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THE REEFS OF SPACE

The maj or snapped: "Check in, you Risks! Wiat's the matter with you?" H s radar horns nmade him

| ook Ii ke Satan—a sl eepy young Satan with an underslung jaw, but dangerous.

"Yes, sir," said Steve Ryeland, peering around. This was Reykjavi k—a new world to Ryel and, who had
just cone froma maxi mum security |abor canp inside the rimof the Arctic Circle. Ryeland blinked
at the buildings, a thousand feet high, and at the jets and rockets scattered 'across the air
field. The little man next to Ryel and sneezed and nudged him "All right,"” Ryeland said, and went
into the bare little Security lounge. On the teletype that stood in the corner of the room-hi the
corner of every room—he tapped out:

Information. Steven Ryeland, Risk, AWC38440, and O B. Oporto, Ri sk, XYZ-99942, arrived at—
He took the code letters fromthe identification plate on the machine.

1

—Station 3- Radi us 4- 261, Reykj avi k, | cel and. Query. \What are personal orders?

In a nmoment the answer canme fromthe Planning Machine, a single typed letter "R " The Machi ne had
recei ved and understood the nessage and adjusted its records. The orders would foll ow.

A Toget herness-girl glanced into the | ounge, saw the collars on Ryeland and the little man. Her
lips had started to curve in the smile of her trade, but they clanped into a thin line. Risks. She
nodded to the major and turned away.

The tel etype bell rang, and the Machine tapped out:

Action. Proceed to Train 667, Track 6, Conpartnent 93.

Ryel and acknowl edged the nessage. The mmjor, |eaning over his shoulder, grinned. "A one-way ticket
to the Body Bank if you want my guess."”

"Yes, sir." Ryeland was not going to get into a discussion. He couldn't win. No Risk could win an
argument with a man who wore the mmjor's radar horns.

"Well, get going," the major grunbled. "Ch, and Rye-land—=

"Yes, sir?"

The maj or wi nked. "Thanks for the chess ganes. I'l|l be seeing you, | guess. Parts of you!" He

| aughed raucously as he strode away. "No side trips, renenber," he warned.

"Il remenber," said Steve Ryeland softly, touching the collar he wore.

Qporto sneezed again. "Conme on," he grunbl ed.

"Al'l right What was that numnber?"

The little dark man grinned. 'Train 667, Track 6, Conpartment 93. That's an easy one—ahchoo!
Dafabit," he conplained, "I'mcatching cold. Let's get out of this draft."

Ryeland | ed of f. They wal ked unescorted across the pavenent to a cab rank and got in. AH around
them travelers, air field workers and others glanced at them saw the iron collars—and at once,
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on each face a curtain descended. No one spoke to them Ryeland punched the code nunmber for their
destination, and the car raced through broad boul evards to a huge marble structure on the other
side of the city.

Over its wide entrance were the carved letters:

THE PLAN OF MAN SUBTRAI N STATI ON

They made their way through a wi de concourse, noisy and crowded; but everyone gave them plenty of
room Ryeland grinned sourly to hinmself. No side trips! O course not—and for the same reason. It
wasn't healthy for a man who wore the collar to step out of line. And it wasn't healthy for anyone
else to be in his inmediate nei ghborhood if he did.

"Track Six, was it?**

"Train 667, Conpartnent 93. Can't you renenber anything?" Oporto denmanded.

"There's Track Six." Ryeland led the way. Track Six was a freight platform They went down a
flight of notionless noving stairs and energed beside the cradle track of the subtrains.

Since the subtrains spanned the world, there was no clue as to where they were going. Fromlcel and
they could be going to Canada, to Brazil, even to South Africa; the nonstrous atomc drills of the
Pl an had burrowed perfectly straight shafts fromeverywhere to everywhere. The subtrai ns rocketed
t hrough air-exhausted tunnels, swng between hoops of electrostatic force. Wthout friction, their
speed conpared with the velocity of interplanetary travel

"Where is it?" Oporto grunbled, |ooking around. A harsh light flooded the grinmy platforns,
glittering on the huge al um num ball oons that lay in their cradles outside the vacuum| ocks. Men
with trucks and cranes were |loading a long row of freightspheres in th_ platformnext to theirs; a
little cluster of passengers began to appear down the noving stairs of a platforma hundred yards

away. Qporto said abruptly: "I'lIl give you six to five the next traininis ours."
"No bet." Ryeland knew better than to take himup. But he hoped the little man was right. It was
cold on the platform Chill air roared around themfromthe ventilators; Oporto, already chill ed,

sneezed and began to sniffle. Ryeland hinself was shivering in his thin maxi rumsecurity denins.
At the canp, when their travel orders came through, regul ati ons demanded a thorough nedi ca

exam nation before they left. That was the rule under the Plan, and

3

the exam nation included a steanm ng shower. "They want nice clean neat at the Body Bank," the
guard guffawed; but Ryeland paid no attention. He couldn't afford to.

A man who wore the iron collar around his neck could only afford a limted |look into the future.
He coul d think about the day when the collar cane off, and nothing el se.

A warning horn shrieked into the pit. Ryeland junped; Oporto turned nore slowy, as though he had
been expecting it. Wich he had.

Red signals flickered fromthe enornous gates of the vacuum|lock on Track Six. Air valves gasped
The gates swung slowy open and a tractor enmerged towing a cradle with the special car they were
wai ting for. "You would have lost," Oporto conmented and Ryel and nodded; of course he would have.
The car stopped. Equalizer valves snorted again, and then its tall door flopped out fromthe top,
formng a ranp to the platform Escalators began to crawl along it.

Qporto said anxiously: "Steve, | don't like the |ooks of this!" Qut of the opening door of the car
two men in uniformcanme running. They ran up the escalators, raced onto the platformand up the
stairs. They didn't ook at Ryeland or Oporto; they were in a hurry. They were bearing thick

| eat her di spatch cases the sane color as their unifornmns.

Bri ght bl ue uniforns!

Why, that was the uniformof the special guard of —

Ryeland lifted his eyes to | ook, unbelieving. At the roof of the shed, am d the ugly web of ducts
and pipes and cables, a brilliant light burst forth, shining down on the sphere. And across its
top, forty feet above the platform there was a gl eaning blue star and under it, etched in
crystalline white, the | egend:

THE PLAN OF MAN OFFI CE OF THE PLANNER

The special car they had been waiting for was the private car of the Planner hinself!

The first thought that crossed Steve Ryeland's mind was: Now | can present ny case to the Planner
But the second thought canceled it. The Planner, |ike every other human on Earth or the pl anets,
was only an instrunment of the Planning Machine. If clearance ever cane to Ryeland—if the collar
cane of f his neck—+t would be because the

4

Machi ne had considered all the evidence and reached a proper decision. Human argurent woul d not
affect it.

Wth an effort, Ryeland put the thought out of his nmind; but all the sane, he couldn't help
feeling a touch better, a degree stronger. At least it was alnost certain that their destination
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woul d not be the Body Bank

"What was that conpartnment nunber?”

Qporto sighed. "93. Can't you renmenber anything? Train 667—the product of the two prines, 23 and
29. Track 6, their difference. Conpartnent 93, then- last digits hi reverse order. That's an easy
one— But Ryeland was hardly |istening. The intinmate acquai ntance that Qporto seened to have with
all numbers was no | onger news to him and he had nore urgent things on his nind. He |led the way
up the ramp and into the Planner's subtrain car. A woman in the blue uniformof the guard passed
them glanced at their collars and frowned. Before Ryeland coul d speak to her she had brushed past
them busily and was gone. It said a lot for the efficiency of the collars, he thought wyly, that
she didn't bother to find out what two R sks were doi ng wandering freely around the Planner's
private car. There was no cause for worry; if they took a wong turning, the collars would nake it
their |ast.

But by the same token, it was highly dangerous for themto wander around. Ryeland stopped short
and waited until someone el se cane by. "Sir!" he called. "Excuse ne!l"

It was a straight, gray-haired man in the blue of the Planner's guard, wearing the silver
nmushroons of a Techni-corps colonel ."Wat is it?" he demanded inpatiently.

"We're ordered to conpartnent 93," Ryel and expl ai ned.

The col onel | ooked at himthoughtfully, "Name," he snapped.

"Ryel and, Steven. And Qporto."

"Um " Presently the colonel sighed. "All right," he said grouchily. "Can't have you nessing up
the Planner's car with your blood. Better get secured. This way." He led themto a tiny room
ushered themin. "Look," he said, flexing the knob of the door. "No | ock. But | should warn you
that nost of the corridors are radar-trapped. Do you understand?" They understood. "All right."
He hesitated. "By the way. My nanme's Lescure, Colonel Pascal Lescure. We'll neet again." And he
cl osed the door behind him

Ryel and | ooked qui ckly around the room but it wasn't the splendor of its furnishings or the
confort of its appoint-
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ments that interested him It was the teletype. Qickly he reported in for hinself and Oporto. The
answer cane:

R Action. Await further orders.

Qporto was beginning to | ook flushed and to trenble. "Always it's lige this," he said thickly. "I
ged a cold and if | don't tage care I'msick for weegs. I"'mfeeling |ighd-beaded al ready!" He
stood up, tottering.

Ryel and shook his head. "No, you're not |ightheaded. We're noving." The hand at the controls of
the subtrain knew whose private car he was driving down the electrostatic tubes. The giant sphere
was being given a featherbed ride. They had felt no jar at all on starting, but now they began to
feel curiously light.

That was intrinsic to the way of travel. The subtrain was arrowing along a chord frompoint to
point; on long hauls the tunnels dipped nearly a thousand mles below the earth's surface at the
hal fway mark. Once the initial acceleration was over, the first half of a trip by subtrain was
Iike dropping in a super-speed express el evator.

Absently Ryel and reached out an armto brace Oporto as the little man weaved and shuddered. He
frowned. The helical fields which walled the tunnels of the subtrains owed part of their stability
to hinmself. On that Friday night, three years before, when the Plan Police burst in upon him he
had just finished dictating the specifications for a new helical unit that hal ved hysteresis

| osses, had a service life at |east double the old ones.

And yet _he could only renenber that nuch and no nore.

Had sonet hi ng been done to his mnd? For the thousandth tine Ryeland asked hinself that question
He coul d renmenber the equations of his helical field theory that transformed the crude "nagnetic
bottles" that had first walled out the fluid rock, as early nucleonicists had walled in the plasm
of fusing hydrogen. Yet he could not renenber the work that had led himto its design. He could
renenber his design for ion accelerators to wall the atomic rockets of spaceships, and yet the
aut hor of that design—hinsel f—was a stranger. Wiat sort of man had he been? Wat had he done?

"Sdeve," Oporto npaned. "You wouldn't have a drink on you?"

6

Ryel and turned, brought back to reality. A drink! Oporto was feverish. "1'd better call the
machi ne, " he said.

Qporto nodded weakly. "Yes, call in. I'msick, Sdeve."

Ryel and hesitated. The little man did | ook sick. Wile he was standing there, Qporto bl undered
past him "I'll do id nyself," he grunbled. "Get out of nmy way."
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He reached with funbling fingers for the keyboard, his face turned angrily toward Ryel and. That
was a m stake; he shoul d have been watching. In the unsteady footing he |lurched, reached for the
keyboard, m ssed, stunbled and fell heavily against the teletype.

It toppled with a crash. There was a quick white flash frominside it and a sudden pungent snell
of burning.

Qporto got slowy to his feet.

Ryel and opened his mouth and then closed it wi thout saying anything. Wiat was the use? Cbviously
the tel etype was out of comm ssion; obviously Oporto hadn't done it on purpose.

Oporto groaned: "Oh, dabbit. Steve, where'd thad col onel go? Maybe he could ged ne sonmething ..."
"Take it easy," Ryeland said absently. The little man's condition was clearly not good but, in
truth, it was not Qporto that was on Ryeland's mind just then. It was the tel etype.

Al ways, since the first days after school, there had been no nove Steve Ryel and nade, no action he
performed, without checking in with the Machine. Even at the maxi mum security canp there had been
a teletype on direct lIinkage with the Machi ne, standing in one desol ate comer of the bare
barracks.

He felt curiously naked, and sonmehow folorn

"Steve," said Oporto faintly, "could you ged ne a' glass of water?"

That at |east was possible; there was a silver carafe and crystal tunmblers, fired with gold
designs. Ryeland poured the little man a glass and handed it to him Oporto took it and sank back
agai nst a huge, richly uphol stered chair, his eyes cl osed.

Ryel and roarmed around the tittle cubicle. There wasn't much else for himto do. The col onel had
war ned them agai nst radar-traps in the corridors; it was not to be thought of that they would go
out and take the chance of being destroyed by a single wong nove.

For they were Risks; and the iron collars they wore contained eighty granms of a high explosive. A
step into

an area proscribed for Risks (and such areas were common all over the world) neant that a
triggering radar beam woul d touch off the explosive. Ryeland had seen that happen once. He didn't
want it to happen to him

Brig or no brig, this roomwas part of the Planner's private car and it was furnished in a way
that Ryel and had not seen in three years. He fingered the drapes around a nock-w ndow and reached
out to touch the polished nirror of a hardwood table top

Three years ago Ryeland had lived in a roomsonmething like this. No, he adnitted, not quite as

| avish. But a roomthat belonged to him wth furniture that no one el se used and a place for his
clothes, his books, the things he kept around him But in that |ife he had been a cl eared man,
with a place in the Plan of Man and a quota to be net. That |life had ended three years ago, on
that fatal Friday afternoon

Even now, after endl ess sessions of what was called reconstructive therapy, Ryeland coul dn't
under stand what had happened to him The vaguely worded charge was "unpl anned thi nking," but al
his merciless therapists had failed to help himrecall any thoughts disloyal to-the machine. The
only material evidence of unplanned activities was his collection of space literature—the yell owed
ol d copies of books by Ley and Ganow and Hoyl e and Einstein that he had saved fromhis father's
library.

Of course he knew that the books were not on the list approved by the Plan, but he had intended no
disloyalty with his hobby. In fact, as he had nany times told the therapists, the special
equations of the helical field were related to the nmathematics of the whol e uni verse. Wt hout
knowi ng the equations for the expansion of the universe and the continuous creation of nmatter in
the space between the gal axies, he could not have inproved the helical units for the subtrain
tunnel s.

But the therapists had al ways refused to specify exact charges. Men under the Plan no | onger had
rights, but nerely functions. The purpose of the therapists was not to supply himwth

i nformation, but to extract information fromhim The sessions had fail ed, because he couldn't
remenber whatever it was that the therapi sts had been attenpting to extract.

There was so much that he coul d not renmenber

Qporto said weakly: "Sdeve, ged ne a doctor."

"I can't!" Ryeland said bitterly: "If the Plan wants you sick you'll have to be sick."

Oporto's face turned a shade paler. "Shut up! Sonmebody may be |istening."

"I"'mnot criticizing the Plan. But we have to stay here, you know that."

"Ryel and," Oporto begged, and went into a coughing fit

Ryel and | ooked down at the little man. He seened to be in serious trouble now Evidently his
systemwas of an ultra-allergic type. Swept clean of disease organisns in the sterile air that

bl ew down on the isolation canp fromthe Pole, he had been ripe for infection. He was breathing
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heavily and raggedly, and heat wafted off his forehead as Ryel and brought his hand near it.

"Hold on, Oporto," he said. "It'Il only be alittle while. Maybe a couple of hours." At a thousand
mles an hour, there was no place on Earth nuch farther away than that.

"I can be dead in a couble of hours," said Oporto. "Can't you ged ne a doctor?"

Ryel and hesitated. There was truth to what the little man said. The Pl an provi ded constant

i muni zation for those who lived in areas exposed to disease; but the hypo-allergic, Iike Oporto,
nmght well lose that immunity in a few nonths. And Oporto had been breathing sterile air for three
years.

"All right," said Ryeland wearily, "I'lIl do what | can. You cone with ne, Oporto." Booby-trapped

the halls mght be, dangerous the trip certainly was; but it was |life and death to Oporto.

The door opened easily.

Ryel and, half supporting Oporto, |ooked out into the corridor. No one was in sight. He sighed; he
had hoped that they might find a passerby. Oporto babbled: "Steve, what are you doing? Led ne

al one. W can't go oud here —the col onel warned us!"

"We have to get you to a doctor, renenber?" Ryeland scanned the corridor. At the intersections
were curious canopi ed devices |like the sun-shelter over a nogul's how dah. Perhaps they were the
radar traps; at least, Ryeland couldn't inagine what el se they night be. But there was one back
the way they had conme, and surely there had been no trap there.

No. Ryeland thought it out carefully. The fact that they had been allowed to get to Conpartnent 93
didn't prove
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anything at all; quite possibly the traps had been turned off to allow themto pass. In fact,
thinking it over, it seened certain that the one route that would be prohibited would be the
corridor going back to the entrance port.

"Oporto," he said, "do you see those doors? | think we can go into one of them"

"You do, Steve? What nages you think so?" the little man asked sardonically.

"Because there's nothing better to try," Ryeland snapped, and dragged the little nman with him
Around his neck the iron collar wei ghed heavier than ever. If only he were a superman, |ike that
Donder evo whose nane stuck half-forgotten in his mind , . . whose fate, sonehow, was |inked wth
Ryel and' s own.

Who was Donderevo, exactly? The therapists had questioned himso persistently about the nman that
there had to be some strong reason. Did Ryel and know hi n? When had he | ast seen hin? Wien had he
recei ved a nmessage from hi n? What was t he nessage about?

Donderevo was the son of an explorer and trader who had gathered a fortune fromthe asteroids and
the noons of the outer planets, and had built a comrercial enpire outside the Plan of Man. Ron
Donderevo had cone to Earth as a student of space nedicine at the great technol ogical institute
where Ryel and's father was a mathematics professor. Wile he was there, the Plan had annexed the
| ast reluctant asteroids and noons which had renmained outside. Donderevo's father had been
defeated in a space fight, resisting the annexati on. Donderevo hinself had been placed in an iron
collar, as a result of a student denonstration. Then one day he had di sappeared. The | egends said
that he had sonehow renoved the collar, and escaped into space beyond the power of the Plan

Ryel and remenbered nmeeting himonly once, in his owmn father's study. Ryeland was an ei ght-year-old
Techni cub. Donderevo was a grown nman, a graduate student, romantic and nysterious with his

know edge of far planets and unknown space. But was that enough to account for the questions?
Ryel and had deni ed receiving any nessage fromhim but the therapists were unconvi nced.

In any event, whatever Donderevo m ght have been, Ryeland wasn't; his collar was on for good, or
until the Machine rel ented.

Ryel and wondered crazily if he would hear the tiny click 10

of the relay before the decapitation charge went off. Wuld there be any warni ng? Wuld he know?
O would it all be over, literally, before he knew what was happeni ng?

Tlie only way to find out was to open a door and wal k through it.

He pushed a door open, selecting it at randomfromthe hal f-dozen in the corridor. Oporto broke
away fromhimand, surprisingly spry, ran a few paces down the corridor, whirled and watched him
with a face of tense anticipation.

Ryeland didn't stop to think it over, he wal ked in the door; and nothi ng happened.

G inning, enbarrassed, Qporto trailed after. "That one was all right, huh, Steve?"

Ryel and nodded; but there was no point in recrimnmination, although there were a |lot of things he
had in mnd to say to the man who had urged himto take a chance—and then ducked out of the way
of the possible consequences. But of nore inmediate interest was the roomthey were in.

It was about the size of Conpartnment 93 and enpty. It was quietly furnished: A narrow bed, a table
with a fewflowers, a large mrror, an array of cabinets. A girl's room Ryeland guessed, but from
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the relative nodesty of its furnishings, not the roomof a girl who was part of the higher brass
on this de luxe subtrain. Possibly a secretary's room perhaps a maid s. Woever she was, she
wasn't in.

But there was anot her door, leading to a flight of steps.

This time Ryeland didn't wait for Oporto. He caught his breath and held it, and when he had passed
t hrough and established once again that that particular door was not radar-trapped, he tasted salt
and acid on bis Iip. He had bitten hard enough to draw bl ood.

But he was through

The stairs were steep, but it was easy enough to help Oporto up them with the plunging of the car
taki ng pounds off their weight. They cane out into another room also enpty and snall

But this one was sunptuously furnished. It seenmed to be a woman's dressing room It was white and
gold, with ivory-backed brushes and conbs on a little vanity table, before a gold-rimed oval!
mrror. The stairs, Ryeland guessed, were for the use of the personal maid to whoever used this
room

11

And he heard soneone singing,

Ryel and took a deep breath and called out: "Hello there! Do you hear ne? |'mlooking for a
doctor!"

There wasn't any answer. The singing went on, a girl's voice, clear and attractive; she was
singing for her own anusenent. Every once in a while she would go back and repeat a phrase, pause,
then start again aimessly. And under the singing was a sort of nusical cooing acconpani ment

Ryel and | ooked at Oporto, shrugged and pushed t he door open

They | ooked into a roomthat was green and silver. Its walls swamwi th fading, shifting green
light. In the center was a round silver tub, six feet across, partly recessed into the floor. From
the mouths of carved crystal dol phins tiny jets of perfuned warm water |eaped and splashed, in a
foam of bubbles, into the tub

And above the thick blanket of foam protruded one knee, the head and the arns of the nost
beautiful girl Ryeland had ever seen

"I + beg your pardon," he said, awkward and di st urbed.

She turned her head and | ooked at himcalmy. On her wet, white shoul ders were perched a pair

of —-birds? No. They were shaped like birds, |ike doves, but they were made of netal; their feathers
were fine silver scales; their eyes were red-1it jewels. The netal things noved restlessly, as the
little eyes poked hotly at Ryeland and OQporto. They cooed soft threats, and the rustle of their

wi ngs was |ike thin whispering bells.

Qporto opened his eyes, stared and emtted a strangling sound. "She—She— He swal | owed and
clutched at Rye-land. "Steve, it's the Planner's daughter!" he gasped, and flung hinself to the
floor. "Please!" he begged, withing toward her. "Please, we didn't nmean to bother you!"

But the approach nust have al arned her. Not very nuch; for she didn't raise her voice; but she
stopped singing in the mddle of a note and said, quite softly: "Guards."

There nust have been a microphone to pick up her words, for there was a sudden commoti on outsi de
But nore than that, she had defenders nearer still. The doves on her shoulders |leaped into the air
and flung thenselves at the prostrate little man. Sharp beaks tore, wingtips |ike knives beat at
him The door opened and four tall wonmen in the blue of the Planner's guard raced in,

12

Deat h had not been far from Steve Ryeland for these three years. It had worn the neat white snock
of Dr. Thrale, the fat, bald, oily man who had been his chief therapist. It had whispered in the
soft, asthmatic voice of Dr. Thrale, warning hima thousand tines that he stood i n danger of the
Body Bank, unless he could recall a nessage from Ron Donderevo, unless he could find the right
answers to nonsense questions about a string of words and nanmes that nmeant nothing to

hi mspacel ing, reefs of space, Donderevo, jetless drive.

Deat h had taken other forns. The concealed trigger of a radar trap, the nenacing horns of a radar-
headset, the nore subtle and nore worrisone peril of orders to the Body Bank; these were the
deat hs he had known and learned to live with. These wonen, though, carried projectile weapons, not
radar. Queer, thought Ryeland, even in that nmonent, for if carried through the thought indicated
that there were sonme dangers to the person of the Planner's daughter that did not come from
classified Risks like hinself. Could ordinary citizens—leared citizens—be dangerous to the Pl an?
But there was no answer to that question just then. Oporto was scream ng under the attack of the
silvery doves, the wonman guards were bearing down on them

The girl stopped themall with a single word. "Wait." She swept a mound of bubbl es away from her
face to see better, exposing a throat of al abaster. Her eyes were green-gray and serene. She

| ooked very lovely and very young.
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She caught Ryel and conpl etely undef ended.

In the isolation canp there had been no wonmen—ot even a pin-up picture; and here he was in the
presence of a nost beautiful wonman, in what shoul d have been the privacy of her bath. Apart from
everything el se, she could hardly have been unaware of the shattering effect she had on him But
she seened conpletely at ease. She said, in a voice nore polite than curious: "Wat do you want ?"
Ryel and coughed. "This man needs a doctor," he said hoarsely, |ooking away.

13

The first of the femal e guards | aughed sharply. She was tall, brunette; a heroic figure of what

m ght have been a lovely girl, if reduced ten per cent in all dinmensions. She said in a voice that
just nissed being baritone: "Cone on, Risk! W'I| take care of you and your friend too!"

But the girl in the tub shifted position lazily. She waved an armthrough the foam watched the
bubbl es billow in slow concentric waves and said: "Never mnd, Sergeant. Take the sick man to a
doctor, if that's what he wants. Leave the other one here."

"But, Madam The Pl anner—

"Sergeant," said the gentle voice, not raised at all; the sergeant turned al nost white. She
gestured at the others; they half carried Oporto out. The door closed behind them cutting hi
twain a |l ook of pure hatred and contenpt that passed fromthe sergeant to Ryel and.

The doves, which had been describing precise circles in the air, shook thenselves and returned to
the girl's shoulders. Their hot small eyes never left Ryeland, but after a noment they began to
coo agai n.

"You're an iron-collar nman, aren't you?" the girl asked suddenly.

Ryel and nodded. "A risk. Yes."

"I'"ve never spoken to an iron-collar man," she said thoughtfully. "Do you mnd if we talk? |I'm
Donna Creery. My father is the Planner."

