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One year there was even a gift for Carlos, a postcard pic-
ture of a clumsy metal monster that climbed over bright
rocks under a dead black sky on long lever-legs with fat-tired
wheels for feet. “La arafia de la luna,” he called it. The spi-
der of the Moon.

“Muchas gracias, don Ignacio.” He bowed in awed ap-
preciation. “When I become a man, I will learn to guide the
starbirds and ride the iron spiders over the rocks of the
Moon.”

“Aie, muchachito. Qué tonto!” Don Ignacio tossed his
scrawny shoulders and spat the brown juice of tobacco into
the dusty street. “No es posible.”

The Moon had no room for los pobres peénes. The va-
queros of space were men of courage and learning, chosen
for vast machismo. The don himself had been allowed to
touch the monstrous spiders only when he searched them
for insects in the computers that were their brains. Listen-
ing humbly, Carlos resolved to master the skills of those dar-
ing gringo vaqueros and become himself a man of great
machismo.

He worked hard at his lessons in the village school, even
harder after Don Ignacio came home again to speak of swifter
starbirds that could vanish faster than a lightning flash and
alight in an instant somewhere far off among the stars. The
don told of the great Mission StarSeed, which was to build a
hundred such phenomenal machines. They would carry
colonists farther than telescopes could see, to inhabit new
worlds too strange to be imagined.

Pijaros maravillosos, the don called them. Birds of won-
der, they were already flying, lifting the fortunate few from
the sin-pits of Earth to dwell forever in the sky. Dreadful
chariots of paradise, they rose with deafening thunder and
lightning that blinded those who dared to watch.

What, Carlos dared to ask, was known of those islands of
paradise?
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Nada. The don shook his lean-boned head. Nothing at
all, because no ships came back. Return was forbidden by
some mysterious law of space. Yet new crews of fearless star-
men were always waiting to go when they could, and the
clever evangelistas of Mission StarSeed always found more
dollars to continue the building of those miraculous ships.

Truly, could the stars have people of their own? Carlos’s
duty was to herd his father’s goats. When winter nights found
him shivering on the hills with them, and fearful of howling
coyotes, he used to watch the sky and wonder. Would such
beings be angels? Or devils, perhaps, waiting to capture men
for the flames of hell?

He used to tremble when Father Francisco spoke of souls
screaming in the pits of never-ending eternal pain. Yet, kneel-
ing with his mother at mass, he always begged los santos to
aid his escape from the dust and mud and want of Cuerno del
Oro and open his way to the stars.

Mission StarSeed became as holy to him as los milagros
of Jesus and the promise of paraiso were to his mother and
Father Francisco. He was saddened when the don told of the
Fairshare faniticos. Their deeds of sabotage became sins be-
yond belief.

“Por qué?” He saw the don waiting for him to say the
English word. “Why?”

“Estin locos!” The don drowned an unfortunate fly with
a jet of tobacco juice. “They imagine the stars to be the
abodes of actual angels in danger from invading starmen,
whom they denounce as los demonios del espacio. They plot
to kill the birds of space, creating severe difficulties for the
Mission.”

Troubled, he waited in the confession stall to speak of his
longings for those unknown worlds.

“Would El Dios Grandioso allow such lands to exist?” he
asked Father Francisco. Would He allow a simple man to
reach the heavens without the pain of death? Perhaps to
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make new gardens to grow the fruits of Earth and live among
los santos as his mother longed to, beyond the earthly bur-
dens of ignorance and evil?

“Think more of your catechism, my child,” el padre ad-
vised him, “and less of riddles that only El Dios Himself
could ever answer.”

When he asked his mother, she begged him to forget the
birds of space and all such devices of Satanis. His unholy
dreams had become a hazard to his soul. Born a simple
campesino, he must content himself to die a simple
campesino.

His father was gone by then, wading the river to find em-
ployment in el norte. Preparing to follow when he had grown
to fit his name, he led his classes at la escuela. He studied in-
glés when he found a friend who knew it. He learned from
the dusty books the don had used, texts of science and math.
When the don gave him a dead computer, he studied its doc-
uments and learned to revive it.

The computer became his buen amigo, a friend who
spoke a language he came to love for its purity and beauty. A
simple language, whose words were only one and zero, yet a
tongue of truth, allowing neither doubt nor duplicity. The
computer put him on the path that lead toward the stars, and
showed him the vast distance he had to go. When dollars
came back from his father, his mother promised to let him
go on to the university.

Sadly, however, the money stopped.

“Qué listima!” his mother moaned. “I fear for him. And
for your own great plans, hijo mio.”

When Don Ignacio returned for the next fiesta, they
asked him for news. He spat a quick jet at an ant and observed
that those too greedy for money sometimes became the vic-
tims of evil men or gringo law. A warning that Father Fran-
cisco advised him to heed. He got no comfort from el padre,
however, when his mother was stricken with a malady of the
heart which la curandera couldn’ cure.
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It was his mother’s younger sister who came home from
Hermosillo to care for her, and it was Don Ignacio himself
who restored his hope to know the stars. Instead of return-
ing to el norte, the don opened a computer shop in Chi-
huahua City and gave him a job there, with time to study
computer science at the university. The first year he did lit-
tle except sweep the floors, unpack new computers, and greet
customers when the don was busy. By the second year, how-
ever, he had learned to diagnose the common ills of com-
puters and relieve them of defective chips and disabling
viruses.

