And
when the burning moment breaks, and all things else are out
of mind, and only joy of battle takes him by the throat,
and makes him blind.” That was true enough, but a sane
man should think again, after the heat of battle, and realize
what a gross insanity it all was.

He shook his head irritably as he paced swiftly along
the rabbit warren of corridors to the Drafting Sector. You
couldn’t put old heads on young shoulders. But there were
precious few “old” men with his kind of experience. Thirty
years old, ten years continuous service, still fighting fit, still
only a lieutenant. Kane smiled sourly at the thought that he
was well-nigh unique. Any other man with the first two
qualifications would be either a veteran—a euphemism for
those men so battleshattered in mind and body as to be
fit only for the simplest holding-down posts, or senior enough
in rank to be out of the firing line. Or dead, of course. He
shook away that idea, too, and gave thought to Base Cap-
tain Alloway, yet to come.

A new name and a new procedure. Usually one received
nothing more than a chit by messenger, announcing what
ship to report to and when; and who bothered to decipher
the scribbled signature on that kind of document? So it
was in no way remarkable that the name didn’t ring any
bells. And the rank “base captain” didn’t mean a thing. In the
urgent need to accommodate itself to all nations and cus-
toms, Space Navy had converted to Space Service, and
the proliferation of fancy ranks from captain on up was a
subject for study in itself. Only the lower grades were hard
and fast, without frills. Cadet, junior sub, sublieutenant,
junior lieutenant . . . And then, generally, you started to

1



BEYOND CAPELLA

specialize in some branch or other, and you grew colored’
rings around your twin sunbursts to prove that you were
expert at gunnery, or engineering, or navigation, or what-
ever. In due course, you acquired the half-bar, and then
the third sun, and you were a commander—in a position to
tell others how to do what.

Kane knew, in a vague, undefined fashion, why he had
never been offered the advancement. The knowledge didn’t
bother him unduly, except to feel that he wouldn’t have
enjoyed it: telling other people what to do wasn’t him, at
all. But this personal interview, now, was something new.
He wondered about it, and was still intrigued by the time
he reached the main sector office and was told: “Go in
there. Base Captain Alloway will see you in a moment.”

Alloway looked inadequate behind his desk. A small,
stout man with a permanently pink face and a tendency to
stare where a look would have done, he gave Kane just
one second, then went through the motions of handling
papers for a while. Kane allowed him ten more seconds,
then found a chair and sat. He pegged this paper pusher
as one of the chairborne brigade, up by the back stairs and
into a safe nook without ever having heard an angry shot.

“You may sit, Kane.” Alloway looked sour. Kane kept si-
lent, waiting. Alloway sniffed, reached into a drawer and
drew something out, dropped it one inch from the edge of
the desk by Kane’s seat, left it there.

“You may accept that,” he said, and Kane looked at it,
at the three-suns-in-a-triangle insignia, and watched as
Alloway produced another to put by the first. One for each
lapel. He looked back to Alloway.

“Not like that,” he said. “You'll have to explain a little.”

“I am authorized and instructed to invest you as com-
mander.” Alloway made it distinct and explicit. “Do you
refuser”

“Well, now; if you push me into that corner, yes, I do.
So?”

Alloway sniffed, looked sour, tapped a bulky folder on
his desk. “I have your service records here, Kane. I've just
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been studying them, particularly your personality profile.
I must say your reaction is precisely what one would ex-
pect from the evidence. It doesn’t do you any good, man!”

“You just tell me why I am being jumped a whole grade,”
Kane sat back, deliberately omitting any “sir.” “There has
to be a reason.” Without being in any way aware of it,
he had revived that same mild-steel tone of voice that had
silenced the clubroom only a few minutes earlier. It stung
Alloway into a brighter pink, turned his sour expression
even sourer.

“You are in no position to demand explanations—" he be-
gan, and Kane started to stand, so he swallowed the rest
of it. “Sit down, man! Oh, all right, if you must know!”
Kane sat, a small part of his mind finally identifying the
base captain’s color codings as Strategic Sector. That was a
laugh, Strategy, against an utterly unknown opposition? The
ghost of a smile touched his face, and Alloway bristled.
“You will please understand that anything said in this of-
fice between us is strictly off the record.”

“You have your wires crossed. How can you promote me
to commander, off the record?”