"I know. " Suddenly Ryeland was aware of his runpled deninms, of the fact that he was an intruder on
this girl's bath. He coughed. "Don't you think your father—4+ nean, | don't nmind if we talk, but—=
"CGood," said the girl, nodding gravely. She shifted position to get a better |ook at him The
bubbles rippled wildly. "I was afraid you m ght be sensitive about it,” she told him "I'mgl ad
you're not. What's your nane?"

Ryel and rai sed his chin and spread the coHar of his denimshirt to display the iron band.

"Steven Ryeland," she read, squinting to make out the glowing scarlet letters with his nane and
nunber. "Wy, | think I know that name. A doctor? No. A rocket pilot?"

"I ama mat hematician, Mss Creery."

She cried: "Oh, of course! Your folder is on ny father's desk. | saw it this norning, when we were
| eavi ng Copenhagen. "

An anxi ous eagerness took his breath. For three years he had been trying to | earn the charges
agai nst him The

14

t herapi sts had refused to give himinformati on. Their questions had been carefully phrased to tel
hi m not hi ng—they had asked hima thousand tines what the word spaceling neant, and puni shed hi m
nore then once for guessing that it neant an inhabitant of space.

"Did the folder tell— He gulped. "Did it specify any charges agai nst ne?"

Her greenish eyes surveyed him unal arned.

"You di spl ayed unpl anned interests."

"Huh? What does that nean?"

"You possessed a secret collection of books and manuscripts, which had not been approved by the
machi ne. "

"No, | didn't." A cold breath touched the back of his neck. "There has been sone terrible

n st ake—

"The Pl anni ng Machine pernits no m stakes," she renminded himgravely. "The titles of the forbidden
books were listed in the folder. The authors were scientists of the wi cked tines before the Pl an.
Ei nstein. Ganow. Hoyl e—=

"Ch!" He gasped. "Then those were just ny father's books—a few that | saved. You see, when | was a

kid | used to dream of going to space. |'ve net Ron Donderevo. | wanted to pilot a spaceship, and
di scover new pl anets. The Machine killed that dream™
He si ghed.

"It transferred me out of the Technicorps and reclassi-fied me as a research mathematician. It
assigned ne to an installation sonewhere underground—+ don't know where it was; we were not

al | owed even to guess whether we were under dry |land or the ocean floor or the polar ice. | don't
renenber, even, if | ever guessed. My nenory has . . . holes init. | had two hel pers—a tel etype
girl and a little man naned Oporto, who is a sort of human conputing machi ne. The Machi ne sent us
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problens, like the problemof hysterisis loss in the subtrain tunnels. They were problens the
Machi ne couldn't answer, | suppose—even it doesn't know quite everything. Anyhow, we solved the
probl emns.

"OF course | wasn't supposed to see reference books, because | could ask the Machine for any fact
I wanted. But for the sake of efficiency it had let ne keep a few handbooks, and | had brought

t hose books of ny father's anobng them"

He sniled at her hopefully.

"You see, for a man who had set his heart on space, life in a tunnel isn't very exciting. For a
sort of hobby, | read

15

t hose books about space. They were full of old theories about the nature of the universe. Using
nodern mat hematics, | worked out a new set of equations to describe the expandi ng universe and the

continuous creation of matter in the space bewteen the gal axi es—

Her frown checked him This was not quite the sort of talk for a young girl in her bath!

"But that was not unplanned,"” he finished desperately. "It was just a harnl ess hobby. In fact, it
was useful to the Plan. The equations that | used in inproving the helical field units were
derived fromthe equations that describe the continuous creation of matter and space."

"And that's what made you a risk?" She | ooked at himthoughtfully and frowned. "You don't | ook
danger ous. "

He could find no answer to that. He waited while she waved a hand absent-m ndedly. One of the
doves left her shoulder to fly, tinkling, to the crystal dol phin. It pecked precisely at a fin-
shaped | ever on the dol phin's back, and obediently the spray of perfuned water dw ndl ed away.
Ryel and wat ched, nore than half lulled by the scent of l|ilac and the strangeness of his
surroundi ngs. The room was warm but not steany; invisible ducts nust be sucking the nbisture out,
"Are you dangerous?" the girl asked suddenly.

Ryel and said: "No, Mss Creery." He hesitated, wondering how to explain it to this child. "The
collar isn't a punishnent. It's a precaution,”

"Precaution?”

He said steadily: "The Machi ne has reason to believe that under certain circunstances | mght work
agai nst the Plan of Man. | have never done anything, you nust understand that. But the Machine
can't take chances, and so—the collar."

She said wonderingly: "But you sound as though you approve of it!"

"I"'mloyal to the Plan!"

She thought that over. Then: "Well, aren't we all? But the rest of us don't wear iron collars.”
He shook his head. "I never did anything that was agai nst Security."”

"But perhaps you did sonething that wasn't—quite?"

Ryel and grinned. She was amazingly easy to get along with, he thought; the grin became a snile—a

real one, and the first one he had worn in sonme tinme. "Yes," he admitted, "I did sonething that
wasn't There was a girlL"

16

"Steven, Sieven!" Donna Creery shook her head nmock-ruefully. "Always a girl. | thought that was
only in stories.”

"Inreal life too, Mss Creery." He was al nost relaxed ... Then, abruptly, her nobod changed.

"Your folder contains another specification," she rapped out. "You are charged wi th concealing

i nformati on about a device which is dangerous to the security of the Plan of Man."

"But I'"'mnot!" he protested desperately. "Sonmebody has nade a m stake—n spite of the Machi ne. For
three years the therapists in the naxi numsecurity canp have been working ne over, trying to
extract information that | don't have."

Her eyes wi dened, with a cal mconcern

"What kind of information?"

."I"mnot sure." He winced, with remenbered pain. *' They were careful not to give me hints, and
they puni shed ne for guessing.

"They questioned nme about a list of words," he said. "They strapped ne down, wth el ectrodes
clanped all over nme, recording every reaction. They repeated the words a mllion tinmes. Spaceling.
Reefs of space. Fusor-ian, Pyropod. Jetless drive. And two nanes—Ron Don-derevo and Dani el

Hor r ock

"Putting all those words and names and other clues together, | guessed that the therapists thought
that Horrock had brought nme a nessage from Donderevo. A nessage from space, about things called
reefs and spacelings and fusorians. Particularly, about something called a jet-less drive. That
was what they were trying to dig out of me—how to build a jetless drive."

She frowned.
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"What is a jetless drive?"

"There isn't any," he said. "Because a jetless drive would be a system of reactionless propul sion
Crackpots for three hundred years have been trying to i nvent such a system but everybody knows it
woul d be a violation of the Third Law of Mtion. It's as inpossible as pushing a rowboat forward
wi t hout pushing the water back."

"I see." She was noddi ng gravely. "lnmpossible as creating new atons and new space between the
gal axi es."

He | ooked at her sharply. "But | couldn't have bad a nmessage from Horrock—er anybody el se," he

i nsi sted desperately. "Not when they seemto think I did. On the Friday it happened, Cddbal

Qporto and the teletype girl

17

.JR

had been with me all day. W were working late, finishing the specifications for the new helica
unit. | let Oddball go about eighteen hundred hours, because he was getting a headache. The
teletype girl went out with him to bring coffee and sandw ches for us. They hadn't been gone hal f
an hour, when sonebody knocked on the door. | thought it was the girl—but it was the Plan Police."

"That wasn't on Friday." Donna Creery*s eyes were veiled, strange. "According to the records in
your folder, you were taken into precautionary custody at ei ghteen hundred hours on a Mnday
afternoon. That |eaves at |east three days missing fromyour story."

Ryel and gul ped.

"That couldn't be!" He shook his head. "Oddball and the teletype girl had just gone out—

"1 studied your folder with considerable care.” She failed to say why. "I amcertain that you were
pi cked up on a Monday. "

Ryeland felt a tingle of excitenent. This was nore than he had ever been able to | earn about the
case against him

"l suppose it's possible,” he muttered. "At first | was in a place mscalled a recreation center
somewher e underground. W weren't allowed to inquire where. The therapy sessions went on around
the clock. | had no way of knowing the time or the date.

"But | still don't know how to build a reactionless propul sion system And | still believe that
the Machine has permitted itself to nake a ni stake."

Donna Creery shook her head reprovingly.

Ryel and stopped, the collar tight around his neck. This was crazy! Staying here like this with the
Pl anner' s daughterl He said abruptly, harshly: "Mss Creery, |I"'minterrupting your bath. | nust
go!"

She | aughed, like a shimer of pale nusic. "I don't want you to," she coaxed.

"But —your bath—=

"I always stay in the tub in these subtrain rides, Ste-ven. It's confortable, when the up-grav
drag begins to work. And don't worry about ny father. He rules the worl d—nder the Pl an, of
course! But he doesn't rule me." She was smiling. She could hardly be twenty, Rye-Iland thought
ruefully, but there was no nore doubt in his mnd that she knew she was a worman. She said
confortably: "Sit down, Steven. There. On the bench.”

One slimarm wearing wistlets of foam gestured at 18

an eneral d bench next to the tub. The doves noved nervously as he approached. “Donna Creery said:
"Don't be afraid of ny Peace Doves." He | ooked quizzically at the silver-steel beaks. "Ch, |I'm
sorry they hurt your friend," she apol ogi zed, "but they thought he was going to hurt me. You see,
even without the guard | am protected.”

She waved a hand, and faint nusic seeped into the roomfrom conceal ed speakers. "What was the girl
i ke?" she denmanded.
"She was beautiful,
"And danger ous?"

He nodded, but under the heavy weight of the collar the stiff hairs at the back of his neck were
trying to rise. Dangerous? This girl was far nore dangerous to him He had no right to be here.
The Machine would not be blind to this. But Donna Creery said soothingly: "Tell ne about her. Was
she really | ovely?"

"I believed she was. She had long yellow hair and green eyes. Eyes |like yours. And she was in the
secret police, but |I didn't know that until the day of the raid."

Laughter pealed fromthe girl's lips, and the Peace Doves fluttered their wings fretfully for

bal ance. "And she betrayed you. Are you afraid | mght? But I won't, Steven, | promse."

He shrugged. *Tve told you. | suppose | was lucky, at that. | was sent to a maxi numsecurity canp.
It could have been the Body Bank."

She tilted her head to ponder that, and he watched the red glints flow through the dark waves of

he said shortly.
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her hair. At |ast she sighed and said, "And for that you became a Ri sk. But you shoul d have been
nmore careful, Steven. You should not have defied the Plan. And now you have to wear that collar
Can't you get it off?"

He | aughed sharply.

She said seriously: "No, | suppose not. But if | were you, | think | mght. You said you were a
mat henatician. If | were a nathenmatician, and wore the collar, it would be only one nore problem
for me. | would find a way to solve it."

He said with a touch of anger: 'The collar was invented by Col onel Zanfirescu, the best engineer
in the Techni corps—before he was sal vaged hi nsel f. He thought of everything."

"It's only a netal band, Steven." 19

"The toughest arnor plate in the world! And inside it there's a decapitation charge, fused with a
hydrogen power cell—+t won't |ast forever, no, but it will keep full power for a century! And
that's longer than | can wait. And the collar's booby-trapped. If |I try to cut it open—if | even

try to unlock it, and use the wong key, or turn it the wong way—+t will kill me on the spot.
Have you ever seen a decapitation charge go off, Mss Creery? | have."
She shuddered, but she said: "If | were you, | would run away."

"Not very far! Radar runs faster. And even if you could get away—eut to the Cold Planets, say, or
to one of the orbiting stations around Mercury—there's a timng device in the cpllar. It has to be
reset periodically, with a key. If not—boom And you never know when; just that it will be less
than a year."

"Ch." She shook her head sadly. "Then you nust take it off," she said wisely.

He | aughed out | oud; he couldn't help it. The idea was preposterous!

"Don't |augh, Steven. Ron Donderevo did," she told him

"Donderevo! What do you know about Donderevo?"

She said, "Ch, a little. I knew him you see, when | was very small. | renenber seeing himwth
the collar—and | saw hi magain, wthout."

He stopped, staring. He began: "You saw Donder evo—

But there was a sudden, harsh knocking at the door. "Mss Creery!" a worried nmale voice clanored.
"The Pl anner has sent for that R sk!"

Ryel and sat bolt upright. For a nmonment he had forgotten; the voice had brought himback to the
realities of his life.

The girl said, "You'll have to go, Steven." She whispered, and one of the Peace Doves restlessly
rose from her shoulders and circled the room its hot red eyes fixed on Ryeland. It touched the
door, and without sound the door opened. "Be careful,” the girl said gently. "And don't think too

much about Angela."

"Al right," Ryeland said, nunb, walking |ike a mechanical man to where the radar-horned officer
of the Planner's guard waited for him with an expression like malevolent granite. It wasn't unti
the door had slid si-

20

lently closed behind himthat he renenbered he had never nentioned the nane of the girl who
betrayed him his teletype girl, Angela Zw ck.

For all of Ryeland's life the Planner had been watching him That fearless, genial, giant face had
| ooked down on himtfonri stereo posters in the home of his parents, the barracks of the

Techni cubs, the classroons of his school —+n every public square, and all the | aboratories and
bui | di ngs where he had worked. Ryel and knew that face as well as his own father's—better—and so
did every other human alive.

The Pl anner sat behind a great hardwood desk in a chair that was all air cushions and cunning
springs. He was | ooki ng absorbedly through a fol der of papers on his desk. Unconfortably Ryel and
st ood wai ting.

There was no resenbl ance between the Planner and his daughter. She was brunette and |ovely, with
the face of a child saint; he was square and silver, a lion's face. H's hair was short, gray-
white; it sat firmly on his head like a collision nmat And over his head, on the back of the great
chair, a steel-gray raven sat frozen; but it was not an ornament, for slowly netal -sheat hed eyes
opened and tiny bright red eyes peered out at Ryel and.

At last the Planner | ooked up and snmiled. He said in a velvet bass voice:
in?"

Ryel and junped. "Ch. Sorry, sir." He hurried over to the gold-plated tel etype and tapped out his
nanme. The station plate on the machine said sinply: "ONE".

The old man chuckl ed. "You're Steven Ryeland. | saw you once before, but you wouldn't renenber
that."

Ryel and started. "Sir?"

Son, don't you check
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"It was a long time ago, boy," the Planner said contenplatively. "I visited your home; you were a
baby. Don't | ook shocked. You see, | knew your father."

Ryel and staggered. He was half floating as the hurtling sphere reached maxi mum vel ocity, hundreds
of mles under the open air; but it was not that which nmade himdizzy, nor even the fact that he
had not eaten for nearly a full day; it was this nan on the other side of the desk. He said

i ncredul ously: "Sir, ny parents never said anything about knowi ng the Planner. Surely they woul d
have been proud...." ,

The Pl anner | aughed, a glorious huge laugh. "My boy," he cried, "it's a wise child, eh? And you
are not that w se. You don't know rmuch about your parents. They were

21

not proud of knowing ne at all; they were ashaned because, you see, your father hated nme very
much." He nodded, the snile drying on his face. His voice becane |like the rasp of a file. "Your
father was an eneny of the Plan!" he barked.

"Sir," Ryeland protested, "I don't know anything about my father. He di sappeared when | was young.
And ny nother never told nme that."

"She wouldn't," the Planner said savagely. "She was a dangerous wonan, but not a stupid one.
Nei t her of your parents were stupid, Ryeland; so howis it that you are?"

Ryel and said baffled: "Sir?"

"You're a Risk!" rasped the Planner. "You should not have dared defy the Plan. That was an act of

stupidity!"

Ryel and took a deep breath. Perhaps this was his chance to get his case on the record. He began
"Sir, let me explain. | had no intention of defying the Plan. There was a girl who reported ne,
and the Machine reclassified ne as a Risk. | think this was an error, but—=

"You question the Machi ne?"

"No, sir. Not the Machine, but the information that—

"Never mind!*1 snapped the Planner. "I don't want you to incrimnate yourself further. You are
your father's son, and you nust renenber that everything you do is suspect for that reason.”

It took Ryeland s breath away. For a nonent he couldn't speak. He stood there, weaving slightly in
the unsteady footing as the sphere rolled restlessly about in the beginning of its up-drive back
to the surface.

Then he burst out: "Sir, do |I understand you? You're saying that the Machine considers ne a Ri sk
because of what ny father may have done before | was born! That's not fair. That's—=

"Fair!" bellowed the Planner, while the raven opened its tiny eyes and whirred restlessly over his
head. "What sort of word is that, Ryeland? 'Fairness.' 'Freedom' 'Denocracy.' Al those words
your father used to use, they run in the blood. And they nean nothing. Wiat does fairness* have to
do with seventeen hundred and fifty calories a day?

"Fairness," he sneered, "is used up, gone, spent! Do you know what your bl essed ancestors did,
boy? They nined 'fairness' and 'denocracy' fromthe untapped resources of the world. They didn't
invent them they mned them+ust as the old farmers nmined mnerals fromtheir

22

cornfields, twenty crops of corn and a foot of soil! Wll, the topsoil's gone now. And so is
fairness and freedom The world is a closed system now boy, and there isn't enough to go around!"
The ferocity of the outburst left Ryeland stunned. "But—but sir," he said, "surely the far planets
of fer new frontiers, new resources—

"Be still!" barked the Planner, the square silver head thrust forward |i ke a hanmrer. Above himthe
steel-grey falcon whirred threateningly.

The Pl anner glowered up at Ryeland, shifting his position in the conpensating chair as the
subtrain began its up-grav thrust. Weight cane back to norrmal, then nore than nornal. Planner
Creery said: "Ryeland, you're like your father. He never |earned that the frontier was gone, but
you must. The Plan of Man is based upon a systematic reduction of the pernicious persona

liberties that al nost destroyed our world. War! Dust bowl s! Floods! Forest fires!" Each word was a
foul epithet; he spat themat Ryeland. "W have to pay the bill for the waste that has gone

bef ore—waste that your father, and those Iike him would have spread. Never forget it, boy!"

Ryel and stood silent. There was no reasoning with this nan; there was a power and assurance that a
gun m ght shatter, but no human power ever could. After a nonment Ryel and said: "I haven't
forgotten.” Nor ever would, he thought. Not while the collar weighed around his neck.

"The collar bothers you," said the Planner surprisingly, and grinned. It was as though he had read
Ryel and' s t hought s—easy enough, Ryeland realized. "But we all wear them boy. Each one of us, from
the Pl anner down to the castoffs waiting for salvage in the Body Bank, must account to the Mchine
for every hour of every day; and each of us wears the Machine's shackle. On sone of us they're
intangi ble," he explained gravely "and | adnit that that does make a difference."
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Unwi | Iingly Ryeland smiled. Not only power, he realized; the nan had personality, charm-even to
use on a Ri sk

"But if you like," the Planner added, off-handedly "you can get that particular collar off your
own particul ar neck."

For a nonent Ryel and coul dn't believe what he had heard. "Get the collar off, sir?"

The Pl anner nodded mmjestically. He shifted his posi-23

tion again, touching a button. The massive, cushioned chair inclined slightly backward. The raven
flapped with a tinkling nmetallic sound into the air, hovering, as a neck-rest rose out of the
chair's back and envel oped the Planner's silver head. The subtrain sphere was well into its upward
thrust now. A faint squeal filtered through the soundproofing of the room+testinony of the
pressure that forced the car against the invisible, unfeelable wall of electrostatic force. It
wasn't friction that nmade the squeal, but a heterodyne of vibrations fromthe generators that
drove the car. Ryeland staggered as his wei ght grew.

The Pl anner said suddenly: "W are all bound to the Plan in one way or another. | rust try to find
unbreakabl e links that can replace your iron collar—er you nust find themyourself; then the
collar can cone off."

Ryel and said desperately: "Surely my work proves that | amloyal ."

"Surely it does not!" the Planner nocked. He shook his head like a great father hear with a
naugbty cub. "It is not what you have done already," he reproved, "but what you can do now t hat
will matter. You have worked freely, Ryeland; perhaps brilliantly, but you nust work within the

Pl an. Always. Every nmonent. The Pl anning Machine will assign you a task. If you conplete it—=

He shrugged, with an effort.

Ryel and was gaspi ng now, the sag of his flesh a trap as the subtrain sphere forced its way up from
Earth's nolten center. He wanted to tal k—question the Pl anner

—perhaps learn the secret of those missing days. But his body refused. Al around themwas white-
hot rock under pressure; only the electrostatic hoops kept it out; they werg down nany mles, but
now rising. It was |ike an el evator again, but going up. The vertical component of the sphere's
speed was rapidly reaching a hundred and fifty mles an hour; and even the Planner's voice,
cushioned and protected as he was, began to grow hoarse and sl ow.

"You'd better go now, Ryeland," he grunbled. "But would you like to know what your task will be?"
Ryel and didn't answer—he couldn't; but his eyes answered for him The Planner chuckled sl owy.
"Yes, of course. The Machine thinks you can handle it. It sounds

—Well," said the Planner thoughtfully, "we each have our part to play, and mne is not necessarily
to under -
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stand everything the Machine requires. Your task is to develop a jetless drive."

Ryel and rocked, and clutched frantically at the edge of the Planner's huge desk. "A-a jetless
drive?"

The Pl anner | ooked somberly amused. "I see," he said. "Perhaps your task does not include
understanding it either? But that is what the Machi ne asks of you."

"You nmean— Ryeland tried to recover his breath. "You nean, a reactionless propul sion systen"
"Precisely."

"Do you know that your torture experts—your reconstruction therapists—have been trying for three
years to make ne tell themhow to build a jetless drive? They seemto think I know how "

"I know." The big man shrugged. "I know their efforts failed. The Machine had received information
that you had desi gned such a nmechanism Apparently that informati on was m staken. But the past
three years have nade such a device nore than ever essential to the security of the Plan—pore than

ever dangerous to the Plan, if it should fall into unfriendly hands.
"The Machine requires a jetless drive. Its records of your abilities and achievenents indicate
that you are qualified to devel op such a device. | have decided to disregard the evidence of your

unpl anned behavi or, the problem of whether your ammesia is real or assuned, voluntary or not. If
you want to cone out of your collar in one piece, you will design a working nethod of reactionl ess
propul sion. Now," he said in an exhausted voice, "you nust go."

Through a haze Ryel and saw himnake a faint notion with the huge gnarled hand that |lay on the arm
of his chair. The raven shifted position ever so little and beat the air frantically with its
steel wings. Across the rooma door opened.

One of the Planner's guard officers canme in. He was a giant of a nan, but he stepped very
carefully under the thrust of the sphere's clinb.

"Ryel and, " whi spered the great old man behind the desk

Ryel and turned, half |eaning on the officer in guard bl ue.

"About ny daughter," said the Planner softly. The squeal had becone a roar, alnpst drowning him
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out. "Donna has a soft heart, which she inherited from her

25

nmot her; but her brain she inherited fromne. Do not attach inportance to the fact that she all owed
you to talk with her in her bath." And the old man's eyes closed, as the Planner allowed his head
to slunp back at |ast.

Machi ne Mpj or Chatterji said confortingly: "You'll like us here, Ryeland. We're a brisk outfit,
brisk." i "Yes, sir." Ryeland | ooked around him He was in a steel-walled cubicle with a
Security designation. He had no i dea where on, or under, Earth he night be.

"You don't have to worry about nonsense,"” the major chattered. "Get the work done, that's all we
care about."

Ryel and nodded. The little major noved with the youthful grace of a kitten. He wore the radar-
horned hel net of a risk-pusher debonairely, as though it were part of a fancy-dress costunme. He
caught Ryel and's gl ance.

"Ch, that," he said, enbarrassed. "Confounded nui sance, of course. But you are a Risk and the
Machi ne' s orders—=

"I"'mused to it."

"Not that you're the only Ri sk here," Major Chatterji added quickly. "Heavens, no! Some of our
best men, and all that."

Ryel and interrupted, "Excuse nme, Major." He bent to the teletype and rapidly typed out his
identification nunber and the fact that he had arrived. Wthout delay the tel etype rapped out:

R Information. Machine Major Chatterji is authorized to reconsider your status. Action

Requi siti on necessary equi pnent for expansion of equations re unified force field and steady-state
hypot hesi s.

Ryel and frowned. Major Chatterji, peeking over his shoulder at the gray teletype, cried: "At once,
Steve! Ch, we nove fast here. Til have a six-deck calculator and a roomto put it in before you

can change your clothes, |I'll bet you a | akh of dollars!"

Ryel and said: "I don't understand. 'Unified force field and steady-state hypothesis'—what's that
about ?" But the
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maj or was cheerfully ignorant. Admi nistration was his job; Ryeland would find out everything el se
in due course, wouldn't he? Ryeland shrugged. "All right. But | won't need the cal cul ator—not if
Qporto is still around.”

"The ot her Ri sk?" Machine Mjor Chatterji w nked. "Al ways stick together,"” he nodded. "I'll have
himdetailed to you."

Ryel and | ooked again at the teletype. The truly inportant part of the nessage al so needed sone

t hought. Machine Major Chatterji is authorized to reconsider your status. Then this man here, with
the liquid black eyes and the | ean, hooked nose, this was the man who could turn the key that
woul d unl ock the iron collar?

O was that the wong assunption to nmake? The Machi ne was al ways exact. But sonetines the nere
human who read its nessage failed to understand the nmeani ng. For instance, did that nmessage mnmean
that Machine Major Chatterji could clear Ryeland—er did it mean that he could downgrade him.

say fromR sk to raw material for the Body Bank?

It was a sobering thought.

The faded unreality of everything in his past except his know edge of science left Ryeland with a
naggi ng sense of bew | dernment and | oss.