He was near graduation when el padre called him home. His
aunt had fallen ill and returned to Hermosillo, leaving his
mother confined to her bed. All her prayers and tears had
never brought his father back. Carlos made the little food she
could eat, lifted her when she had to be lifted, and kept a can-
dle burning for her in the church.

She blessed him before the saints received her, and told
him where to find the American dollars his father had sent,
dollars she had buried in a glass jar under the floor because
she was afraid to spend them. Trusting los santos, he left
Cuerno del Oro to search out his way to the stars.

New electronic devices were punishing those who tried
to wade the river, and half his dollars had to go for papers to
let him cross the bridge from Judrez. Beyond the mountains,
a Las Cruces contractor picked him up and took him on to a
tall fence of woven steel that was hung with yellow signs of
danger. The wide arch above the gate was lettered,

We Seed the Stars

Clumps of dead, black stubble scattered the desert be-
yond, which the Spanish explorers had named Jornado del
Muerto, the Journey of Death. Takeoff flashes, the contrac-
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tor said, had killed the brush. When Carlos asked about the
starbirds, he pointed to a thin silver bullet shape aimed into
the dusty sky a dozen kilometers beyond the gate.

“Number Ninety-nine,” the contractor said. “Taking off
tonight.”

He had no badge to show the guard at the gate. The con-
tractor left him with a little group of people standing outside
under a drooping Fairshare banner. Most of them young,
they looked as road-worn as he was, sunburnt and grimed
with sweat-caked dust. They carried battered signs:

ALIEN RIGHTS!
SAVE THE STARS!
EARTH’S ENOUGH!

A van from a wrecking yard followed the contractor
through the gate, and then a taxi with a woman and two small
children in the backseat. He saw her from the edge of the
road when the taxi stopped. Una rubia, young and very fair,
with a beauty that took his breath. He smiled at the little girl,
but she never looked toward him.

Wondering who they were, he envied those of wealth
and learning and power who might hope to earn la rubia’s
friendship. The don had warned him of those proud masters
of the birds of space. They were often clever and sometimes
kind, but they scorned mojados like himself, said to come wet
from swimming the river. La rubia’s world was not for him,
but he let his eyes follow the cab through the gate.

When the road was empty again, the Fairshare people
dropped their signs and invited him to the ragged tents where
they had camped. Sharing their lunch of stale fast food and
melting candy bars, they spoke of their long war to stop or
delay the StarSeed flights. He thanked them for the food and
asked them why the starbirds should not fly.

“Look back, my friend.” The speaker scowled through a
dirty wisp of beard. “Look back at all we’ve done to the
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forests and rivers and native cultures of our own Earth. What
right have we to foul the stars?”

Carefully polite, he said that he wished only to visit the
stars for himself.

“You're a little late for that.” Laughing at him, a sun-
blistered girl turned to gesture toward that far silver tower.
“The Mission’s finished. We’ve killed their crazy dream of an-
other hundred ships. Even killed one of their first. Number
Ninety-nine will be the last. It’s taking off tonight.”

He felt sick.

“Es posible?” His inglés came slowly, because he still
thought in Spanish. “Could one get aboard?”

“Stow away?”

“Is that possible?”

She laughed again, but a man in blue coveralls turned to
study him.

“Why not?” Eyes narrowed, the man looked at the girl.
“A man might try. With guts enough and luck enough. And
a little money.”

He could pray for el machismo y la suerte, the guts and
the luck. He emptied his pockets to show the dollars he had
left. The man counted them, nodded for the girl to follow
him out of the tent, and came back to say that perhaps his dol-
lars were enough.

“I’ve been inside, looking for one last chance to hit the
Mission.” He glanced toward the gate and dropped his voice.
“Unloading trucks with supplies for Ninety-nine. Pushing
dollies and stowing cargo till they laid me off. If you want my
badge, we might strike a deal.”

He wanted the badge. The girl wanted his dollars. Gen-
erous, the man gave him the blue coveralls as well as the
badge, made him a rough map of the ship, and even marked
a spot where perhaps he could hide.

“If you have to talk, say you’re on the clean-up crew,” the
man told him. “They wear the coveralls. The foreman’s
named O’Hara. Better duck him. Ride the elevator up to the
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and breathing hard. “You ain’t grown up, not by a damn
sight. Better cast out the evil rotting your soul, or you’ll wind
up in hell.”

“I ain’t afraid of hell.”

“Down on your knees!” The preacher unbuckled his belt.
“And beg the Lord’s forgiveness—”

“I don’t need to pray.” He shook his head, grinning. “I
know a better way. When I get ready for heaven, I'll go to
New Mexico and ride up to it on one of them quantum ships.”

“Godless—” The preacher stripped off the belt. “You
godless whelp!”

“Joseph!” His mother caught the preacher’s arm. “For
Jesus’ sake, not today!”

“For your mother’s sake,” the preacher muttered, and sat
down, but in a moment he was shouting again. “You hell-bent
kid, you ain’t to touch my new pickup. Not till you can kneel
with your mother and me and make your peace with God.”