Alloway breathed hard. “I meant the explanation! Kane,
this will go better if you allow me to explain my way. I
have my orders. It is not my job to question them. Now
then, you know regulations well enough, I assume, to
realize that the rank of lieutenant commander is not enough
to carry the post of command of a major unit?”

Kane stared at him, for once shaken out of his habitual
calm. “You mean, to take command of a ship? Me?P”

“That is what I said. You have been appointed to the
captaincy of a ship, and service protocol demands that you
hold, at least, the rank of full commander. Hence I am
authorized to invest you in it. Is that clear?”

“Not yet.” Kane’s voice was still quiet, but it held a note
that had been known to galvanize many a torpedo bay
crew. “Now you really have to do some explaining. But
good! What ship?”
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“You wouldn’t know it, Kane. It is a new and untried
ship, something quite experimental. A prototypel”

Kane sat back, ordering himself to relax all over, driving
out the sudden and unwanted upsurge of excitement that
came. A new ship. Then the old clubroom rumor had fi-
nally come true! But like this?

“You made a start,” he said, very gently. “Now let’s hear
the rest of it. All of it. I'm not sold yet.”

i

“You xnow,” Alloway leaned back in his chair and tried
to look avuncular, “you’re a remarkable man in many ways,
Kane. As I say, I've been into your records. A regular. Five
'years service, prewar. Excellent records of performance, ex-
cellent. Almost brilliant. And quite a list of citations. Yet
you are still only a lieutenant. Have you any idea why?”

“Possibly it’s because I failed to crawl to the right people.”

“That attitude,” Alloway snapped, forgetting his pose for
the moment, “has a lot to do with it. Apparently you con-
sider yourself entitled to criticize, adversely, any and all of
your superiors and the service in general, whenever you feel
like it. And you seem much given to unorthodox, nonregu-
lation, ideas and methods.”

“I like getting results. I like methods that work. Those
citations you mention weren't got on failures.” Kane kept the
quiet edge on his voice, and Alloway shrugged wryly.

“I'm not here to argue your unfortunate mannerisms.
You're not in my department, as it happens. Anyway, what
with your undoubted abilities, and the present state of crisis
in the war . . .” He let that sentence go uncompleted.

Kane waited for him to woofle his way through to some
kind of point. CrisisP There had been a crisis of one kind
or another, regularly, every month since the first outbreak
of conflict. Kane had learned to read that as standard
propaganda fiction to keep the home audience on the boil.
Capella was a long way off, and the war effort was costing
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astronomical sums in manpower and material. Alloway
meandered through some woolly statement about a new
kind of weapon the enemy was assumed to have introduced,
and Kane grew impatient.

“About the ship?” he prompted.

“A rather special kind of ship. For some time now the
Scientific and Technological-sector of Strategic High Com-
mand has been working on a new and modified design. This
is it.” He shoved aside the dossier and produced another
folder, pushed it across. “You'll have time to study it later.
As a matter of fact, there isn’t very much there that you
don’t already know. The hull is standard, as is the layout.
The modifications are additional, and not shown there.”

Kane took the folder slowly, not opening it. He was
hooked, and he knew it. His recent determination to refuse
withered away in the light of this chance to try out some-
thing new, but some caution remained. “What about a
crew?” he demanded, and Alloway nodded to the folder.

“There are comprehensive lists in there of all the men
presently available on this base. The full commission comple-
ment of the ship will be forty-four. Eleven officers and thirty-
three ratings. For your purposes, for acceptance trials, you'll
have fourteen, including yourself of course. That’s all ex-
plained in there. You are empowered to select your crew
from those lists.”

“I can pick my own crew?” Kane was startled this time.

“It’s unorthodox,” Alloway admitted sourly. “But Scienti-
‘fic and Technological insisted on it.” His expression made it
clear that he regarded it as an insane notion. Kane frowned
over it.

“Let me get this right. I have a ship, and a skeleton
crew, for the test and trial run only, is that it?”

“That is the extent of my information. You are to take
the ship, Aspire I, with a skeleton crew, as far as Capella
Rear Guard H.Q., conducting tests and trials enroute. You
will deliver it to Senior Fleet Commodore Prudden-Taylor,
together with full records, data, and comments. What hap-
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pens after that will depend largely, I imagine, on your per-
formance and the results you turn in.”

