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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
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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.”
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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
man in Mission uniform scowling at him from a screen under
a lens he hadn’t seen. The man advised him sharply to get
back where he belonged. In their own cabin, he found Day
asleep in her berth. His mother sat watching the holoscreen.
She turned the volume down to ask if he was okay.

“I guess.” He hesitated. “But if you think Mr. Stecker lied
about Captain Alt—"

He stopped when he saw the tightness on her face.

“I don’t know.” Her voice dropped. “No matter how it
happened, he’s the captain now. We have to respect him. But
we don’t have to like him.”
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He wanted to talk about Carlos, but he had his promise
to keep.

“I don’t understand why we came.” He knew the words
might hurt her, but he couldn’t stop wondering. “If we don’t
know where the ship will go, or anything except that we can’t
ever come back, the whole business seems—well, pretty
risky.”

“It is.” He saw her bite her lip. “But really, Kip, the way
things were, I didn’t see much choice.”

He waited, feeling sorry he had spoken, till she turned the
holo off.

“Your father.” She looked down to pat Day and sat for a
moment staring at nothing before she went on. “I've never
told you much about him. Maybe I can say more, now that
we're leaving Earth and all the past behind. If you want to
know.”

“Please.” The moment was suddenly important. “You did
say he went out on Seventy-nine. I've always wondered why.”

“For a long time I couldn’t bear to talk about him. Or
even think about him.” Her voice was slow, and her face
looked older than she was. “I loved him once. I never wanted
you and Day to hate him. And I guess he did try to treat us
right, at least almost till the end.”

Day had made a little whimper in her sleep. Rima stopped
to pull the sheet higher over her and then sat frowning at the
blank holoscreen as if she had forgotten him.

“My father?”

“P'm sorry.” She shrugged to shake her sadness off. “We
were both very young. New to the Mission. Planting
mankind in far-off galaxies seemed a very noble thing. We
planned to go out together, but I'd trained as a terraformer
and bioengineer. He became chief of a launch crew. For a
long time we were needed here. I worked with the engineers
designing special gear that might be needed on different
planets. Later, when those projects were finished and slots did
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open, you were four and Day was on the way. The medics said
I should wait for her. Your father went out alone.”

Still unhappy about it, she said no more till he asked,
“W}ly? ”»

She reached to smooth Day’s hair.

“Another woman.” Her face went harder for a moment,
but then she shrugged and looked past him, seeing the
woman in her mind. “Holly Horn. Blond and very bright. A
quantum technician. I'd roomed with her at Tech. We were
friends. Or had been.” Her lip twisted and quivered. “Of
course she said she was sorry. Your father said he felt terri-
ble. Maybe he really did. They left what money they had in
a trust fund to help with your support. I always tried to for-
give them, but—"

Her voice went sharp and stopped, but in a moment she
went on more quietly.

“That’s the bare bones of it. The reason we’re here. We’d
used up the trust fund, which was never very much. I was
never able to save anything. The Mission’s dead. My job’s
gone. I had no skills for anything else, there’s no future in
sight for us here on Earth, and Ninety-nine . . .”

She smiled again at the dead gray screen as if she saw
something beautiful there.

“Who knows? We’re on the last seed ship. Beginning the
most exciting voyage I can imagine. I can’t wait to see where
it ends.” Her voice slowed. “Maybe I wasn’t quite fair to you
and Day, but we have a chance—an exciting chance! I hope
you’ll try to understand.”

“It’s okay, Mom.” He stood up to put his arm around her.
“I'm glad we came.”

Still they had to wait. When she turned the holoscreen on
again, it was repeating a program about ship discipline and
ship security. A woman in a white cap came on to call them
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hurried back to the elevator. With the captain’s signature, he
could be off the ship in half an hour, on his way to the Mis-
sion office in Las Cruces to file his final report and pick up
his final salary check. Nunin was to meet him for dinner and
give him the rest of the money when they got news of the
blast.

Fifty thousand, all told. He might look for a clean little
motel somewhere on the Gulf coast that would bring in
enough to make the payments and give him a living with no
hard work. Time for a little fishing and a chance to meet in-
teresting women.

The control room was a dome-shaped space at the top of
the ship, arched with holoscreens that looked out across dust
green desert and treeless mountains. The duty officer was
Tony Cruzet, a small dark man with a faint foreign accent.
Sitting at a silenced intercom, he frowned and shook his
head. Roak stood looking out at the snow-dusted hills, try-
ing not to fidget, till Cruzet finally hung up.

“You're all clear to take off.” He handed Cruzet the cer-
tificate. “If you'll just sign this for Las Cruces.”

“No problems?” Cruzet glanced at it, and peered at him
too sharply. “Are you sure?”

“None, sir. Mr. Andersen seems very competent with the
quantum system.”

“He certainly is.”

“If you'll sign—"

“The Mission requires the captain’s signature. I'll send it
down to him.”

Cruzet rolled the sheet, slid it into a bright metal capsule,
dropped it into the com tube beside the elevator, and turned
back to his intercom. Roak bit his lip and turned to survey
the earth-banked bunker just below and the abandoned con-
struction pads scattered across the desert. The certificate
never came back. Still on the muffled intercom, Cruzet ig-
nored him till finally he raised his voice. »

“Sir! Excuse me, but I've got to have that certificate.”
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“I know.” Cruzet shrugged. “But Captain Stecker came
aboard just this morning. He has ropes to learn. Give him
time.”

“Okay.”

He muttered the word and scanned the burnt landscape
till he had to try again.

“Mr. Cruzet, please! Can’t you rush it up? I've got things
to do.”

“So has the captain.” Cruzet turned briefly from the in-
tercom. “He knows you’re waiting, but he has priorities.”

He could only stand there, staring down at the workmen
demolishing the platform where Alt and Stecker had spoken,
till he found a black-capped security officer at his elbow and
shuddered at the first chill of dismay.

“Mr. Roak,” the officer said. “Please come with me.”

Down on the comcom deck, he followed the officer into the
ship security office. The woman at the desk looked too big
for the room. She was very black and heavily muscular, her
head shaved to the scalp. Zeeland’s device lay before him on
the desk.

“Jonas Roak,” the officer said. “Lieutenant Reba Wash-
burn.”

After his first startled glance at the device, he looked up
into Washburn’s expressionless face and stood as straight as
he could, trying for an expression of mild inquiry.

“We’re still strangers.” Washburn spoke at last, her
booming organ voice as bland as her broad face. “But you’ll
get to know me. I was born in Ghana. My parents were pio-
neer Pentecostal missionaries there. Later they were in Brazil
and Peru. I saw the results of climatic change. Flood and
drought. Famine. Genocide.

“My father read the Zeeland book and blamed the Mis-
sion for everything. If I wouldn’t fight the devil, he wanted
me to fight quantum waves in the upper atmosphere. What
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saved me was not the Holy Spirit, but a bioscience scholar-
ship to Georgia Tech. If you wonder where I come from, Mr.
Roak, I've been with the Mission since I graduated. I'm on
the ship because I came to see how we've wasted the planet
with the greenhouse gases we’ve been spewing into the at-
mosphere for the last hundred years.”

She paused a moment, her dark eyes probing him.

“As for Fairshare, Mr. Roak, we’ve looked for signs of ac-
tual environmental harm from our takeoff flashes. We found
none at all.” Her voice sharpened. “Fairshare is a criminal
scam.”

Eyes still averted from the device on the desk, Roak shook
his head and allowed himself a puzzled frown. Washburn’s
voice fell solemnly.

“I love StarSeed Mission the way my parents loved God.
As for you, Mr. Roak, I'm surprised to see you here. Do you
recall the oath you took when you became a launch inspec-
tor?”

“Of course!” He let indignation edge his voice. “If you'll
look at my record—"

“We’ve had occasion to question your official record, Mr.
Roak. We have reason now for a harder look. A few hours ago
we had a telephone call from a man we have identified as
Mortimer Nunin. He is known to have Fairshare contacts.
He warned us of a Fairshare plot.”

“I've met Nunin,” he muttered. “But what are you get-

5”

ting at?

“We searched the ship with chemical sniffers, and dis-
covered this.”

Washburn nodded at the device.

“Are you accusing me?>”

“I don’t accuse you, Mr. Roak. Not just yet.” Washburn
shrugged, muscles rippling under her snug blue jumpsuit.
“We've found no fingerprints, but the evidence certainly sug-

gests that you were trying to kill us. Tried in fact to murder
mankind.”
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“Evidence?” His anger was real enough. “What evi-
dence?”

“You are the last outsider still aboard.” She spoke in a tone
of soft reproof. “Mr. Cruzet says you were greatly agitated
when he delayed you.”

Roak was shaking.

“I've got rights,” he shouted. “If I’'m suspected, I want a
lawyer.”

“No rights are brought aboard any StarSeed craft. We all
sign the covenant that governs us. Rights here must be earned.”

“I want to see the captain—"

“Captain Stecker has more urgent duties now. He’s aware
of you, but any action must wait till after takeoff.”

Stunned, he swayed on his feet.

“You can’t—" he gasped. “You’ve got to let me off.”

“Too late for that. The locks are already secured.” Wash-
burn nodded at the waiting officer. “Mr. Kellick, take him to
the brig.”

Roak had blacked out once when a gang of black prisoners
was working him over in the Huntsville yard. He was sway-
ing giddily now, till Kellick caught his arm very firmly and
escorted him back to the elevator. The brig was on the bot-
tom deck, below the engine levels. Kellick took his briefcase,
wrote his name in a book, and left him in a narrow steel cell.

Nine by five, it was furnished with a toilet, a padded steel
bunk and nothing else. He sat down on the bunk and mopped
his face. Damn Nunin! The greasy thief had sold him out,
just to keep his forty thousand.

He mopped his sweaty face again and sat there waiting for
anything to happen. Nothing did. He heard the shuffle of
space boots and distant voices he couldn’t understand. At last
he lay down on the bunk and tried to sleep, but raw terror
kept eating at him. In spite of himself he got up and walked
the cell, three steps each way.
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A gong rang at last.

“All clear!” a speaker brayed. “All clear for scheduled
liftoff.”

He waited at the door, but nobody let him out. He rat-
tled the grill tll Kellick came.

“You’ve got to stop it!” he gasped. “Stop the takeoff, and
I’ll tell you where I hid the other bomb.”

“Washburn would never fall for that.” Kellick laughed. “If
you’d had another bomb, you’d have offered the deal right
away.”

“I want to see the captain.”

“We’ve reported your detention, but I don’t know when
he can get to you.”

Stecker never got to him. Roak paced his narrow scrap of
deck, cursing the Mission and Nunin under his breath, tll
Kellick came back with a cup of water and a bowl of lukewarm
chicken-flavored tofasoya stew. He left it on the narrow shelf
inside the grill until it turned to a clammy mass that he was
eating when Kellick came back for the cup and the bowl.

“Takeoff alert, Mr. Roak.” He left ear plugs and a blind-
fold. “The countdown is running.”

Kellick took his unfinished stew and left him alone in the
cell. He walked his bit of deck and lay on the berth and
walked again, while the chicken-flavored stuff turned sour in
his stomach. He tried to remember what he knew about
quantum flight,

Nothing, really. Nobody knew anything, because nobody
had ever come back to talk about it. The blindfold and ear
plugs might shield him from a flash and a crash that might
or might not happen. The flight might end anywhere, or

nowhere atall. Nunin would keep his forty thousand; that was
all he really knew.
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“You mean we just lie here?”