He never knelt. Before daylight next morning he took the
preacher’s wallet and the keys to the red Chevy pickup and
drove west to try his luck in Las Vegas. Near Flagstaff, he ran
off a curve and totaled the pickup. When the police brought
him home, the preacher told them to take him on to the
lockup where he belonged, but his mother begged till they
agreed to drop the charges and send him to a military school.

He got by for a few years there, till an angry instructor
accused him of cheating. The commandant ordered him ex-
pelled, but he struck first. Writing checks on the preacher’s
account, he disappeared with the commandant’s daughter in
the commandant’s brand-new Cadillac. The car was found a
few days later, abandoned and out of gas, the girl sprawled in
the backseat, dead drunk.

Missing for months, he was arrested again on narcotics
charges and spent three years in a Texas prison. His parents
had separated before he got out. The preacher wanted no
more of him. Living on Social Security, his mother prayed
for him and promised to do anything she could. He forged a
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check to clean out her savings and called]ohnny Vega, a one-
time cellmate who was now back in El Paso.

“Juanito? Remember me?”

“WhO? ”»

“Jonas Roak. They used to call me Whale-Bait.”

“Back then?” Vega didn’t want to think about it. He was
driving a taxi, making a new life for himself and his new wife
with two new kids. He had no money to spare.

“Hold it, amigo,” Jonas begged before he could hang up.
“Un minuto. Remember how we used to talk about the quan-
tum ships? You told me how you’d seen them taking off. A
sure getaway from all the cops and pens, remember?”

“I'still see ’em,” Vega said. “Lightning and thunder in the
north a couple of times a year.”

“Remember how we used to plan our final getaway?”

“You in trouble?”

“Not just now, but I've had too much of this whole damn
world. If them ships do go out to find new planets—”

“You're loco!” Vega laughed. “Crazy as you ever were.
Better beg Huntsville to let you back inside.”

Crazy or not, he bought a ticket to El Paso and rang Vega’s
number again. The new wife picked up the phone and told
him to get lost. He hitchhiked to Las Cruces and found
StarSeed headquarters. A busy woman in the front office
asked what he wanted, and told him the Mission couldn’t use
him. He’d never get to space, not without high-tech skills or
high-up contacts.

Yet he stayed to talk to the Fairshare pickets outside.
They were protesting a takeoff due that night. He waited with
them to see it from the motel parking lot. Sirens howling, the
police stopped traffic on the streets and warned people to
cover their eyes. Watching through dark glasses, they
counted the minutes and seconds.

He found the takeoff itself a little disappointing. The site
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was still fifty miles away. Mountains blocked most of the flash,
though the lifting ship did burn a hot bright line to the top of
the sky. The sonic boom was only a muffled rumble, a long time
coming, yet the wonder of it woke something he had never felt.
If the ships really went out where men had never been . . .

“Sucker bait!” A Fairshare organizer laughed when he
tried to ask how he might get aboard another ship. “Thou-
sands take the hook. God knows how or where they end up.
Dead or alive, or nowhere at all. A man’s a damn fool to think
about it.”

But he was tired of trouble. He did think about it. A con-
tractor was recruiting a crew to clear a new launch site. Ask-
ing no questions, the man looked him over, gave him a pass,
and put him on a bus. The job kept him sweating all dav in
the desert, clearing rocks and charred stumps off the new site,
but he could watch the trucks and cranes around a new ship
on its launch pad, tall and shining in the sun.

Could StarSeed give him the second chance the prison
chaplain used to promise? If he really straightened up, if he
learned enough and worked hard enough, like his mother
used to say?

He resolved to try.

With the Tex-Mex Spanish he had learned in prison, he
got along with the foreman and his fellow workers. The
quantum engineers were another challenge. They spoke a
language of their own and worked at tasks he never entirely
understood. His dream dimmed till he got help from Mort
Nunin, the Fairshare organizer who brought his volunteers
to march against the Mission.

Nunin was a shrewd, bald, thickset cynic who smoked vile
cigars but always had money for beers and time to relay ru-
mors of Mission affairs, most of them ugly. StarSeed was a
scam, promoted by crooks who skimmed off the top of the
take. Maybe the engineers were crazy enough to think they
were sending explorers to the frontiers of paradise; maybe
they were just plain crazy.
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Aaron Zeeland didn’t care. Maybe crazier than the engi-
neers, Nunin said, but he was president of Fairshare and the
chief financier of the war against the Mission, with money to
pay for anything Roak could learn inside the fence. Reports
of problems in the Mission. Anything to help him kill it.

Roak refused at first. He felt awed by the towering splen-
dor of the quantum craft. He lost heart, however, as he saw
ship after ship taking off without him. The girls at the motel
reserved themselves for richer men. Drinking Nunin’s beer,
he began taking money for the gossip he heard.