"Why does the Machine need a jetless drive?" Uneasily, he put the question to Major Chatterji.
"The ion jet ships , are good enough to reach the planets—and anyhow the Plan of Man seens to be
retreating fromspace and burrowing into the Earth."

"Stop it!" Chatterji warned him sharply. "Such speculation is no part of our function."

Ryel and i nsi sted, "The Machine seens to be afraid

- that a jetless drive in the wong hands would be dan-

- gerous to the Plan. Whose hands could that be? The . Pl an has conquered all the

pl anets, taken in the whole hunan race. Except for a few fugitives |ike Ron Donder-evo—

"Don't talk about him" Chatterji |ooked shocked. "Qur ; own function here is enough to keep

us busy wi thout any

such unpl anned tal k."

A Ryel and shrugged and gave it up, and Chatterji at once ;.;, reverted to his cheerfu
bust| e.
v "We've got to get you settled,"” he beanmed, his gold-; ri mmed gl asses fl ashi ng.
"Faith! Cone in here, girl."

The door opened. A tall blonde strutted in. She wore
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tight scarlet pants and a brief scarlet jacket. Two centuries before she woul d have been a drum
mej orette; under the Plan she had a nore inportant role to play. "This is Faith, Steve. She's one

of our Togetherness girls. She'll help you get adjusted here, | promse!"

The Togetherness girl snmled a |acquered snile. She piped: " 'Performyour own function
perfectly—and your own function only.' That's our notto here, M. Ryeland." It was |like a dol
t al ki ng.

"And a splendid motto it is!" Major Chatterji endorsed, beam ng. "Get himstarted, Faith. And
don't forget the Togetherness neeting at nineteen hundred hours."

Ryeland's mind was teeming with jetless drives and the steady-state hypothesis and three m ssing
days and Major Chatterji is authorized to reconsider and the fact that the Planner had known about
his interview with Donna in her bath. But this was inportant too; he swept the other things out of
his mind and tried to pay attenion to what the Togetherness girl was saying.

"You'll like it here, Steve," she whispered, solemly squeezing his arm She smiled up at him and
steered himdown a gray-walled concrete tunnel. There were no windows. "This is Point Circle

Bl ack. Sounds confusing, doesn't it? But you'll learn. I'll teach you!" Point Circle Black was the
headquarters office, where Major Chatterji, the adm nistrative officer, fussed endl essly over his
probl ens of supply and personnel. "Point Triangle Gray." Faith sang, waving at an intersection
ahead. "That's the nedical section. Tests and di seases, injuries and— she giggled

naughtil y—supply depot for the Body Bank."

Ryel and grunt ed.

"Ch, that's nothing for you to worry about, Steve," she said reassuringly. "Trust Mijor Chatterji.
You do your part and he'll do his; that's Teamwork."

Ryel and munbl ed, "I understand. It's just that—well, |1've had to face the chance of the Body Bank
for three years now, | adnit | don't like the idea of being butchered."

She stopped, scandalized, her perfect eyebrows arched, her clear eyes w de. "Butchered? Steve,
what an unpl anned word!"

"l only meant—=
"The Planned term" she said firmy, "is 'salvagedl. And you can't deny the logic of the Mchine,
can you?" She didn't wait for an answer. She was well into her set
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speech, 'The Body Bank," she parroted, "provides the attack teamw th the necessary stinulus to
insure maxi mumeffort. If the effort is successful, the teamhas nothing to fear. If the effort
fails—=

She shrugged wi nsonely. "The welfare of the Plan of Man," she said, "requires that they nust nake
their contribution in another way. That is, their physical organs nmust contribute to the repair of
nore useful citizens. That's Teamwork!"

"Thanks," said Ryeland grunpily. The isolation canp on the rimof the Arctic Crcle, he thought
wistfully—it had been hard and dull and unconfortable; but at |east he hadn't been exposed to

| ectures fromteen-aged girls!

Point Triangle Gray was a Security designation; all the nanes were. The whole area was called Team
Center. It mght have been under Lake Erie or the Indian Ccean; Ryeland never | earned.

At Point Triangle Gray he was given his tests. He caught a glinpse of Oporto, |ooking healthy
enough but sonmehow crestfallen; they waved, but there was no chance to speak as Qporto canme out of
one | aboratory roomwhile Ryeland was going into another. At |east, Ryeland thought, the little
man hadn't been sal vaged.

Then he forgot about Qporto for five rigorous hours. Point Triangle Gray neasured his functiona

i ndices and his loyalty quotients with every test that he had ever undergone before and one or two
that were brand new to him The [ab nen stripped himand clanped himin their metering devices,
while the interrogators demanded every detail of his life, back to the toys his nother had given
himfor his third birthday.

In these tests he tasted the after-bitterness of those sessions in the therapy roomat the
"recreation center"—those | ong, endl ess ages when he was puni shed and puni shed agai n because he
could not nake sense of the crazy questions the therapists flung at him He dreaded, each nonent
now, that in the next nmonent it would start again. Sonmeone would fling hima question about pyro-
pods or Ron Donderevo. Soneone woul d ask hi mabout the nmissing three days in his life, or demand
that he draw themthe plans for a device he'd never heard of.

But it didn't happen; the questions were all routine.

In fact, every one of the questions had been asked hi m bef ore—sone of them a hundred tines. Every
answer had |ong since been recorded for the nenory druns
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of the Planning Machine. But the interrogati on went on. His reactions were studied in blinding
actinic light, and photographed by infra-red in what to himwas utter dark. H's body fluids were
sanpl ed agai n and agai n. Wol e salvos of injections stinulated and calmed him and for a short
time put himto sl eep—while heaven knew what pokings by scal pe! and probe investigated the nmuscle
tensions of his innernpbst system

But at last it was over

He was dressed in new crisp scarlet slacks and tunic and propelled into the gray concrete
corridors where Faith was waiting, the lacquered smile on her face and her eyes gl ad.

"You' ve passed!" she sang, "But | knew you would And now you' re a full nenber of the Team"

She led himcaroling: "Next |I'Il show you your quarters. They're nice, Steve!l And then, oh
there's so nuch here! You'll like the Toget herness Canteen. You'll have wonderful work facilities.
Everything is fine—and, of course, that's only fair, isn't it? Because so nuch is expected of you
people on the Attack Team You're entitled to a great deal in return; that's Teamwork!"

She | ed hi mabout for an hour, and she did not stop chattering once. She took himto a sort of
mess hall to be fed—al one; he was late for dinner, due to the tests at Point Triangle Gay, and
the others were all through. The food was General Wrkers A-Ration—about the same as at the

maxi mum security canp, though sonewhat less of it in ternms of calories. But it was pleasant to be
allowed to sit and snoke after the nmeal. And she showed himhis quarters

They were confortable. A rather surprisingly soft bed, a bookcase (already Machine Major Chatterji
had stocked it with conversion tables and reference books), a nore than adequate chest for the
personal bel ongi ngs he had | ong since ceased to own. "Isn't it nice?" the Togetherness girl

ent hused. "But we'll have to hurry, Steve. It's alnost nineteen hundred hours!"”

The Toget herness Canteen was hi gh over the maze of tunnels that conprised Team Center. Its gray
concrete was liberally splashed with bright col ors.

It was full of light and sound and people. There were nearly twenty Togetherness girls as pretty
as Faith; they danced with | aughing officers of the Technicorps, sat with them at tables, sang
with them around a piano. There
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were hurrying waitresses as pretty as the Togetherness girls, or alnobst, bringing drinks and |ight
refreshnent. And there were the officers—Ryel and's new col | eagues.

They all wore the crisp scarlet uniform and his heart bounded, for three of themat |east, he
saw, -wore the same iron collar as hinmself. But they were | aughing. One danced with a red-headed
girl as tall as he, two were in a card gane.

The iron collar did not seemto weigh heavily on these Ri sks.

Ryel and took a deep, wondering breath. Maybe this place was the place he had hoped for all those
three years...

One side of the roomwas an enornous wi ndow, twenty feet tall, nmade of arnor-glass. Qutside

weat hered cliffs were splashed with orange sun, nearly set. The tops of pines swayed in an unheard
wi nd, and a far nountain slope was splotched with evergreens and gol den autumm aspen.

Faith touched his arm "Wat's wong, Steve? Afraid of high places?"

He had hardly noticed the scenery; his thoughts had been on his collar. But he blinked and cane
awake. "I —+ didn't know where this place was, until | saw the outside."

"You still don't know," she |laughed. "Cone along. You'll want to neet the Team | eader."

General Fleermer had big bulging eyes and a tight uniform it made himlook like a very inportant
frog. "So -you're Steve Ryel and?" The general punped his hand, the bul ging eyes glowing with
friendly Togetherness. "G ad to have you, Steve!" He grinned and flicked the iron collar with a
fingernail. It rang faintly. "W'll have that off you in no tinme. Gve us results, we'll give you
your cl earance! Wat could be fairer?"

He caught Steve by the other el bow, the one Faith wasn't using, and carried himoff. Faith trailed
al ong. "Want you to neet some of the others," he boonmed. "Here. Pascal! Come over here. Steve,
want you to neet—=

"But | already know Col onel Lescure," said Ryeland. It was the grayhaired Techni corps officer who
had conducted themto Conpartnent 93 on the Planner's sub-train.

The col onel nodded, and took him aside for a nonment 31

whil e General Fleemer rounded up nore of the Team "I didn't want to say anything before—but |
knew you were coning here. And |'mglad. Your—ah—nterview was a success, eh?" And he nudged
Ryeland' s ri bs.

It occurred to Ryeland that the colonel night not have been nearly as jolly with himif the
interview hadn't been a success, but he let it pass. "Yes," he said, "the Planner was quite—

"Pl anner ?" Col onel Lescure wi nked. "I mean the other interview, son! She's quite a girl!" It
seenmed, thought Steve Ryeland, that there was hardly a hunan under the Plan of Man who wasn't
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aware that he had spent three-quarters of an hour with Donna Creery in her bath.

"Over here!" cried the genera!, beckoning. "You too, Oto!" As Ryeland reached the general Col one
Qto Got-tling stunped over, his face like a rock. He was a jet conbustion expert, as it turned
out; his chanber had powered the |last twelve rockets built for the out-planet run

Everyone was a specialist and Ryeland found it uncommonly difficult to figure out where the
specialties fit together. Colonel Lescure, he discovered, was Director of the Plan of Space

Bi ol ogy, for exanple. A mgjor named Max Lunggren was an astrophysicist. There were two ot her

mat hemat i ci ans—ene an expert in nunber theory, the other whose nane was vaguely fanmiliar to

Ryel and as the author of a paper on nornmed rings. (Coinciden tally—or was it coinci dence?—both of
themwore the collars of Risks.) The third Ri sk was a food chem st, a fat, jolly man who owned a
fund of Iinericks.

But sonme hours later Ryeland received a clue, at least; the evening was not entirely devoted to
Toget her ness.

When everyone was satisfactorily nmellow General Fleemer clinbed atop a table and hanmrered it with
his heel for attention

"A toast!" he bawmed. "I give you Teamwor k—and the Pl an!"
There was a rousing roar. Fleemer drained his glass with themand then turned serious. "Sone of
you," he cried, "wonder what our Team Attack is ained at. Well, you'll find out! But for the

benefit of the new people, first let me review the overall philosophy of the Team Attack itself.

It is the essential tool of our scientific progress, and too inportant to be taken for granted!"
"Hurray for Team Attack!" bawl ed one of the iron-32

collar mat hematicians, amd a giggle of the Togetherness girls around him

General Fleenmer snmiled, quelling him He said: "Once upon a tinme—so our Team historians tel

me—sci ence was done by individual nmen. Sone of you may think it is still done that way." He gave a
frosty grin to Ryeland and the other Risks. "But that is all over. The turning point cane with the
Ei nstein Team which met at a town called Hroshima to attack the prinmary problem of atomc
fission.

"Unfortunately," the general said sadly, holding out his glass for a refill, "these pioneers were
destroyed by the unexpected success of their first experiment with uraniumfission. But the
principle of team attack survived!

"Since then the Plan of Man has refined the principles and polished the techniques of Team Attack
When the Plan of Man requires a new scientific discovery, a teamis created to nake it. Such a
teamis needed now-and you are ny Team all of youl"

There was prol onged cheeri ng.

Then Fl eener paused. He snmiled, and it was a scorpion's smle, vastly out of character in that
wattl ed marsh-nal |l ow face

He said: "I'msure you all understand why you can be counted on to do your best." He nodded
merrily to Rye-land and the other iron-collar men. "Wen you succeed, you will learn that Teamwork
operates both ways. \When you succeed. But if you fail—f you fail-why, then...."

He trailed off, and | ooked sonberly at the nmen for a second.

Then he grinned and drew one pudgy ringer across his non-existent neck. "Zzzzt! The Body Bank! But
we won't faill"

There was a burst of |aughter. Machine Major Chatterji leaped to a table, his glasses gl ean ng
"Three cheers for Ceneral Fleemer and the Plan of Man! Hip, hip—=

"Hooray!" The cheer was |oud but ragged,

"Hi p, hip—=
"Hooray!" Louder now. The whol e room was toget her
"H p, hip—=

"Hooray!" Ryeland found hinself thundering along with the rest. He couldn't help it. He had been
born under the Plan of Man. He could not doubt it. It would have deprived his |life of meaning, as
the iron collar that was the
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Plan's gift to himhad, for a time, nearly deprived it of hope.

There was a | oud appl ause. And General Fleenmer, still smiling, raised his hand. "Wat the Machine
needs," he said, "is a new physical principle." He shrugged wi nsone-|ly-as best he could with those
bl ubber shoulders. "I"mnot a scientist, and | don't know just how tough this job is going to be

Probably sone of you think it's going to be « very tough. Well," he said, chuckling, "the rest of

you are just going to have to convince them otherw se!" And he touched his finger jestingly to his
t hroat .

Ryeland tried, but got little information fromthe others. It wasn't so nuch that they refused to

tell; it was nore that he coul dn't understand. The Machi ne would give hima detailed directive,
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they assured him and woul dn't he have anot her drink?

And an hour later Faith offered to show hima shortcut home to his quarters. They linked arns and
wandered of f through the gray-walled corridors. "Here's an area you' ve never seen," she carol ed.
"See that? Point Nexus. That's the Message Center."

"Lovel y Message Center," said Ryeland confortably. Funny. Even the iron .collar didn't seem as
hard or as cold. She was a sweet kind of girl, he thought dreamily. O course, the Toget herness
girls were coached, reared—all but bred for that. But she remi nded himof the Fair Lost One,
Angel a—about whom t he Pl anner's daughter had known nore than she should. But of course it could
have cone from his personnel folder, and—

"Point Crescent Green," sang the girl, pointing to another stenciled enblemon the wall.

"Lovely," said Ryeland automatically, and then took a closer |ook. "But what's goi ng on?"

The girl hesitated.

She stopped in the niddle of a word and frowned at Ryeland. "I tell you," she said after a nonent,
suddenly gay, "maybe this short-cut isn't such a good idea. Back the other way there' s—=

"No, but look," Ryeland insisted planting his feet as she tugged at him It was quite | ate now,
but there were a couple of guards in Team scarlet, and one of themwas turning a key to slide back

a massi ve, |ead-shielded door. Beyond was the floor of an enornous pit, lit by a bright single
I'ight, high up.

Ryel and recognized it for what it was: A rocket |and-
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ing pit. There were the great spreading girder arns of the gantry, the enornous ducts for the jet-
baffl es yawned black in the floor. A piece of his mnd catal ogued the information that rocket

| andi ngs commonly took place here; dimin the gl oombehind the brilliant |ight were the enornous
doors that would open to the sky.

But there was no rocket in the pit.

There was sonething el se, sonething in a heavy netal cage.

"What is that thing?" Ryeland demanded. It looked a little |like the seals that Ryel and had seen
sunni ng thensel ves on the rocks off the maxi mum security canp; but it was gol den—retallic gold,
the gold of the setting sun on bright netal, as it lay bathed in the wash of harsh |ight from
above.

The thing was alive. It. was, however, no aninal that Ryeland had ever seen

It lay on the floor of the great netal cage as though exhausted by efforts to escape. The gol den
fur was bl oodied and torn about its head. Some of the bars were bent and bl oodst ai ned.

VWhatever it was, it had fought to get free

The Togetherness girl said worriedly: "Come away, Steve. Pleasel Major Chatterji doesn't want
anyone to see the spaceling until— She gasped, confused. She begged: "Forget | said that!

shoul dn't have taken you this way at all, but—©6h, please, Steve, cone away."

Reluctantly he let her |ead himaway. The guard had hurried inside and the enornous netal doors
were closed; there was nothing nore to see in any case.

But what was it that he had seen?

At 0700 hours the next norning (he teletype rang himout of a deep sleep. Hardly stopping to open
his eyes he leaped to answer. It clattered:

Query. Is Steven Ryel and, Ri sk, AWC- 38440, present?

Ryel and bl anched and instantly tapped out his acknow edgerment. Al human instincts ordered himto
add an apol -ogy, but the Machine was not interested in apologies, only
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in conpliance with its rules. It rapped back at himw thout pause:

Information. Steady-state hypothesis rests on theory of Fred Hoyl e English astronomer physici st
20th century stating that clouds hydrogen gas are continually forned between stars thus
repl eni shing matter converted into energy in stellar power processes. Action. Produce necessary
mat hemati cal statenents showi ng when under what conditions process can occur. Action. Mke
statenent as to feasibility additional nathematical statenment providing basis for neutralizing or
reversi ng hydrogen formati on process.

Ryel and stared. There was a brief tap at the door and the Togetherness girl danced in, carrying a
tray with tea and toast and a glass of pinkish fruit juice. "Good norning, Steven! Rise and shine.
| —oh!" He inpatiently notioned her to be silent; the teletype, as though that were not enough for
himto worry about in a single transm ssion, emtted the whir of marking inpulses for a nonent and
then clattered out a new nessage:

I nformati on. Experinental evidence available indicating existence of drive nechani smnot subject
to Newon Third Law Motion. Information. Said mechanismreferred to as Jetless Drive. Action
Produce necessary mathematical statenents providing basis for reproducing Jetless Drive in Plan
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space vehicles. Action. Review work of Colonel Gottling unified force field as necessary first

st ep.

Ryel and pulled the tape out of the machine as soon as it was finished and sat staring at it.
Sonebody, he reflected, had been transferring information fromhis forbidden books into the

Machi ne!

Gently Faith renmoved it fromhis fingers. "Breakfast," she scolded. "A bath. You'll think better
when you're nore awake!" Goggily Steve allowed hinself to be propelled toward the bath, his mnd
a whirl of hydrogen clouds and non- Newt oni an force fields.

The steam ng shower woke him By the tinme he was dressed and sitting down to breakfast with the
Toget herness girl he was alert "Jetless drive!" he said. "But there can't be such a thing.
Newton's | aw "

36

"Drink your tea, Steven," she said soothingly. "Wuld the Machine ask you to do it if it were

i mpossi bl e?"

"But | can't—waell, what experinmental evidence? | haven't seen any."

The Togetherness G rl | ooked inconspicuously at the watch on her wist. "Cotenel Lescure will be
wai ting, Steve. Drink your tea."

The col onel was very crisp in his uniformand white snock. He said: "You're jittery, Ryeland.

Rel ax. "

Steve touched his iron collar significantly. The colonel smiled. "Oh, sure," he said, "but you
want to get it off, don't you? And the best way is to relax, because your first job is to listen
I have to tell you about the reefs of space.”

The reefs of space! Ryeland gul ped and tried to relax. A nunbing fog of bew | dernment and pain
swirled up around him across the |ost years at the nmaxi num security canp. He was |ying stretched
on the couch in the therapy room with the cold electrodes clanped to his wists, and the blinding
light blazing into his face. Dr. Thrale was standing over him fat and gentle and apol ogetic
wheezi ng out the words spaceling and pyropod and Jetless drive and reefs of space, and

met hodi cal ly charting his reactions.

"Rel ax, Ryeland." The colonel's voice buzzed out of a great gulf of distance. "W nust take this
probl emone step at a tine. The first step is the information which | amto give you now "
"Sure," Ryeland gasped. "l understand."

He was trying desperately to relax. Perhaps this informati on woul d answer the riddle of those
three | ost days.

"Let's have a drink," the Colonel was suggesting. "Talking's thirsty work."

Ryel and hesitated. Al cohol had al ways been forbidden, at the acadeny and at the isolation canp.
"Cone on," said the colonel, twinkling. "A transfusion won't hurt the story."

He opened a cabinet and took out glasses and a little box. Wile he poured drinks, Ryeland urged:
"Reefs of space? Meteor clouds, perhaps?"

Pascal Lescure laughed. "More |like coral reefs. Here." He touched glasses. 'That's better," he
said confortably, tasting his drink, and he opened the little box.

A collection of fantastic little animals nodeled in plastic spilled out. Ryeland gl anced at them
only abstractedly;

37

his mnd was on what Lescure had said. "But coral is built by living organisns."

The col onel nodded. "The reefs of space are built by living organi sns, too—waorking over vastly

| onger stretches of tine."

Ryel and set down his untouched glass violently, slopping it over. "Wat organisnms |live in space?"
"Way, " the colonel said seriously, poking at his plastic toys with a finger, "creatures very much
like these. They were nodeled fromlife. And before that—the creators of the reefs thenselves,
sinple little one-celled organi sns, originati ng—everywhere!"

Ryel and forced hinself to speak slowy, nethodically: "The Machine's orders came this nmorning. |I'm
to investigate the steady-state hypothesis. And ever since then |I've been thinki ng—about Hoyle's
steady-state theory, and about another specul ation he nade. That |ife was born before the planets
were, created by the chenical action of ultraviolet light in the cooling clouds of gas and dust
around the sun. But how could it survive? The clouds disappear as the planets form"

"Life adapts," the colonel said heavily, and poked at his dragons.

He took a fresh drink. "Leaving out the intangibles,” he lectured, "life is a phenonenon of matter
and energy. The Hoyle Effect provides the matter, in the clouds of new hydrogen that are al ways
bei ng born between the stars. And life nakes its own energy."

" How?"

"By fusing the hydrogen into heavier elenents,

the col onel said solemly.
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He flicked a switch. A screen slid dowmn out of the ceiling. An image appeared on it, the inmage of
little darting bodies, flashing with light, crossing the field of vision. The picture night have
been one of pond |life under a mcroscope, except for the difference in shapes . . . and for the
fact that these creatures gave off a light of their own. "The fusorians," said the col one
sonberly. "Hardy little things. They fuse hydrogen atons and generate energy, and they live in
space. "

Fusori ans! Ryeland felt his body tense as though an electric shock had passed through it He was
consci ous of the colonel's gaze on him and tried to relax, but the colonel studied him
thoughtfully for a nmoment.

He said only: "No wonder you're excited." He blinked 38

at Ryeland mildly. "This thing is big. It neans that the planets are not lonely oases in a dead
desert of enptiness. It nmeans that they are islands in an infinite ocean of life —strange life,
whi ch we had never suspected."

"But why haven't any of them ever appeared on Earth?" Ryel and demanded. |nfuriating how slowy
Lescure spokel It was |ife and death to Ryel and—perhaps it was the answer to all his questions—but
the colonel treated it only as another lecture, and a rather dull one.

The col onel shrugged. "Perhaps they drown in air. | suppose the heavier elenents are their own
wast e products, and therefore poisonous to them" He took another pull at his drink. "Perhaps
these creatures built the Earth," he said nmeditatively. "It accounts for the proportions of heavy

el ements better than the theories of the cosnologists. But of course it doesn't really nmatter—ot
to the Plan, | nean."

Ryel and frowned. There had been sonet hing al nbost disloyal about the colonel's tone. He changed the
subj ect These things— touching the plastic nodel s—they aren't fusorians?"

"No. They're pyropods. They live in the reefs." Irritably the colonel waved a hand. The screen

gl owed wi th anot her picture.

Ryel and | eaned forward staring. "Fairyland!" he breathed.

The col onel [ aughed harshly. The view on the screen was of a delicate tracery of glow ng vines and
pl ants, where birdlike things noved effortlessly anong the branches.

"Call it that," said the colonel. "I called it other things when | was there. You see, there is a
constant new flow of natter into the universe. There is a steady rebirth of hydrogen between the
stars. | know—+'ve seen it!"

Nervously he took another drink. "It was a few years ago. The pyropods had been seen, but none had
been captured. The Pl anner ordered ne out on a hunting trip to catch one.”

Ryel aad frowned. "Hunting? But the Plan of Man has no energy to waste on that sort of thing! Every
calorie nust go to sone productive use!"

"You're an apt pupil,"” the colonel said wyly, "but it was the Mchine's decision, not nine. O so
the Planner said. At any rate, we took off for the planet beyond Pluto. WAs there one? It was
necessary to assunme one, to provide

39

a honme for the pyropods—er so we thought. W knew they had no honme from Pluto sunwards...

"It was a long trip. You know why interstellar flight has never been possible. There's power
enough for us to reach the stars, but the difficulty is in finding the reaction mass to hurl away.
Once you pass Orbit Pluto you begin to face those problens in practice. W were in the old
Cristobal Colon, with hydrion jets. Qur reaction mass was water. Al we could carry was barely
enough to land us on the hypothetical planet. W were to reload there for the flight hone, if we
found it." The col onel chuckled dryly. "We didn't find it,"” he said.

"Then—how di d you get back?" Ryel and demanded, startl ed.