“Lie there.” The ship now at the mercy of this blunder-
ing dunce! Gerald Alt had been his friend since college, a
great companion for this ultimate adventure. “Use your ear
plugs.” His voice was sharper than he intended. “Cover your
eyes. Keep still through the countdown.”

“I've heard Fairshare talk about risks, but our people in
promotion always played them down.” A hint of panic sharp-
ened Stecker’s voice. “What are our odds?”

“Who knows?”

“All this uncertainty—” Stecker caught himself and mut-
tered, “Not that I’'m chicken.”

You're a coward, Glengarth thought. Worse than a cow-
ard, a thief on the run. A pirate, really, stealing the ship with
trumped-up charges against Captain Alt. Stecker and Jake
Hinch had robbed and ruined the Mission, and now they
were on the run.

He had been Alt’s pilot on Moon Magellan. Driver of the
first Moon Ranger. Surveyor of the Farside site and safety of-
ficer there till the Mission called him back to help design the
quantum craft. On Alt’s vacations since, they’d got together
for wilderness hikes as long as they could find unspoiled
wilderness fit for hiking. Memories of those good times ached
in him now.

“Here’s to the Moon!” He remembered Alt lifting a glass
of bourbon and water to it one night when they sat watching
it over a campfire. “Because its desolation teaches you to love
the hills and skies and seas of Earth as it used to be. The Mis-
sion will be lucky if we find another planet half its equal.”

“We can hope,” he had answered.

Ninety-nine might have reached that goal. Planning the
flight, they’d dreamed again of the virgin worlds they hoped
to find, perhaps in some undiscovered galaxy, an instant and
a billion light-years from Earth.

Now Stecker and Jake Hinch. Robber barons, Zeeland’s
Fairshare newsletters had called them, playing the con game
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of the century. He and Alt had been slow to believe, even
when they saw StarSeed sliding toward bankruptcy and the
wrecking crews arriving to break up the unfinished skeleton
of what should have been Flight One Hundred.

“What can I expect?” Stecker nagged again. “When the
countdown ends? What then?”

“Then?” Unintended mockery edged his answer. “We’ll
take a look around us. Try to see where we are. Guess, if we
can, how far we’ve left our good Earth behind. Look for
some possible planet. Go into rocket mode, if we do find any
likely object within rocket range.”

A computer chimed. He called Andersen to begin the
oral count. Muttering something Glengarth didn’t try to
hear, Stecker adjusted the blindfold and fell silent. The mo-
ment came. His breath stopped. His own eyes covered, head-
phones and safety goggles on, he waited.

And waited.

A brittle crack, like a dry twig snapping. Had it happened?
No light had flashed through the goggles. Had the takeoff
gone wrong? Were they still in the pit?

He realized that his weight was gone and pulled out his
earplugs.

“Are we—" Stecker’s yelp stabbed through his head-
phones. “Where are we?”

He’d tried to imagine the moment. Instant extinction?
The deadly blaze of some giant star. A black hole’s invisible
drag. Or perhaps their first glimpse of that pristine planet just
ahead, lush green continents and clean seas beckoning? He
drew a long breath. At least it hadn’t been extinction.

Hopeful, he pushed the heavy goggles off. Though no ac-
tual windows broke the titanium hull, the curved holoscreens
created the illusion that the deck was open to the sky. Dead
black now, they told him nothing at all.

Yet the ship seemed intact. Floating against the restraints,
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he searched the dark all his adjusting vision let stars burn
through the darkness. A scattered few at first, soon lost in
fields of diamond frost and clouds of glowing gas and swarms
of steady suns. He touched the keys to sweep them across the
dome as if the ship were turning.

Orion?

Blazing Betelgeuse, the jeweled belt, the hazy fire of the
Great Nebula, all twisted out of shape? He touched the keys
to stop it overhead, but it couldn’t be Orion. There were too
many stars when the cameras swept them, crowded too
densely. Earth and its small sun could be nowhere near. They
must have come many thousand light-years. His world, his
friends, all he had ever known had gone to forgotten dust. No
surprise, yet he shivered with a pang of loneliness and loss.

“What the bleedin’ hell?”

He heard Jake Hinch’s hoarse bellow from the elevator.
Hinch had been the Mission auditor. Stecker’s accomplice,
so Zeeland had claimed, and now his fellow fugitive. Outlined
against the elevator lights, Hinch was a withered human rat,
long-nosed and long-chinned, tilting his bearded head be-
neath a shapeless black beret as if to peer through his black-
lensed sunglasses. Not worth hating, Glengarth thought, but
surely not the type for pioneering undiscovered worlds.

“Where the ruttin’ devil?” he was demanding. “Where've
we got to?”

Glengarth had known him since they met in Mission
training and still despised him for the lies that had got him
there. Despised him for his bald attempts to cheat on tests
he couldn’t pass. Despised him utterly for his arrogance since
Stecker made him Mission auditor and for his habit of dis-
puting legitimate Mission debts.

“What the hell stopped us here?”

Stecker, roving the world to solicit funds for the Mission,
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had cultivated an easy-seeming if sometimes oily charm.
Hinch, the hatchet man, had never needed charm. He pre-
ferred raw power. Clinging now to a handhold at the eleva-
tor door, he glared through his wide black lenses with the
wary hostility of some frightened predator.

“What next?” he yelled again. “What now?”

“Take a look.” Glengarth unsnapped the restraints and
swung to his feet, fixing his clingfast space boots on the cling-
fast carpet. He faced Hinch with a small tight grin. “Like
what you see?”

“You say it took a star to stop us?” Clutching with one
hand, Hinch snatched the dark glasses off and pointed at the
star that wasn’t Betelgeuse. “That’s the star?”

“Probably not.” Glengarth shrugged. “We’ve had no time
for observation, but it looks too far off for its gravity to mat-
ter.”

“A giant star?” Weakly, Stecker mopped at his sweat-
bright face. “Wouldn’t a giant be massive enough?”

“Of course, but I take that for a spectral type G2. A twin
of our own sun. But not our sun, not in that blazing swarm.”

“So what?” Hinch shuffled away from the elevator, the
glasses in his hand, his black eyes stabbing at the screens, at
Stecker, at Glengarth. His words were a shrill demand. “We
ain’t no cryin’ babies. I want to know.”

“So do 1.” Glengarth took a moment to control his tem-
per. “Evidently we did enter the gravity well of something
massive enough to get us out of quantum mode, but I haven’t
found it.”

“A black hole?” Stecker cringed from the midnight sky.
“Do you think . . .”

His hoarse whisper died.

“Possibly.” Glengarth nodded. “Though [ see no accre-
tion disk. That’s the luminous plasma that many black holes
gather. If it is a black hole with no disk around it, we’ll never
see it. We do have a possible clue in its effect on our motion.
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That, however, is something that will be difficult or maybe
impossible to measure, since we have no nearby reference
points.”

“Then get us out of danger!” Trembling, Stecker seized
Glengarth’s arm. “Move!”

With more force than he intended, Glengarth twisted
free.

“Sir, how would you do that?”

“Bleedin’ idiot!” Hinch shrieked. “Shoot us out. The
same way you shot us here.”

“Getatit!” Stecker rapped. “Now!”

“No way, sir.”

“No way?” Hinch echoed. “Why the hell no way?”

Running the Mission, he and Stecker had learned to work
in tandem. “Surely, Mr. Glengarth.” Stecker’s tone was
smoother. “You're said to be a competent quantum engineer.
Get us back into quantum mode and find a likely planet.”

“Sir.” Glengarth raised his hand. “If you understood—"

“We understand the bleedin’ shit you got us into.” Hinch
shook a scrawny fist. “If you want to keep your bleedin’ job,
get us out. I mean now!”

“Cool it, Jake.” Stecker pulled him back and spoke more
quietly to Glengarth. “Sir, we do respect your spacemanship.
I'know we can’t afford to quarrel, but the ship’s loaded with
emergency survival equipment. You've got teams of expert
technicians.” His tone grew sharper. “So take us back into
quantum wave propulsion, or tell me why you can’t.”

“Ifyou really don’t know, here’s why.” Bleakly, Glengarth
grinned. “Remember the takeoff, how we sat waiting in the
pit till the bunker crew fired us out. Very much like a bullet
out of a gun. We couldn’t bring the gun, and the laws of mo-
tion still apply.”

“Huh?” Stecker’s jaw sagged.

“Remember Newton’s laws. Action equals reaction. We
can’t get back into quantum mode without an external launch
facility embedded in some object massive enough to absorb
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the takeoff reaction. A planet or at least a large asteroid.
Something I don’t see.”

“If we can’t get out—" Stecker gulped. “What then?”

“Hard to say.” Glengarth turned to scan the green-and-
amber—winking consoles. “We can’t plan anything till we
know where we are.”

“When—" Stecker mopped his face and peered into the
starlit darkness. “When will that be?”

“We want action,” Jake Hinch growled. “Action now!”

“Listen, Mr. Hinch.” Glengarth swung to him, speaking
bluntly. “We’re competent. We know space navigation. We
have trained astronomers aboard, and expert computer soft-
ware. Give us time to do what we can.”

“If a bleedin’ black hole stopped us—” Shrill with panic,
Hinch grabbed Stecker’s shoulder. “I've heard the Fairshare
line about black holes. The gravity will grab us. Tear us into
dust and gas. Suck us into nowhere.”

“It could.” Glengarth nodded. “If it is a black hole.”

“Better hope it is!” Hinch snarled through his ragged
beard like a hungry wolf. “That ought to be quick and pain-
less. Anything else, and we’re left to drift in this black hell
dll the food’s all gone and hungry men are prowlin’ the wreck
for human game.”

“Please!” Glengarth spread his hands. “Gentlemen,
please!”

Gentlemen, he thought, wasn’t quite the word.

“Jake, you’d better leave us.” Stecker waved Hinch into
the elevator. “You're no pilot. I hope Mr. Glengarth can fly
us somewhere. | want to let him try.”
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“Es adiés?” he asked. “Adios al mundo?”

Seeming not to understand, the jailer left before he could
find the English. Examining the packet, he found the use of
the tiny rubber plugs. Lying on the berth with them in his
ears and the blindfold over his eyes, he listened to the count-
down with his heart throbbing fast. Was his old dream com-
ing true? They had not thrown him off the ship. The time
for that had passed. He was on the shining starbird, on his
way to the magic worlds among the stars!

He lay there a long time, listening to the muffled sounds
of the ship. At last he heard sirens screaming. He felt the ship
quiver and sink. Something clicked. He floated off the bunk,
suddenly weighing nothing at all.

“Fun!” Day sailed off her berth. “Real fun!”

She stopped herself against the ceiling and floated slowly
back.

“Careful, dear.” Rima caught her ankle to pull her down.
“Till you’re more used to it.”

Kip soon felt a little weight returning, enough that he
didn’t need the handholds. They sat watching the holoscreen.
It stayed empty for a long time, but at last the speaker chimed.
First Officer Glengarth was on the holoscreen.

“Ship status report.” His voice was tight, and Kip thought
he had a worried look. “We have emerged from wave propul-
sion with no reported harm. We have now shifted from free
fall to rocket mode, moving at point zero four gee while we
survey our new surroundings. Further information will fol-
low when possible. That is all.”

His image flickered out.