Only a few dollars now and then, tips for small facts that
never seemed to matter. He’d do better, Nunin said, with a
job that would give him better contacts and better informa-
tion. He let Nunin sign him up for night classes in remedial
math and science, let Nunin invent a prettier picture of his
past and teach him to speak better English. Sweating less and
earning more, he had just been named a launch inspector
when the preacher wrote that his mother was dead. The news

hardly troubled him.
. J

“Perfect for us!” Enthusiastic about the new job, Nunin drove
him to Juérez for fajitas and an evening in the bars. “You’ll
be boarding every departing craft to certify the fusion engines
and quantum converters. You’ll be meeting officers and en-
gineers, hearing all they know.”

Doubtfully, he shook his head. “They’ll wonder how I got
the job.”

“Not if you play it right.” Nunin ordered another round
of margaritas. “I’ll drill you on the basics and the patter.”

“I'm afraid—"

“No great risk.” Nunin shrugged. “Don’t talk when you
don’t have to. Just ask questions and act like you understand.
The takeoffs are all you have to care about. What happens
later is no skin off your tail.”

He felt jittery at first, crouching in the bunker time after



26 JACK WILLIAMSON

time to watch ships blazing into oblivion. When none blew
up on the pad, he began to enjoy himself. Nunin was gener-
ous with the bonuses. He dreaded the takeoff of Ninety-nine
and the end of everything.

“Maybe your best luck yet.” Nunin grinned. “Zeeland
wants to see you in Albuquerque to talk about a special as-
signment.”

Nunin took him to Albuquerque in a driverless electric Cadil-
lac. In the Fairshare offices, a leggy blond called Zeeland out
to meet them. The financier was a big, soft, fair man with
round blue eyes in a round hairless head. He stood a moment
blinking as if the light were too bright before he gave them
a wide baby smile.

“Mr. Roak, you've done good work for us.” His voice was
as soft as his warm, pink hand. “Come on in.”

Nunin waited outside, drinking coffee with the blond.
Roak followed Zeeland into a huge corner room with a wide
view of thunderclouds billowing above the rugged Sandia
crest a few miles east. Zeeland waited for him to take in the
antique Navajo blanket that hung above the Taxco silver and
rare Pueblo pottery arrayed on the mantel above a massive
fieldstone fireplace. The wall behind a wide marble-topped
desk was covered with photos of crumbling glaciers, flooded
ciges, and dust-drifted farms.

“The cost of the Mission.” Zeeland scowled at the pho-
tos. “The idiots are trashing the planet before they take off.”

“Whatever they did is already done.” He stood wonder-
ing what Zeeland wanted. “Ninety-nine’s the final ship.”

“But I want to make certain.”

“Aren’t we certain already? One Hundred’s junked for
lack of funds to finish it. Salvage crews are already trucking
the wreckage away. The Mission’s over.”

“Are you sure?”

“I'm there.” He peered into the smooth baby face, won-
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dering what it hid. “I listen. Top people say it’s dead. Thanks
to Mission mismanagement. Funds always short. Paychecks
delayed. Bills unpaid. Ugly rumors about Herman Stecker.”

“Let’s talk about it.” Zeeland gestured at a bar in the end
of the room. “Over a drink.”

Moving with a shambling, bearlike grace, he brought two
glasses of ice, a silver carafe of water, and a bottle of scotch.
Waiting, Roak studied the Mexican silver, the Zuni pottery,
the Navajo blankets. He thought of the unpaid volunteers he
had seen marching under the desert sun. Zeeland had done
better for himself.

“My question.” He poured himself a generous drink and
pushed the bottle across the desk. “What’s so ugly about
Herman Stecker?”

“All T know is what I hear.”

“Let’s have it.”

“Stecker’s run the Mission like his own empire. Flies a lux-
ury jet. Lives in luxury hotels. Entertains like a prince.
Charges it all to the Mission.”

“He’s gone too far?”

“Milked the Mission dry. Ninety-nine will be the last
takeoff. Old hands used to dream of another hundred ships,
but that will never happen.”

“Not if I can stop it!” Zeeland stiffened, that soft, pink
jaw set in the scowl of a baby about to lose its bottle. “That’s
your new assignment, Mr. Roak. To make damn sure.”

“Really, sir.” Roak shrank back, alarmed by the violence
boiling in the financier. “I'm already sure.”

Ignoring him, Zeeland bent to pull a desk drawer open.
He reached into it, hesitated, and pushed it shut again. He
drained his glass, set it back, and leaned to fix that baby glare
on Roak.

“I trust Mort Nunin,” he muttered at last. “He knows
your record, and he says you’re our man for a very delicate
errand.”

“Yes?”
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He waited till Zeeland asked, “You know why Fairshare
exists?”

“I’'ve read Dr. Zeeland’s book—was he your father?”

“My uncle.”

“I know his theory that the takeoff trails increase global
warming—"

“Theory?” The child voice grew shrill. “Look at the facts!
The takeoff flashes disturb the upper atmosphere. Disturb
world climates.” He gestured at the photo murals. “Glaciers
melting. Sea levels rising. Deserts spreading. Hurricanes,
famines, floods—”

Checking himself, he reached for the bottle, set it back,
and intently bent closer.

“Mr. Roak, the Mission orphaned me!” His voice had
turned bitter. “Let me tell you how. My father had a twin.
Classmates at MI'T, they were a genius team. They invented
the quantum wave drive and got obsessed with the damfool
notion that they could sow the human seed across the galax-
ies.