Kane picked up the folder now, weighing it in his ‘hand,
the full magnitude of the moment beginning to get through.
Like many another, he had often speculated on what he
would do if only he was in charge for a while, but the
reality of that dream was a trifle overwhelming.

“I remind you,” Alloway inadvertently answered a ques-
tion he was just about to ask, “that this discussion between
us is confidential, that you must exercise caution in the
selection of your crew. No one is to know, prematurely,
that this is anything other than just a new ship.”

“I don’t like that. You are asking me to con a lot of good
men into risking their lives on a gamble. Who's to know
whether the damned thing will even get off the ground?”

“You are willing to' take it on, commander,” Alloway
pointed out. “Does your arrogance extend to claiming a
monopoly on nerve? Your lists are comprehensive. You
should be able to select enough men from them who are as
willing as you are to try something new!” His turn to apply
the cutting edge, and Kane acknowledged it ruefully. “In
any case, you will be accompanied by a team of scientists
who will function as observers and demonstrators for the
new devices and innovations. They are specialists, intimately
concerned with the new stuff, and responsible for it. They
are willing to back their ideas the hard way. That should
be good enough for you.”

“All right.” Kane gathered himself to stand. “How long
do I have?”

“The quicker the better. It’s up to you, but the outside
estimate is that you should be ready to take off within
forty-eight hours.”

Kane was on his feet and turning away when Alloway
recalled him and aimed a finger at the sunbursts, bright
and shiny, still resting on the desk.

“You'll need these,” he said. “Attention. Raise your right
hand. By the authority invested in me—~"

As Kane went slowly back along the corridors, sliding in

16



BEYOND CAPELLA

the careful pace that befitted Luna’s reduced gravity, his
mind simmered with plans and surmises. The size of his
new burden lay like a vague lump over everything else. A
green commander on a new and unorthodox ship could add
up to a lot of trouble. All around that worry, however, grew
a small fire of excitement. This was his opportunity to try
out a whole host of new and original ideas he had nursed in
his mind for a long while without ever really hoping for the
opportunity to test them. Clutching the folder under his arm,
he kept an eye open for a vacant briefing room, found one,
settled down to study the stuff he had been given, and to
plan accordingly. Half an hour later he was back again in
the rehabilitation area that lay between the hospital com-
plex and the drafting sector. A look at the time, and a swift
guess, diverted him from the clubroom to the nearby cafe-
teria; but a fast glance around the room told him he was
too early, so he backtracked and turned into the main gym-
nasium, a place he knew very well indeed.

He stood awhile, watching men struggling with various
appliances designed to strain their new parts into working
order, until he caught sight of a huge and splendidly mus-
cled black man, wearing only brief shorts and supervising
a small class in complicated arm movements. Kane grinned
thmly and went over, the massive instructor turning to greet
him with a brilliant grin. Diagonally across that herculean
chest and well into the flat stomach lay a hand-wide patch
of paler hide, silent testimony to the repair work that had
been done long ago to Howard Harmer, lieutenant, engineer,
and physical culture fanatic.

“Hey, Kenny!” he greeted, dismissing his class with a
wave, and carrying the gesture on into a swift feint at Kane’s
jaw. Kane parried instantly, aimed a left-footed kick that
made Harmer swerve and duck away, and grin his sincere
delight at the example of coordination.

Hi, Howie,” Kane chuckled. “One of these days you'll
slow up just enough for me to connect.”

“By which time you'll be too old to do anything about it.
Come for a workout? How’s the leg now?” Harmer stood

17



BEYOND CAPELLA

easily, poised, ready for another surprise attack, then his
eyes noticed the new insignia. “Whoa now, just a minute
there. Commander? You found out where they buried the
body, Kenny?”

Kane chuckled again. He and Harmer had first met years
ago, on the Toyota, the first of Earth’s big ships to run into
the enemy and come out on the winning side, albeit at the
cost of massive damage. In some instant but undefined way
the two had struck a bond of sympathy that had persisted
ever since, although their meetings had been few and ir-
regular. Perhaps it was that neither man had any use for
convention or stock formulae, or simply that each was com-
pletely self-contained. Either way, Kane felt closer to this
man than he did to anyone else alive.

“It’s a silly story,” he said, and his chuckle faded a little.
“You don’t want to hear it. Let it stand that I've been
jumped. Howie, you're always saying that you'd give a lot
to get out of this cripple-house and back on a ship again.
Does that still go?”