“That’s all?” Kip looked at his mother. “What about the
star that stopped us? Will there be a new planet where we can
land?>”

“Try not to fret,” she urged him. “Mr. Glengarth will tell
us more when he can.” She sighed and spoke again, more
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softly. “They were old friends, Colin and Gerald. Mr. Glen-
garth and Captain Alt. And friends of my father. The three
of them loved to be together when they could. I'm sure Mr.
Glengarth will keep us safe.”

He wondered how sure she really was.

He tried not to sleep, waiting for something to happen.
Nothing did. Mr. Glengarth never came back to the holo-
screen with more information. Day slept and woke up and
asked if they could go back for Me Me. He got hungry.

“Patience, dear,” his mother said. “People need time to
get used to low gee.”

He wanted his Game Box. He got hungrier. Finally the
woman in the white cap called them down for brunch in the
dining room. It was slabs of something that the man at
the counter called starchow on novakelp toast, with syncafe
or soya milk.

Day made a face at the milk, but finally gulped it down.
She pushed her tray back and begged again for Me Me.

“It’s not that bad.” Kip ate his hard dry toast and sipped
his milk. Not much like real milk, it left a faintly bitter taste
in his mouth. “It’s okay,” he told his mother. “Not all that
bad.”

“Good for us,” she insisted. “Everything had to be con-
centrated, to let the ship carry food enough to last us till we
can grow our own crops.”

Kip wondered when that would be.

Carlos was in the line of people waiting when they left the
room, a stranger with him. They both wore yellow coveralls.
A black-capped security man stood close behind them. Car-
los’s hurt hand was bandaged. The stranger was grimly silent,
but Carlos smiled at Kip and then at Rima, and called, “Qué
tal, amigo?”

“Who’s that?” Rima asked when they had gone on. “The
prisoner? How could he know you?r”

“Carlos,” Kip told her. “He came from Mexico to ride the
ship.”
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He told her how he had found Carlos in the gym.

“You never reported him?”

“He wasn’t hurting anybody. All he wanted was to come
on the ship. He’d cut his hand on the glass, and he was afraid.
I felt sorry for him. He has nice eyes.”

“Nice eyes!” Her voice sharpened. “He could have hurt
you. He could have been a Fairshare agent, aboard to sabo-
tage the ship. You should have told the officers and told me.”

“I’d promised not to tell.”

“Kip!” she scolded. “You must learn to be careful with
strangers.”

He said nothing else, yet he felt glad Carlos was with
them on the ship.

Back in the cabin, they waited again for Mr. Glengarth to
come on the holoscreen with further information. It never
happened. Missing Captain Cometeer and his friends in the
Legion of the Lost, Kip thought perhaps ship security would
return his Game Box. Rima let him go down to ask for it.
Gone three hours, he finally brought it back.

“I had a good visit with Carlos,” he told her. “I like him.”

“That stowaway?” She frowned.

“He’s okay,” he tried to persuade her. “Still a prisoner, but
not locked up. In spite of his hurt hand, he’s working in the
supply room. My Game Box was dead when they found it for
me. Carlos fixed it.”

“Fixed it? How?”

“He knows about computers. He said the wave conver-
sion caused a static surge that had garbled the access com-
mand. He rewrote the command. Now it works just fine. And
he asked about you.”

“Me?”

“Remember those Fairshare pickets outside the gate?
Carlos says he doesn’t belong to Fairshare and never under-
stood it. He was standing with them there because he had no
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badge to let him inside. He saw you when we came through
and he wanted to know how you were. When I told him you
were my mother, he said I was very lucky.”

“Kip, please!” She glanced at Day and dropped her voice.
“Mr. Glengarth called while you were out. I asked about the
prisoners in yellow coveralls. He says a bomb was found on
the ship. It could have killed us all. He doesn’t know who
brought it, but those two prisoners are the suspects.”

“It wasn’t Carlos!” Kip felt distressed. “He told me he’s
in trouble because one of the pickets helped him get aboard.
But he’s nice. He certainly wouldn’t want to bring a bomb and
kill himself. Or anybody else. You saw that other prisoner. I
don’t like his eyes. I think he did it.”

“Not likely.” Firmly, she shook her head. “He’s Jonas
Roak, the clearance inspector. He’s had the job for years. He
has a good record. They found some Fairshare document on
the Mexican. Security thinks he was a Fairshare agent hired
to plant the bomb.”

“So why was he hiding, still on the ship.”

“He seems not to know much English. They think he got
lost aboard. Panicked and hid. You know he’s an illegal alien.
Already a criminal when he came on the ship.”

“Mom! Maybe Carlos was an alien back on Earth, but
we'll all be aliens now. I know he was poor, but he’s a brave
man. All he wants is to explore the stars like Captain Com-
eteer. That’s why he stowed away—"

“You don’t know him and don’t want to know him.” Im-
patience lifted her voice. “He could be dangerous. I want you
to avoid him.”

He was glad when the holoscreen chimed.

Glengarth came on the screen, smiling bleakly.
“Status update.” The stubble on his face had grown
darker, and he forgot to hold the smile. “Thanks to the astro
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team, we’ve discovered the massive object that pulled us out
of quantum mode.”

His image vanished, and a field of stars filled the screen.
A dark point in the middle of it swelled slowly into a circu-
lar blot. At first it looked utterly black, but dull red pockmarks
began to appear as it grew, and then faint narrow cracks the
color of fire.

“There you see it,” his tired voice ran on. “A black dwarf
star. If you’re wondering what a black dwarfis, stars are born
when gravity collapses clouds of gas and dust. If a new star is
big enough, the heat of collapse sets off a nuclear reaction—
the fusion of hydrogen into helium—that will make it shine.

“This star was too small to keep the hydrogen burning,
but it’s stll hot under the crust. It must have come close. Dr.
Andersen thinks that its hydrogen did burn once, ignited by
the gravitational collapse and the fission of unstable elements.
It may even have warmed its planets before it died. If it had
planets. We’re searching now, but they’re lost in the dark,
even if they’re here. Maybe impossible to find.”

The black star vanished, but he came back on the screen
to say that more news would follow when there was any news.

“Suppose they do find a planet.” Anxiously, Kip looked
at his mother. “That star won’t warm it. What good would
it be?”

“Wait.” She shrugged, looking as tired as Glengarth.
“Let’s wait and see.”

They waited.

She wanted to forget Carlos Mondragon, but Kip was
curious. When a man came on the screen to talk about a
training class for low-gravity activity, she et him go down to
inquire about it. He went by the security desk to ask about
Carlos.

“The Mex stowaway?” The black woman shrugged.
“Gone.”

He asked where.
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“The computer lab,” she said. “He understands comput-
p p

”

ers.

“I know,” Kip said. “He fixed my Game Box.”

“He got a bug out of our own computer system.” Her
smile seemed friendly. “The takeoff had played tricks with
computers all over the ship. When the astro team learned
what he’d done for us, they got Mr. Glengarth to release him
to them.”

His mother would like Carlos better, Kip thought, if she
ever got to know him.

Day was asleep when he got back from the training class.
When she woke still pining for Me Me, Rima took her down
to the rec room. Kip went back through the Game Gate to
rejoin the Legion in a daring raid to rescue a captured com-
rade from the evil queen of the Diamond Planet.

Rima and Day came back, and they watched the holo-
screen. It was sl a flat gray blank when the dining-room
manager called them down for another meal of the concen-
trates they must learn to like. She introduced two men who
joined them at the table and lifted their cups of syncafe to
greet her.

Andy Andersen was a red-headed, pink-skinned giant
who was going to lead the landing team if they ever found
anywhere to land. Tony Cruzet was a tiny, owlish man with
a lean brown face and gold-rimmed glasses. The Mission as-
tronomer, he had picked the target galaxies for many Mission
flights. They both looked hollow-eyed and haggard, and they
sat in moody silence till Kip and Day went to stand in line
for soyasweet snowfoam.

“Bitch of a thing,” Cruzet muttered to Rima then.
“Stecker’s drunk or in a total funk or likely both. Locked up
in his cabin with that Jake Hinch. They’ve got empty bottles
and broken dishes scattered over the deck. Hinch finally
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looked out when I knocked. Asked if I knew a willing
woman.”

He made a dismal shrug.

“A tough tme for Mr. Glengarth.” Andersen scowled,
shaking tufacream into his syncafe. “Sixty hours in the dome
with no sleep except what he’s got dozing in his seat. Doing
what he can to keep a lid on panic while he looks for anywhere
to go.”

“A landing site?” Rima asked. “A planet?”

“We’ve all been on the search team, but we don’t know if
there is a planet. Hell of a job, here in the dark. If we don’t
find something . . .”

Stirring his syncafe, Andersen splashed it on the table,
then mopped at the spill and forgot to go on.

“So?” she prompted him. “The outlook?”

“Not good,” he muttered. “If you want the truth, it’s a no-
win game. Planets would be invisible, if the star has planets.
We know for sure there’s nothing in radar range. The star’s
rotation might have been a clue to the orbital plane where
planets ought to be, but the dwarf doesn’t rotate. Not fast
enough to tell us anything.”

He shook his head and mopped again at the brown splash
on the table.

“And what if we find ’em?” Cruzet blinked at her unhap-
pily. “Even if we do stumble onto some dirty snowball, what
can you do with it?”

Day and Kip ¢ame back with their snowfoam before she
had to answer.

The message gong woke her late that night.

“Dr. Virili?” the second officer called from the control
dome. “A new situation. Mr. Glengarth wants all team lead-
ers here in twenty minutes.”
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Hinch had smuggled a truckload of gourmet goodies aboard
even before they turned up.”

'”

“A double whammy!” Andersen muttered. “Stecker and
Roak.”

“Or triple, if you want to count Hinch.”

“Maybe we should.” Andersen frowned. “I don’t know
him, but Roak’s still in the brig. I've known him, or thought
I did, since he came to the site to make his first inspection.
We’ve played chess. He’s sharp enough to best me more often
than not. He’s supposed to be an engineering jack-of-all-
trades. I thought we might use him on the search team, but
when I went by . . .”

He shrugged.

“A mental wreck, useless to himself or anybody else.”

“You can imagine the jolt, if he’s as innocent as he says he
is. Expecting to spend his days back on Earth.” Glengarth
scowled. “The hard fact is that some bastard did try to kill
us.”

“Maybe the Mexican.” Andersen shook his head.
“Though now I hate to think so.”

“Mondragon?” Glengarth’s eyebrows lifted. “He’s been
working with you?”

“A better man than Roak. Two dogs of very different col-
ors.” Wryly, Andersen grinned. “In spite of what he says
about his origins, Carlos is a very remarkable man. You
wouldn’t guess it from his English, but I believe he has a bet-
ter native brain than Roak. Along with a natural affinity for
computers—almost as if he thinks in binary digits.”

“How’d he get on your search team?”

“Thanks to Kellick and Washburn. They booked both
prisoners into the brig, watched Roak go to pieces and Mon-
dragon happy to be on his way to the stars. They’ve got no
actual evidence that Mondragon’s a Fairshare agent, or any-
thing but what he says he is. He begged to help with any sort
of work. They let him inventory the electronic devices she was
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holding. A lot of them had been disabled by launch effects.
He fixed them. Recovered lost files in her computer. When
Washburn heard of our own problems with the search com-
puters, she sent him up to see me. He’s made himself useful.”

“A man that smart could tell a good lie.”

“He says he likes computers because they never lie.”