“The actual founders of StarSeed Mission, they lost con-
trol to operators slick enough to peddle the lunatic dream.
When the first ship was ready, the promoters granted them
passage for only two. Both married by then, they wouldn’t
leave their wives. They flipped a coin. My parents went out,
and left me with Uncle Harry.

“Id begged to go, and I felt like I was dead. My uncle felt
cheated and soon grew bitter against the Mission. Used his
science to model the climatic effects of the takeoff flashes.
Tried to warn the Mission leaders, a crazy mix of star-mad
dreamers and money-mad promoters. They laughed at him.
He set up Fairshare to stop their suicidal project.”

Zeeland was speaking faster, his fat face reddening. He
stopped to mop it with a white silk handkerchief.

“Sorry if I secem emotional, but it still gets to me. I came
to love my uncle. When he had to give up the management
of Fairshare, I promised to take it over. And here we are.”
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Zeeland caught a wheezy breath and wiped his face again.
“That’s my story, Mr. Roak. The reason for this last assign-
ment. Your final job for us.”

Zeeland sat breathing hard till he seemed a little calmer,
and went back to the bar for more ice. He filled his glass and
pushed the scotch across the desk.

“Let’s drink to it.”

“Not yet.” Roak pushed the bottle aside. “Frankly, sir, |
don’t quite get you. I think your victory is already won. The
Mission’s dead—"

The round baby face reddened again, and the baby voice
exploded. “We’ve tried hard enough to kill it. You can make
StarSeed dead to stay.”

“So what do you want me to do?”

“You’re there on the spot. You blow up Ninety-nine as it
lifts out of the launch pit. A final public signal that the Mis-
sion’s really done for.”

Roak sat shaking his head.

“Fifty thousand.” He felt dazed at the madness behind the
baby grin. “Fifty thousand clear. Ten here and now. Mr.
Nunin will hold the other forty till he sees the ship explode.”

“Sir . ..” He held up his hand. “I don’t know. . . .”

Zeeland was again bent over the drawer. Gingerly lifting
a heavy little device cased in dull gray plastic, he laid it be-
fore him on the desk.

“Two kilos of plastic explosive, already wired to the timer
and igniter. You will have it in your briefcase when you make
your last inspection. Set the timer for ignition at the moment
of the scheduled takeoff. Plant it where it’s safe and get off
the ship.”
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“Butit’s so big. . ..”

Day choked up and squeezed the doll tighter. The driver
was lifting three small bags out of the cab. The guard set them
on his scales.

“Too bad.” He tried to warm his voice. “The ship does look
big, but we have to load another ninety people. For kids the
limit on personal effects is only five kilos. Your bag’s already four
point nine. That means your panda friend will have to wait.”

She turned to her mother, blinking hard. Rima gulped
and said nothing.

“Please, sir.” She kissed the panda’s nose and handed it
back to the driver. “Please won’t you take care of Me Me? Till
we get back?”

“Don’t you know—" The driver caught himself and set
the doll beside him in the cab. “Sure, sis. I have a little girl
named Velda. She’ll take good care of Me Me.”

The guard set the bags on a conveyor. Rima wiped her
eyes and paid the driver. Catching the children’s hands, she
led them up the ramp and stopped at the edge of the concrete
pad, turning with them to gaze out across the fire-scarred
landscape.

“Look around us,” she urged them. “All around!”

“Why?” Kip muttered. “It’s all so black and ugly.”

“The ground is burnt here, but look at the hills. Try to
remember how white and bright they are, under the new
snow beyond the flash-burnt plain. Snow! The sky so blue
and clean! Our own good Earth! Take a long look.”

Kip shrugged. Day stood waving after the departing cab.
Rima was turning to lead them aboard when Captain Alt
came off the ship. A seasoned veteran of space, graying at the
temples but still hard and straight in his Mission green-and-
gold, Alt had returned from Farside Moon Base to take this
last command.

“Rima!” He caught her in his arms and held her away
from him to search her face. “Are you sure?”
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“I’'m sure.”

“I do want you with us, but the children—" He looked
down at them and sharply back at her. “You’re really sure?”

“It’s cost a lot of sleep.” She made a wry mouth. “But you
know my situation. The Mission’s gone and my job with it.
I've got the kids to care for, and this looks better than any-
thing we’re leaving. I talked to Kip about it. He takes it as a
great adventure.”

“The greatest.”

He caught her hand for a moment and went on down
the ramp to a temporary platform set up for the waiting
media.

“Fairshare, sir?” The first question was shouted from the
back row. “What do you think of them?”

“I’'ve met them.” He tipped his head toward the distant
gate. “They’re sincere about environmental harm to Earth.
I think they’re wrong, but I agree that we’re flying into dan-
ger. Our basic difference is assumption and philosophy. They
imagine the galaxies are full of Earth-like planets inhabited
by innocent primitives we might mistreat the way Cortés
and Pizarro misused the Aztecs and the Incas.

“We’re not conquistadores. We are pledged to respect the
rights of any life we find. Frankly, however, we have found
no evidence of the friendly universe they assume. We’re
launching a hundred wavecraft instead of four or five because
we can’t be sure of reaching any world where humankind
might survive. An ugly risk, but we’re playing for the ultimate
survival of mankind.