"W blundered into sonething. What we called the RRm Don't confuse it with the Reefs of Space—t

wasn't them not for billions of mles yet. It belongs to the solar system a scattered swarm of
little asteroids, strung in a wide orbit all around the sun. A ring of snowballs, actually. Cold
snow-rDst |y net hane and amoni a; but we found enough water to refill our tanks. And then we went

on. The Machine's orders had been definite."

The col onel shivered and finished his drink. "W went out and out," he said, mxing a fresh one,
"beyond the RRm until the sun was just a bright star behi nd—+then not even particularly bright. W
wer e braking, on the point of turning back—

"And then we saw the first Reef."

Col onel Lescure waved at the strange scene on the screen. He began to |l ook alive again. "It didn't
|l ook like much at first. A nottled, |opsided nass, not nuch bigger than the snowballs. But it was
| um nous!"

Ryel and found hinself gulping his drink. Silently he held out the enpty gl ass and the col one
refilled it w thout pausing.
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"An unearthly place. We canme down in a brittle forest of things Iike coral branches. Thickets of
shining crystal thorns snagged at our spacesuits when we went out exploring. W blundered through
metal jungles that tripped and snared us with living wires and stabbed us with sharp bl ades. And
there were stranger things still!

"There were enornous |lovely flowers that shone with uncanny col ors—and gave off deadly gama rays.
There was a kind of golden vine that struck back with a high-

40

vol tage kick when you touched it. There were innocent little pods that squirted jets of

radi oacti ve i sotopes.

"It was a nightnare! But while we were reviving and decontam nati ng our casualties we worked out
the natural history of the Reef. It was a cluster of living fusorian col oni es!

"W counted al nost a hundred species. They nust have grown froma few spores, drifting in the
interstellar hydrogen. The rate of growth nust be terribly slowa few inches, perhaps, in a
mllion years. But the fusorians have tine.

"We | ooked at each other. W knew we had found sonething nore than we had been sent for

"We had found a new frontier."

Ryel and was on his feet, a sudden uncontrollable surge of enpotion driving himthere. "Frontier?
Coul d—eoul d peopl e survive out there?"

"Way not? They're rich with everything we need. There's hydrogen for power, netal for machines,
raw materials for food. W brought treasures back with us! W |oaded our ship with every sort of
speci men we coul d cany. Fantastic dianond spi kes, and nasses of malleable iron in perfectly pure
crystals. Living prisns that shone with their owa cold glow of fusion. Spongy netal nushroons, in
hundr ed- pound chunks, that tested nore than ninety per cent uranium235. Mich nore than critica
mass! And yet they didn't explode, while they lived. But one chunk did |l et go after we had
jettisoned it in space, and after that we were careful to divide the nmasses."

"So that's why the Machine needs a jetless drive?" Ryeland saw a ray of understandi ng, stabbing
through the gray fog of confusion which had followed himfromhis suite in the maxi mum security
canp. "To reach the reefs of space—because they're beyond the range of our ion drives!"”

"l suppose so." Lescure nodded. "Though such thinking goes a little beyond our function."”

"But why would the Machine want to explore then?" Ryeland frowned at him "Is there sonething in
the reefs which could threaten the security of the Plan?"

"Better not exceed our function," Lescure warned him "I imagine the planets are pretty well
protected fromthe Iife of space, by their atnospheres and their Van Alien belts. But of course
there was the pyropod that rammed us—

41

"Pyropod?"

For a second Ryeland was |ying on his couch in the therapy roomagain, with the cold el ectrodes
cl anped on his body and Thral e's apol ogetic voice lisping out the words that had been senseless to
himthen, jetless drive ... -fusorian . .. pyropod. Lescure's eyes had narrowed.

"Ryel and, you appear unduly agitated. | don't quite understand your reactions—dnless you have
heard this story before."

"I have not." That, at |east, was true. The therapists had al ways been careful to tell himnothing
at all about pyropods or fusorians or the reefs of space.

For anot her unconfortable noment, Lescure stared. "Relax, then." At last he sniled. "Forgive ny
question. | asked it because there was an unfortunate breach of security. One nenber of ny crew
junped ship after our return. He had nanaged to steal unauthorized speci mens and descriptions of
the Iife of space. O course he went to the Body Bank."

Hi s eyes brushed Ryel and again, casually. "T forget the fellow s name. Herrick? Horlick? Hor-
rocks?"

Ryel and sat still, feeling nunb.

Col onel Lescure waved carel essly, and the screen retracted, shutting itself off. "Drink?" he
dermanded. Rye-1land shook his head, waiting.

Lescure sighed and poked through his plastic toys. "Here," he said suddenly.

Ryel and took the tiny thing fromhim a two-inch figurine in black and silver with a w cked, knife-
edged snout. e+ Lescure's glazed eyes remained on it in fascination. "That's the one that attacked
us," he said. "This little thing?"

The col onel laughed. "It was ninety feet long," he said. He took it back from Steve and patted it.
"Vicious little creature,” he said, half fondly. "Evolution has made them vici ous, Ryeland. They
are living war rockets. They've been haninered into a horrible perfection, by eternities of

evol ution."

He swept the whol e nenagerie back into its box. "But they are only rockets,

he sai d thoughtfully.
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"They need nmass, too. We've cut up a dozen of them and the squid is as rmuch a rocket as they.

Per haps that accounts for their voracity. They'll attack anything, with a hungry
42
fury you can't imagine. Mass is not plentiful in space, and they need what they can find.
"At any rate, this one rammed us, and-well, we had anot her dozen casualties." The col one

shrugged. "It was touch and go, because the thing was faster than we. But ultimtely the survivors
manned a torpedo station, and then the contest was over

"Even the pyropods have not achieved a jetless drive."

"If there is such a thing," said Ryel and.

Col onel Lescure chuckl ed. He | ooked thoughtfully at Ryeland, as though choosi ng which of severa
to make. Finally he said: "You don't think the Team Attack will succeed?"

Ryeland said stiffly: "I will do ny best, Colonel. But Newton's Third Law—

Col onel Lescure | aughed al oud. "Ah, well," he said, "who knows? Perhaps it won't succeed. Perhaps
there is no jetless drive." Hlariously amused, though Ryeland could not tell why, he tossed the
box of plastic figurines back in a cupboard.

"Ugly little things, good night," he said affectionately.

Ryel and comented: "You sound as though you |ike them"

"Way not? They don't bother us. If they haven't attacked the earth in the past billion years or
so, they aren't likely to start very soon. They aren't adapted for atnosphere, or for direct,
strong sunlight. Only a few of the strongest ventured in beyond Orbit Pluto to be sighted, before

our expedition. None was ever seen in closer than Orbit Saturn—and that one, | think, was dying."
,' Ryeland was puzzl ed. "But—you spoke of danger."” i& 'The danger that lurks in the Reefs of
Space, yes!" J.'- "But, if it isn't the pyropods, then what is it?"

"Freedonl " snapped Col onel Lescure, and clanped his ,;f Hps shut.

43

Faith carried Ryeland off to his next interview "You liked Col onel Lescure, didn't you?" she
chattered. "He's such a nice man. If it were up to him the reefrat wouldn't be suffering—= She
stopped, the very picture of enbarrassed confusion

Ryel and | ooked at her thoughtfully. "Wat's a reefrat?"

"Here's Major Chatterji's office," said Faith nervously, and al nost pushed himthrough the door
Machi ne Mpjor Chatterji got up, snmiling blankly through his gleamng glasses, waving a copy of
Ryel and's orders fromthe Machine. "Ready, Ryeland," he called. "W're all set for you now "
Ryel and advanced into the room thinking. "I'll need ny conputer,” he said. "And soneone to | ook
up all the work that's been done on the Hoyle Effect, boil it down, give ne the essentia

i nformation."

"Right! You can have three assistants from Col onel Lescure's section. And |'ve already

requi sitioned a binary conputer.”

"No," said Ryeland inpatiently, "not a binary conputer. My conputer. Oddball Oporto."

Maj or Chatterji's gold-rinmed glasses twinkled with alarm "The Ri sk? But Ryeland, really!"

"l need him" said Ryeland obstinately. The Machine's orders had been perfectly clear

Chatterji surrendered. "W'Il have to get General Flee-ner's okay," he said. "Conme along." He |led
Ryel and out through a short corridor to an elevator; Faith tagged after inconspicuously. The three
of them went up, out, down another hall. Chatterji tapped on a door

"Al right," grunbled a voice froma speaker over the door, and it swung open. They wal ked into a
silver room with silver walls and furnishings plated in silver. General Fleener, in a silver robe
that he was knotting about him stunmped in froma bedroom "Wel|[?"

Machi ne Major Chatterji cleared his throat. "Sir, Rye-land wants the other Risk, Oporto, assigned
to him'

"For cal cul ati on purposes, General," Ryeland cut in, 44

"He's a natural calculator. What they used to call an idiot-savant, or the next thing toit,"

The general |ooked at himthrough his deepset eyes. "WII| that help you solve the jetless drive?"
"Why, " Ryeland began, "I haven't started on that yet. This is the Hoyle Effect. The Machine
ordered—

"I know what the Machine ordered," the general grunbled. He scratched his nose reflectively. "A
right, give himhis man. But Ryeland. The inportant part of your work is the jetless drive."

Ryel and was startled. "General, the Machine's orders didn't give priority to either section."”

"/ give priority," said the general sharply. "Get along with it, nan! And get out."

In the corridor, Chatterji vanished toward his office and the Togetherness G rl took over again
"A very fine man, the general, don't you agree?" she chatted, |eading himback to the el evator

Ryel and took a deep breath. "Faith," he said, "there's sonething funny here. General Fleener lives
awfully well! And he seens to take it upon hinself to, at least, interpret the Machine's orders.
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I's that custonmary, in Team Attack?"

The Togetherness G rl hesitated. She glanced at Rye-land, then |l ed himdown the corridor w thout
speaki ng for a nonent. She stopped before another door. "General Fleener," she said, "is a fine
man. | knew you'd like him And you'll like Colonel Gottling too, don't think you won't!" And

wi t hout any nore of an answer than that, she opened the door to Gottling's office for himand | eft
hi m t here.

But Col onel Cottling proved hinself very hard to |ike.

He was a huge man with a face like a skull, the horned helnet over it. He stood fingering the
controls of his radar-horns angrily as Ryeland reported in on the teletype. "Hurry up, man," he
nmuttered, and clunped out of his office, notioning Ryeland ahead of him "You're next," he
snhapped. "Lescure had his whacks at the creature and he failed. They wouldn't let me handle it the
way | wanted! And nowit's up to you."

Ryel and sai d, "I don't understand. What creature?"
"The spaceling! The reefrat! The creature with the jetless drive."
Ryel and said hunbly, "Colonel, | don't know what you're talking about."

Gottling spread his bony hands and stared at the ceil-45

ing in exasperation. "Wat under the Plan is this? Wiat kind of idiots do they salvage for top-
priority Teanms these days? Do you nean you never heard of the reef-rats?"

"Only the word," Ryeland admitted. "But didn't you just say 'spaceling' ?"

"Same thing!" Cottling stopped in an anteroom jerking a thunmb at a file cabinet. He barked:
"Here! Here's everything you want to know about them Everything fromresting weight to the

chenm stry of what passes for blood. The only thing | can't tell you is what nmakes them go, and
could tell you that if they'd let ne alone with the thing P

" But —"

"You fool, stop saying 'but'!" how ed Colonel Gottling. "Look here!"

He opened a door. Beyond was a big room once a repair shop attached to one of the rocket pits,
now hastily inprovised into a | aboratory. There were unpainted partitions, unconceal ed electric
Wi ring. Chemcal |ab benches held glassware and fl asks of reagents, reeking acidly. There were
transformers; an X-ray generator; various bul ky devices that m ght have been centri fuges,

bi ol ogi cal research equi pnment -heaven knew what

And the | ab was busy.

There were at | east two dozen men and wonen in scarlet Technicorps snocks working at the benches
and instrunments. They gl anced up only briefly as Colonel Goftling and Ryel and entered and checked
in, then quickly went back to their work w thout speaking.

Evidently the cheery good will anmong the brass didn't extend to the | ower echel ons.

Col onel Gottling, in a good hunor again, lighted a long, green-tinted cigarette and waved at the
room "It's all yours now," he grunted. 'Tenporarily."

Ryel and | ooked at him

"Or permanently," grinned the colonel, "provided you can tell us what nakes the spaceling fly. M,
I think you can't. You look soft, Ryeland. The collar has not hardened you enough. Still—bo you
want me to tell you sonething about the spaceling?"

"I certainly do," Ryeland said fervently.

"Al right, why not? It's fairly intelligent. Lower prinate level, at least. It is a warm bl ooded
oxygen- br eat hi ng mamual whi ch-why do you | ook that way, man?"

46
Ryel and closed his mouth. "It's just that | thought it Hved in space.**
Col onel Gottling guffawed. "And it does! An oxygen-breather, living in open space! Amusing, is it

not? But it possesses sone renarkabl e adaptations.”

"Such as what ?"

Col onel Gottling | ooked bored. "You should have asked Lescure these questions. | ama rocket man.
But. first, of course, there is the jetless drive. Then there is sonmething else—a field of force,
perhaps, which enables it to hold a little cloud of air around it, even out in interstellar
vacuum "

Ryel and said thoughtfully: "Could the two effects be Iinked?"

"Could they? O course they could, idiot! But are they? I do not know, " But Gottling was
nmel | owi ng; treating Ryeland like an idiot had put himin a good hunor. He said condescendi ngly:
"It is possible, of course. | have thought that nyself. If the reefrat can accelerate its own body
wi t hout reaction, perhaps it can also accel erate gas nol ecules centripetally, also wthout
reacti on. How can one know? But —

"But let us |look at the spaceling," he said abruptly. Then we can talk better."

He I ed the way through the |aboratory and out the other side.
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They went through a steel door into a sort of airlock. Racks in the walls held bul ky protective
suits and red-panted enmergency gear. A warning sign glowed on the inner door of the airlock
DANGER

LANDI NG PI T-WAI T FOR DECONTAM NATI ON

"It is safe," Cottling assured him "The pit was de-conned nont hs ago, before the spaceling was
brought In."

He pulled a |l ever. Mtors groaned; the inner door, an . enornous |ead-lined mass of steel and fire-
brick, inched slowy aside.

Like a Viking in his radar horns, the colonel stalked into the landing pit. Ryeland follow ng.

The pit was an enormpous circul ar cavern. Floodlights blazed on the bl ackened concrete floor. Even
t he decon

47

crews, with all their foamants and air-blasting, had failed to renove the black breath of the
jets.

Ryel and recognized it at once. It was the pit of which he had caught a glinpse the night before,
with the Togetherness Grl. He lifted his eyes, looking for the sky and a settling rocket
instinctively; but the dark arnored walls lifted up into shadowy nystery. The cranes and the

st ages above were dark shapes in the dimess. No |ight passed the enornous doors, hundreds of feet
up, that closed off the sky.

CGottling touched his arm and pointed.

Qut in the black concrete stood a roomsized cage. Inside the cage was a pal e cl oud of greenish
light; and in the center of the cloud |ying notionless on the bare steel floor—

"The spaceling," said Gottling proudly.

It had struggl ed.

At cl ose range, Ryeland could see how frantically fierce that struggle had been. The steel bars of
the cage were thicker than his wist, but some of themwere bent. Red bl ood snmeared them and
matted the spaceling's golden fur. It lay gasping on the stainless steel floor

"She's skul king now, but we'll put her through her paces,” Gottling bragged.

Ryel and said: "Wait, Colonel! The thing's injured. In the nane of heaven, you can't—=

"Can't?" blazed the colonel. "Can't?" H's finger reached up and touched the buttons of his radar-
field suggestively. Under the triggering radar horns, his skull-like face glowered. "Don't tell ne

what | can't do, fool! Do you want nme to expand ny field radius? One touch of this and there won't
be enough of you left to sal vage!"

Ryel and swal | owed. Involuntarily his hand reached toward the collar, with its eighty grans of high
expl osi ve.

"That's better," grunted CGottling. He clapped his hands and cal |l ed: "Sergeant, get busy! Goose
her!"

A Techni corps sergeant in red cane trotting out of the shadows. He carried a long pole tipped with
a sharpened blade. Black wires led fromit to a battery box on his shoul der.

The spaceling rolled its battered head.

Its eyes opened—targe, dark, linpid eyes—a seal's eyes; and they were terrible, it seened to

Ryel and, with suffering and fear. A shudder rippled along the creature's snooth featurel ess

fl anks.

48

oA "Goose her in the belly!" CGottling shouted. "M . Rye-

- | and wants to see her do her tricks!" The spaceling screaned.

Its cry was thinly edged with terror, like the voice of a hysterical woman. "Stop it," Ryel and

gasped, shaken.

Col onel Gottling blared with |aughter. Tears rolled out of his piglike eyes, down the bony cheeks.
Finally he got control of himself. "Wy, certainly," he gasped. "You're next, as | said, eh? And
if you believe you can tell us how the creature flies without even seeing her do it— he Shrugged.
Withing on the floor of the cage as though it had already felt the prod, the spaceling screaned
in fright again.

Ryel and said hoarsely: "Just make himtake that prod away."

"As you wish," the col onel nodded urbanely. "Sergeant! Return to duty. And you, Ryeland, | will

| eave you alone with your friend. Perhaps if | amnot here to eavesdrop, she wll whisper her
secret in your ear!" Bellowing with laughter, Colonel Gottling shanbled out of the pit.

After an hour, Ryeland began to appreciate the difficulties of the problem

Back in the file room he found a sunmary of the

exi sting know edge of the spaceling; he took it to the

landing pit and read through it, watching the spaceling,
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trying to allow it to beconme accustoned to his presence.
, The creature hardly noved, except to follow Ryeland with

its eyes.

; The notes on the spaceling showed a fruitless and pain-i ful hi story. The

spacel i ng had been captured by an ; expl oring Plan rocket retracing t he

st eps of Lescure's ;v- Cristobal Colon. A section of notes, showing how the ;?. capture
had been effected, was nissing; the account took * up the story with the creature being
brought into the | hastily converted rocket pit. It had been chained at first, | SO that the
first investigators approached it with inpunity. Then the chains had been taken off—-and, in quick
order, |1 half a dozen investigators had been bashed rather severely against the bars. The

spaceling did not seemto have attacked thenm they sinply were in the way of the thing's terrified
attenpts at escape. However, after that the observations had been conducted primarily

from outside the cage. And nostly—at least in the |ast tw weeks, since

49

Col onel Cottling had taken over charge of the specinen —with the help of the goad. O worse.

There were reports of blood tests and tissue sanples. Ryeland glanced at them frowned and put
them asi de; they neant nothing to him There were X-ray studies, and reans of |earned radiol ogists
reports. Also of no value to Ryeland, whatever they night have nmeant to Col onel Pascal Lescure.
Then there were physical tests. Dynanoneters had neasured the pull against the chains.

Tel enetering devices had regi stered the change in the recorded curves of its vital processes under
various conditions—at rest, as it "flew " and "under extraordinary stimulus,1* as the report
primy put it. Meaning, Ryeland supposed, under torture.

No radi ation of any sort had been detected. And soneone had thought to surround the creature with
pl unb-bobs to test for an incident side thrust; there was none; the plunbs were undi sturbed.

No thrust!

Then this nonsense that everyone had been spouting so glibly was not nonsense after all!

For if there was no nmeasurable thrust against its environment to bal ance its neasured dynanomneter
pul | -then the spaceling had, indeed, a true jetless drive.

Ryel and | ooked up fromthe notes to stare at the space-Hng, slunped in the bottomof its cage, its
great eyes fixed on him Jetless drive

He suddenly felt very small and, for all the Togetherness and the Teammork, for all the joint
effort enbodied in the Plan of Man, very alone. Jetless drive—here in this creature |lay the seeds
of a fact which would destroy Newton's Third Law, change the shape of the Solar System For
unquestionably, with such a drive, the scope of the Plan of Man woul d w den beyond recognition

Qut past the usel ess, frozen nethane giants, the Plan would drive to the stars!

Ryel and shook his head, confused.

For suddenly he didn't want the Plan of Man expanded to the stars. That word that Pascal Lescure
had used—"Freedom "

It did not seemto |ive under the Plan.

Abruptly his reveries were ended; there was a runble like thunder in the pit
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Ryel and | eaped to his feet, astonished, while the space-ling newed worriedly in its cage. A bl ade
of light split the dark above. He | ooked up, and a slit of blue sky w dened.

There was a confused clattering behind himand someone canme running into the pit. The Techni corps
sergeant, shouting: "M. Ryeland, M. Ryeland! Get out of the way. Some crazy fool is conming in
for a landing!"

The sergeant raced over to the cage and began frantically trying to unbolt its heavy fastenings,
to push it onits tiny wheel to the side of the pit. There was a wild cataract of flanme thrusting
into the opening gates of the pit overhead, radio-triggered; and a tiny rocket came weaving in
settling on a cushion of bright white fire.

Ryel and thought grimy: "Thank God it's only a little one!"™ A big one would have been the end of
the spaceling —and of hinself and the Techni corps sergeant as well. But this little speedster had
plenty of roomto |land without incinerating themall. It was a one-nman craft, built for |ooks and
play; it dropped to the black concrete on the far side of the pit, a hundred yards away, and

t hough heat washed over themlike a benediction, it did themno harm A sudden gale roared through
the floor ducts, sweeping the rocket funes away.

Aranmp fell.

Aslimfigure in white coveralls ran lightly down the ranp and across the concrete, confusingly
hal f-famliar birds fluttering about its head.

Ryel and was gal vani zed into action. "Stop it!" he shouted, "Keep away fromthat cage!"

The intruder ignored him Swearing, Ryeland raced to intercept the stranger. He took a dozen angry
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strides, caught a slimarm swung the intruder around—and gasped. Silvery doves tore fiercely at
his face and head.

"Get your hands off me, Risk!"™ It was a girl—that girl! He could see now that her white coveralls
did not disguise her sex. Her eyes. were a greenish blue, and very famliar eyes; her voice,

t hough charged with indignation, was a famliar voice.

She gestured, and the Peace Doves fluttered nuttering away. "Wat do you nean?" she demanded,
shaking his fingers off her arm

Ryel and gul ped. It was the Planner's daughter, Donna 51

Creery. "I— he began. "I+ didn't know it was you! But what do you want here?"

"Want ?" The ocean-water eyes flashed. "I want to know what you peopl e are doi ng—what you think
you' re doing by torturing ny spacelingl"

The girl stood staring at Ryeland. She was an entirely different creature fromthe lovely girl in
t he bubbl e bath, al nbst unrecogni zabl e. The Donna of the Planner's private subtrain car was a teen-
ager in the process of becom ng woman, with the sad shyness of youth and its innocence. But this
girl was sonething else. This was the Planner's daughter, inperious. And not a child.

Ryel and took a deep breath. Planner's daughter or no, this girl was in his way. The only way he
had of getting the collar off his neck lay through the creature in the cage. He said sharply: "Get
out of here, Mss Creery. The spaceling is dying. It nmustn't be disturbed."”

"What ?" The Peace Dove, settling on her shoul ders, whirred and nuttered.

"You aren't allowed here," he said stubbornly. "Please |eave!"

She stared at himincredul ously; then, without a word, turned to the cage. "Here, sweet," she

whi spered to the great seal-like animal. "Don't worry, Donna's here.” The spaceling lifted its
head and stared at her with great, linpid eyes.

Ryel and said harshly: "M ss Creery, | asked you to |eave."

She didn't bother to ook at him "There's a good girl," she cooed, like a child with a puppy.

"Were's the danmed door?"

Ryel and was angry now. "You can't go in there!" He caught at her arm It was |like catching a tiger
by the tail; there was a quick novenent, too fast to follow, and she caught him a stinging blow
across the face with her open hand. Sheer astoni shnment drove himback; and by the tine he
recovered his balance the Planner's daughter had found the catch and was inside the door of the
cage.

52

The spaceling cane heaving seal -1ike toward her, whinpering.

It was a bad spot for Ryeland. |If anything happened to the gir], there was no doubt in the world
that he would be held responsible. Gottling would see to that. And then good-bye dreans of
freedom

In fact, nmore likely it would be good-bye head!

Ryel and swore angrily. The Peace Doves squawked and rose into the air, circling around him He
paused, searched around, found a | ength of heavy chain just outside the cage door. Heaven knew
what it had been used for—though the stains on it suggested one possibility. He caught it up and
dove into the cage after the girl.

"Stop," she said calmy. "I don't want to turn the Doves | oose on you."

"Then get out of here!" he denanded. The floor of the cage was slippery with a kind of odorous
slime. Part of it was the spaceling' s blood, undoubtedly, but there was nore —decayi hg snal
things that Ryeland couldn't recognize; perhaps they were animals that had come with the space-
ling. The stench was powerful and sickening, but Ryeland didn't let it stop him If that girl
could stand it, that dainty creature who lived in an atnosphere of lilac bl ossons and ease,
certainly he could!

She was bendi ng over the creature, reaching down to caress its golden fur. "Drop that chain," she

ordered over her shoulder. "It's afraid of you."

It flinched fromher touch at first. Then it relaxed. It licked at her face with a | ong bl ack
tongue. A sudden runble filled the cage, like the purr of a giant cat.

There was an eruption of noise fromoutside. Colonel Gottling, radar-horned, deep eyes bl azing
fury out of the face like a skull, cane racing in with a dozen nen in Technicorps scarlet. "Get
her out of there, you fool!" he roared, waving the electric prod at Ryel and.