Thoughtfully, Glengarth rubbed the dark stubble on his
chin. “So you think Roak’s the culprit.”

“No proof.” Andersen shrugged. “Carlos did sneak
aboard. He admits he did it with help from the Fairshare
pickets. He had a Fairshare newsletter in his pocket. He says
it was in the coveralls they gave him. Washburn likes him. I
like him. I’d rather think he’s just the victim of his own mala
suerte.

“As for Roak . . .” Frowning, he was silent for a moment.
“Washburn says he came unglued when he found himself
trapped on the ship. He admits nothing. Does nothing ex-
cept walk the deck or sprawl on his berth. Wouldn’t eat the
first day out. Washburn doesn’t trust him.”

The call for Rima woke Kip. He agreed to stay in the cabin
with Day. Rima took the elevator to the control deck and
came out into blinding midnight.

“Rima!” Glengarth called warmly out of the darkness.
“You know Cruzet and Andersen® This is Carlos Mon-
dragon.”

In a moment she was able to make out the little group
standing in silhouette against the blaze of stars across the
arching holoscreens.

“Senora Virili!” She recognized the stowaway’s accent. “I
know your son. A child of great promise.”

Kip’s sudden friendship with him was a festering splinter,
but she had to murmur, “Hello.”

“I called the other team leaders.” Glengarth turned
soberly from the dimly glowing instruments. “Lieutenant
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Washburn’s stuck at the security desk. Dr. Senn’s still on his
radar search. Mr. Hinch says Captain Stecker is sleeping, not
to be disturbed.”

“Just as well,” Andersen murmured.

“The search?” she asked. “Is there anywhere to land?”

“We were groping in the dark.” Andersen’s voice rang as
if amplified by the dome. She thought he would sing bass.
“But we have located a planet. Tony’ll tell you how.”

“We deployed a reference satellite.” Cruzet’s high, pre-
cise tones reflected no emotion except perhaps an iron con-
trol. “Tracking it, we were able to detect a gravitational
anomaly. The same effect that enabled Adams and Leverrier
to discover Neptune. Thanks are due, I might say, to Carlos
at the computer.”

With a nod for Mondragon, he pointed at a dull red disk
against the field of stars.

“A radar image. The color’s false, of course. The face to-
ward us is apparently ice. Actual color probably white or
gray, if we had light to see it. We came out of quantum mode
already in motion almost directly toward it—and the dwarf
it orbits—at seven kilometers a second.”

She asked Glengarth, “Can we land?”

“Perhaps.” Hesitant, he looked at Cruzet and Andersen.
“That’s what we must consider. At once.”

“Nothing I like.” Andersen made a mock shiver. “It would
be cold. Close to absolute zero.”

“Certainly not promising.” Cruzet nodded. “Though 1
think it may once have been rather like Earth. Just slightly
more massive, it has mountain chains that seem to show early
tectonic actvity. The orbit’s almost circular, only nine million
kilometers out from the dwarf. It rotates in tdal lock. Same
face always toward the star. That’s the face away from us.”

He gestured at the disk.

“I take the ice as evidence that it once had seas. And, of
course, an atmosphere. All lost or frozen out since the star
died ages ago.”
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“The other hemisphere?” she asked. “Would it be
warmer?”

“Once, maybe. Not today.”

“When we get a better look—"

“By whose authority?” Hinch’s raucous squawk startled
her. He had come out of the elevator and stopped close be-
hind her, a gaunt gray ghost blinking blindly into the dim-
ness though thick-lensed glasses. “Captain Stecker must be
consulted.”

“You said he was sleeping.” Glengarth shrugged and
turned back to the others. “We have to act at once, because
we came out of quantum mode with such a high velocity.
Braking into an approach orbit will take a lot of fuel. I be-
lieve we can get down safe, though with too little left for take-
off if we don’t like the place. I want you to realize that we’d
be there to stay—"

“Not so fast!” Hinch snarled. “Hold everything till the
captain awakes.”

Seeming not to hear him, Glengarth gestured at Cruzet.

“Before we decide, there’s something else.”

“Nothing we expected.” Cruzet’s thin sharp voice re-
flected none of the anxious tension that had seized her. “The
planet was certainly warmer once. Life may have been pos-
sible, but that was long ago. A star takes time to cool. It must
have stopped emitting any significant radiation a billion years
ago. We'd assumed that it was dead.

“Till Andy got this.”

Andersen touched the console behind him. She watched
that dim red globe swell to fill its window in the simulated
sky. A faint green dot appeared on the center of the great ice
cap and grew to outline a wide green blot that spread across
the ice from a mountain ridge.

“He’d been with Mark Senn on the search telescope. He
can tell you—"

“What the bleedin’ hell?” Standing close beside her,
Hinch yelped in dismay. “What’s that?”
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“You tell us.” Andersen shrugged and turned again to the
others. “What you see is our digital record of something the
radar sweep picked up. False color again, now to show ele-
vation differences. A cluster of objects that stand two or three
kilometers tall above the level of the ice. They look as mas-
sive as mountain peaks. Some of them have sharply defined
geometric shapes. Senn thinks they have to be artificial.”

Rima’s breath had stopped. She heard a fan whirring
faintly, and a muttered obscenity from Hinch.

“Constructed by intelligence. That’s what he believes.”
Andersen had paused to stare at that green-glowing enigma,
and she felt his awe. “There’s something on the ice, maybe
made of ice, larger than anything artificial ought to be. A city?
A fortress? What else can you imagine?”

“Or can it be natural?” She tried to shake off her dread.
“We don’t know the geology, or how the planet froze. Glac-
iers do form hummocks and split into crevasses. Icebergs can
be enormous.”

“Rima, there’s something else.” Glengarth was still cran-
ing at the outlined images. “Evidence of something, I don’t
know what. Listen to Andy.”

“I was on the light telescope while Senn ran the radar
scan,” Andersen said. “Not that I could actually see the
planet, only its shadow on the stars it occluded. I wasn’t re-
ally expecting to make out anything more. Not till I saw a
flashing light almost at the center of that radar pattern.”

She heard Hinch gasp as if from a blow.

“Only a flicker, really. Off and on. And nearly too faint to
see—the planet’s still half a million kilometers away. I called
Tony.”

“Only lightning, I tried to imagine.” Cruzet’s narrow
shoulders twitched as if in apology for all he couldn’t explain.
“But lightning shouldn’t happen on an airless planet so close
to zero Kelvin. The colors were another riddle. Red at first,
shimmering into violet before it went out. A moment of dark-
ness, and then it came again. [t repeated every time the search
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beam passed, as if something had taken it for a signal and tried
to answer.”

“Something?” she echoed. “What?”

“Ice gods?” Andersen seemed to mock her amazement,
or perhaps his own uncertainty. “Ice giants? What sort of
creatures would you expect to find there on the ice? What
could possibly survive there, where only the stars have shone
for geologic ages?”

“Are you— Are you sure?”

Her whisper died. They all stared in silence at that enigma
on the simulated stars. Hinch moved abruptly, retreating to-
ward the elevator.

“I wouldn’t trust my own senses.” She heard Cruzet’s
quiet comment. “Neither would Andy or Senn. Mr. Mon-
dragon also had a look. We all agree on what we seemed to
see. Something none of us is prepared to explain.”

“Ifalanding can be made, I wish to volunteer.” The stow-
away’s voice was so soft she barely heard him. “I think we
must discover what signals us from the ice.”

“We ought to know more than we do,” Andersen added,
“before we think of any landing.”

“A hard option.” Glengarth turned to scan their faces. “If
we don’t put down, our high velocity will take us past the
planetand close around the dwarf. The gravity assist will sling
us away at twice our present velocity. Sling us out of the
gravity well.”

“With no second chance,” Cruzet added. “We land now
or never.”

“If we don’t . . .” Rima shivered, staring into the empty
midnight sky. “What then?”

“We’ve found no hint of any other planetary object. I sup-
pose we'd drife—"

“Drift?” A harsh snort from Hinch. “Drift till our food’s
used up? Till we're eating each other? Till the last man’s
gone?”
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“I hope not,” Glengarth murmured. “We’re surely too
civilized for that.”

“Think again.” Hinch glared from the elevator door. “I'm
going down to wake the captain.”

“If you can,” Glengarth called. “And let him read the
Mission Convenant, a document he should have signed be-
fore he came aboard. He’ll find he had a change of status
when we left quantum mode. Our old laws and rules are gone
forever. We’re now a new democracy, governing ourselves. |
doubt that he ever took the oath, but that’s the situation.”

Hinch stood gaping, shaking a gnarly fist.

“Idiots!” he gasped. “A ship of howling idiots if they think
the captain gives a bleedin’ damn for a scrap of paper he
never saw!”

The elevator swallowed him.

“We are civilized,” Glengarth murmured when he was gone.
“Most of us. I hope.”

“And lucky, really,” Andersen said. “Lucky to get out of
wave mode alive, with the ship intact and a planet to explore.
Even that one.”

Wiryly, he nodded at the radar image.

“It doesn’t look friendly.” Silent for a moment, Rima
shrugged and forced a fleeting smile. “But we are equipped
to terraform any world we find. We can hope to find soil
under the ice, or at least rock we can grind into soil. More
than just water, the ice will give us hydrogen for fusion power.
After all, we were never promised paradise.”

“Seguro que si!” Carlos grinned more widely. “I saw los
topos de hierro in the hold. The great machines that dig.”

She couldn’t help casting a thoughtful glance at him.

Hinch didn’t return to the dome. When a steward
brought a breakfast tray to Stecker’s cabin, he found the two
shouting at each other over a table littered with empty glasses
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and dirty dishes. They sat silently glowering while he swept
up broken dishes and the fragments of a shattered whisky bot-
tle. Leaving the cabin, he heard Hinch cursing the captain
for dragging him off Earth to die in a frozen hellhole.

Kip was awake when Rima returned to their cabin. He lis-
tened very quietly to what she said about the meeting in the
dome, and asked what ice gods would be like.

“Not gods, really,” she said. “Dr. Andersen was only using
a Norse myth to imply that he had no idea what could be
flashing a signal from the ice—if that could really be a sig-
nal. There never were any actual ice gods.”

“Yet they did see something real,” he insisted. “Something
big, if the towers in the city are two kilometers tall. What
built them, if the ice gods didn’t?”

“We don’t know what itis.” She frowned and looked past
him, speaking half to herself. “I never imagined we’d wind
up anywhere like this. We’ve no idea what to expect.”

“Won’t we meet the giants?” Kip was very serious. “If they
made that rainbow flash to answer our search beam, it must
have been some kind of signal. What did they mean to tell
us?”

“Nobody knows.”

“Mom, are you afraid?”

“We’re worried.” She nodded, her voice grave and slow.
“Mr. Glengarth and all of us. I think we have to land, but it
should be on the other face of the planet, as far as we can get
from that flash on the ice. If something really saw us, it might
be better if they never know we’ve landed. Or nort, at least,
till we can find out what they are. Anyhow, you'd better for-
get Andy’s ice gods and go back to sléep.” '

He lay silent for a time.

“Mom?” his voice came suddenly. “Are you sorry? Sorry
we came?”

She thought she had to be honest.
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“I suppose I should be,” she said. “Because of you and
Day.”

“Don’t,” he told her. “I'm glad we’re here. We’re like the
Legion and Captain Cometeer. I want to find out what the
ice gods are.”