“Primitive life-forms may be common, most of them
perhaps hard to identify as life at all. All the evidence, how-
ever, indicates thatintelligence is rare. Ours may be unique.
We can be pretty certain nobody else has developed quan-
tum wave technology. Otherwise they’d have been here. If
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we find a universe empty of sentience, it’s surely ours to
claim.”

“Captain?” A lanky man in the front row raised a hesitant
voice. “A more personal question, if you don’t mind. With
odds like that, what brings you yourself to the Mission?”

“I accept the risks.” He nodded soberly. “Because of our
goal. Escape from our gravity trap. Before wavecraft, we were
prisoners here, doomed to suffer all the vicissitudes of our
small planet and finally perish like the trilobites and di-
nosaurs. The Mission exists to scatter our seed wherever we
happen to land, every ship another pod. When you look at
that—the final survival of our kind—odds hardly matter.”

“Have you no regrets?” the reporter persisted. “For your
own family? For all the friends you must be leaving? For the
world you’ll never see again?”

“It hurts.” He nodded, with a lingering glance at the
white dust of snow on the distant mountains. “But I’'m ready.
My wife’s gone. We had no children. My estate is helping
fund this final flight.

“And look at Ninety-nine!”

His weathered face warmed with a sudden smile, he
turned to gesture at the wavecraft, a thin silver projectile
poised over the launch pit behind him.

“My Farside tour was over. I'd planned to travel, maybe
write a history of lunar exploration, play a bit of golf. Noth-
ing that really mattered to me. This command is a new life.
It excites me. If you want to know how I feel, think of Mag-
ellan. Think of the Apollo astronauts.”

“Jane Blake, Global Vues.” Two rows back, a stocky, rust
roan woman slung a holocam to her shoulder and came to
her feet, announcing herself in the voice of a hoarse bullfrog.
“You’ve been launching these so-called sced ships for nearly
twenty years. They've cost a lot of money and carried a lot
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of good people off Earth. Off to nowhere. You’re admitting
now that most of them have died. Right?”

Sober-faced, he nodded.

“Your Mission StarSeed?” she challenged him. “It looks
to me, to a lot of us, like a very crazy game. Can you explain
the game, the risks and the rules? In words that we can un-
derstand?”

“I can try.” Alt shrugged rather wryly and paused for a
moment to find the words. “Though there is no way to esti-
mate the risks. And we don’t make the rules. They come out
of physics. Relativity. Fractals. Chaos theory. Quantum sci-
ence.”

She swung her holocam to scan the shimmering hull, and
he waited for the lens to return.

“Thanks.” An ironic snort. “Go on.”

“Taking off, the ships flash and vanish because they have
become virtual waves, moving at the speed of light—"

“What’s a virtual wave?”

“I'll try.” He shrugged again. “Though the science gets
abstract. Briefly, quantum mechanics gives every particle cer-
tain aspects of a wave. Taking off, the ship may be regarded
as a virtual quantum particle converted into a virtual quan-
tum wave. As a wave packet, it has no definable parameters.
No measurable mass or velocity or position. Reconverted to
a virtual particle at the point of destination, it recovers the
aspects of momentum and location.

“If you get that.”

“I don’t.” She swung her holocam to sweep the faces
around her, most of them frowning. “Who does?”

“The paradoxes can seem confusing.” He nodded
sympathetically, trying to restrain a grin. “We do prove
the theory, however, with every takeoff. Though they
Inay seem contrary to common sense, the relativistic para-
doxes make wave flight feasible. Time slows as speed
increases. It stops at the velocity of light. A flight may last
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a thousand years, as we on Earth perceive the time. Per-
haps a million years. Only an instant, however, on the ship
itself.”

“How do you know?” Her voice sharpened. “If they never
get back?”

“They can’t return.” His grin turned quizzical. “Because
the reconversion has to happen somewhere in the future.
Probably in the very distant future. Perhaps a billion years
from now. Maybe ten billion, when you think of the odds.
We’ll never know, because time runs only one way.”

“Thank you, Captain.” Her tone ironic, she swept her
lens from him to the ship. “That suggests another question.
If time stands still and they’re frozen on the ship, how do they
steer it?”

“They can’t,” he said. “Or stop it either. If you recall the
paradox, they can’t even know where they are. Literally
they’re nowhere. The ship is a waveform that moves on until
it encounters a gravity field strong enough to reverse the
launch conversion.”

“A planet?”

“More likely a star. Nothing else has the concentrated
mass.”

“So they land on a star? Like our sun?”

“I hope not.” He shrugged at her mocking tone. “We have
auxiliary nuclear rockets. Once out of quantum mode, we can
move under rocket thrust within a planetary system. With
luck, we have a chance to reach some Earth-like planet where
we can land and live.”

“Suppose you don’t hit a star?” Eyes narrowed, she low-
ered the holocam. “Or anything big enough?”

“That probably happens. Often, I imagine. One strong
reason we’re launching a hundred ships.”

“What becomes of those that don’t get stopped?”