The spaceling saw himand the enornous purr stopped. The creature began to whi nper and trenble.
"Hold it!" cried Ryeland. "You're frightening the spaceling. It may attack Mss Creery!"

But Donna Creery needed no help fromhimjust then. On her knees in the bloody sline, she | ooked
up fromthe torn, blood-crusted fur of the creature and her eyes were a hawk's eyes. "Col one
CGottling," she said in a thin voice that cut like knives. "I've been wanting to talk to you!"
The skul |l -faced col onel swal |l owed but stood his groupd. 53
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"You nust get out of there, Mss Creery! The animal is dangerous. It has already wounded half a
dozen men!™

"And what were the nen doing to the spaceling?' The girl bent to pat the golden battered head. Two
or Jhree fat green flies were buzzing through the thinning cloud of Iight around the wounds on the

spaceling's flanks. "Filthy," she said with scorn. "I want this cleaned up!"

She stood up and gestured Ryel and ahead of her out of the cage. "I want a neeting of the whole
Team " she said coldly, closing the cage door behind her, "and | want it now Meanwhile, Gottling,
have your nen clean that cage out. And if | catch any of themusing that prod again, I'll see how
they like it used on thensel ves!"”

Gottling turned purple. In a voice stiff with self-control he said: "It is no |longer ny project,
Mss Creery. M. Ryeland has taken it over."

"I give it back," said the girl. "I have another use for M. Ryeland."

Ryel and sai d, shocked: "But the Machi ne ordered—=

"Til take care of the Machine," she said calmy. "Get started on this cage, you nen! The spaceling
needs her synbiotic partners and they're dying fast." She turned to the door. "Now | et's have that
meeting," she said grimMy. "I want to get a few things straight!"

They were back at Point Crescent Green. The Teamwas buzzing like flies around the spaceling's
wounds.

Donna Creery donminated the neeting. Major Chatterji tittered shyly and General Fleener nmade hah* a
dozen speeches on Teammor k; Col onel CGottling was in an icy rage and Col onel Lescure fluttered

obj ections. But not one of themcould stand up against the girl.

She bl azed: "If that animal dies, she's going to take the I ot of you with her! I've got news for
you. There's a shortage of salvage naterial at the Body Bank." She stared around the room

apprai singly. "Some of you would nmake pretty good spare parts. Do | make nyself clear?"

"Quite clear," General Fleenmer said hunbly. "But, Mss Creery, our Team objective—

"Shut up," she said mldly. "Yes? Wiat is it?"

Machi ne Major Chatterji said with great respect; "There's a message for you on the tel etype.™

"It can wait." There was an audi ble gasp but the girl paid no attention. "Fromthis date forward,
M. Ryeland is in charge of the Team"

54

General Fleenmer choked and sputtered: "M ss Creery, a Risk can't be put—=

"Yes, a Risk can," Donna Creery contradicted. "Ch, all right. Here, 1'll get orders for you," She

wal ked through themto the teletype, calmy pressed the "Interrupt" switch —another gasp swept
through the Team-and began to type. In a nonment the Machine's answer rattled back

Action. Fleener Teamw Il conply with directive of Donna Creery
"Anyt hi ng el se bot hering you?" she denanded.
"Not hi ng," croaked General Fleenmer. Hs toad eyes bul ged nore than ever.
"Al right. Now the rest of you clear out. Ryeland, | want to talk to you."
Wi speri ng anong thensel ves, but not audibly, the Teamfiled out of the conference room Donna
Creery stretched and yawned, the Peace Doves fluttering and cooing. "That's better,"” she said
drowsily. "Wat are you doi ng?"
Ryel and coughed. "There seens to be a nessage coning in for you, Mss Creery," he said.
"There always is," she sighed. She stood behind him one armcasually on his shoul der, reading:
Information. Planner Creery en route from Mom basa to Capetown. |nformation. Donna Creery persona
rocket refueled and serviced. Information. London Phil harnonic acknow edges recei pt of opening
season programinstructions. Action. Request choice of sol oi st Beethoven piano concerto.
I nformati on. Moon col ony Al pha-Si x requests presence Donna Creery 25th anniversary cel ebration
I nf ormati on.
"The usual run of thing," the girl said absently. "It can wait.'
depresses ne. Haven't you got a room of your own? Let's go there.
she got up and beckoned Rye-land to follow
He was not surprised to find that she knew the way. There seened to be very little this girl
didn't know
But the situation was getting out of hand.
This girl was giving orders to an entire Research Team It wasn't her place to do that. Everybody
knew t hat! Under
, 55
the Plan of Man it was the Machi ne that gave Olders. Human bei ngs—even Pl anner's daught ers—were
supposed to do their own job (perfectly) and nobody el se's. That was plain logic, the logic of the
Pl an.
He stood stiffly holding the door to his room nmeditating what to say to her. She wal ked in,

She | ooked around. "This place
" She didn't wait for an answer;
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| ooki ng curiously about; he followed, |eaving the door ajar

"Ch, close it," she said inpatiently. "Don't you-think nmy Peace Doves are chaperones enough?" She
| aughed at the expression on his face, threw herself at full length on "his bed and lit a
cigarette. The di sl odged Peace Doves cooed conplainingly and found roosts for thenselves on the

i ron headboard.

Grudgi ngly Ryel and cl osed the door. He nodded to the teletype. "Don't you want to check in?"

"The Machine'11 find ne," Donna Creery said cheerfully. "You watch." And, sure enough, the words
were hardly out of her nouth when the keys began to rattle away:

Information. Marseilles Planning Council asks Donna Creery give annual Plan Awards. |nformation
Li fe Magazi ne requests pernission use photograph Donna Creery on Woman of the Year cover

I nf ormati on—

"Soneone's al ways available to tell the Machine where |'ve gone," the girl told Ryeland seriously.
"And if not—well, the Machine can usually nake a pretty good guess where Til be. It knows ne
pretty well by now. "

She spoke, Ryel and noticed wonderingly, as though the Machine were an old friend. But she didn't
give himnuch chance to speculate on that; she said abruptly: "You're not nuch, Steve, but you're
better than those others. Can you keep ny spaceling alive?"

"Your spaceling?"

She | aughed. "It's nine because | like it. Everything I like belongs to me—that's the way | want
it." She added seriously: "But | don't know yet whether or not | like

you. "

He said, the back of his neck bristling, "I have ny duty, Mss Creery. I'mgoing to do it! | hope
it won't nmean any further disconfort to the spaceling, but, if it does—Do you see this?" He
tugged angrily at his collar. "I want that off! If | have to kill a mllion spacelings to get it
off, I'Il doit!"
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She stubbed out her cigarette lazily. 'That isn't what you told CGottling," she observed.
"How do you know what | told GottHng?" "Ch, | know very many things. Wiy shouldn't 1? The Mchi ne

goes everywhere, and ny father is practically part of the Machine. And, oh, yes, | iike the
Machi ne, and everything | |ike—= She shrugged w nsonely.

Ryel and stared. She was nocking him She had to be. It was a joke in terribly bad taste, but
surely that was all it was. He said stiffly: "Mss Creery, | don't appreciate that sort of remark
about the Machine. | believe in the Plan of Man."

"That's terribly good of you," she said admiringly. "Blast you," he yelled, pushed a step too far
"dont make fun of ne! The Plan of Man needs the jetless drive, you silly little skirt! If the
spaceling has to die so the Plan can discover its secret, what possible difference does that
make?"

She swung her feet to the ground and got up, wal king over close to him Her face was rel axed and
synpat hetic. She | ooked at himfor a second.

Then she said suddenly: "Do you still love that girl?" It caught himoff bal ance. "Wat-—what
girl?" "Angela Zw ck," she said patiently. "The daughter of Stefan Zw ck. The blond, twenty years
old, five feet four and a quarter, with green eyes, who becanme your tel etype operator |ate one

aft ernoon and rmade you kiss her that very night. The one who turned you in. Do you still |ove

her ?"

Ryel and' s eyes popped. "I—+ know you've got special sources of information," he nanaged, "but,
really, | had no i dea—=

"Answer the question," she said inpatiently. He took a deep breath and considered. "Wy, | don't
know," he said at last. "Perhaps | do." Donna Creery nodded. "I thought so," she said. "All right,
Steve. | thought for a nmonent—But, no, it wouldn't work out, would it? But | admire your spirit."

Ryel and took a deep breath again. This girl, she had a talent for confusing him It wasn't
possible for himto keep up with her, he decided, it was only possible for himto cling to the
basic facts of his existence. He said stiffly: "It doesn't take spirit to defend the Plan of Mn
If the Plan needs to learn the secret of the jetiess drive, that's ny plain duty."

57

She nodded and sat again on his bed, the Peace Doves settling gently on her shoulders. "Tell nme,
Steve, do you know why the Plan of Man requires this information?"

"Why—o, not exactly. | suppose—=

"Don't suppose. It's to explore the reefs of space. Do you know what the Plan wants in the reefs?"
"No, | can't say that—=

"I't wants Ron Donderevo, Steve."

"Ron?" He frowned
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"The man who got out of his iron collar, Steve," the girl said, nodding. A man you might like to
know agai n. That booby-trapped, tanper-proof collar, that nobody can possibly get off until the
Machi ne aut horizes it—the Machine wants to talk to Donderevo about it, very badly. Because he took
his collar off, all by hinself."

Ryel and stared at her.

She nodded. "And Donderevo is out in the reefs now," she said, "and the Machine wants to do

sonet hing about it. It mght sinply destroy the reefs. | understand you are working on sone such
project. But if it can't do that, it wants to send someone out there to find him

"Soneone with a radar gun, Steve! To kill him And that's why the Machine wants the secret of the
jetless drivel™

Ryel and's new authority as | eader of the Attack Team did nothing to endear himto his coll eagues.
He didn't care. He had work enough to keep himbusy. Oddball Oporto made hinself useful. The
little man's talent for |ightning conputing saved Ryel and a good deal of tinme. Not that Qporto was
faster than a conputer. He wasn't; but Oporto had a distinct advantage over the binary digita
types in that problens didn't have to be encoded and taped, then decoded.

Still, in the final analysis there were not too many problens to compute. In fact, that was the
big problem Rye-land could find no handle by which to grasp the question of the jetless drive.

But Oporto made hinself useful hi other ways as well.

58

He had a prying nose for news, for exanple, 'which kept Ryel and inforned of what was going on in
the Team Project. "Fleener's got the sulks,” he reported one day. "Holed up in his room doesn't
cone out."

"Al'l right," said Ryeland absently. "Say, where's ny Physical Constants of Steady-State
Equati ons?"

"I't's indexed under 603.811," Qporto said patiently. "The word is that Fieener is having an
argunent with the Machi ne. Messages are goi ng back and forth, back and forth, all the tine.'
"What ?" Ryel and | ooked up, nmonentarily diverted fromthe task of scribbling out a library
requi sition for the book he needed. "Nobody can argue with the Machine!"

Qporto shrugged. "I don't know what you'd call it, then."

"CGeneral Fleemer is filing reports,” Ryeland said firmy. He beckoned to Faith, brooding in a
corner. The Togetherness girl cane eagerly forward, saw the slip, |ooked glum shrugged and went
off to get me book

"Sure," said Qporto. "Say, have you heard anything from Donna Creery?"

Ryel and shook hi s head.

"I hear she's in Port Canaveral."

Ryel and snapped: "That's her problem No doubt the Planner's daughter has plenty of occasions for
off-Earth trips."

"No doubt," agreed Oporto, "but—=

"But you could m nd your business," said Ryeland, clos-,ing the discussion

Faith cane back with the book. Ryeland verified a couple of figures and turned a sheet of

cal cul ati ons over to Oporto. "Here, solve these for ne. It'|ll give you sonething to do," he said
He stood up, |ooking absently around the room This was his A Section, devoted to the Hoyle

Ef fect. He had a whol e sub- Team of workers going here. Still, he thought, it was a waste of tine.
"No sweat," said Oporto cheerfully, handing back the conpl eted equati ons.

"Thanks." Ryel and gl anced at them then dunped themon the desk of one of the other workers. There
wasn't much to be done but routine; he could leave it to the others now That was why it was a
waste of tinme. Al the prior art was in hand and digested, it was only a matter of checki ng out
the math now. Then he could answer the Machine's questions—but in fact, he knew, he could pretty
wel | answer them now. Under what conditions could
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hydrogen growt h occur? That was easy. Basic theory gave nost of the answer; an analysis of the
data from Lescure's expedition in the Cristobal Colon gave a clue to the rest. And what was the
possibility of halting or reversing the formati on? That was easy too. Humans coul d have-little
control over the processes that could build stars. Wth finite equipnent, in finite tinme, the
probability was zero.

But it was a neasure of the Machine' s—desperation? Was that a word you could apply to the

Machi ne—a nmeasure of the Machine's, well, urgency that it could even ask such questions as these,
Ryel and said unconfortably: "Come on, Qporto. Let's go take a | ook at the spaceling."

And that was B Section, and it was goi ng badly indeed.

Jetless drive! It was inpossible, that was all. If Ryel and

hadn't had the maddeni ng spectacl e of the spaceling right
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there before him he would have sworn that the |aws were

right

For every action, Newton had stated centuries before, there is an equal and opposite reaction
That |aw of notion accounted for every novenent of every creature on Earth. The cilia of the first
swi mm ng parameci um propel l ed the creature forward by propelling an equal nmass of water backward.
It was the sanme with the thrust of a propeller, in water or in air. Rockets thrust forward by
reaction, as the mass of the ejected jet's hot nol ecul es went one way, the vessel the rockets
drove went another. Action and reaction

It was an equation that was easy to wite—Mass tinmes Accel eration equals Mass-prinme tines

Accel eration-prine —and it was an equation that was hard to doubt.

But it did not happen to be true. The evidence of the dazed little creature fromspace nade a |iar
out of Newton. The spaceling's trick of floating without visible reaction confounded the greatest
genius the world has ever known.

The spaceling showed no reaction mass at all

VWhatever it was that permitted the spaceling to hover

it (call it "X") did not:

Disturb the currents of the air; affect plunmb-bobs hung all about; register on photographic film
di scharge a gol d-1eaf el ectroscope; disturb a conpass; produce a neasurable electric, nmagnetic or
electronic field; add to the weight of the cage when the entire structure was supported on a
scal e; nmake any audi bl e sound; affect the basal netabolism
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of the spaceling itself; or produce a discoverable track in a cloud chanber.

"X" did, on the other hand, do a few things.

It affected the "brain waves" of the spaceling; there was a distinctive trace on the EEG

It seemed to have a worrisonme effect on certain other manmal s. This”?as noticed by chance when a
cat happened to wander into the rocket pit; when the spaceling lifted itself the cat was
"spooked”, |eaping about stifflegged, fur bristling, eyes aglare.

And finally, it worked. Watever "X' was, it lifted the spaceling with great ease.

They even w apped the spaceling in chains once, nore than six hundred pounds of them And as if
amused the spaceling floated with all six hundred pounds for an hour, purring to itself.

It was naddeni ng.

Still, thought Ryeland, though the confort was small —at |east the thing seenmed heal thier. The
wounds were healing. The small symbiotic animals that were | eft seened to survive. The spaceling
showed |ife and energy.

Donna Creery woul d be pl eased.

Nobody el se seened very pleased with Ryeland, though. General Fleener stayed in his room
venturing forth only occasionally to make sardonic conments and get in the way. The other high
brass of the Teamdidn't have Fleemer's ready escape, since they had specific tasks; but they
made sure to be as unpleasant to Ryeland as they coul d nanage.

Only Major Chatterji was affable at all, and that was second nature to him He canme by every hour
on the hour for a report. He was very little trouble. If Ryeland was busy, the major waited

i nconspi cuously in the background. If Ryeland was free, the major asked a mi ni num of questions and
then departed. Ryeland was pretty sure that all the information went, first, to the Machi ne and,
second, al nbst as pronptly to General Fleener; but he could see no reason why he should attenpt to
interfere with the process. And he could al so see no reason to believe he woul d be successful if
he tried.

He kept busy.

Qporto said one afternoon: "Say, it's definite about your girl friend."

Ryel and blinked up fromhis papers. "Wo?" He was 61

genui nely confused for a noment; then he remenbered Qporto's previous remarks. "You nean M ss
Creery?"

"Mss Creery, yeah." The little man grinned. "She's off to the Moon. Her daddy, too."

"That's nice," said Ryeland. Carefully he kept his voice nonconmittal, though be- wondered who he
was fooling. No matter how well he disguised his interest from Qporto, he couldn't disguise it
from himsel f: Something inside himreacted to the thought of Donna Creery.

Qporto spraw ed lazily over Ryeland' s desk. "Well, | don't knowif it is so nice, Steve," he said
seriously. "Maybe they ought to stay home and attend to business. Did you hear about the Paris
tube col | apse?”

"What ?" Ryel and wearily put down the sheaf of reports and blinked at his friend. H s eyes snarted.
He rubbed them wondering if he needed sleep. But that didn't seemreasonable, he figured; he'd
had at | east eight hours sleep in the previous forty-eight. In any case, he didn't have the tineg;
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so he put the thought out of his mind and said: "What the devil are you talking about, Oporto?"
The little man said: "Just what | said. The Paris subtrain to Finland. The tube coll apse. Mre
than a hundred peopl e m ssing—and that nmeans dead, of course. Wen a tube gives out a hundred
m | es down you aren't 'mssing. 1"

Ryel and said, startled: "But that isn't possible! | nean, | know the nmath for those tubes. They
can col l apse, all right, but not wthout plenty of warning. They can't break down wi thout three
hours of field degeneration—plenty of tinme to halt transits."

Oporto shrugged. "A hundred dead people would be glad to know that, Steve," he said.

Ryel and t hought for a second. "Well," he said wearily, "naybe you're right, nmaybe the Pl anner
ought to be around to keep an eye on things like that . . . GCh, hello, Mijor,"

Chatterji came sniling in, peering am ably through his gold glasses. "I wondered if there was

anything to report, M. Ryeland."

Whi |l e Ryel and searched t hrough the papers on his desk, Oporto said: "W were just tal king about
the Paris trouble, Mijor."

Chatterji's brown eyes went opaque. There was a marked sil ence.

Ryeland took it in, and realized that Machine Major Chatterji was concerned about the tube failure
bet ween

62

Paris and the Finland center. Odd, he thought, why should Chatterjj care? But he was too weary to
pursue the subject further. He found the requisition he was | ooking for and silently passed it
across to Chatterji.

The major glanced at it casually, then intently. H's crew cut black hair seened to stand on end.
"But, dear Ryeland!" he protested, blinking through his gold-rinmed glasses. "This equi pnment—
"I'"ve checked it with the Machine," Ryeland said obstinately. "Here." He showed the teletape to
Maj or Chatterji.

Action. Request approved. Action. Concert with Major Chatterji. Information. Power sources at
Point Circle Black not adequate to demands.
"But, nmy dear Ryeland!" The major's expression was tortured. "It isn't only a matter of power

sources. Think of the other considerations!"

"What the Plan requires, the Plan shall have," Ryeland quoted, beginning to enjoy hinself.

"Of course, of course. But— The nmmjor studied the Iist, "You have enough el ectronic equi pnent
here to run a university lab," he wailed. "And sone of it is dangerous. After the, uh, accident
M. Oporto was tal king about, surely you understand that we can't take chances."

Ryel and stared. "What does that have to do with the Team project?"

The major said angrily, "The Plan can't stand accidents, M. Ryeland! This equipnment creates
radi ati on hazards, if nothing else, and there are eighty thousand people in Points Circle Bl ack
Triangle Gray, Crescent Green and Square Silver alone. They can't be exposed to this sort of

t hi ng!"

Ryel and tapped the tel etape neani ngfully.

"Ch," sighed the mgjor, "if the Machi ne approves
"I have itl An orbiting rocket!"

Ryei and was taken aback. "What?"

"An orbiting rocket filled with all the equipnent you want." Chatterji said eagerly. "Wy not?

He thought for a nonent, then bri ghtened.

Everything run by renote control. | can requisition one for you at once, M, Ryeland! And you can
fill it with all the dangerous equi pnent you |ike—what do we care what happens to any wandering
spacel i ngs, eh?" He wi nked and gi ggl ed.
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"Wl |l ," said Ryeland doubtfully, "we could do it that way."

"Of course we could! We'lIl arrange a TV repeater circuit with renote-controlled apparatus. You
work in your |ab, the equipnent is out in space. Perform any experinents you like. And that way,"
he beamed, "if you blow the |Iab up you destroy only one ship, not all of us." He bustled off.

It was astonishing what the Plan of Man could acconplish. The rocket was | oaded, |aunched and
orbited in forty-eight hours,

Ryel and never saw it. He nonitored the installation of the equi pment he wanted via TV circuits,
tested the instrunents, gave the okay—and watched the fire-tailed bird leap off its |aunching pad
through a cat hode screen. At once he put it to work. The only thing they had | earned about the
force the spaceling generated, what the Planner had called the "jetless drive", was that it was

i ndetectable. But that in itself was a great piece of knowl edge. Rye-land' s researchers had turned
up another fact—a hi gh-energy nucl ear reaction which turned out |ess energy than went into it—and
it was just possible, it was nore than possible, it was perhaps a fact, that that m ssing energy
was not missing at all, but nerely not detectable.
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Li ke the energy of the spaceling . .. Ryeland determined to recreate the nuclear reactions which
were invol ved

Until the norning that the Togetherness girl woke himwith news: "Rise and shine, Steve," she
sang, bringing himhis breakfast. "Guess what! General Fleener's going to be at the Teamnork
conference today."

Steve got groggily to his feet. "That's his privilege," he said thickly, and | ooked at her, young,
pretty, fresh—though she had been with him tirelessly running errands, through half the night.
"Don't you ever get tired?" he asked sourly.

"Ch, no, Steve!" Eat your breakfast." She perched on his chair, watching him and said earnestly:
"We're not here to get tired, Steve. W have our job! W Togetherness girls are the connecting
wires that hold the Plan of Man's circuit together."

He gaped at her, but she was serious. "That's right," she nodded. "The Plan of Man depends as nuch
on us as on the transistors and condensers and capacitors—that's you and the other brass. Everyone
is inmportant! Don't
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forget, Steve: To each his own job—and his own job only.1 "

"I won't forget," he said, and wearily drank his citrus juice. But the girl had sonething on her
m nd, he saw. She was waiting for an opportunity to speak to him "Well? Wat is it?"

She seened enbarrassed. "Ch, Uh—t's just that—waell, there's talk, Steve. The girls were wondering
about sormet hi ng. "

"For heaven's sake, say it!"

"We wondered," she said prinmy, "if our Teamreally had anything to do with these accidents."”
Ryel and bl inked and rubbed his eyes. But rubbing his eyes didn't change anything; the girl stil
sat there with the nmldly enbarrased, mldly apol ogetic expression. "Accidents? Faith, what are
you tal ki ng about ?"

"The Paris-Finland tube,"” she recited. "The Bonmbay power plant explosion. The cargo-jet crash in
Nevada. You know. "

"No. | didn't know. Half those things | never heard of. Oporto's been falling down on the job."
"There are others. Steve. And what the girls are sayi ng— She paused. "I only wondered if it was
true. They say our Team project has caused them They even say that you, Steve—

"That | what?"

"Ch, | suppose it's ridiculous. General Fleemer said it wasn't really true, anyway, that you had
sonmething to do with it. But they say you were involved in planning the subtrains...”

He grunbl ed, "They say sonme weird things. Excuse ne while | dress, will you?"

He couldn't put it out of his mind. It was foolish, he thought testily. How did runors |ike that
start?

At the day's Teamwork conference, sure enough, General Fleenmer had done themthe unusual honor of
attendi ng. Ryeland scow ed at himthoughtfully, then renenbered the silly runor. "Before we get
started,"” he denanded, "has anybody heard anythi ng about our work causing acci dents?"

A dozen bl ank expressions net his stare. Then the head of the conputer section coughed and said
hesitantly, "Well, there was sone talk, M. Ryeland."

"What kind of tal k?"

The conputerman shrugged. "Just talk. One of the 65

dat a- encoders had heard froma cousin who heard from sonebody el se. You know how it goes. The
story is that our work here has upset the radio-control circuits, heaven knows how. "

"That's preposterous!" Steve exploded. "What the devil do they nean hy that?" He stopped hinself.
It wasn't the conputerman's fault, after all. "Well," he said grimy, "if anybody hears anything
else like that, | want it reported to nme!"

Heads nodded; every head but General Fleener*s. He barked testily: "Ryeland! Are we going to
gossi p about accidents, or is the Teamgoing to chart its course for the

" day?"

Ryel and swal | owed his tenper. In spite of the fact that Donna Creery had put himin charge of the
Team General Fleener's seniority nmade hima bad man to tangle with.

"All right," said Ryeland, "let's get on with it." Then he brightened. "I saw your report,
Lescure. Want to el aborate on it?"

Col onel Lescure cleared his throat. "After a suggestion by M. Ryeland," he said, nodding, "we
instituted a new series of X-ray exam nations of the spaceling. By shadow graphing its interior
and usi ng renote-chronotography anal ytic techniques | have di scovered a sort of crystalline mass
at the conflux of its mmjor nervous canals. This is in accordance with the prediction mde by M.
Ryet and. "

Fl eemer dermanded harshly: "What does it nean?"
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Ryel and sai d eagerly: "It neans we're maki ng headway! There had to be sonme sort of such
arrangenent for controlling and directing the jetless drive. After yesterday's conputer run, and
some further calculations Oporto did for ne, | asked Col onel Lescure to make the tests. He did —en
overtime, as you see.