Soon she heard his regular breathing, but she lay awake
a long time, trying to imagine the future for him and Day.
On a world of dead ice and naked stone, under a sky where
no sun had shone for endless ages. To be here forever. To
build a home for them. To plant the human seed. Could that
happen? Longing for some small grain of Kip’s reckless con-
fidence, she finally slept.

The children’s voices woke her. Day was molding a tiny
Me Me with clay they had brought from the rec room. Kip
was busy with his Game Box.

“Mom,” he called to her brightly, “I had a dream that
ought to cheer you up. I was on a great adventure with my
Legion crew beyond the Gate. We landed the Starbawk on
the ice cap and met the ice gods. Only like you said they
weren’t gods at all, but monsters with the shape of thunder-
clouds. They fought us with ice lightning and hail.

“But we beat them! Because heat kills them. Their hail-
stones all melted before they could hurt us. One of them tried
to strike me with ice lightning, but my warm breath shriv-
eled it to nothing. The hot blast of our engines drove them
off the ice. We'll be okay on the planet.

“We’ll be the real ice gods!”

“I hope,” she whispered. “At least we can hope.”
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eralls that he wore now like a brand of suspicion. He saw no
warmth in her searching stare.

“Imagine the shock to me.” He let his voice sharpen. “I’d
finished the inspection and cleared the ship for takeoff. I was
planning to go down and watch it from the bunker. With no
warning at all, I was shanghaied—”

“Imagine the shock to us,” she broke in. “We’d be dead
if we hadn’t been warned. Luckily, we did discover and dis-
arm the device. But the guards at the entry hatch kept a traf-
fic log. It shows that nobody went off the ship after the timer
was set.” Her voice fell. “The perpetrator is still aboard.”

“The wetback—”

“Mr. Mondragon?” Sharply, she cut him off again. “A
man of remarkable ability. He fixed a glitch in our computer.
He’s working with the search team now. Mr. Glengarth says
we're lucky to have him aboard.

“As foryou...”

She shook her head, looking hard at him.

“Just give me a chance.” Begging, he recalled long-ago
scenes with his mother. “As for the cashmere fibers, ask your
people if they stowed the device and my briefcase on the
same shelf. You won’t find any evidence to hang me, because
I didn’t bring any bomb aboard.

“My bad luck!” Watching her face, he managed a rueful
laugh. “Frankly, I'm stunned. I don’t know what to say, ex-
cept that now I've got to make the best of things as they are.
Don’t I deserve as much of a chance as the Mex?”

“Okay.” She turned abruptly to Kellick. “Get him some
work clothes and take him to Jesus. That’s Jesus Rivera,” she
told Roak. “The chief cook. He wants help in the galley.”

“Thank you!” He tried to sound happy about it. “I really
thank you.”

The words were hard to say when he remembered the
heat of prison kitchens where he had worked, the harsh com-
mands, the stink of burnt grease, the haste and sweat and
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thankless toil. Spic work, nigger work. He could take the heat
for a week if he had to, maybe two weeks, but a licensed and
certified launch inspector was certainly qualified for a white
man’s job.

“Give him his chance,” she told Kellick. “But tell Jesus to
watch him.”

They spiraled in toward the planet, searching out a spot for
a new human home. Rima wanted to name it Hope, but
Glengarth shrugged the notion off, with a small sad grin.

“Stecker and his gang are in charge, in spite of the
covenant. They did give me permission to set down when I'd
convinced Captain Stecker we had no choice, but Hinch
wants to name the place Hellfrost.”

She winced.

“We've got to hope. It’s all we have.”

“Hope or not, we're setting down.” He turned to Cruzet.
“Keep the radar off the ice cap. Stecker agrees that we must
land on the sunward face, as far as we can from the source of
that signal—if it was a signal. No use tipping off the natives
to where we are.”

He glanced at the holoscreen, where the planet was still
only a small blot, hardly larger than the dead sun.

“If there are natives,” he muttered. “A notion I'm not
ready to swallow.”

She joined the team at the telescope monitors as the or-
bits narrowed, scanning the ice for any possible living space,
for any promise of soil and minerals and usable water.

“If it really is water ice,” Cruzet muttered doubtfully.
“Not frozen nitrogen or methane. If it was never contami-
nated with something deadly to us. If soil and useful ores were
ever formed.”

“I'm sure they were.” Andersen had studied geology be-
fore he turned to engineering. “From all we’ve seen, I think
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the planet may have been rather like our own Earth until the
sun went dark.”

The ice cap, now an ice continent that covered the whole
outward face, was rimmed with lofty mountain chains. Glac-
iers had flowed around them into a vast ocean on the sun-
ward hemisphere. That was frozen now, a featureless plain
broken only by a few chains of rocky hills that had been is-
land groups.

Using radar now as well as telescopes, they searched a
long peninsula that thrust like a narrow dagger into the
frozen sea. Kilometers of ice covered half its rocky backbone
but thinned toward the tip. Eroded ridges and narrow
beaches looked nearly free of ice. Leaving Sternberg at the
controls, Glengarth came down to study the monitors.

“Our best chance.” Andersen pointed. “Open spots there
on the east coast where I think we might land. There’s a
chance for soil down under the cliffs, water from glacier ice,
maybe useful minerals we can mine or extract from the ocean
brine.”

“We'll touch down there,” Glengarth agreed. “If Hinch
and Stecker make no trouble.”

Mondragon and Andersen took turns with Rima and Mark
Senn, searching the cap again and again as their landing orbit
brought it closer. Mountain peaks jutting through the ice,
flow lines of old glaciers, crags and crevasses where the ice
had splintered on its way to the sea. At the wide field tele-
scope on their final pass above the cap, Mondragon caught
his breath and whistled in awe.

“Un castillo!” he whispered. “La fortaleza de los gi-
gantes!”

“Sir, we're over the source of the flash,” Andersen called
to Glengarth in the control dome above. “Even without
radar, we can make out some detail by starlight. There is
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Glengarth frowned, but only for a moment.

“I’ll consult the other leaders,” he said. “You inform the
captain.”

He called Stecker’s cabin. The instrument purred a long
tme before he heard Jake Hinch’s impatient snarl.

“The captain’s sick. Leave us alone.”

“Tell him we’ve seen another display of spectral colors.
From somewhere out on the ice, hundreds of kilometers
ahead. Mr. Glengarth is considering whether to abort—”

“Captain Stecker don’t give a bleedin’ damn!” Hinch
yelled, and hoarsely muttered, “We’re dead already.”

“Not yet,” Andersen told him. “This world may look
grim, but with luck enough it may give us a chance—"

“What bleedin’ chance! Come back in a ruttin’ billion
years, and you’ll find our bones in the ship and the ice littered
with the mummies of the cowards that ran from the
hunters—”

“Proceed as planned.” With half a minute to go, Glengarth
announced his decision. “With no good survey of ocean is-
lands ahead or the other shore, and no fuel margin for the
unexpected, we’ve no alternative.”

They came down on a rocky headland. When the rock-
ets were quenched and the ship secure, he called the leaders
to the control dome The holoscreens showed dark cliffs
climbing toward the ice in the north and west. The dead
black sky fell like a __rtain to the dimly starlit waste of an-
cient frost that spread south and east forever.

“All unknown.” Glengarth spoke absently, staring at the
black east horizon. “We’ve no such science as planetary cry-
onics, but I can’t imagine any sort of life here. I'd rather
think the flash was some harmless natural phenomenon.”

“Maybe,” Cruzet muttered. “But don’t ask me what.”

“It happened in response to our radar search.” Andersen
stood blinking into that dim and featureless flatness. “I take
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that as evidence of some native intelligence, aware of us. We
can’t relax till we know what it is.”

“Perhaps,” Glengarth muttered. “But any approach
might invite hostility. If there is any native intelligence, let it
make the first move.”

“Agreed.” Rima turned to study the westward cliffs. “I
think we’re here to stay. Our first concern is sheer survival.
[ want to search for possible resources and a site where we
can build or dig a habitat.”

Jim Cheng, who had degrees in fusion and planetary engi-
neering, had joined them in the dome. Glengarth turned to
him.

“A council. Call it a council of war.” His tone was wryly
grim. “With Captain Stecker indisposed, we’re in a hard spot.
I want to consider options, and I hope we can agree on a com-
mon front.”

“I took a course in terraforming.” Cheng gestured at the
ancient beaches that sloped down to the ice from the ridge
where they had landed. “I think we’re down in a promising
location.”

“Promising?” Cruzet stared. “How?”

“Considering the planet.” He shrugged. “Of course we’'ll
have to begin underground. There’s water enough. Hydro-
gen for fusion. Sand and gravel washed down from the cliffs.
Silt to make soil when we add organics. The beach looks like
stuff we can excavate.”

“Frozen hard as bedrock now.” Rima frowned. “Digging
won't be easy.”

Mondragon stood near them, trying to keep his eyes away
from her but still captured by her bright hair and her good
shape, by the warm tones of her voice, the faint scent he
caught when she was near.

The perfume was Sea Rose, which she had never been
able to afford. Not until their last hectic days on Earth. Sav-
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ing only enough for the taxi and a tip, she’d emptied her purse
to buy new adventure cards for Kip’s Game Box, a cute red
jumpsuit for Day, and the tiny vial for herself.

“We’ll have to drill a few test holes,” she was telling
Cheng, “to locate a site for the habitat.”

Mondragon wanted to speak of terraforming. Andersen
had showed him the laser drills in the cargo hold, powerful
fusion-driven machines that could explode permafrost into
steam and powdered rock. Yet he kept silent. She never
seemed to see him. He longed desperately to make her know
him as something more than the mojado stowaway, the
worthless wetback, perhaps even the criminal saboteador.

Pero cémo? How?

“You’re getting ahead of the game,” he heard Andersen
saying. “Our number one priority ought to be discovering
what’s out there.” He gestured. “Why that apparent signal.”

“I'd like to know.” She turned to frown at the black east-
ward sky and the black sun-disk that hung low among the un-
familiar stars. “But if the planet froze and died a billion or
ten billion years ago, I doubt there’s anything still alive and
dangerous.”

“About those flashes?” Andersen frowned. “The colors
appeared in their spectral order, red to violet. I can’t think of
any natural cause. They seem to have been directed at us. I
think they must have been produced by some sophisticated
technology.”

“Maybe,” she said. “gut those are the colors in a natural
rainbow.”

“Could be.” He shrugged, rather grimly. “But there are
no raindrops here. No sunlight to be refracted. I can’t help
suspecting that we’re meeting something interested in us.”

“A beacon lit to welcome visitors?”

“Or to lure us into a trap?”

“In either case,” she said, “I think we should begin dig-
ging in. I see no better option.” She turned to Glengarth. “Sir,

5

do you?
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“Others do.” She saw his jaws tighten. “Fujiwara and
Krasov, in planning and logistics. They want us to get off the
planet.”

“By our bootstraps?” She frowned at him, eyebrows lifted.
“With the fuel tanks dry, I think we’re here to stay.”

“They’re optimists.” Wryly, he grinned. “Or idiots. Try-
ing to convince Cheng that we can dig a new launch pit.
Build a new phase converter. Take the ship back into quan-
tum flight.”

“Ask Jim.” Glancing at the other groups, she dropped her
voice. “He’ll tell you we’ve no equipment for that. We’d be
crazy to try it.”

“I guess we’re all a little crazy, but a lot of our people are
desperate enough to risk anything.”