“Sure does, but it won’t happen. Man, power engineers
are a dime a dozen. Any one of the kids coming into the
service can do my job as good as I can. A power deck is
a breeze, these days. But good physiotherapists are hard
to find. So they hang on to me, you know that.”

“Come and sit. I think I have something. Keep it under
your wool for the moment, though.” Kane took him aside
and gave him the bare outline. “You see how it is? I don’t
know what the ship is going to be like, I haven't seen it.
She may turn out to be a cow, a death trap, who knows?
But if I'm taking it, I want a man down there on the power
deck that I can count on, a man who knows the way it
ought to be, and who will get on with it without having
to be pushed all the time. It's yours, Howie, if you want
it, and I won’t say a word of comment if you don’t.”

Harmer beamed. “You got yourself an engineer, Kenny.
When do I start?”

“Soon as you've eaten. Here,” Kane thumbed through his
papers, separated out a list and forms, “is your available
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personnel. Pick any four, and Howie, pick four you know
and can count on. You know what I mean. We're. going to
have to fly this ship with a third of a crew, so there’l be
no room for fumblers or trainees.”

“I like it,” Howie murmured, running a critical eye down
the list. “Yeah, I know a few of these. John Fell, hah! Henri
Calmet—he was on the Quebec with me. Oh, sure, I can
get four out of these.”

“I have now to pick myself a gunner and a good radio-
man. I'll leave you to it, Howie. See you on board.”

Harmer rose to attention, not altogether humorously, and
made a salute. “Yes, sir!” he said, and Kane went away
feeling a lot easier in his mind. The two men he wanted
were seated in the cafeteria now, over in a comer. As he
drew near, Alvarez was first to spot him and to nudge his
companion. Petrie screwed his head around, took in the
shiny new insignia, and said in a childish lisp:

“Look, it is a commander. See how the commander has
one leg which wobbles. That is because he crawls so much.
This is how one gets to be a commander.”

“Let us invite the commander to sit and share our meal.”
Alvarez took up the mockery. “Perhaps if we are kind to
him, the commander will tell us how he won the warl”

Kane stood by the table and stared down at them critically,
estimating just how much alcochol they had ingested. It
wasn’t easy. He had listened to these two often enough to
know that they were capable of pretending to be more
stoned than they really were. But they had the qualities he
wanted.

“I'm looking for two good men,” he said, and Petrie shook
his head.

“Careless of you. Lost two men already?”

“Two good men, I said.” Kane pulled out a chair and sat.
“But I'm not in a position to be choosy, so you two will
have to serve.” .

“Not so quickly.” Alvarez sobered up rapidly. “There is
something here I don't care for. Sir.”

Petrie shuddered, shook his head, peered at Kane with
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startlingly blue eyes. “Can’t say that 'm too happy about
it, either. What's it all about, sir?”

“Pay attention.” Kane had the folder tucked under his
arm, title-side inwards to hide it. “I need a more-than-
competent radio-radar man, qualified as navigator, also to
double as first officer. Is that too big for you?”

Petrie blinked, shook his head again to clear it. “Me?P
Navigator, communications and Number OneP You must be
putting me on.”

“Just answer the question. Can you do it?”

“I'll see you and raise you,” Petrie retorted. “Yes, I can!”

“Fair enough. You, Mr. Alvarez. Gunnery officer, com-
plete charge?”

“Por Dios! Very well, yes, I could do it. But—"

“Hold it!” Kane tapped the folder under his arm. “This
is a new ship, due for trials. I've been appointed C.O. I'm
picking a skeleton crew for the shakedown run. I need
men I can depend on, men who know what to look for, who
can work without having to be driven all the time. You two
have been around, you know your stuff. What about itP”

“Me and my big mouth,” Petrie groaned. “My God, a
test and trial job. That means real workl” Alvarez registered
compatible dismay.

“I can make it easier for you,” Kane said quietly. “You
can pick your own crew, between you. Six men, three for
each turret. I have a list of the availabilities right here.
Better?”

Petrie had shed almost all his fog now, and his face
showed curiosity. “What sort of a deal are you trying to
pull, Kane? Er—sir! Pick our own crew? What is this, some
kind of elaborate rib?”