“Nothing nice.” He made a wry grimace. “Ultimately,
suppose, interference from cosmic dust and debris would de-
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grade the waveform. Scatter it, finally, into a burst of gamma
radiation.”

“You’re welcome to your flight.” Lips tight, she lowered
the lens and shook her head. “I'll stay home.”

A jet had come down on the nearby airstrip. Now a Jeep came
roaring to the ramp in a cloud of yellow dust, horn howling.
Holocams swung to pick up Mission Director Herman
Stecker as he tumbled out of it and came striding to the plat-
form, another Mission man trotting behind him. Alt turned
to greet them.

Younger than the captain, Stecker made a dapper figure
in stylish crimson mods, his golden hair waved and long. His
companion was more rumpled than modish. Wearing a black
beret and black sunglasses, he prowled around the edge of the
group till he found a vacant chair. Sliding into it, he sat watch-
ing Stecker with a sardonic grin.

Stecker sprang to the platform. Ignoring Alt’s extended
hand, he stepped forward and posed like a model for the
lenses before he turned to the lectern. With a gesture for si-
lence, he let his well-practiced voice roll out into the flash-
blackened desert.

“Fellow citizens of the universe . . .” He shook a gold-
nailed finger to reprove a reporter’s grin. “That’s who we are,
we in StarSeed. More than just Americans or Asians, Latins
or Russians, we have become the champions of our species,
striving against ultimate extinction.”

He paused for effect, and shrugged in comic dismay when
Captain Alt lost his balance and nearly fell on the steps in his
retreat from the platform. With a murmur of assumed regret,
he turned to lift his voice again, now above the rumble of a
passing truck.

“Here on the launch site, we kneel at the altar of a mag-
nificent dream, our grand plan to sow the human species
across the virgin worlds of other suns, even those in distant
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galaxies. If we succeed, our race may live forever. Ultimately,
we may rule the universe! Our sacrifice has been enormous,
in resources depleted, in herculean effort, in precious human
lives. Through twenty years of devotion to that noble cause,
we have offered almost a hundred of these splendid wavecraft

and ten thousand daring volunteers.
“If we fail . ..”

His words were drowned by the roar of trucks lumbering off
the site, loaded with salvaged steel from dismantled cranes
and gantries. With a shrug of exasperation, he stood waiting
for them to pass.

“Alt just told us that,” Jane Blake murmured to the man
beside her. “In plainer English.”

Perhaps he heard her. Flushing, he concluded the brief-
ing and climbed the ramp to follow Alt aboard Ninety-nine.
The jet waited for him on the airstrip. The driver sat sweat-
ing in the Jeep, but Director Stecker never came off the ship.

It was Captain Alt who finally emerged, tight-lipped and
looking dazed. His shaking hand clutched a crumpled enve-
lope. Without another word to anybody else, he had the driv-
er take him to the jet.

The media departed. Security closed the gates, cleared the
area, and broadcast warnings of the takeoff flash. The Fair-
share protesters piled their tents and sleeping bags into their
ancient vans and drove away. Launch crews reported to their
work stations in the underground bunkers. Sirens hooted,
diesels droned, and the ship sank smoothly into the launch pit.

Mort Nunin had called the launch complex a few hours be-
fore the scheduled takeoff, asking for Captain Alt. He gave
no name; the matter was confidential. The operator told him
that Alt was no longer available, and put him through to First
Officer Glengarth.
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“I'm calling as a friend of the Mission,” he said. “I have
informadion that a Fairshare agent is aboard Ninety-nine,
planning mischief.”

“Can you identify the agent?”

“He’s employed by Aaron Zeeland. I didn’t learn the
name. I’'m informed, however, that Zeeland is planning a
coup, something dramatic enough to finish the Mission for-
ever.”

Nunin hung up. Glengarth called the captain’s cabin and
had to wait half a minute before he heard the rusty growl of
Jake Hinch, the man who had come aboard with Stecker.
Hinch listened, made him wait again, and finally snarled,
“So what?”

“A question for Captain Stecker,” he said. “You can tell
him we’ve always had crank threats. There have been a few
efforts at actual sabotage. We should not discount the dan-
ger, but we have several hours to search and secure the ship
before our scheduled takeoff. We can postpone the takeoff
until that’s complete. Or we can ignore the threat and con-
tinue the countdown. I’'m waiting for a decision.”

Waiting, he heard heated voices.

“Stecker says it’s up to you,” Hinch rasped at last. “He
doesn’t give a damn.”






40 JACK WILLIAMSON

mation. You’ll probably hear a loud sound at takeoff, and see
a bright flash. Afterward, you should feel a sudden loss of
weight.”

Uneasily, Day looked up at her mother. “Are we going
far?”

“Far.” The woman nodded when Rima appealed to her.
“Very far.”

“I had to leave Me Me.” Day’s chin trembled. “Can I
come back for her?”

“You won’t—" The woman caught herself. “You need
these.”

She gave them each a black blindfold, a paper bag, a tiny
envelope.

“Ear plugs,” she said. “Insert them after the countdown
begins. Cover your eyes. Keep the sick bags ready, just in
case.” She asked Kip, “Understand?”

“I won’t be sick,” he told her. “But I've got a question. If
nobody ever came back, how do you know about the boom
and the flash?”