“You're in charge.” And she urged him sharply, “Don’t let
them!”

“Stecker’s still the captain.” His face set harder. “If he ever
decides to sober up.” He turned to Andersen. “While we’re
waiting, I'll let you and Cruzet go out to find what made that
flash. If you're really game for that.”

“We're game!” Andersen said, and Cruzet grinned with
more emotion than he often showed. “Sir, we really are!”

They had brought two scout vehicles, designed for the
exploration of hostile environments. Andersen inflated a plas-
tic shelter dome outside the main air lock and began assem-
bling an eight-wheeled spider. Mondragon heard about it,
and found him in the workshop.

“Senor, I wish to come with you.”

“Carlos, I'm sorry.” Andersen shook his head. “I like
you. You’ve proved that you do know computers. But I'm
afraid—"”

“Por favor, Sefior!” His plea tumbled out. “Soy Mexicano.
They call me mojado, wetback, because I am illegal. But I can
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came to look for me. She’s dying on the ice and the black
things are hunting her.”

“It’s just a dream, dear. An ugly dream you must forget.”

“I can’t forget. Me Me needs me.”

She went back to sleep at last, but it was a troubled sleep.
She huddled close to Rima. Once she started and cried out
sharply.

“Me Me! Me Me! If you can hear me, try to hide. Hide
ull I get there.”

The spider was a huge, ungainly metal insect that carried its
bright steel shell high on eight long legs with big-tired wheels
for feet. A heat lamp on a tall mast shone to shield it from
metal-shattering cold. They assembled it in the pressure bal-
loon and took it out for test runs on the old beach. When
Andersen declared it ready, Glengarth named Sternberg to
command it.

Joseph Sternberg was the second officer. He was past
fifty, five or six kilos overweight, with short-cut hair that had
gone gray, but he was still erect and fit. He called them into
the spider’s cabin, a narrow space between the pilot bay and
the tiny private alcove at the rear. They sat on berths that
folded out of the hull.

“An iffy thing,” he told them. “A planet that ought to be
dead. We may meet something hostile. I hope we don’t. In
any case, the effort is critical, and I'm happy to be here. I
think we ought to know one another.

“Starting with myself, [ had a career in the military. A test
pilot for the spaceplanes till Congress axed the program.
When my father’s health failed, [ retired to take over our fam-
ily business. We were general contractors for StarSeed, build-
ing special equipment. Designing this vehicle was one of our
projects till the Mission ran up unpaid debts for machines on
order and finally put us out of business before we ever got it
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built. Captain Alt was an old friend. He let me join the crew.”
He shook his head, jaw set hard. “I miss him.”

Los Doctores Cruzet and Andersen introduced them-
selves. Mondragon had found Cruzet hard to know, often
away among the stars, but Andersen had made himself muy
simpdtico. A red-haired Tejano engineer, he understood
Chihuahua Spanish and laughed at the dangers of quantum
flight.

“Now, Mr. Mondragon?” Sternberg nodded at them and
paused to study him. “Mr. Glengarth wants to limit any
losses. The three of us are enough to run the vehicle, but
Andy says you’ve made yourself useful here. If you really
want to come along, will you tell us something about your-
self?”

“Gracias, Sefior! Con much gusto.”

Cruzet and Andersen had never seemed to care that he
was only a small brown man from a poor Chihuahua pueblito.
Sternberg, however, was still un gringo extranjero who must
be persuaded to let him come on this great mechanical spi-
der, to earn his place among them and perhaps a smile from
la rubia.

Eagerly, mixing Spanish words with his unaccustomed
English, he spoke of Cuerno del Oro and his small computer
skills, and of Don Ignacio, who had told him of the quantum
craft that outran time, flying to the end of the universe in less
than an instant.

“You understand the risk?” Sternberg asked him. “We
don’t know where we’re going. We may not get back.”

“I understand.” He shrugged. “No le hace.”

Sternberg turned inquiringly to Andersen. “I believe he
was a suspect—"

“I was accused,” Mondragon said. “But por los santos I
brought no bomb.”

Sternberg frowned. “I think his case went to the cap-
tain?”

Captain Stecker had come down with el Sefior Hinch to
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see the completed machine. Handsome as un torero, he had
the grand manner of Don Alfonso Madera, who had some-
times come with Don Ignacio to the fiestas. Don Alfonso was
a clever picaro, fond of women and mescal. He had stolen an
ancient registro from the church and made its faded pages
into maps of the lost Cuerno mine. He sold the maps to tur-
istas, bragging in la cantina that he could persuade los grin-
gos that baby shit was gold.

The captain, unfortunately, had never found time to con-
sider the matter of Mondragon.

“He admits that the Fairshare pickets did help him get
aboard,” Andersen said. “But there are no fingerprints. No
actual evidence to connect him with the bomb. He knows
computers. He has made himself useful.” Cruzet nodded.
“We want him.”

“Good enough,” Sternberg nodded. “You're with us.”

“Mil gracias, sefior! We must reach el faro.”

“The beacon?” Andersen turned to frown at Sternberg.
“It’s true we won'’t feel safe here till we know what caused that
flash. But still I’'m not ready to think it was any sort of sig-
nal.”

High in the control dome, where the holoscreens let them
look down across the frost-rimmed rocks on the frozen
beaches and the endless waste of starlit ice that lay flat to
the black horizon, Glengarth cleared them for the expedi-
tion.

“Keep in constant touch,” he said. “All we want is infor-
mation about what’s out there. Take no avoidable risk. Get
what data you can. And get back alive.”

“Okay, sir,” Sternberg said. “We’re on our way.”

They turned to shake hands with la rubia, who had come
to speak of their plans. Mondragon flinched from a stab of
jealousy of these fortunate Anglos, men whom los santos had
favored with the culture and learning that made them her
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equals. One of them, perhaps, fortunate enough to win her
love?

He dared not think of all he longed for.
L J

Jake Hinch was waiting in the work balloon when they went
down to board the spider. A hawk-faced angry man with a
ragged beard and a black beret, he was Stecker’s close com-
panion but still a stranger to everybody else.

“Orders from the captain.” He showed Sternberg a
scrawled note on a stained and crumpled sheet of StarSeed
stationery, with Stecker’s signature. “I'm taking command.”

“Replacing me?” Sternberg blinked at the note. “Can you
tell me why?”

“Ask Stecker.”

The captain was not in the control room. He didn’t an-
swer his cabin phone. Sternberg sent a security man to knock
on his cabin door. At last he did call back. Listening, Stern-
berg made a bitter face.

“Yes sir,” he said. “Very well, sir.” He hung up and
turned ruefully to Andersen. “Our good captain. He’s tipsy
and not entirely coherent, but he says he’s putting Mr.
Hinch in charge because he wants the truth about whatever
we find. Yet I gather that he doesn’t fully trust him or any-
body else.”

Cruzet and Andersen straightened to salute as Sternberg
turned abruptly to leave the balloon. He came back to shake
their hands, shrugged at Mondragon, and walked back
through the lock. Hinch stood with his bag beside the spi-
der, impatiently waiting.

“Sir,” Andersen told him, “Captain Stecker does confirm
that you are in command. What are your orders?”

“As you were,” he muttered. “Carry on as planned.”

Carrying his bag into the vehicle, Cruzet heard the clink
of bottles, shrugged at Andersen, and showed him to the cur-
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tained cubicle at the rear of the cabin. He went inside and
closed the curtain.

The vehicle was new to all of them, but they had trained on
the beach and it was easy enough to drive. Andersen let Mon-
dragon take the wheel to pull them through the lock and
down the rocky slope to the frozen ocean.

“Steer by the sun. Just to the right of it. Claro?”

“Claro, sefior.” Elation hushed his voice. “Just to the
right.”

Alone in the nose bubble, he caught a faint ozone bite
from the air cycler, which Andersen was still adjusting. Lis-
tening, he heard the whisper of the turbine, the muffled mur-
mur when the others spoke, the rustle of his clothing when
he moved. Nothing else, because this dead world had no air
to carry sound.

Lighting the ice for only a few hundred meters, the head
lamps blinded him to everything beyond. He turned them off
and let his eyes adjust to the starlight. He saw a dim gray
world with all color lost, except in the dull red glow of the
heat lamp that was their shield against the killing cold.

Leaning over the wheel, he scanned the flat infinity of
bone white frost ahead. A film of frozen argon and nitrogen,
Cruzet said, the last trace of the vanished atmosphere. He
scanned the splendid sky above it, steady stars burning
brighter than those he had known in his boyhood in Chi-
huahua, set in constellations he had never seen. Ice and stars
and dead black sun, nothing else.

The cold dwarf sun was a round black spot on the stars.
Never rising, never setting, it drifted very slowly higher and
very slowly back again with the motion Cruzet called li-
bration. Live stars blazed close around it, never dimming
or even twinkling; no air or clouds had veiled them for ge-
ologic ages. The level whiteness showed no break ahead,



94 JACK WILLIAMSON

no mark behind except the faint dark scar their tires made.

What of la luz? The alien light?

He recalled the riddle of it when they were coming down
to land. A bright sudden light, burning through every color
of the spectrum from deepest red to darkest violet, but gone
before anybody could be sure of anything. It had seemed to
come from far out on the frozen ocean, nearly due east.

Five hundred kilometers out, Andersen said. Closer to a
thousand, Cruzet thought. The ice around it had looked
bright on the radar image, as if rough enough to make a
strong reflection. Perhaps an island mountain? Cruzet, who
had seen it at a higher resolution, said it had looked too tall
and thin to be any natural mountain.

A fortress of the ice gods?

Those gods of ice had been only a joke from Andersen,
but nobody had thought of anything more plausible. The
flash had come when the radar search beam swept the spot.
Had it been an actual warning, from anything alive?

Would it come again?

Cruzet came at last to take the wheel, and Mondragon
climbed into the quartz-domed lookout bubble and kept on
watching tll he dozed and shook himself awake to watch
again. Ice and stars and dead sun-disk, nada mis.

Andersen came to drive. At the kitchen shelf in the cabin,
Cruzet stirred dry powder into hot water to make the bitter
stuff they called syncafe and opened a pack of omninute
wafers. Mondragon sliced a cold slab of soyamax, wishing for
the goat enchiladas his mother used to make. They called
Hinch to ask if he was hungry.

“Garbage!” he shouted through the curtain, voice thick
from whatever he had brought in his bottles. “I've got stuff
of my own.”

Andersen stopped the vehicle and came back to eat. Mon-
dragon slept a few hours, took the wheel again, and looked
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out. Frost and stars and dead black sun. Stll half asleep, he
yawned and worked his stiff hands, stretched and stood be-
hind the wheel, slapped his face and sat again, gripped the
wheel and blinked at the level dark horizon.

Something there?

No spectral flash. Only a small black dot on the flat black
horizon, but maybe something far away. He rubbed his eyes
and veered a little toward it. A mountain? Another dwelling
of the ice giants, like those on the ice cap? If actual giants
could live here, flashing signs to visitors. His breath came
faster. Should he radio the ship?

“There is something out there,” Glengarth had told
them. “Likely harmless, but I agree that we’d better find out.
If you come upon anything unusual, anything at all, call back
at once. If you approach, do it with all the care you can.”

He reached for the radiophone, but stopped his hand
when he saw that the object ahead looked suddenly closer, too
small for any kind of mountain. When at last it crept into the
heat lamp’s glow, he saw that it was no monolithic obelisk,
but only a solitary boulder.