"What this neans," he said, beginning to lecture, "is that we have found where the spaceling's
force is generated and directed. And there's one other thing we | earned fromyesterday's

cal cul ati ons. Phase-rul e analysis indicates zero possibility of any el ectromagnetic or gravitic

force. | have the report here, ready for transmission to the

Machi ne. "

General Fleenmer nodded slowy, |ooking at Ryeland. After a nonment he said, "Does it account for
what happened to the nmuiing colonies in Antarctica?" Ryeland was puzzled. "I don't understand ..."

"No? | refer to the explosion of the power reactor |ast 66

ni ght, which destroyed them at a very great loss to the Plan of Man. Not the only | oss, Ryeland
A spaceship has been | ost through a failure of its helical field accelerator. The sane helica
field which was involved in the reactor explosion—and in other accidents, Ryeland. The sane field
whi ch you hel ped to design."

"The design is not to blanme," Ryeland protested desperately. "If there have been accidents, they
must be due to nmechanical failure or human error or deliberate sabotage—~
"Exactly!"

"How could | be to blame for accidents in Antarctica and a hundred mles down and out beyond the
Moon?"

"That's exactly what the Machine will want to know. "

"Perhaps it is only chance," he suggested wildly. "Coincidence. Accidents have happened in series
bef ore—

"\When?"

"I don't remenber. |-+ can't recall."

He stammered and gul ped, and wal ked away. The veil of gray fog across his past was thicker.

Everyt hing except his science was a swirl of unreality and contradiction.

Alone hi his room he tried again to cone to grips with that old riddle of the three days m ssing
fromhis life. What had the therapists suspected that he had done in that |ost interval? Wy had
t hey expected himto know anything about a call from Dan Horrock, or about fuso-rians and pyropods
and spacel i ngs or about how to design a reactionless drive?

Lescure's story had given himclues, but they were too fragmentary to make nuch sense. Horrock had
|l eft the Cristobal Colon with unauthorized speci mens and descriptions of the |life of space. D d
the Machi ne suspect that he had been in contact with Ryel and, before he was recaptured and

consi gned to the Body Bank?

Ryel and turned the puzzl e over, and saw no light.

According to Donna Creery, there had really been three days between the knocking on his door and
the arrival of the Plan Police. Had the knocking he remenbered really been Horrock?

If so, what had erased his nenory?

He stared at the wall and probed through the fog in his mnd. He tried to remenber Horrock, still
perhaps hi his uniform soiled fromhis flight, perhaps bl eeding fromsome wound, panting with
terror and exhaustion, |ugging
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the bl ack canvas space bag that held his stol en notes and speci mens—

The i mages had beconme queerly real. Wre they all inagination?

Had Horrock brought himsone information vital to the invention of a jetless drive? He couldn't
recall. He fell at last into a restless sleep, into a nightmare in which he and Horrock were in

flight fromthe Plan Police

The next norning Ryeland went directly fromhis roomto the spaceling's cage in the rocket pit—and
st opped, appall ed.

The spaceling Jay crushed and bleeding in its cage.

Ryeland ran to the cage and let hinself in. The creature had grown to know him It lay wapped in
a fading glow of msty green, eyes dulled; but as he entered its eyes brightened angrily. It
lifted off the floor. Suddenly apprehensive, Ryeland dodged outside and sl anmed t he cage door—ust
in tine. The spaceling darted toward himw th flashing speed. The cage rocked as she struck the

cl osi ng door. Anchor chains clanked. Fresh blood ran down the bars, and a flap of golden fur was
torn | oose. She coll apsed again, mew ng piteously.

Ryeland felt the first real rage he had known in years.

He spun on his heel. "Gottling!" he bawl ed. "Wat the devil have you been up to?"

The col onel appeared, |ooking sardonically self-satisfied. "M Ryeland," he nodded.
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Ryel and took a firmgrip on hinself. Gottling | ooked nore |ike a skull than ever, the radar horns
giving a Satanic expression to a face that was cold and cruel enough to begin with.

But those radar horns were not nmerely ornanent. Team | eader or not, Ryeland was a risk. The cold,
conpl acent smile that twisted the corners of Gottling's thin |lips was enough of a rem nder of
their relative status. One touch of the radar button on Gottling' s harness and it was the end of
Ryel and.

But this was too nuch. Ryeland bl azed: "You've been torturing the thing again!"

"l suppose so," CGottling agreed nildly.

"Damm you! My orders were—

"Shut up, Risk." There was no smile at all now Gottling thrust a teletape at Ryeland. "Before you
go too far, read this!'

Ryel and hesitated, then took the tape. It read: 68

Information. Agreed present |ine of investigation unnecessarily slow Information. Danger of
addi ti onal accidents possibly related Ryel and nethod of research nust be investigated.
Information. Possibility Ryeland engaged in direct sabotage subtrains, reactors, ion drives.
Action. Direction of Team project returned to General Fleener. Action. Supplenentary lines to be
initiated at discretion Colonel Gottling.

Ryel and stared at it, dazed. The Machi ne had reversed itself again!

But in truth it wasn't his own position, difficult though it had suddenly becone, that concerned
him 1t was the spaceling. "Supplenmentary lines!" he thundered. "Man, you'll kill her!"

CGottling shrugged, contenplating the spaceling. It lay gasping on the steel floor, |ooking up at
t hem

"Perhaps | will not wait for her to die," the colonel said neditatively. "Pascal does not wish to
performa vivisection, but he would hardly dare refuse the orders of the Machine. Even he." He
smiled frostily and commented: "You are all alike, Pascal Lescure and the Pl anner's daughter and
you, Risk. Blood frightens you. But pain is not contagi ous. You need not fear to observe it in
others, it will not infect you. Indeed," he beaned, "there is nuch to learn in the pain of

ot hers.™

Ryeland said tightly: "I'mgoing to report this to Donna Creery."

The col onel widened his eyes. "Ch? You need the Planner's daughter to fight your battles?" He

all owed a silence to hang over themfor a monment. Then, forgivingly: "But it does not matter, for
you will not find that possible, Ryeland. Mss Creery is on the Moon. So you see, Ri sk, what
happens to the spaceling fromnow on is entirely up to ne."

8

Ryel and flung open the door of his roomand headed for the teletype in the corner. Oporto and the
Toget herness girl were there. He paused, distracted for a nonment; he
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seermed to have interrupted sonething, but what? It didn't matter. He barked: "Oporto! What's Donna
Creery's call nunber?”

Qoorto coughed. "Gee, Steve. | don't know. Three? Fifteen?”

"Cut it out, Oporto," Ryeland warned dangerously.

"Three." Ryeland thunped the tel etype keyboard:

Query. Pernission for direct hookup communi cati on Donna Creery station 3.

The teletype hardly hesitated: Information. Refused.

"Well," Oporto said reasonably, "what did you expect? The machine can't have its circuits tied up
wit h—=

"Shut up." Ryeland was typing again, demanding a connection with the Planner hinself.

I nformati on. Refused.

"You see, Steve? You aren't getting anywhere. Wat's got you so steaned up?"

Ryeland told himin half a dozen sentences what was getting himso steaned up. "Ch. that's too

bad," murrured the Togetherness girl. "The poor thing."
Oporto seconded: "Tough. Well, what are you going to do? We're only Risks. W can't buck Gottling
and all those." He sneezed, and conplained: "See, Steve, you're gedding ne all upset. | bet I'm

catching a code.”

Ryel and | ooked at hi m bl ankly; he had not heard what Oporto had said, and hardly knew the ot her
two were in the roomwith him Wat could he do? Cut off fromthe Planner or his daughter, he had
no chance to keep Gottling fromnurdering the spaceling. That was the end of the project. If what
the Planner had told himwas true, it actually endangered the Plan itself; for the jetless drive,
the spaceling' s queer nethod of propul sion, was inportant to the safety of all the Plan. Yet the
Pl anni ng Machi ne woul d not allow himto—

He blinked and the room cane into focus. "The Pl anni ng Machi ne!" he said al oud.
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"What ? Sfev?l," nmpaned Oporto, "now what are you going to do?" But Ryeland didn't answer. He sat
at the
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keyboard of the nachine and with a steady hand tapped out an account of what had happened. Col one
Gottling had deliberately controverted the orders of Donna Creery and the Machine itself. The
spaceling was in danger. The Plan itself was threatened. He finished, and waited.

And wai t ed.

And waited for long mnutes, while Oporto and the girl whispered behind him It was incredible
that the Machi ne should take so long to answer! Ryeland asked hinself feverishly: Was it turned
on, was the wire cut, could it be possible that the Machine's circuits were so overl oaded that the
message was not received? He was actually bending over, hardly aware of what he was doing, to be
sure that the machine was properly plugged in when abruptly it whirred and rattl ed.

Ryel and was up like a shot.

But the nessage was unbelievably short. It said only:

R

"Recei ved and understood," Qporto said synpathetically frombehind him "Gee, Steve. That's all?
Well, that's the Machine for you. It isn't up to us to question—Steve. Hey. Steve! \Were are you
goi ng?" But Ryel and was al ready gone.

Ryel and hurried down the corridors to CGeneral Fleemer's quarters. He had wasted tine and it was
now | ate; he would be waking the general up, but he didn't care about that, not now He tapped on
the door and then, wi thout pausing, banged hard.

"Amnute, a mnute," nmunbled a grunpy voice. A wait. Then the door was flung open

General Fleermer was in |ounging pajanmas, bright purple tunic, striped purple and scarlet pants.
The collar and cuffs were picked out in silver braid, and the room behind himwas silver. Silver
wall s, silver-nounted furniture on a silvery rug. It was a startling effect. Fleenmer grow ed
irritably: "Ryeland? Wat the devil do you want?"

"I have to talk to you, General." He didn't wait for an invitation, but slipped past himinto the
room Then sonething stopped hi mand he paused, stared, distracted even fromthe inmportant m ssion
he was on.

There was a statue by the fireplace, a bright silver statue of a girl. But it noved! |t opened
silver eyelids and | ooked
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at him Wth pink-tinged lips, like nmetallic copper in a silver face, it said: "Wio is this one?"
"Go in the other room" the general barked. The silver statue shrugged and stood up. It was no
statue but a'girl; the notion revealed it as she stared at Ryeland and | eft.

Ryel and blinked. Dusted with silver to look like living metal, even her hair silver—the genera
had a renmarkable private life. But it was no business of Ryeland's at this nmonent. He said
briskly: "Sir, Colonel Gottling is about to destroy the spaceling. |'mafraid he is deliberately
trying to sabotage the project.”

Suddenly the general was no longer a cross, sleepy little fuss-budget. Hs cat's eyes slitted
down, his face abruptly becanme stone. "Go on," he said after a second.

"Way—that's all there is, sir. Isn't it enough? If Colonel Gottling goes ahead with vivisection it

will kill the creature. I'mcertain. Mss Creery left specific orders—
"Wait," said the general, but did not invite himto sit down. He turned his back to Ryeland and
strode over to his desk. He pressed a button on his desk phone and | eaned over to yell into it.

"CGottling? Get down to nmy quarters. Ryeland' s here.”

Munbl e- munbl e from the desk phone. It was directional; Ryeland couldn't understand the words and
wasn't nmeant to. "On the double!" the general barked, cutting off discussion, and broke the
connection. Wthout |ooking at Ryeland he slunped in a chair, shading his eyes with his hands, and
remai ned there until there was a crisp knock at the door

Col onel Gottling wal ked in. He did not seemdisturbed, not in the [ east. And he was not al one.
Machi ne Major Chatterji cane smling and bowi ng behind him "What a |ovely room GCeneral! On,
really lovely. It takes exquisite taste to transformour dreary barracks into—

"Shut up." General Fleener stood. Ryeland waited, poised for whatever excuse Gottling might offer
ready to confront himwith the facts as soon as the general began his accusation

But the general did not begin. The general did not speak to Cottling at all. He said: "All right,

Chatterji, have you got the orders?”

"Yes, Ceneral. Certainly! Here you are. | knew you'd be wanting them so— The general nopved
slightly and Chatterji was still. Fleenmer took a sheet of teletype communication paper fromthe
maj or's hand and passed it to
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Ryel and wi t hout conment. Ryel and gl anced puzzledly at it

Then he felt a sudden qui ck burning sensation, as though a knife had reached hi munsuspected. The
nmessage sai d:

I nformation. Ryel and, Steven, Risk, change of status approved. Action. Subject will therefore be
transported to stockpile HIK wi thout del ay.

" St ockpil e HIK?" Ryel and repeated al oud. He shook his head, dazed. "But—there's got to be sone

m st ake here, because, |ook, stockpile HIK is Heaven. | nmean—=

"You mean the Body Bank, as it is otherw se known." General Fleener nodded wisely. "That's
correct, and that is where you' re going. You were perfectly right about Gottling sabotaging the
Project, you see. Your only mstake was in thinking that he was al one."

Heaven was on the island of Cuba.

The subtrain took nearly an hour to get there. Ryeland hardly noticed. They rode in a gray stee
ball, far less luxurious than the Planner's private car. Wen they stopped, Ryeland, still dazed,
still shocked, got out and blinked at a nassive concrete archway over a steel gate.

The letter in the concrete read:

Resurrection under the Plan

The station was gray concrete. Air ducts blew a clanmmy breath at them A guard in white, a red
heart stitched on the breast of his tunic, came forward to take charge.

The maj or who had convoyed Ryel and's detail, twenty-two new cadavers for the Body Bank, turned
them over gratefully and went back into the subtrain without a look. He didn't like this escort
detail. No one did. It was a renmi nder of nortality; even a nmachine nmajor could be made to realize
that one bad bl under, or one bad break
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could put himin Heaven too. "Cone on!" bawl ed the guard, and apathetically the twenty-two wal ki ng
col l ections of spare parts followed himthrough the gate.

A narrow corridor. A long rectangular room w th wooden benches. Ryel and sat and waited and, one
by one, they were adnitted to a smaller room Wen it was his turn Ryel and wal ked t hrough the door
and a girl grasped his arm thrusting it under the black-light. Her hair was red, the sane bright
red as the heart that was stitched on her uniform Under the light his tattoo glowed faintly. She
read off his name and nunber in a rapid drone. "Steven Ryeland," she said in the same continuous
drone, "when you entered this gate you leave |life behind as an individual you have failed to
justify your place in the Plan the tissues of —=

She yawned sharply. She shook her head and grinned. "Excuse ne. Were was |? The tissues of your
body however may still serve the Plan before you enter have you anything to say?"

Ryel and t hought. What was there to say? He shook his head.

"CGo ahead, then. Through that door," said the girl

Behi nd Ryel and the door clanged with a steel finality..

First there were tests.

Ryel and was stripped, scnibbed, wei ghed, neasured, X-rayed, blood-tested, tissue-tested,

ascaul ted, palped and all but sniffed and tasted. A bit of his flesh was sni pped and whisked to a
conpl ex bench where a teamof girls put it through a process of staining and m croscopy. From
their studies a genetic map was nade of his chronpbsones, every allele and allonorph in place, and
coded into binary synbols which were stanped on his collar

It was interesting. Transplants of body organs did not survive, not even with suppressants, if the
donor and subject were too different in their genetic nakeup. Antibodies forned. The new tissue
was attacked by the environnment it found itself in. It died. So, usually, did the patient. The
nore delicate the tissue involved, the closer the genetic resenblance had to be. It was an old
story. Any cornea can be inbedded in any other eye; the tissues are crude and sinple, nostly
water. MIlions of -humans can transfer blood fromone to another—blood is a tissue little nore
conpl ex than the cornea.

But nore highly specialized nenbers are transferable, w thout suppressants, only between identica
tw ns.
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Suppr essant s—sonething |li ke the alJlergy-controlling phar-nmaceuticals which once hel ped hold down
hay fever—an nmake the range of tol erance broader; but, even so, genetic patterns nust be natched
as closely as possible. It was good that it was interesting. Ryeland was able to keep his mind on
it. He did not find hinmself dwelling on the fact that he was now in the position of the spaceling
under CGottling. He did not have to contenpl ate the prospect of what was essentially (however
gentl e, however carefully anesthetized for him the Death of a Thousand Cuts.

And then they turned himloose, wthout warning.

He had expected a cell. He was given a nillionaire's playground. He tripped over a tuft of grass
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and, blinking in warm Cari bbean afternoon sun, found hinself in a broad park, with trees and
confortabl e-1 ooki ng cabins. He Started forward, then happened to think of sonething and returned
to the guard. "Wiat do | do now? Who do | report to?"

"Nobody, " said the guard, gently closing the door. Nobody at all, any nore."

Ryel and wal ked down a broad green | ane toward the glint of water, it was as good a direction to go
as any. He had never in all his Iife before had the experience of being without orders. It was
al nost nore disturbing than the sure prospect of disnmenbernment that [ay before him He was so
Nabsorbed in the feeling that he hardly heard soneone calling to himuntil the man raised his
voi ce. "You! Hey, you new fell owm Cone back here!"

Ryel and turned.

The man who was cal ling himwas about fifty years old —the prinme of life. He should have been a
husky, bronzed creature with all his hair. Statistically he should hardly have needed even

gl asses. Forty good years should still be ahead of himat |east.

But the man who |inp-stunped up to Ryel and had none of these things. He was totally bald. (In a
monent, as the sunlight caught it, Ryeland saw that what had .seened to be the man's scalp was a
pl astic covering.) He wal ked with a shoul der-cane—al nbost a crutch. And what he wal ked on were not
fl esh-and-bl ood feet but prosthetic appliances. One eye was only a patch; the other was drawn into
a squint by another area of pink plastic that covered the place where once he had had an ear.
"You! Did you just come in?" he cried. Hs voice was | deep and vibrant; that, at |east, he had
kept .
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Ryel and sai d, keeping his expression polite with sonme difficulty, "Yes, that's right. My nane is
Steve Ryel and.”

"Never nmind that. Do you play bridge?"

The difficult expression collapsed for a second, but Ryeland got it back. "I'mafraid not."
"Dam." Wen the man scow ed it pointed up another peculiarity of his face. He had no eyebrows.
"How about chess?"

"Yes, a little."

"Speak up!" the man barked, turning his good ear irritably to Ryel and.

"I said yes!"

"Well, that's .worth sonething," the man said, grudging the words. "Urn. Maybe you could | earn
bridge, hey? W're a good house. No rough stuff, no stealing. And no basket cases." He said

proudly: "I"'mthe senior inmate in the house. Take a | ook at me. See? |'ve got plenty left."
Ryel and said slowy, "You nean | can pick out the house | live in? | don't know the rules here
yet."

"There aren't any rules. Oh," the man shrugged, "no fights resulting in bodily injury, no

hazar dous sports—they sal vage you total for that sort of thing. You know. Wat you've, got, it
doesn't belong to you any nore. It's the Plan's and you're supposed to take care of it." He
hitched hinself forward on his shoul der-cane. "Well, what about it? You |l ook all right to ne. Take
my advice and conme in with us. Never m nd what the other houses say —those Jupiters will be
tal ki ng about their pingpong table, and what good is that when tonorrow norning you naybe won't
have what to play pingpong withl" He grinned confidentially, revealing a set of casually placed
artificial teeth.

Ryel and went with the one-eyed nan, whose nane turned out to be Whitehurst. The man was a good

sal esman, but he had not exaggerated the value of choosing the right hut. Ryeland coul d see that
for hinself; sonme cottages had a rundown, disreputable air, the inmates |oungi ng around, surly and
bored. Whitehurst's house was busy if nothing else.

It was amazing, but Ryel and found Heaven rather pleasant. There was food—good food. Whitehurst
told himproudly, no synthetics or retreads! (The tissues had to be kept up.) There was plenty of

| ei sure. (The patient had to be always in shape for major surgery.) There was . . . well

freedom said Whitehurst, alnost enbar-
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rassed as he said it and unwilling to explain. But Ryelana found out that it was so. |If Heaven was
ajail, at least the walls were out of sight. There was no fear of naking a nistake and falling to

ruin; there was no farther to fall

The physical plant was ideal. Snall cottages dotted a green | andscape. Palnms stood on green hills.
There was a grove of oaks and cedars by a | ake, and the | ake contained actual fish. The tropic sky
was a permanent mlky blue, with high-piled cunulus to give it life.

Whi t ehursfs cottage called thensel ves the Dixie Presidents. No one renenbered what dooned
antiquarian, generations before, had selected the name, but it was the customto nane each house
and successive inmates kept the nanes; it was a tradition. The Dixie Presidents were an all-male
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cottage, by choice. It was up to the inmates. Not all the houses were so monastic. There were as
many wonen as men in Heaven, and the co-ed cottages were given to wild sounds late at night. But
that was up to the i nmates too.

Li stening to the evening conversation of his fellow inmates, Ryeland found a few things which
struck himas odd. The cottage across the way was occupied by a fam |y group. Strange! Their nane
was M nton—M. Mnton, Ms. Mnton and their five grown children. What nass crinme had the M nton
famly conmitted to be scrapped en nmasse? It was queer

The principle that |ay behind the Body Bank he knew / well. It had been explained to himin detai
on his travel orders, even if he had been the one man alive under the Plan who didn't know al

about it frominfancy. Each human under the Plan of Man was required to make a contribution toward
the good of all. If inefficiency, nalevol ence or carel essness kept himfrom doi ng what he was
asked, he would then be pernmitted to contribute in another way. He woul d be scrapped. His |inbs
and organs would be put to the use of nore valuable citizens, replacing parts damaged through

acci dent or disease.

It was a project nore attractive to the recipient than to the donor, of course. Yet it did have a
sort of rough justice, and Ryel and thought he could bring hinself to tol erate whatever m ght
happen—the worl d's good was nore inmportant than his own! And yet..

One thing did bother him In his life he had known or 77

heard of a fair nunber of persons who had been scrapped for the salvage of their parts in the Body
Bank.

And yet he could not remenber ever, not even once, having encountered a nman who had benefited from
these organs..

Now at last, when it was too late to nmatter, Ryeland had tinme to return to the riddle of his three
m ssing days. He was tornented with the possibility that he had once known a precious secret which
coul d somehow transformthe Plan of Man—f he could just recall it.

That night after he had watched the bridge gane for a few minutes he lay trying to remenber. Had
there been a knocking twice on his door, on Friday and again on Mnday? If Horrock had really cone
to him what nessage could he have brought? Even if a jetless drive could be invented, how could
it threaten the Plan? Who besi des Donderevo was free fromthe Machi ne?

He found no answers. The fog was thicker in his nenory. Even the fat, apologetic face of Dr.
Thral e was growing dim He no longer flinched when he remenbered the cold el ectrodes cl anped on
his body. He fell asleep and dreamed that he had di scovered a jetless drive.

It was a broonstick. He rode it through a jungle of five-pointed tinsel stars, with CGenera

Fl eener astride a spaceling close behind him Fleener was goadi ng and spurring the spaceling, and
it was screamng horribly.

"Reveille! Reveille!l Everybody up!"

Ryel and woke up with a start; he had been dreaming that he was in the Body Bank, in an unusually
soft bed, and woke to find it true. He sat blinking at the bunk across fromhim It |ooked nore
like a surgical supply house than a hunman being's bed. The cords of a bone conduction hearing aid
dangl ed fromthe stainless-steel shafts of a prosthetic arm A self-powered wheelchair bore ten
pounds of assorted steel, copper, rubber and plastic. As in the ancient joke about the weddi ng
night, there was nore of Ryeland's roommate on the bureau than in the bed.

The roommate was a plunp man of rosy conpl exi on, what there was left of it, and ill tenper. H's
name was Al den. "Cone on, Ryeland," he screeched faintly in the high-pitched whisper of the newy
deaf. "You know the rules of the house. Gve ne a hand."

"All right." There was plenty of tinme before norning shape-up and breakfast, so Ryel and had been
told; there
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had to be, for the senior nenbers of the conmunity needed plenty of time to get their
m scel l aneous artificial parts in place. As a newconer, still conplete in his organs, Rye-land had

obligations. The juniors took care of the seniors. Seniority rul ed—ot age, but length of tine in
Heaven. It was a fair system it was explained to Ryeland, and it was enlightened self-interest

besides. "You'll find out," Witehnrst had said grimy. "Wait till you're missing a fewlittle
chunks. "

In the norning the conversation was |l ess placid, less polite than at night. It was odd too,

t hought Ryel and, listening carefully. In the norning the one universal topic was Escape. Perhaps

it was only the wake-up irritability of the normal human, but even the advanced basket cases from
the huts next door laid their plans and carefully neasured the daily patrol of the guard

heli copters. Alden nuttered for twenty m nutes about the chance of swimmng to a mracul ously
borrowed fishing submarine that sone incredibly loyal friend fromLife m ght arrange to have out
beyond the breakers. It was foolish, it was pathetic. There was hardly enough left of himto
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bot her escaping with. And his tone the night before had been bland resignation: "You'll learn, ny
boy," he told Ryeland, "we're here for a reason. It's right." It was puzzling.

In the night Ryeland had been bothered by sonething sticking himin the ribs.

Once Al den was wheel ed away he searched, and there, thrust under the seans of the mattress, was a
flat alum num case. He opened and spilled out |lunp sugar, maps, terribly amateurish faked trave
orders fromthe Machine. And a journal

The journal was the work of some previous occupant who signed hinmself only by initial s—Bb. WH. —and
it covered a period of alnmpst three years. The first entry was sober self-apprai sal

»

June 16. | arrived in Heaven this norning. | can't get out. If | did get out, there would be no
place to go. But if | let nyself give up the hope of sonehow.. getting out | night as well be
dead. Therefore | will try to escape. And | will not brood.