“We don’t. Not exactly.” She turned again to Rima.
“What we do know is what we observe at every launch. Wave
conversion does happen. We expect reconversion to occur
when we enter an adequate gravity field.”

Kip asked, “What’s a gravity field?”

“The pull of some massive object. A sun like ours, if we're
lucky. We hope to be stopped a safe distance out, with a
friendly planet in rocket range.”

“Lucky?” He blinked at her. “You don’t know?”

“Not for sure. That's the thrill of it.” He wasn’t sure about
the thrill. “We’ll probably come out in free fall, but of course
we don’t really know how wave flight feels. Or even if there’s
tume in flight to feel anything.”

“I'see.” He nodded. “A risk we take.”

“True.” She turned to Rima. “If you like, Dr. Virili, you
can ask the medics for sedatives—”
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“No sedatve,” Kip said. “Whatever happens, I want to
be awake.”

Wave conversion and reconversion were hard to understand,
but he forgot them as they explored the ship. It was like a
round tower with a fast elevator that ran up the center. The
landings were small round rooms with many doors. One door
on Deck G let them into Cabin G-9, which was theirs.

It was shaped like a very stingy slice of pie. Berths and
seats and a little table folded out of the walls. There was a
bathroom across the wider end. The big holoscreen on the
wall was like a window that kept moving to let them see the
snow on the mountains and the trucks and cranes driving off
the site and even the ship itself as it looked to a holocam in
a bunker where the launch crew was waiting.

“Hear this!” Something chimed and a sudden loud voice
boomed from nowhere. “Now hear this!”

The screen lit to show a round control room walled with
gray-cased consoles and flickering monitors. A stern-faced
man in a uniform cap looked out of the screen.

“First Officer Glengarth speaking, to report a change of
command. Captain Alt has been replaced by Captain Herman
Stecker, who will address you now.”

He stiffened to salute and vanished from the screen.

“A most regrettable event.” Stecker had changed out of
his crimson mods into official green-and-gold, and Kip heard
no regret in his voice. “Captain Alt has been disabled by a
sudden unexpected illness. He was rushed back to a Las
Cruces hospital for examination.”

“Gerald wasn’t sick at all,” Rima whispered. “Not when
we saw him.”

“No diagnosis has been reported, but our takeoff will not
be delayed.” Stecker’s brisk voice lifted. “I've assumed com-
mand. Final preflight inspection is now complete. We’re en-
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tering takeoff mode. Wave conversion will take place as
scheduled.”

His image vanished.

“Gerald Alt was my father’s best friend.” Rima sat star-
ing at the empty screen. “He used to stay with us when he
was home from the Moon.” Kip saw her face go hard. “I can’t
believe he’s sick.”

She said they should stay in the cabin, but takeoff was still
hours away. Kip felt bored, longing to be with his friends be-
yond the Game Gate, Captain Cometeer and the Legion of
the Lost, who fought alien enemies on the hostile worlds of
the Purple Sun. When he begged, she said he might go out
to look the ship over if he kept out of everybody’s way.

He stayed in the elevator on the lower decks, where busy
men were shouting orders or rushing to obey, strange ma-
chines were drumming, freight dollies rolling out of the
service shaft, a drill whining somewhere, somebody ham-
mering metal. The higher decks were almost silent. He
looked into the galley and the dining room. Vacant now, they
were all bright white porcelain and shining metal, no food
in sight.

The gym on the deck above stank faintly of cleaning
chemicals and stale sweat. It was a huge dim space where
treadmills and squirrel cages loomed like the monsters of the
worlds beyond the Gate. About to leave, he heard a crash and
a jangle of falling glass, and saw a man opening a door under
a red-glowing sign that said Escape.

“Hola.” The man had seen him. “Qué tal?”

He wondered if he should run, but the man wore a work-
man’s blue coveralls instead of a uniform, and he seemed
more anxious than angry.

“Bien.” He decided to try his Spanish. “Cém’ est4?>”

“My name is Carlos.” The man came halfway back across
the room. His voice was quick and hushed. “I conceal myself
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because I wish to ride the ship. I do no harm. Except to break
the glass.”

“I’m Kip.”

“Por favor!” The man spread his hands, and Kip saw that
one was dripping blood. “Please! If you will not report me.”
The man needed to shave and wash his face. The coveralls
were soiled with grease and paint. Perhaps he ought to be re-
ported. Yet he had nice eyes, and the wounded hand needed
a bandage.

“Okay,” Kip decided. “They say the flight is risky. If you
don’t care, I won't talk.”

“Amigo mio!” The man put out his hand, saw the blood,
and drew it back. “If you speak to nobody, gracias!”

“Good luck!” Kip told him. “Buena suerte!”

With a quick look around the gym, the man stooped to
gather up the biggest pieces of glass and stepped back through
the door. The space beyond was tiny, nearly filled with tanks
marked oxygen and a yellow space suit. The door shut with
a hollow thunk.

Wondering about Carlos and hoping now that nobody found
him, Kip went back to the elevator. It stopped outside a door
marked COMPUTER AND COMMUNICATION. The door didn’t
open. He went up to another deck and found an impatient
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