Yet that itself was a puzzle to him. What had tossed it
here, so far from any land? He steered closer for a better look.
It was ice, a dark mass the size of a car, jaggedly broken.
Searching his small pool of dim red light, he found nothing
else except smaller fragments shattered off when it fell. An
ice meteorite, fallen a million years ago? Perhaps a billion?

Level frost, black sun, endless midnight, scars of ancient
cosmic cataclysm, nada mds. He shrugged and drove on
again, just to the right of the dead black disk. Frost that had
never thawed and never would. Stars that never changed. He
blinked his aching eyes, his mind drifting back to Cuerno del
Oro.

To the flat-roofed adobes around the plaza, to the mud
on the rutted streets when the rains came, the dust when they
failed, the old stone church where his mother had taken him
to mass. He remembered the ragged child he had been, bare
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feet numb and aching on frosty winter mornings when he
herded his father’s goats over the rocky hills above the vil-
lage and wondered if the stars could be diamonds on the
doors of heaven.

He thought of Don Ignacio Morelos, who sometimes re-
turned for the fiestas and spoke of the starbirds that flew
from the white sands in el norte to scatter brave men and
women to find new lives on the richer worlds that might
exist out beyond those shining doors.

“I'll learn to ride the starships,” he used to promise the
don. “When I have years enough.”

“Nunca.” The lean old don always shook his head. “The
stars want no stupid campesinos.”

Remembering, he felt glad la rubia need never know
Cuerno del Oro, never feel the pain of life there, never smell
the sewer ditch or swat the flies or hear the hungry nifos cry-
ing. She would blame los pobres for all they could not help,
scorn the ignorant mojado—

Or was the thought unfair to her?

He thought of her joven hijo Kip, who had found him
hiding on the ship, seen his dripping blood and loyally kept
his secret. Kip had become un buen amigo, but she was still
the Anglo stranger who hardly knew he was alive. Yet she
might learn to see him as a man, if he could prove his worth
here among these pioneers of the stars.

If he could. Con suerte.

A sharp jolt bought him back to the frost and the boulders.
Fragments of broken ice scattered the pale ruby glow all
around him. He rubbed his eyes and found more fragments
emerging from the starlight ahead, looking always larger
until they became a barrier along the starlit horizon.
A sharper jolt. The spider rocked and dropped.
“Carlos?” Cruzet shouted from the cabin. “What hit us?”
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He braked the spider to search his small red-lit island.
The vehicle had dropped off a ledge half a meter high, hid-
den under the frost.

“We fell.” He pointed at the ledge. “A drop I never saw.”

“A fracture.” Andersen was peering over his shoulder.
“The old sea is frozen to the bottom. Old quakes here could
fracture it like any rock.” He turned to scan the boulder wall
ahead. “Ejecta, I think, from a meteor crater. We'll get
around it. But then—"

He stopped himself and stood silent, gazing out across the
frost, his craggy face lit.

“An adventure I never expected.” He swung to grin at
Cruzet. “You know I began in geology. Switched to astro-
physics because our old Earth was known too well. Now this
whole planet’s ours. A new geology for us to read!”

“Ours?” Cruzet stood with him, staring off into the east,
where they thought the flash had been. “Are you sure?”

Andersen went down to keep the fusion engine running.

“My turn to drive.” Cruzet beckoned Mondragon away
from the wheel. “Get some sleep.”

He crawled into his berth in the main cabin. Hinch was
snoring behind the curtain, but he couldn’t sleep. Cuerno del
Oro was too far away, the world of the ice gods too cold and
dark and strange. He climbed again into the lookout bubble.
Cruzet had steered north to find a way around the crater. The
frost beyond lay flat again, white and flat to the black hori-
zon. Ice and midnight, the dead ghosts of ages long forgot-
ten, nada mis.

He sat at the instrument board, staring out across that
dead starlit infinity, till the chime of the watch clock roused
him to read the temperature of the surface radiation and
enter it in the log. He used the sextant, as Andersen had
taught him, to get a position that let him add one more black
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ink dot to the line of black dots on the blank page that was
to be their map. And he called the ship.

“Rima Virili here.” La rubia’s voice startled him. A voice
like a song, musical with her beauty. “Acting aide to Mr.
Glengarth.”

“Buenas—” He stopped himself. He should not let the
Spanish remind her what he was. “Carlos Mondragon, re-
porting.”

“Yes?” Her words were courteous and quick, but empty
of the feeling that ached in him. “Anything unusual?”

“No problems.” He tried to speak with the same empty
briskness. “Position four hundred seventy-one kilometers
east of the ship. Eighteen kilometers north. We swung north
to get around a crater where Mr. Andersen says a meteor
struck the ice. Ice temperature nine degrees Kelvin. The way
ahead looks clear. Nothing unusual. No island, no mountain,
no signal light.”

“Thank you, Mr. Mondragon. I'll inform Mr. Glengarth.
Have you anything more?”

He wanted to ask of el joven Kip. And of Day, the younger
nifiita, who had la rubia’s bright hair and grieved for Me Me,
the panda doll she had to leave on Earth. He wanted to tell
her that even an untaught campesino might have the emo-
tions of a man.

“Mr. Mondragon?” He had not spoken. “Anything else?”

She was still the gringo extranjera. He heard no warmth
in her crisp, inquiring tone.

“Nada,” he said. “Nothing more.”

“Keep in touch,” she said. “Mr. Glengarth is concerned.
He wants full reports.”

The telephone clicked.

He was nadie. Nobody to her. Nor to any Anglo, except
perhaps her fine muchachito Kip. Yet he sat there searching
the frost, wondering if her art of terraforming could truly be
the magic that might turn this dead and desolate planet into
the home she wished to make for los nifiitos. How could
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anything survive at nine degrees Kelvin? Who except the ice
gods, which were perhaps only Andersen’s little joke.
Or perhaps the actual masters of the planet?

The endless day dragged into another endless day, and still
the ancient frost stretched ahead forever. The black sun crept
slowly higher. Radio contact became a matter of chance.

“We’re out of direct signal range,” Andersen said. “Any-
thing we get has to be reflected back from space by, I think,
a broken ring of orbital dust, which sometimes is above us
and sometimes isn’t.”

They were six hundred kilometers out. Eight hundred. A
thousand. Cruzet was ready to turn back. They had eaten
their ration of soyamax and omninute, washed down with bit-
ter syncafe, and they were in the bubble, frowning at the tiny
crosses that marked their path behind and gazing out across
the starlit waste ahead.

“No sign of anything hostile. What we are chasing may
be just a mirage.”

“Radar doesn’t make mirages,” Andersen reminded him.
“I’ve spoken to Mr. Hinch. He seems happy with his bottles,
and he says he ain’t going back. Not to Stecker’s bleedin’
deathtrap.”

“Carlos, are you awake?”

Mondragon was alone in the bubble when Cruzet’s sharp
voice jarred him out of sleep.

“Qué?” Groggily, he sat up in the chair. “Now I am.”

“Look out ahead and call the ship. If you can.”

Stiff from sitting too long, he turned to look. Cruzet had
slowed the machine. A few hundred meters ahead, a cliff had
risen between the frost and the midnight sky, a sheer wall of
starlitice a dozen meters high. It ran straight to the rightand
the left for as far as he could see.
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evator. Wearing grease-spattered coveralls, he smelled of
stale sweat and burnt soyamax.

“Sorry I'm late, Dr. Virili. A problem with Jesus.” He
made a comic grimace. “Mr. Rivera kept me overtime in the
galley.”

“No matter,” she told him. “We’re just beginning.”

“Roak?” Roy Eisen bristled at him. A fusion engineer,
Eisen was a gruff-voiced thickset man with the manners of a
pugilist. “I thought you were in the brig.”

“I was.” Roak nodded, with a conciliatory smile. “My in-
fernal luck. I was just clearing the ship for takeoff when the
captain received the tip about the bomb. Security detained
everybody aboard while they searched the ship. We were al-
ready in the launch pit before they found the device and the
Mexican—he must have panicked and lost himself after he
set it.

“So I'm with you.” He squared his shoulders, with a brave
smile for Rima. She was the best-looking woman aboard,
which made her now the loveliest woman in the world. He
had to drag his eyes away from the tempting contours of her
jumpsuit. “It isn’t something I'd planned on, but I want to
make the best of it.”

“I'hope you do.” A neutral tone; he must learn to warm
her.

“So you accuse Mondragon?” Eisen stared at him. “What
do you know about terraforming?”

“Of course I'm no engineer.” He shrugged, happy that his
forged credentials were a trillion miles behind. “Only a cer-
tified launch inspector, but I guess you could call me a sys-
tems specialist.” He smiled again at Rima. “Any terraform-
ing project will require a diverse team of experts. I think I
have expertise to coordinate the effort.”

“If you do—" Eisen nodded reluctantly. “We’ll certainly
have to meld all our resources.”

“I never expected this.” Indra Singh raised her voice, a
sharp-edged nasal drone. She was a tall, willowy woman
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wearing heavy gold rings and bracelets, her thick black hair
piled into an untidy bun. She had come from anthropology
to earn degrees in soil chemistry and bioengineering. “We
can’t hope to survive on the surface. We’ll have to burrow into
the permafrost.”

She made a dismal face at the rocky beaches below.

“I suppose we can thaw it and bury ourselves in mud. Or
will we strike native granite the machines can’t touch? We
can’t plan anything till we can drill test holes and run seismic
surveys.”

“Which we’re already planning,” Rima said.

“Not much for me to plan.” Nels Norgin was the Nor-
wegian meteorologist, an expert in atmospheric circulations
and climate control. “With no air and no weather and all the
water frozen close to zero Kelvin . . .”

He shrugged and spread his hands.

“Stuck or not, I think we’re here to stay.” Mark Senn, the
astrophysicist from the search team, spoke with quiet au-
thority. “Krasov and Fujiwara spoke of getting back into
quantum drive, but that’s not possible.”

“Are you certain?” Roak asked. “Captain Stecker was
hoping—”

“I’m certain!” Eisen cut him off. “We terraform or die. 1
prefer not to die.”

“Which is why we’re here,” Rima said. “We do have prob-
lems. Let’s invent solutions.”

“I stand with Dr. Virili.” Ignoring Eisen’s cold-eyed hos-
tility, Roak smiled at her and turned to the others. “I hope
you’ll let me help with those solutions.”

Calling the ship, Mondragon waited for la rubia’s voice. For
a long time all he heard was the faint rush and murmur of the
galaxy’s distant heart. When at last he caught a voice, it wasn’t
hers.

“...garbled . ..signal garbled . . . please repeat . ..”
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“Alpha calling.” He tried again. “Reporting a wall of
ice—”

“Carlos?” Glengarth’s voice, suddenly stronger, edged
with sharp concern. “What’s happening?”

“A wall of ice across our path, Sefior. Muy alto. El Doc-
tor Cruzet is backing the spider away.”

“Take no chances—”

“Something else, Sefior. Mis extrafio. A bright light burn-
ing in theice . ..”

“Can you describe it?”

“Circulos, sefior. Circles of light that grow from the cen-
ter like ripples on water till they show every color del arco
iris. Though I think they cease now as we move away.”

“Strange.” Glengarth paused, perhaps not wanting to be-
lieve. “Can you determine any likely cause?”