“I've saved the best part for the last.” Kane slid the folder
out from under his arm, laid it incognito on the table, low-
ered his voice just a little. “Just a little while ago you were
helping to push that old rumor about a new ship, a new
supership, a secret ship that the boffins were building in
Kepler, Remember?” He skewered Petrie with steady stare,
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“You wouldn’t happen to have heard the name they were
calling that ship, by any chance?”

“I heard they were going to call it Aspire, or something
like that.”

“Right.” Kane turned the folder over to let them see the
printed name on it. “This is it! Aspire the first. Now what
about it?”

He watched both faces, but more particularly Petrie’s,
knowing that Alvarez would go along with whatever his
friend decided. At the critical moment, without waiting for
the open declaration, he said, steadily, “William Keith Pet-
rie, I hereby appoint you to serve as First Officer of Aspire
I, warship of the spacefleet of the United Nations of Earth—"

By the time he had recited the formula to Jaime Alvarez
both men were cold sober and able to sign, to pay critical
attention, to pounce on the lists and begin comparing ex-
periences and names. Kane watched them, ate untastingly,
and recalled what he had been told by a certain command-
ing officer, long ago. “The higher you get, the bigger re-
sponsibilities you carry, so shed all the little ones you can.”
After only fifteen minutes of low-voiced excitement and argu-
ment, both Petrie and Alvarez caught on to the same idea
simultaneously. The Spaniard said it.

“You are playing this very craftily, sir. You have the
command, but we select the men, and we stand the blast
if anything goes wrong, eh?”

Kane smiled, a rare thing for them. “It’s not like that,
mister. You forget, I picked you two. I'm gambling that
you'll justify it. I think you will, you catch on fast.” He
meant it as a compliment, and he went away leaving them
slightly disconcerted, but feeling a lot easier in his own
mind. Now he wanted to see the ship itself, and he had—
estimating by his watch—something like three hours to go
over it before the rest of the personnel arrived. Not long,
but enough to give him a rough idea as to just what he
had taken on.

Subsurface shuttle took him and his neat-packed “per-
sonal” bag to Kepler, his first visit to this, the acknowledged
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center of the Scientific and Technological sector of Lunar
Base. The trip gave him time to feel his new responsibilities
again, and to harden some long-held opinions. Spit and
polish, for instance, was going to be out. No technology so
far had designed the torpedo cradle, corroder-launcher or
engine room that functioned better for being polished into a
gleam. “No make-work,” he vowed, silently. “First we get
the ship flying, and functioning, and good. Then, maybe, we
can think about the pretty stuff!”

The transfer from the shuttle gave him a long view over
the crater of the boffins and it differed considerably from
Copernicus, which he knew well, and even more from the
shipyard of Eratosthenes, which he knew even better. That
was a permanent forest of standing ships and umbilical rigs,
of giant gantry cranes and grumbling track-trucks. This,
by comparison, looked disorganized and random, with oddly
shaped girder-skeletons, and guides, dishes, and antennae of
all imaginable shapes, protruding forlomly from the subsur-
face hives like a surrealist forest. But there was no need to
ask anyone which was his ship. There was only the one,
standing alone and strangely out of place by the far wall of
the crater.

He took time to study it, to look for novelty; but even to
his experienced eye there was little to see. As Alloway had
said, the hull was the standard model. The only model, now,
when ease and simplicity of construction were imperative.
Take one stout tube, fill it with a power pile, generators,
fuel tanks, workshops, main drive and steering vents, pack
all the rest of the available space with storage batteries,
and you had your main workhorse unit. Take three more
tubes, longer, bigger, not so sturdy, and arrange them
around the main unit at the apices of an equilateral tri-
angle, and these were where men lived, ate, slept, and
stood by their weapons; where you carried stores, and water
tanks, and supplies. You braced the whole together with three
sets of “Y” pieces, hollow struts that made narrow tunnels
for access from one tube to another, and you had a ship.
You named one outer tube the “Control Module,” and, in
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flight, it rode above the rest. From the control room, up
front, you had “A” tube, down on the left, and “B” tube,
down on the right.

“Except,” Kane mused, turning away, “that when you are
in dock the damned thing has to be stood on end, and
everything is cockeyed.” This was every spaceman’s lament,
and nothing could be done about it except to cut it as short
as possible. He busied himself with arrangements for crew
billets for the next forty-eight hours, for meals, stores, fuel,
clearances, the hundred-and-one fiddling details that had
to be seen to.