The last entry, in a palsied hand, was | ess sober, |ess analytic:
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May t he—what? 9th, maybe. Just a min. bfr shape-up. | think |I've got it! Nbdy ever |ooks at the
scrap-heap carcasses! |'ve seen sone that | ook better than | do now and, whoosh, they're down the
chute & out on the barge when they clean up. So tonight's the night. Al | have to do is pass one
nmore shape-up. |'ve plenty left. Apraces don't matter. If | can just—Fhere's the bell. Mre Itr.

The renai ni ng pages were bl ank

Br eakf ast came before the norning shape-up and Rye-land, stuffing the journal back in the
mattress, went thoughtfully out to eat.

The food was all Witehurst had prom sed! There was no rationing here, none at all. Sugar. Coffee.
Real, thick cream Hamw th red gravy; cereal with nore of the thick cream fruits and hot
biscuits. '

Ryel and ate until his stonmach bul ged. He began to feel better. The world seenmed cal ner, brighter
his housemates left off grunbling and plotting and began to | augh and shout along the | ong tables.
Ryel and sat next to Witehurst and brought up the subject of the previous occupant of his bunk
"Ch, him" said the one-eyed nman. "O d Danny. He was here for ever, considering. | mean, he nust
have been a very popul ar type, they took so nuch of him | thought they'd never salvage himtotal
though all he had keeping himgoing at the end was a whirl-punp heart and twice a day filtrations
on the ki dney machi ne. Funny thing about Danny, his bidding was good enough but when he played a
hand—

"What happened to hinP"

Wi t ehurst scowl ed. "Took both lungs at one tine. Pity, too. He still had two arns, clear down to
the fingers."

The bell sumoned them out to the norning shape-up

There were three of them a day, Witehurst whispered, and you had to be present. Otherwi se tota
sal vage, right away. The white guards with red hearts appliqued on their tunics noved up and down
the ragged lines, checking the tattooed identification against lists. "Qutnick, Fairt-weather
Breen, Merchant," the one at the house of the Dixie Presidents chanted. "Nothing for you boys. You
can fall out. Al den, Hensley—Hensley? Say, how did that name get on the list? Wasn't he scrapped

| ast week?" Hal f
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a dozen voi ces agreed he had been; the guard scratched the name off his list. "Lousy

adm ni strative work. Say. Who are you?" He took Ryeland's arm "OCh, Steve Ryeland. Wl conme to our
little community. Nothing for you today, though. Witehurst. Ch, yes. Come on, Witehurst, you're
hi busi ness."

Ryel and got away as soon as he could. The others were |aughing and rel axed, but seeing Whitehurst
|l ed away had chilled the soft warnth that had spread over Ryel and at breakfast. At any nonent it
m ght be his name that was on the fist; if there was anything at all he could do about it, the
time to do it was now.

He retrieved the journal fromhis bed, escaped the back way and found a sunny spot on a hill. He
sat down against a stone retaining wall and studied the diary of the late D.WH

There was not hing about the nan's Hfe-in-Life in his journal. But whatever he had been he was a
man of method and intelligence. He had begun by systematically investigating his surroundi ngs.
Fromthe first nonth's entries Ryel and | earned a nunber of possibly useful statistics. There had
then been 327 inmates in Heaven, counting twelve children under the age of eighteen (and what had
they done to be here?) This was not the only Heaven; there probably were a nunber of others; tw ce
shi pnents of inmates had gone out through the gate, to replenish another Heaven tenporarily low in
stock. There were never any guards inside the walls except at the shape-ups. Usually about a-dozen
came in then, and D.WH. had once been able to count the outside guards at fifteen nore. Heaven
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roamed over nearly a hundred acres, and there was a nmap, heavily erased and redrawn, tucked into
the journal. A note on the map told Ryeland that the walls were electrified and i npenetrable, even
down to a depth of fifty yards under the surface. Apparently soneone had actually dug that farl
The beach was not fenced, but there was a heavy steel net and, beyond that, a persuasive tradition
of sharks. The only other break in the wall was the building through which he had entered, and its
satellite structures—the clinic, the adnministration building, the powerhouse. And the sanitation
building. It was there that the "scrap-heap" had attracted DDWH.'s attention, It was near the
beach, and a chute led to a barge which, towed to sea, disposed
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of the left-over parts of the inmates as well as the nore ordinary wastes of a community of

several hundred.

Ryel and nused t houghtfully over the nap. Only the scrap di sposal chute | ooked prom sing. Yet the
witer had not thought of it until after some nonths and, judging by the increasingly panicked and
i ncoherent quality of his notes, his judgnent nust by then have begun to deteriorate. Still, it
was worth a thought. He said a man coul d escape that way. Perhaps a nan could ..

If he had a place to escape to.

Ryel and put that thought out of his mnd and read industriously in the journal until novenents
outside the cottages revealed that it was tinme for the m d-day shape-up

10

No Di xi e President was called at noon. Only when they were di snissed did Ryeland realize he had
been hol ding his breath al nost continuously. Gutnick, the man next to himin |line, w nked and
said: "It gets you that way at first. It keeps on getting you that way too."

Ryel and said only: "Wat's that?"

Gutni ck turned and | ooked. Down the gravel path two guards were sol enmmly pushing a wheel chair and
a hand-truck of appliances. Al were connected to the occupant of the wheelchair. There was little
left of the man, if it was a man. Al of his head was swat hed i n bandages—f that was his head.
Only a little gap showed where the mouth was. Tlie auxiliary handtruck carried a considerable
array of punps and tubing, stainless-steel cylinders and electric equipnent.

Qutnick said, "Ch, him" Qutnick could not wave, as both his arms had been needed el sewhere, but
he inclined his torso and called: "H, Alec. Wiat did you |lose this time?"

The bandaged head noved faintly. Nothing el se nmoved on the man. The nearly invisible Iips parted
to gasp, in words |like puffs of snmoke. "That you, Qutnick? Just the other kidney, | think."
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"You' ve got plenty left,” lied Gutnicfc cheerfully, and they went in to lunch. Ryeland coul d not
get the basket case out of his mnd.

"I didn't think they bothered to keep us alive, with that rmuch gone."

"I guess Alec's sonething special. He's senior in all Heaven. He's been here—= Gutnick's voice was
respectful —al nost six years."

Ryel and didn't have much appetite; but after he'd taken a few bites he had to stop in order to
feed Gutni ck anyway; and then he hinself began to perk up. It was astonishing, he nmarveled after

| unch, trudging aimessly around the wal ks of Heaven, how the food here made |ife so bearable. It
showed that a good di et nmade a happy man. It showed-why, he thought with a sudden m serabl e Rash
of insight, it showed nothing at all except that even a dooned creature |ike hinmself could
subnerge the fore-brain in a wallow of physical pleasures. He determined to go right back to the
house and get the diary, study it, plan—

Sonmeone was cal ling his nane.

He turned, and Qddball Qporto was rushing toward him "Gee! Ryeland! It's you!"

Oporto stopped. So did Ryeland; and then he realized that what they were doi ng was appraising each
other, looking for missing parts. So soon it had become a habit in this place.

"You don't seemto be nissing anything," said Ryeland. "I've only been here two days. Got here

ri ght ahead of you—+ saw you conme in. | guess you stopped to turn in your gear? They didn't bother
with that, with ne ... | should've stayed in Iceland, hey? Not that |I hold it against you," he
finished glumy. "Sorry."

"Yeah. Well, where you living?" Ryeland told himabout the Dixie Presidents, and Oporto was

i ncredul ous. "Gee! Those noldy old creeps? Say, why not come over to our place? There's two
vacanci es right now, and sonme of the boys are real sharp. You know, you |ose a few parts and there
isn'"t rmuch left but the brain; so what you want is a fewlittle problenms to work on. Well, fellow
next to me, he has a whol e bunch of stuff fromthe Lilavata—old H ndu math probl ens, nostly

di ophanti ne equations when you cone down to it, but—
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Ryel and said gently: "I'mworking on a different problemright now "
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Qporto waited.

"I want to get out of here.”

"Ch, no. Wait a mnute! Steve, don't be crazy. A fellow like you, you ve got years here. Plenty to
| ook forward to. You don't want to—

"But | do want to," said Ryeland, "I want to get away. It isn't just nmy life, though | admt
that's got alot to do withit."

"What el se? Ch. You don't have to tell nme. That girl."

"Not the girl. O not exactly. But she's part of it. Some-thins bad' s happening with the spaceling
and Col onel CGottling. It ought to be stopped.” i

Opnrtn said dismally. "Gee, Steve. You don't want to talk like that. Anyway— He stopped.

Ryel and knew Oporto wel] enough to wait himout. He pronpted: "Anyway what ?"

"Anyway," said Oporto with sone hesitation, "I don't know why you want to bother with her. |

t hought that other girl was nore inportant to you. You know, 837552 —+ forget her nanme."

Ryeland took it like a bl ow between the eyes. That nunber—he didn't have Oporto's queer nenory for
any arithnetical function, but surely it was the nunber of

"Angel a Zwi ck," he whi spered, renenbering blonde hair, blue eyes and a nouth that testified

agai nst himat his hearing.

"That's the one. Wll, now So you didn't forget her?" Qporto was enjoying his bonbshell. "Wy not
go see her? She's been here quite a while—ever in a cottage by the |ake."

"She's really here? But she was with the Plan Police." Ryeland was dazed. Had the Plan conme to
this, that it scrapped its own undercover agents?

"Well," said OQporto-judiciously, "I guess you' d say she's here. Anyway, there's a quorum present.
Why not go see for yoursel f?"

The first sensation was shock, and a terrible enbarrassment. Ryel and scraped one foot against
another, staring at the girl in the wheelchair. He said her nane gruffly, and then he net her eyes
and coul d say nothing el se. Angela? This thing in the chair, was it the girl he had known? She had
no arns and, fromthe flatness of the |ap
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robe that draped her, no legs either. But her face was intact, blue-green eyes, golden hair; her
husky, warm voi ce was the voi ce he had known.

"Steve! It's good to see you!" She was not enbarrassed at all, only amused. She |aughed. "Don't
gawk. But | know how you feel. You've only just arrived, and |'ve been here twenty-one nonths."
Ryel and sat awkwardly on the grass before her. Her cottage lay in a little clunmp of woods, and
there were neatly tended beds of flowers around it. Flowers! Ryeland could not remenber ever
havi ng seen flowers around a dwelling before, only in parks. Though this was a kind of a park, at
t hat .

Angel a said softly: "I wondered if | would ever see you again, after what happened." She cocked
her chin, and a tiny notor droned; the velvet-covered chin rest that supported her head seened to
have switches in it, so that she could nove the wheels of her chair. Facing him she said
seriously: "You don't blanme nme, do you?"

Ryel and nmuttered: "You did your job under the Plan."

"So wi se of you to say that, Steve. Ah, Steve!l I'mglad to see you again." She lifted her |ovely
chin. "W've got so nuch to talk about. Take nme down by the | ake," she commanded ..

For nearly three years Ryel and had rehearsed the speeches he would make to Angela Zwick if ever
they chanced to come together, but in this place they were all wong, he forgot the words. He had
raged silently in his bed, he had pleaded with the stony fields of the isolation canp; now, facing
the girl, he found hinself engaged in a little conversation. They chatted. They |aughed. It was

pl easant. Pleasant.' And she had put the collar around his neck

"There is always peace in serving the Plan," she told himw sely, reading his mnd
They stopped by the | ake and be sat down. "I don't even nind the collar any nore,"
suppressi ng a yawn.

"Of course not, Steve."

he mur nur ed,

He scratched his shoul derbl ades against the bole of a palm "I never thought I'd stop m nding
that. Wiy, | renmenber talking to a fellow about it in the isolation canp. He said |I'd get over it.
| said—

He stopped, and frowned faintly. 85

"What did you say to him Steve?"

"Why," he said slowy, "I told himthat |I'd never stop hating the collar unless | was dead, or
drugged. "

She smled at himw th mandarin cal m

Back at the cottage of the Dixie Presidents, Ryeland thunbed through the journal that had once
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bel onged to his predecessor in the bunk. There was an entry that he wanted to read agai n.

He found it:

This place is insidious. The atnosphere is so tranquil —od knows how —that it is very tenpting to
rel ax and | et what happens happen. Today Cull en cane back fromthe clinic giggling because a nurse
had told hima joke. He had | ost both eyes!

And two days | ater

Yesterday | lost nmy other leg. It is painful, but they gave nme shots for that. | wonder why it
doesn't bother ne. | keep thinking of Cullen.

Frowni ng, Ryel and cl osed the book and went out to stand in the afternoon shape-up. The other Dixie
Presidents were already there, and their greetings were chill. Ryeland paid very little attention
al t hough he knew t hey were annoyed because he had spent so little tine conformng with the custons
of the cottage. He hardly even noticed the guards, with their scarlet hearts blazoned on their
white tunics, as they canme droning down the line with their rolls.

There was sonething nore inportant on his mnd

Ryel and was reasonably sure that his mnd was functioning as weU as it ever had. But he was
finding it hard to think this matter through. He didn't mind the collar. That was the first term
in the syllogism Sonething in the diary supplied the second term What was the concl usion?

"Come on, | said!'" said a guard's voice, annoyed, and Ryel and woke up to the fact that his nane
had been call ed.

He gawked. "Me? Are you calling me?"

"You. That's what | said, man! You' re on orders'today.' Come on to the tissue bank!"
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11

The group of scrapped nmen waited for the el evator

The man next to Ryel and was whi spering feverishly under his breath, his eyes fixed on the el evator
door as though it were the gate to hell, He caught Ryeland | ooking at himand threw hima wld
smle. "First time for you? Me, too, But | figure it won't be nuch, you know. "

"All right, all right." The guards began to herd theminto the opening el evator door. "Move al ong,
now "

The el evator dropped swiftly and let themout in an underground hall. Blue asepsis |anps w nked on
the walls, a humfromthe air ducts told of purifiers at work. The guards ordered themto sit

down. There were a dozen |ong, wooden benches. The waiting roomwas not at all crowded, though
there were twenty or nmore wal king cadavers in it. Ryeland | ooked around at them Sone seened to
have all their faculties and parts; if there was anything mssing, it was not such as woul d appear
on the surface. Many showed signs of being nibbled anay—a | eg m ssing, an ear, a finger or two.
And sone were so nuch prosthesis, so little flesh and blood, that it was a wonder that the
surgeons could find anything left to take fromthem

The nervous nman switched seats to join Ryeland and hissed in his ear: "See, the way | see it,
they're not going to take much the first time. Wiy should they? For instance, your body m ght not
transplant right. They can't tell. They'll have to do a couple little jobs first and see how t hey
take, before they try anything big. |I'mpositive of that, friend . " He stopped as the door
opened, his eyes like a tortured kitten's. But it was only a nurse wal ki ng through, and she paid
no attention to them fo Ryel and took time fromhis owm worries to confort the man. "That's
right," he said. "That figures." It didn't, of course; the Plan knew all it had to know about them
al ready. But the nervous man seized at the reassurance.

He babbled: "Now, all we have to worry about is sonething little. Maybe sone clunsy oaf |ost a

couple of fingers sonewhere. Well, they'll take a finger. O a couple
87
of fingers , . ." He glanced wonderingly at his hand. "A couple of fingers. They'll take—But

what's that? You can spare them O a foot, maybe. But they aren't going to take anything big the
first tinme, because—

The door opened.

A young, slimaguard wal ked in. He was bored, and the | ook he gave the waiting cadavers was not

i ntended for anything human. "Eckroth?" he called, reading froma list The nman next to Ryel and
junped. "Come onl"

The nervous nman stared frantically at Ryel and, swall owed, stood up and left, into a door that
closed, silent and final, behind him

Ryel and sat and waited.

One by one the cadavers were sumoned to their operating roons to give to the Plan what the Pl an
demanded of them Ryeland watched them because it was better to think of themthan to think about
hinself: the oldster with the fire-blue eyes, weeping into the naze of tubes that had replaced his
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breat hi ng apparatus; the young girl with the curiously flat dressings along one side of her body;
the men and wonen of all sizes and descriptions. Ryeland was al nost the |ast of themall to be
cal | ed.

But at last it was his turn. A nurse beckoned to him He stood up, -feeling strangely enpty. A
queer prenonitory tingling raced all over his peripheral nervous system |ike a pain |ooking for
its proper place to settle down and begi n achi ng.

What would it be? A foot, an arm a set of teeth, some internal organs?

"Ch, cone on" said the nurse, |ooking ruffled. She was a pretty girl with red hair. She even wore
a ring on her finger. Ryeland marveled. This girl was engaged! Sonewhere there was a Pl an-fearing
man who | ooked at her with affection and warnth. And, here, she was the enbodi ment of sonething
that was going to deprive Steve Ryeland of a part of his body.

He wal ked stiffly after her. There was a roar in his ears: the drummng of his blood. It was very
| oud; he felt his heart thunping, very strong. Colors were bright, an antiseptic odor in the room
was very sharp. His senses missed nothing. He felt the stiffness of his worn red uniform The bl ue
glare of the sterilanmps was painfully bright.

He was in a small room donminated by a neat, high operating table, stainlessly white.

Ryel and | ooked at the table and licked his lips. 88

Unexpectedly the nurse giggled. "Ch, | swear. You cadavers take everything so hard. Don'f you know
why you're here?"

Ryel and nodded stiffly. He knew very well. Still, it was odd that he didn't see the bright netal

gl eam of instrunents.

She sai d, hunorously exasperated: "I don't think you do. Your blood, friend. That's all |'m going

to take fromyou today. Maybe next tinme it will be different, of course. But right now we only-
need half a liter of your good red blood."

Flat on his back, with his armstrapped to the table and a crisp, cool sheet covering his |egs,
Ryel and | ay. He was watching his blood slowy fill a liter beaker up to a measured mark. Hi s bl ood
was w ne-purple colored, and it seemed to flow very slowy.

There was nothing at all painful about the process. O course, it wasn't exactly pure pleasure.
There was a queer junpy sensation in his skin, a sort of warning of something that m ght hurt-as

t hough the nerve-ends, evolved to cope with grosser wounds and warn of instanter dangers, did not
know quite what to tell the brain, and could only express a sort of worry. The tube made a faint
vul gar sound fromtine to tine, |like a siphon sucking air, but there was no other noise. The nurse
had left him It was amazing how still the world was.

And it was amazi ng how cl early Ryel and coul d thi nk.

He was tranquil.

More than that, he knew he was tranquil. i:”Mre still, he was beginning to realize that he had
been tranquil —stupidly, crazily tranquil —ever since he had arrived in the Body Bank! And so was
everyone else! It accounted for the cheerful anputees and his heedl ess roommates at the Dixie
Presidents. Tranquil! But it was not natural, and so it was due to drugs.

Ryeland lay lazily watching the thick froth at the top of the beaker of his blood and narvel ed
that he had not seen it before. Even the man who wote the diary had never seen it, though he had
cone so cl ose. Drugs!

The Pl an of Man understood that there were circuits in the human brain not subject to reason. Self-
preservation was one of them The Machine would not risk a sudden flare-up of that instinct. The
Machi ne nust have known that, whatever the nood of the Body Bank's raw materials as they went in,
however carefully conditioned to their
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duties under the Plan of Man, the threat of dismenberment and death coul d upset all conditioning
Therefore the Machi ne had taken steps. The obvious step—how was it that no one had seen it?-—was to
flood the cadavers with tranquilizing drugs.

The nurse cane in. She tapped the beaker lightly with a finger, fussed with the tubes, and in a
monment deftly renoved the needle from Ryeland's arm She was hunming to hersel f. She pressed an

al cohol pad over the little puncture in his armand ordered: "Hold it that way to keep the pad in
pl ace."

Ryel and was hardly listening. Tranquilizing drugs, he thought, |ike an echo; it explained
everything. It explained why D.WH."'s careful plans had come to nothing; before they could mature,
the drive that woul d make themreality had been sapped. It expl ai ned why Ryel and hi nsel f had

|l oafed for irretrievabl e days. The only astoni shing thing was that he bad found out.

The nurse straightened his arm plucked off the pad and pointed. "Qut that way."

Ryel and started obediently out the door, then stopped, shocked to al ertness at |ast.

An orderly was guiding an electric stretcher down the hall. On it, his eyes closed, |lay the
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nervous man from Ryel and's group of donors. He | ooked to be asleep. Surely he had | ost
sonet hi ng—but what? Arns were there, | egs showed under the sheet, there was no mark on the
nmoti onl ess face.

Ryel and said to the nurse: "Excuse ne. That fellow Wat happened w th hinf"

The nurse peered past him "Ch, that one." A shade cane down over her eyes. "That was a big one.
Did you know hi n"

"Yes."

"I see." After a second she said briskly: "W needed a whol e spine. There wasn't much point in
trying to salvage any of the rest of him™

Ryel and stunbled out into the corridor, followi ng the corpse of the nervous nan, who never again
woul d have to be nervous. He glanced over his shoul der at the nurse and said: "Good-by."

She said: 'Til be seeing you."

Qut si de Heaven, thirteen billion human beings worked, studied, |oved, quarreled and in genera
fulfilled their tiny assigned m ssions under the Plan of Man. |In Saskat chewan
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an engi neer turned a switch and the side of a mountain lifted itself, grunbled and slid into a

| ake, revealing an open vein of |owgrade uraniumore, one of the | ast deposits left to tap. In
the hillside town of Fiesole, in Italy, a Technicorps colonel nmade a field inspection of the new
reservoir. The water |level had risen a gratifying nineteen inches since his |last report. He
observed, fromhis flat-bottoned boat, how a certain junbled pile of masonry he remenbered seeing
was now al nost entirely subnerged; it was the Pitti Palace, but he had never heard the nanme. (The
Ponte Vecchio was already twenty feet under the bottomof his boat.) Under Honduras, a subtrain
shaft col |l apsed and ei ghteen hundred m gratory agricultural workers were sinultaneously cremated
and dissolved in nolten rock. The Planner, returned fromthe Mwon, signed an order which woul d
ultimately I ower the- |evel of the Mediterranean sea ninety feet, creating thousands of niles of
new | and around its dwi ndl ed shores and provi ding an enornous hydroel ectric station at the Straits
of Gbraltar...

But on of the isle of Cuba, no echo of these runblings penetrated. Everything was calm Everything
was pl easant. And Steve Ryel and fought against it as hard as he could. He quarrel ed vigorously
with his Dixie Presidents. The senior cadaver was hurt, shocked and nortified; as a consequence,
hal f an hour |ater he | ost count of trunps and suffered an ei ght-hundred point penalty in the
afternoon's bridge gane. Ryeland was well pleased. Quarreling stinulated his adrenals. He went out
to find someone to quarrel wth

Hi s | ogical candi date was Angela, and he found her where he had left her, sunning herself in front
of her cottage. "Steve, dear," she whispered, but he did not want to be charned.

He said brutally: "I just nmade nmy first donation. Guess what it was?" He gave her a chance to scan
hi m and | ook perturbed, then said: "Nothing much, only blood. Lucky, eh?"

It was terribly bad manners. She said, "Yes, Steve, that's lucky. Must we talk about it? Ch, |
know Let's go down to the |ake again. It's warmtoday, and there's bound to be a breeze at the

f ount ai ns—=

"That's all you care about, isn't it?"

"Stevel ™

"Food and confort. Are those the only things that matter to you?"
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Angel a said petulantly, "Steve, you're in an unpleasant nood this afternoon. If you don't want to
come with me I'll go alone.™

"Do you care?"

She opened her mouth, closed it, |ooked at himand. shook her head. She was angry; but she was

al so untouched by it. As Ryeland was an irritation, she renoved herself fromit

He stood there thoughtfully. Even after Angela had flounced away, as best a woman with neither
arms nor |egs can flounce, he stood there, thinking. Knowing that there were tranquilizers

fl oodi ng his bl oodstream was one thing, knowi ng what to do about it was sonething el se. He could
keep his adrenal glands conbating the drug by quarreling, even by exercising, but it was wearing
It would be better to keep the drug fromhis systemin the first place.

It was very sinple.

It needed only one thing, Ryeland saw. He would nerely have to stop eating and drinking entirely.
By lunchtime the next day he began to see the flaws in that schene.

He had worked it out very carefully. He had to eat sonething, otherw se he would die, and that
woul d be no inprovenent at all. He settled on eating sugar. That day after the noon formation he
entered the ness-hall, carried his tray to a corner—and abandoned it there, untouched. He filled
his pockets with sugar, as inconspicuously as he could. It was a calculated risk. Al foods were
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suspect, sugar included. But even the thorough Machine would not be likely to bother wth sugar
O course, water was out of the question. Already Rye-land was beginning to feel parched. He

t hought of meking a still, sonmehow, and purifying the water fromthe | ake. It would attract
attention ... but he was getting very thirsty.

He went to see Angela and tried to take his mnd off his thirst. They roaned about, the girl in
her remarkably agile wheel ed chair. She found himhard to endure that day. They sat by the |ake
and Steve Ryeland stared at it longingly. Water, lovely and clear. Beautiful water. Sweet water!
But it was the source for all the drinking water in Heaven, and undoubtedly it was already
treated. He tal ked about swinmng and clinking ice in a glass and the spray fromthe prow of a
boat until Angela, faintly exasperated,
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said: "Go swinming, then. No, don't worry about nme." Gentle snmile. "I'd rather not, for reasons
whi ch are apparent, but you go ahead. It's what you want, isn'fit?"