“No, Sefior, except that it appeared as we came near. El
Doctor Cruzet thinks perhaps it is intended as a signal.”

“From whom?”

“Yo no sé. Perhaps the beings of the mountain.”

“Have you seen any mountain?”

“Not yet, Sefior. All we see is the white frost that covers
the ice all the way to the sky.”

“I'hope you find no mountain. Are you in danger now?”

“Creo que no. Now we are stopping again, a kilometer
from the wall. The circles of color do not return.”

“Let me speak to your commander.”

“Mr. Hinch is below, sir. Sleeping. Or I think borracho.”

“Get me Mr. Andersen.”

“Andy here, sir.” He spoke at once from the nose. “On
the interphone.”

“This wall?” Glengarth’s tone had an anxious edge.
“What about it?”

“It looks natural enough, sir. A natural geologic upthrust.
The fault line runs north and south as far as we can see. Noth-
ing to tell us when it happened. Could have been yesterday
or more likely a billion years ago. But still I wonder. . . .”



THE BLACK SUN 105

Doubt slowed his voice.

“Ariddle, sir. [t stands in our way like a barrier. That bea-
con was burning in it like a warning to stop us.”

“What’s this about Mr. Hinch?”

“He’s down in his berth. Probably drunk.”

“I see.” Glengarth paused. “He’s an odd one. A surprise
to me that Stecker sent him out, unless they’d had some kind
of dustup. Any trouble to you?”

“None, sir. He just told us to carry on.”

“Do that. Keep in touch. Any more you can say about this
light in the ice?”

“It’s nothing I can explain, sir. A target shape of expand-
ing rings. The same colors we saw in that flash from the ice
cap. Maybe meant to tell us we’ve come close enough.”

“I think you have. Wake Mr. Hinch if you can. Inform
him that his orders are to turn back at once. Hold the line
open. I want constant contact.”

“Okay, sir.”
[ ]

Mondragon kept the headphones on, but the contact was
broken. He heard Andersen calling Hinch and then the whis-
per of the turbine as they pulled farther back from the bar-
rier.

“Hold it!” Hinch’s hoarse sardonic bark came close be-
hind him. “If Mr. Glengarth’s still on the line, tell him I've
been informed. Awake and not too drunk to run this bleedin’
circus. We ain’t going back.”

Twisting, Carlos found Hinch behind him at the top of
the cabin steps, gaunt face flushed behind the straggle of
beard, a pistol in his hand.

“Qué?” he whispered. “Qué quiere?”

“Escuche!” A slurred command. “Get this! All three of
you. To hell with Stecker and his ruttin’ ship. We’re going
on to that bleedin’ mountain. Ifit is a bleedin’ mountain. Or
if it’s the mouth of hell.”
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“Senor—" He had to catch his breath. “Sefior Hinch,
have you looked outside?”

“I see the cliff.” Hinch was breathing hard. The pistol
shook in his hand. “I heard about the bleedin’ flash. Maybe
meant to scare us off, but Jake Hinch don’t scare. We’ll climb
the ruttin’ ice—”

“Seiior!” he begged. “Cuidado con la pistola!”

“Cuidado yourself!” Hinch waved the gun. “I ain’t bor-
racho, and we ain’t turning back.”

“I think we are in danger, sir,” Andersen called, “if we ig-
nore that signal—”

“Afraid to die?” Hinch laughed, a brief, harsh snort. “So
what the bleedin’ devil! We're already done for, murdered
when this crazy ship took off. We can die slow, starvin’ and
freezin’ here on the ice. Or faster, if that bleedin’ scumbag
Stecker gets us back on his death-trap ship and shoots it off
to God knows what. I'll take the ice gods, if you want to call
’em gods. No worse than old Rip Stecker.”

“Sefior . ..” Mondragon watched the pistol and searched
for words. “La Doctora Virili says we need not die. She says
we came to make the planet a new home for humanidad. She
says we know the science to stay alive, on the ice or under it.”

“Turned to bleedin’ cannibals!”

“Creo que no, sefior. I think we need not die.” He shrank
from a sweep of the gun. “Please, Seiior, I think we must con-
tinue our search for the masters of the planet. Perhaps they
burn the signal light to make us welcome.”

“Not very bleedin’ likely!”

“We don’t know.” Andersen’s quiet voice again. “Mr.
Hinch, may I ask why you’re with us> Are you here for Cap-
tain Stecker? Or have you had some difference with him?”

“Ifyou give a bleedin’ damn . . .” Hinch stepped back and
lowered the pistol, but his eyes were wild with desperation.
“Let me tell you what a slimy bastard Rip Stecker is.”

“No friend of mine.” Cruzet spoke somewhere below. “A
dirty trick he played, throwing Captain Alt off the ship.”
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Startled, Hinch jumped and tipped his haggard head.

“A filthier trick on me! Kidnapped me off the bleedin’
Earth. Got me drunk and kept me aboard when I never meant
to come. Just to shut me up. To stop my testimony back at
home about how he’d robbed the Mission.”

Livid now, his gaunt face twitched.

“But I ain’t dead. Not quite yet!”

“I'see, Mr. Hinch.” Andersen nodded soberly. “Anything
you want to add?”

“No secrets here. Not among the dead.” Hinch grinned,
his hollowed eyes glaring past Mondragon at the ice wall and
the stars. “If you care, I know enough to hang the thievin’
skunk. He’s a slick one. Top con man of the bleedin’ century,
if you ain’t already guessed it. He’d embezzled millions.
Jumped on the ship two minutes ahead of the law. If you won-
der how I know, he used me for his bleedin’ cat’s-paw.”

“Huh?”

“StarSeed Mission used to be big business. Real big busi-
ness!” His ragged voice had slowed, and his arm seemed to
relax with the gun. “Every bleedin’ ship cost a lot of millions,
and they launched a lot of ships. Rip Stecker’s job was rais-
ing the millions. Conning it out of the bleedin’ true believ-
ers. He knew how to diddle the senseless nuts into trading
all they had for their chance to shape human destiny—that’s
what he called his one-way tickets to hell.

“Did it in his own high style.” Hinch laughed again, rau-
cously. “Mark him up for that. Ritzy apartments in New York
and Geneva. Women to fit. But he had a fatal fault. Loved to
gamble in top casinos all over the world, drunk half the time.
Always a loser, drunk or sober. Went crazy toward the end,
squandering ten times his pay. That’s when he got his hooks
into me.”

He waved the gun, and grinned when Mondragon
ducked.

“I'd made my own mistakes. Dipped into the wrong till
and did eight years for it. Branded with that, I'd changed my
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name and tried to make a better start. He found me out when
I asked for a Mission job. He took me on to do the worst of
his dirty work. He went so far I got sick of his tricks and set
the law on him. That’s why he’s done me in.”

He twisted to glare belligerently at Cruzet.

“And why I ain’t afraid of him, or you, or any bleedin’ ice
gods. I ain’t going back to end my days on Rip Stecker’s death
ship and let the cannibals gnaw my bones. Got it?”

“Si, sefior.” Mondragon nodded hastily. “Seguro que si.”

“Thank you, Mr. Hinch.” Andersen spoke very quietly
through the interphone. “I think we've got it. I'm glad to
know where you stand, but I wonder how you hope to get past
this fault in the ice.”

“Your problem.” Hinch grinned ferociously. “You're the
engineer.”

Muttering, he went back to his berth. Mondragon heard a
bottle clink. Another kilometer back from the ice wall, An-
dersen stopped the spider to inspect the reactor and the tur-
bine. Cruzet put on his airskin and went down through the
lock to check the tires and steering gear.

“Vehicle temperature still in safe service range,” he re-
ported. “Ice fog forming around us since we stopped. Frozen
air sublimes under the lamp and freezes again as it spreads.”

“Write it in your bleedin’ log.” Hinch was pushing into
the lookout bubble. “If you think any bleedin’ idiot will ever
get here to read it.”

Yet, in spite of such sarcasm, he turned suddenly amiable,
offering to share his whisky. Mondragon made fresh syncafe
and toasted omninute wafers in the microwave. They gath-
ered in the cabin for a meal before Cruzet took the controls
to drive them along the ice wall. It sank a little, but ten kilo-
meters north it was still four meters high.

“Let’s take a look,” Andersen called. “I think we can climb
it here.”
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“If you can . . .” Hinch twisted to squint at him doubt-
fully. “Do it.”

They stopped near the fault. Andersen climbed down
through the lock with a box of tools. In the bubble, Mon-
dragon watched him drilling holes with a laser that exploded
the ice into steam that made a thin red fog around them.
Loading explosives into the holes, he gestured Cruzet to back
them away.

The silent blast brought a great eruption of steam and ice
fragments and a flash that dazzled Mondragon. When he
could see again, the starlight showed a sloping gap in the bar-
rier. Andersen came back aboard, and Cruzet jolted the spi-
der through it.

“Call the ship,” Andersen told Mondragon. “If Mr. Hinch
doesn’t mind.”

Hinch didn’t mind.

“What the bleedin’ hell,” he muttered. “The bleedin’
bastard can’t touch us now.”

Calling, Mondragon heard only the hiss and whisper of
the cosmos.

“We'’ve dropped below line of sight,” Andersen told him.
“Which means that any signals have to be reflected down to
reach us. No reflector above us now.”

Staring from the bubble as they rolled on toward the
black sun’s round blot on the stars, all he saw was the same
flat waste of ash white frost, the same black horizon, the same
eternal midnight. Hinch roved the machine for a time, peer-
ing ahead from the nose and climbing to peer out of the bub-
ble. He finally vanished again into his curtained cubicle.

Andersen stowed his tools, yawned, and went down to
take a nap. When the watch clock chimed, Mondragon read
the sextant and the surface temperature, made another black
dot on the route map, and got no answer when he called the
ship again. He was dozing when he heard Cruzet’s excited
yelp.

“Look ahead! Another light!”
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He blinked his sticky eyes and found a point of changing
color low above the eastern horizon. Red that changed to or-
ange, yellow to green, blue to violet, and then faded into in-
digo. After long seconds of darkness, it began again.

“One more warning.” Andersen looked at Hinch, who
had followed him into the bubble. “Sir, I think we’ve come
far enough.”

“Drive on.” Hinch’s eyes were red and hollow, the whisky
slowing his gritty voice. “Ice gods or bleedin’ devils, I'll see
how they take human heat.”

Andersen turned to Mondragon. “Try the ship.”

Again all he heard was the rush of energies too vast for
him to understand. Andersen went down to take a spell at the
wheel. Alone in the bubble, cut off from all humankind, he
felt that they were utterly alone in their tiny shell, trapped
under the uncaring silence of the ice and the weight of end-
less time. Almost, he thought, as if they were already dead.

The telephone startled him.

“Calling . . . Calling Alpha . ..”

La rubia! Her voice was a thread of life, drawn too thin,
stretched too far from warmth and life and hope. In a mo-
ment like a dream, he seemed to see her as if she stood some-
how on the stony hill behind Cuerno del Oro, facing a wind
that blew her bright hair back and shaped a thin red dress to
her fine body, holding la nifiita and the panda doll in her
arms.

“Ship calling spider.” Her voice was suddenly stronger.
“Can you hear?”

“Si!” He gasped the words in Spanish. “Lo oigo.”

“Carlos?” He was sorry for the Spanish, but at least she
knew his voice. “Where are you now?”

“We blasted a way through the ice wall. We are driving
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