At last, he was free to get at the ship itself, along the
subsurface tunnel and into the concertina-tube that was
sealed to the main airlock. “My ship!” he thought, as he
crossed the threshold, and wondered if he ought to salute,

or something.

m

THE INTERIOR, immediately, smelled of fresh-cut metal and
paint, with an underlying tang of plastic. It echoed. It felt
cold and unfriendly, and awkward. He touched a hand to
the metal wall, felt a very faint vibration. The airplant and
circulators would be running, which would account for it.
This, where he now stood, was a fuel tank, as was the
“bottom” end of all three outer tubes.

He looked up along what would be a corridor once the
ship was spaceborne, put his hand on the handrail, now
doing duty as a ladder, and began to climb, slowly. His
eyes were alert for small details, things like unsmoothed
edges, neglected scraps of plastic laminate, missing bulk-
head lamps—a common complaint—ungreased safety-door
hinges, but he was pleasantly disappointed. The boffins had
been thorough. On and up through the main water tank
and the airplant, which was running, as he had assumed.
Still up and through the food and light stores space, making
sure the main hatch was secure. That one was always a
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trouble. A great slab of metal thirty feet a side and curved
to fit the tube, it lifted off whenever anything massive had
to come aboard and was situated conveniently for straight-
through access to the tunnel that led down into the power
tube workshop; but it was a devil to reseat accurately. If
it was botched, the least you could expect was constant
overrunning of the airplant to make up for leakage; the
worst was something Kane chose not to think about. Once,
long ago, he had been one of the emergency gang who had
to suit up and go into the grub-space to drag out the lifeless
bodies of three men who had been in there when the “bamn
door” broke free as the result of an enemy strike. He didn’t
care to recall it now.

On up, stll sweeping the scene with critical eye, into the
main messroom, and stop to try to picture this as it would
be when shifted ninety degrees around. He was mildly im-
pressed. Shipyard Command seemed to have the idea that
any metal box was good enough for men to eat in, and
anything with flat surfaces in the appropriate places was
good enough to serve as a chair or table, but this was, by
comparison, lavish. There was sponge plastic on what would
be the floor. The chairs and tables were civilized. And there
were no less than three autochefs against the bulkhead. One
of the minor irritants of ship life was the need to stand in
line and fume whenever circumstances permitted a precious
rest break, and many and rare were the dodges whereby
one contrived to “get there firstl” With three servers and
only fourteen crew, Kane could scratch that small nuisance,
at any rate.

On and up once more, and now he came to the cabin
space. There were four, two a side. He reasoned it out
mentally. One for the commanding officer, one for the two
senior lieutenants to share. The four junior lieutenants would
share the other two. And any cadets would have the privi-
lege of slinging their hammocks in the corridor between.
That would be with full complement. But now, he shoved
open the door of the senior cabin and dumped his personal
bag inside, that would be his. Petrie, Alvarez and Harmer
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could also have one each. Luxury! He grinned wryly and
went on to the last and most important section of the entire
ship, the control room.

Now, at last, he felt a touch of awe—and humility. All
this, and he would be carrying it on his shoulders. There
was his control deck and chair, the seat of honor—and woe
—with the main screen right before him, peripheral and
astern. screens clustered around, navigator on his left, gunner
on his right, computer at his back, where he could swivel
and study it, and swing back—Kane emerged from his
semidaydredm with a start and a sudden tingle of interest.
That was some computerl He scrambled across to study it,
cursing the wrong angles of everything, in his mounting
excitement. Part of the wide board was quietly alive with
some program or other. He released the lock on his chair,
realigned it, sat and studied for a moment the chittering
pattern of lights, not hoping to guess what was in hand
but merely how much of the capacity was being used. It
was a beautiful machine, taking his memory back to the
haleyon days of prewar, when every flight was an adven-
ture and the computer was one of the most important secon-
dary items on any ship.

This was a digital-analog hybrid, and though there were
some features unfamiliar to him, for the most part he felt
at home with it. He looked about swiftly for the manual,
found it hanging on a hook—that was familiar, too—and
settled down to study it, skipping the routine stuff, search-
ing for the bits he needed. His excitement grew. It was a
beautiful machine. He was deeply engrossed in the tryout
motions of patching in leads from the three control panels
and humming under his breath, when he was jolted back
into here and now awareness by a sharp and imperio