And it was; but Ryeland refused vigorously until he thought of sonmething and then went to get a
pair of trunks. Wiy not go swmmng? It was a trick torpedoed sailors had | earned centuries
before. If one nerely lay in the water and relaxed, it would help control thirst. It wouldn't help
much. But it would help a little—perhaps it would keep himalive until his brain was clear and he
could think surely enough to find a way out. But, oh, that water was tenpting!

He lay in the shallows and played a sort of game. It was for high stakes, his whole life riding on
the turn of the wheel. He let the water cone up to his chin. He let it touch his Iip. He even |et
a few drops of it into his nmouth; then he filled his nmouth and held the water there.

It would be so easy to swallow So sinple to ease his thirst! And surely, he said reasonably to
hinsel f, his eyes closed against the thirst, swi shing the water back and forth with his cheeks and
enj oyi ng the sensation, surely one little drink would be of no real inportance..

Sputtering and coughi ng, he floundered out of the |ake.

That had been a close one. But he had | earned sonmething; the thirst was a counter-irritant;

al ready he was fully aware of things that had been tenpered and dull even an hour before. The
puncture inside his el bow hurt. The nurse had been clunmsy with the needl e. The deni ns had chafed
his thighs rawa poor fit, niserably poor—and what a joy, he exulted, to be able to realize it.
Angel a was | ooking at him suspiciously. "What's the matter with you?" she denanded.

"Not hi ng. "

"You act—eh, | don't know. As if the Machi ne cancel ed your orders here. As though you were going
to get rid of your collar.”

And even that was not inpossible, thought Ryeland. If only he could hold out until sonmehow, sone
way there was a chance. He towel ed hinself dry and said. "Wiy not? Donderevo did it."

"Steve," she scolded, "that's unplanned thinking! |'mdisappointed in you. Nobody el se can escape
the way Donderevo did, and even if you could, your duty to the Plan—

"Wait a minute." He stopped toweling and turned to 93

| ook at her. "What did you say? What do you know about Donderevo?"

"1 know how he escaped. After all, this is where he escaped from™

Ryel and heard a rippi ng sound, and gl anced down to see that his hands, w thout command fromhis
brain, had clenched so tightly on the towel that it had parted. He dropped it to the ground and
whi spered: " How?"

Angel a withed carelessly, angling her head to start the notors that turned her chair away from
the sun. She frowned thoughtfully, then said, "Well, | don't suppose it would do any harm You
can't possibly duplicate his escape. No one can.”

"Angel a! How did he do it?"

"Not by any nethod you can follow, Steve." Her snmile teased him "He found a group on the staff
here who could be tenpted into unpl anned thi nki ng—and he tenpted them with talk of space outside
the Plan. He managed to corrupt them w th promises of freedomand wealth in the reefs of space.
He bribed themto remove his collar—surgically."

"Huh?"

"The thing was expertly planned," she said. "The disloyal surgeons forged the requisitions, and

i ssued fal se docunents. Donderevo was called out of the lineup one nmorning, exactly in the
ordinary way. |In one operating theater, he was disassenbled, down to the head and the spine. A
the parts were rushed into the adjoining theater —and put back together, without the iron collar.
"But don't go getting any ideas," she warned him "Because the plot was eventually discovered. The
surgeons who had participated were pronptly junked. Unfortunately, by that tine Donderevo had
escaped. "

"How di d he get away?"

"That was the nost inportant part,'

she said. "You see, the surgeons nade a rather ingenious
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effort to cover their tracks. They used junk parts to assenble a conplete patchwork nman inside the
collar. This junk nman took Donderevo's place, until it was too late to trace him"

Ryel and shivered in the warm sunshine. That nethod of escape sened gruesonely drastic, even if it
had been open to him which it was not.

"Let's do sonething nore anusing," Angela urged him

"There's one nore thing | want to know. " He | ooked 94

at her, caught with an unpl easant fascination. "How did you happen to know all this?"

She stretched her torso lazily in the sunshine, with a slow, graceful, serpentine novenent.

"l suppose | can tell you, Steve." She smiled at himconfidentially. "After all, it's no secret
between us that | once worked for the Plan Police. The fact is that | first came here on the
Donderevo case. It was not broken until | had managed to persuade one of the guilty surgeons to

use the sanme nethod to help me escape.”

She yawned, sniling with a feline satisfaction.
"If you cane here as a spy, why are you—~-

He stopped, feeling a horrified enmbarrassmnent.

"Way am | still here? Don't be ashamed to ask that, Steve. |I'm here because by the tinme | finished
my task I was—well—-as you see ne. Naturally the Plan could not divert resources for ny sake ... so
| was declared surplus. Oh, | won't deny it disturbed me a little, at first. But | came to
accept it. And you will too, Steve. You see, you have no other choice."

12

Accept the fate he would not, though he was powerfully tenpted. A rain shower in the middle of the
ni ght woke himand he ran out, careless that he woke his cabin mates and left themstaring, to
find a stan. dpi pe under the eaves and drink, drink, drink. It gave himthe strength he needed. The
next mnorning he could see a difference. He held out his hand before himand it shook. It shook! He
was nervous.

He was al so very hungry.

Water was not, for the nonent, a problem He had found a jug that would do and carefully filled it
fromthe drain of a dozen roofs. It tasted of zinc and tar. But he was off the drug..

And hungry.

He did not dare to eat in the commissary.

Oporto cane to see himat breakfast and that little dark face missed nothing. "Not hungry, Steve?"
Ryel and pushed asi de his untouched pl ate—ham hash! 95

lovely, irresistible coffeel—and said, "No. |I'mnot hungry." Later, in the hut of the Dixie
Presidents, OQporto still tag.eins along, the little man pointed at the jug of rain water. "What's
t hat ?"

"I't's water. In case | get thirsty," said Ryeland, allowing hinself a small drink

Oporto's face remai ned thoughtf ul

Ryel and found a sense of doompressing in on him a fear that dried his nputh and bothered his

di gesti on—damaged al ready by the curious nature of the few substances he dared eat. He enjoyed
it. He welconed the fluttering of terror between his shoul derbl ades. He | ooked around him at the
ot her cadavers of Heaven, and they were zonbi es, dead-alive, the victins of asphodel. They | aughed
and sniled and wal ked about (when they had what was needful to walk with), but they were dead nen.
Not Ryeland. He was alive, and in a panic. And very hungry.

He nanaged to shake Oporto just before the second shape-up, and seized tinme to study sone of the
entries in the journal

Cct. 16. The only examination given to the discarded parts in the trash pile is visual. They are
under the observation of a guard stationed on the watch bal cony of the North Clinic. Sonetinmes he
isn't there, but I do not know why.

Nov. 5. Today | was in the North dinic on the fifth floor, where the guard is stationed. | found
out why he is sonetines absent, | think. Twice he was called in to hel p nove patients; apparently
this is part of his job. Since | was strapped to the table with a spinal tap | couldn't watch
closely, but it seens evident that each time he is called inside he will remain there for at |east
half a mnute, and that the periods at which he is nost likely to be called are those when the
operation schedule is heavy. Probably the three hours or so foll owi ng each shape-up woul d be the
best tine. The nmorning and | unch shape-ups are no good. First, | would not be able to conceal ny
absence for nore than a couple of hours; second, they don't usually dunp the scraps until night
anyway. That | eaves only the night. Unfortunately not much 96

operating is done then . . . Today it was the left leg, including the fenur.

Dec. 3. Unusually heavy call-outs at the shape-up this norning. The runor is that there was a
nucl ear explosion in Baja California and a great nany spare parts will be needed. | wonder.
Toni ght ?
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Ryel and turned the page, but he al ready knew what he woul d find.

The next entry was the last. It had been close for DDWH., but not quite cl ose enough.

Hunger was beginning to prey on himseriously. Hi s systembegan to refuse the sugar

Qporto was openly suspicious now He wal ked with Rye-land all over Heaven. Down by the palm
fringed | ake he sat with his back agai nst a boul der and watched Ryeland grimy hurling rocks at

t he hangi ng coconuts. Ryeland did not succeed in knocking one down, but he did, after visiting a
few clunmps of palns, find one that had fallen. "I guess you like coconut mlk a lot," Oporto said
sul kily, seeing how greedily Ryel and hammered off the outer husk and bashed in the shell.

"l love it." Actually the nut was overripe, and the mlk had a foul taste.

"Tastes good with garlic, huh?" Oporto was referring to some wild roots Ryeland had found, dark
green spears thrusting out of the grass with a cluster of nuddy little strong-flavored knobs

under ground; Oporto had found hi m ni bbing them experinmentally.

Ryel and sai d: "Leave me alone, will you? |—-ah—don't feel very well."

Oporto sighed. "I'mnot surprised.” But he wandered away after a while.

Ryel and dismissed himfromhis mnd. He felt weak and starved. It was only psychol ogical, he told
hi nsel f; why, shipwecked mariners had |asted for nonths and years on little nore than what he had
so easily cone by!

But they had not, it was true, been subjected to the thrice-daily tenptation of a | oaded table
fromwhi ch they dared not eat.

And there was anot her consideration. He | ooked longingly at the little fish in the | ake, for
exanple. He could easily catch one. What was to stop himfrombroiling it over a fire?
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But he had already attracted enough attention, he dared no nore. Surely the guardi ans of Heaven
woul d know what to do with a cadaver who had stunbl ed on the necessity of avoiding their drugs.
Once they found one such it would be only a name on the shape-up list, a needle in the arm and
all the drug his systemcould absorb thrust into himat one nmonent. WII| power would not help him
t hen.

Yet he could not avoid suspicion entirely, not as long as he continued to reject the all but
irresistable food of Heaven. Already he was concerned over his nates in the Dixie Presidents, not
to nention Angela Zwi ck and, above all, Oporto, whose behavior was no | onger suspicious but sure
There was no doubt; Oporto knew.

The next norning he got away fromthe others and scouted the periphery of Heaven. Reluctantly he
deci ded that what everyone said was true; the fence was inpassable. It would have to be the

gar bage heap.

The leftover bits fromthe cadavers in Heaven were deposited in a stainless steel sunp next to the
North Cinic. The pit was enpty at this hour; it had been sluiced clean, its tons of abandoned
humanity chuted into a barge and towed away. The hot sun had baked it gleaning. It was surrounded
by a wire fence, and that in turn screened by red-fl owered bougai nvill ea bushes. Ryel and wonder ed
if the fence was electrified. Probably not..

It would, he thought, be wise to make his bid for freedom soon. The quicker he tried, the nore
likely that he would retain all his parts. Even now, he saw, there was sonme sort of activity going
on; guards were on the roof of the North Cdinic, working around what | ooked |ike searchlight
projectors. Ryeland scowed. If they flooded the garbage heap with light, that woul d nake things
more difficult. Still the projectors were peculiar; they had reflectors but no | enses, and they
seenmed to be rather small for the task involved. Ryeland crossed his fingers. Perhaps they would
be for sone other use entirely. He could only hope.

"Sdeve! Sdeve Ryeland!" a famliar voice called loudly. It was Qporto—shouting, waving, smling.
Ryel and waited, suddenly wary. How had the little nan known he woul d be here? And what was this
sudden excitement in his manner? Oporto was sniffling, alnost quivering. "Wad a ness, hey, Steve
You hear about id?"

" About what ?"
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"Anot her tube col |l abze! Ei ghdeen hundred people this tine. You know whad | think? Sabotage. Thad's
whad | think."

Ryel and shook his head. He was not feeling over-friendly to the little man; he was still wary.
Still, there was the chance that Oporto knew sonethi ng, even here, cut off fromthe world as they
all were. "Sabotage by whon?"

"Anti-Plan el emends," Oporto explained cheerfully. "They' ve been happening all over the world, you
know. Thousands dead! Commudi cation wecked!" He glanced over his shoulder, snmled, and said quite
loudly: "Or don'd you think so, Steven Ryel and?"

Ryeland's nostrils flared; he smelled danger. He | ooked where Qporto had gl anced, and saw what
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Oporto had seen. Three big men in the white uniforns, conming toward themw th purpose. He
under st ood why Oporto had spoken his nanme so loudly; and the little nan nodded, quite unabashed.
"Yes, Steve, Judas Isgariot, thad's ny other nane."

The guards | ooked as though they were spoiling for a touch of resistance fromhim He didn't offer
it. He let themtake himto the clinic, and when the needle was presented to his armhe stared at
it without enotion. The shot was painl ess enough, even though he knew what it was. It was asphode
again, but this tine he was ready for it. "Don't give us any nore trouble, Zero-Dome," grow ed the
guard, and released himat the gate of the clinic.

Ryel and' s body responded at once to the shot. He accepted it; it was warnmy conforting; it would
not matter now. He al nost |aughed out |oud. He could not feel betrayed by Oporto, even; Oporto
could no longer conmit betrayal; he was no longer trusted. And neanwhile . . . Ryeland could eat!
There was a guard broodi ng over the tables assigned to the Dixie Presidents at |unch. Ryel and
consci entiously gorged hinmsel f on roast pork and sweet potatoes, with three cups of coffee. It
tasted very good. Why not? It didn't matter any nore. Meprobamate is not a narcotic; it doesn't
keep you fromthinking. It only eases jitters—that sovereign incentive to action!—and for Ryel and
the worrying fear had already served its purpose. He had his plan. He would carry it out that
night, if he could; the next night certainly. He recognized quite calmy that, now that Oporto had
told the guards he was avoiding food, he would no | onger serve any purpose by not eating; they
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woul d pick himup and inject him Al right. It didn't matter, nothing mattered, he was on his way
out .

He could hardly wait for sundown and escape.

It was time, too. There were heavy callouts that day. Ryeland's bunkmate had gone at breakfast and
had not returned by |unch—wouldn't ever return, now, said the wise old heads; if you didn't cone
back by the next shape-up, you weren't coning back at all. Five nanes were called at noon. At

di nner, seven nore-why, thought Ryel and t hrough his confortable haze of meprobamate, that |eft
only three in the entire cottage who had not been called for some donation that day, and Ryel and
was one of them Cearly he was pushing his |uck

After the evening shape-up he | ooked one last time around Heaven and strolled away. Just in tine.
For as he was al nobst out of earshot in the gathering dark, a white-clad guard cane down the shell

path. Rye-land paused, listening. "Ryeland," the guard was saying, and sonething with the word
"clinic."

Runmbl e-runbl e; the bass voice of one of the few survivors of the Dixie Presidents, answering.
"Ch." The guard again, not very interested. "Well, when he turns up, tell himto report. She can
wait."

Ryel and hid hinmself in the night. What they wanted with him he could not know, but he was very
sure that his tinme was even shorter than he had thought. But who was the "she" who could wait?
Angel a?

He could hardly think so, but—waell, why not go to see her? If it turned out to be Angela, who had
sonmehow i nvei gled a guard into being nessenger-boy for her, there was no reason he should not find
out why. If it turned out not to be her ... he was surely all the better off for being as far as
possi ble fromthe cabin of the Dixie Presidents.

It wasn't Angela. She was conpletely ignorant of why the guard had been | ooking for him and
conpl etely disinterested.

Uneasily, keeping an alert eye open for any possible guard who mght, cone their way, he sat down
beside her in the warmtropical evening. More to see what she would say than to relieve his
feelings, he told her about Oporto's reporting himto the guards and his consequent new dose of
tranquilizer. "Very right of him Steve. You shouldn't go against the Plan!"

He shook his head ruefully. "I can't understand you," he adnitted. "To work for the Pl an—yes.
That's duty.
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But to betray a friend— He stopped, and | ooked quickly at her, but she only |aughed.

"I know, Steven. But you're wong. Do you renenber what | was doi ng when we first nmet?"

"Runni ng a conputer."

"That's right! And we woul d set up probl ens—eh, enornous problens. | |loved that job, Steven! And
the conputer woul d solve them one-two, click-click, ting-a-ling! It could do it w thout fail;
well, it was part of the Plan, you see. Only one unit in the master Plan of Man that the Mchine

itself runs. Do you know why it was never w ong?"

"You tell me," he growl ed. She was so cal ml

"Because we tested it!" she cried. "There was a special test-circuit switch. After a big problem
we'd send a charge —eh, five tines nornmal voltage!—+through every |ast tube and transistor and
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relay. If anything was going to fail, it would fail then—and we'd know-and we could replace it.

And . . . well, Steven," she said, quite serious, "that's what | am you see. I'ma test charge."

She | eaned forward agai nst the high restraining chair-arnms that kept her |inbless body from

toppling. "You can't be allowed to fail the Plan!" she cried. "You nust be found if you are weak .
and replaced. Qporto and |, we have one purpose under the Plan of Man: to find and report the

bad tubes. Did | trick you? | don't know, is the excess voltage flushing out a conputer a 'trick?1

You were a bad tube. Admit it, Steven; you could fail. You did fail! And the Machine is better

wi t hout you!"

Ryel and paced about. The girl watched himsolemmly, her eyes |arge and conpassi onate. He said at

last, unwillingly: "And you are willing to serve the Machine, even after it |ops your arns and

| egs of f?"

"I'"'mw lling."

"Then you're crazier than Qporto!" he roared. "The Machine is a nonster! The Plan of Man is a

hoax! "

She refused to be shocked. "It keeps thirteen billion of us alive,"” she rem nded him

"It keeps thirteen billion of us enslaved!'*

"Do you have another way!"

He scowmed. "I don't know. Maybe—eut in the Reefs of Space—*

"The Reefs of Space are no |onger of any inportance to you, my dear. Just |ike Ron Donderevo. Oh,
he was a real man—-and naybe there are Reefs, | don't know. But
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there's nothing there for us.” She noved her head, and the obedi ent wheel s brought her closer to
him "And is it so bad, Steven? Being slaves? | know you have ideal s—+ respect you for them truly
| do! But this is a matter of life and death for Mankind. And isn't it true that, for alnost al

of us, under the Plan of Man there is happi ness?"

He I aughed shortly. "It comes in the drinking water!"

"All of it?" She |eaned back lazily, looking at himw th candid huge eyes. "Wat about ne, Steven
Don't you want ne?"

It caught himoff-guard. He flushed. "I—+ don't know what—

"Because |'mhere, Steven," she went on softly. "If you wanted ne, |'mhere. And |'m hel pl ess; |
can't resist you."

He swal | owed. "You—You could scream for hel p. The guards woul d—Bam you!" He | eaped away from her,
"I"lIl never forgive you that, Angela! You' ve dragged ne down to your |evel, haven't you? But you
can't do the sane trick again!"

She said, calm real regret in her voice, "I don't know what you nean, dear." And after a nonment
Ryel and realized that there was truth in what she said. She neant it; she was his to take, if he
chose, and she would not have blaned him He said brutally:

"You're a high-voltage test circuit, Angela, yes, indeed! But you' ve already burned ne once.

don't intend for it to happen again!"

There was no | onger any doubt of what he had to do in his mnd. He was inside a wall; well, a wal
had two sides. He would reach that other side! Perhaps he would be alive; nore |likely he would be
a cadaver, stripped of useful parts. But he would reach it.

Because . . . because, he thought, on the other side of that wall were many things. There was

f r eedom—aybe

—+n the Reefs of Space. There was, perhaps, the man who knew how to remove coll ars.

And there was Donna Creery.

Abruptly he turned to Angela again, surprised at his own thought of the Planner's daughter
unwilling to think farther in that nost dangerous of directions. He said, "

—+ didn't nmean—

"Don't apol ogi ze, Steve. You of all people—=

He becane conscious that she had stopped in the middle

of a thought. "Wat were you going to say?" "Oh ... nothing. Nothing nmuch. Just that..." 102
"Angel a!" he said angrily. "You' ve always kept secrets fromne! Please don't keep on with it-not
here! Now, what were you going to say? Sonething about ne 'of all people'? Am| any different from
ot her peopl e?"

Her wi de, lovely eyes studied himserenely. Then she said: "Don't you know that you are?"

Her cool regard made hi munconfortable. He had to gulp before he could ask what she neant.
"Haven't you been aware of anything strange about yoursel f?"

He was about to shake his head, when sonmething froze him He recalled the riddle of the three days
he had | ost Suddenly he renenbered a tine when he thought he had heard her voice, fromthe dark
outside the circle of pitiless light that blazed down on the therapy couch, before she had
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sacrificed her linbs to the Plan

"You must have noticed that you are different, Steve," her soft voice taunted him "Have you ever
wonder ed why?"

For a nonent he wanted to strike her. The iron collar was suddenly tighter around his neck, so
tight that he could scarcely breathe, so tight that he felt the veins throbbing at his throat. He
sat nunb and silent, staring at her.

"Did you think you were human?" Her voi ce was contenptuous, nerciless. "I thought you m ght guess,
when | was telling you how Donderevo got away. You are the junk man."
"Junk—what ?"

The hah- stood up at the nape of his neck. He shuddered in the sun. The collar was heavier then

| ead, colder than ice.

"I told you that a thing was patched together out of waste parts. A decoy for the guards to watch
whi | e Donderevo got away. Well, Steve, that's what you are."

He sat still, breathing carefully through the cruel constriction of the collar

"If you're good-1looking, Steve, that's because the surgeons were trying to put together a
reasonabl e |i keness of Ron Donderevo, who was a handsone nman. If you dislike the Plan, it is
because your brain and your glands were patched together fromwhat was | eft of several of its npst
di stingui shed enem es. If you have an unusual nastery of helical field theory, it is because one

| obe of your brain belonged to the man who invented it. If the rest of your nenory is sonmewhat
blurred or contradictory, it is be-
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cause the rest of your brain was stuck together fromodds and ends of tissue."

"No!" he whispered hoarsely. "That can't be true—=

But the collar choked off his voice. He felt weak and nunmb with a hideous feeling that it could be
true. "If | was ever here before," he argued desperately, "I can't renenber anything about it."
*That goes to prove it." Angela's slow snmile was innocently sweet. "The nen who assenbl ed you were
research scientists, as well as enem es of the Plan. They had been using bits of waste brain
tissue in effort to inmprove upon nature. Wien they were putting your brain together, they seized
the opportunity to create a nental nechani sm dangerous to the plan.”

Dazed, he could only shake his head.

"There's proof enough, if you don't believe nme," she said. "Look at all your feats of sabotage.
The subtrain tubes and fusion reactions and ion-drive accelerators that you have denolished with
your inproved designs—

Agony wrenched him

"I don't renenber—

"That's the final perfection of your nmental mechanism" she said calmy. "The disloyal surgeons
equi pped your new brain with a self-erasing circuit, to protect you fromany tenptation to reveal
your secrets under torture. Aren't you aware of the blank in your past?"

"I + am" Shuddering, he nodded.

"That's all you are.” Alazy nmalice glinted in her smle. "All the special attention that you have
been receiving for the past three years is proof that you functioned remarkably well as a sabotage

device, but your function has been perfornmed. | suppose you are setting sonme sort of precedent,
now that all your organs are about to be salvaged for the second tinme. But in spite of that,
Steve, | can't help feeling that you are trying to carry your head a little too high. Actually,

you're nothing nore than a hundred and sixty pounds of bait that those traitors filched fromthe
sharks. ™"

13
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Shark nmeat! If that was all he was, then this was the place for him

Ryel and lurked in a clunmp of the bougainvilleas near the garbage pit, watching the guards on the
roof, while the sun went down and the sky purpled and the stars began to find pockets in the cloud
cover through which they could appear

The searchli ght s—er what ever—were not turned on

Nunmbed, Ryel and watched and tried not to think. That was one less worry. Still, there were guards
on the roof; he would have to wait until it was darker. The guards were idly |ooking out over
Heaven to the sea. It was a warmnight, a fine tropic night.

But what was before himwas an ugly spectacle.

It was odd, Ryeland thought dreanmily, that the Plan of Man pernitted itself this touch of natura
human horror. The world was so cuddled in cotton batting, so insulated agai nst shock, that it
woul d seemthis sight should have been hi dden away. Before himlay sone tons of neat and
bone—anput at ed, exsangui nated, raped of corneal tissue and bone grafts, of healthy arterial
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sections and snips of nervous tissue.

What had been taken fromthe pale cold cadavers behind the fence was that nmere nothing, life. Wat
remai ned was good organic matter. And that was another queer thing, thought Ryeland. It would have
been a superb aninmal feed! O, if on this one point the Plan of Man had reason to be tender, why,
how many thousands of acres of mined-out farm and could be rejuvenated with the protein and
phosphate in those corpses?

The Plan did not choose to use themin that way. Each night the accunul ated parts were chuted to a
bar ge—the barge towed out to sea—the contents given the deep six. Fish, crabs, drifting jellies
and noored bival ves would ingest their flesh. Wiy? Men would eat the fish; why not shorten the
chai n?

Ryel and shifted uneasily, and turned his thoughts away 105

—for, if Angela told the truth, fromthis sort of rubble his own body had been built. .. Anyway,
it was al nost tine.

There was a nurnur of public-address speakers fromthe cottage areas. He couldn't hear the words,
but it was unusual for themto be used at all so late at night. Then another cluster of speakers
spoke up—nearer, this tinme. It sounded as though a nanme were being call ed.

Ryel and swore under his breath. The sentry nearest himstood rigid as the Machine itself, gazing
out over Heaven-. Couldn't he at |east take a break, stretch, yawn, gaze at the stars—ouldn't he
do anything but remain alert and watchful at his post?

The | oudspeakers again. It was the circuit around the | ake, Ryeland guessed. And the tone was
becoming irritable, as though the guard in his mcrophone roomatop the Cinic was being annoyed
by higher authority . . . and was passing his annoyance on to the cadavers of Heaven

Then closer still; and Ryeland heard the nane this tine. H's own nane. "Ryeland!" Only it cane
bounci ng off half a dozen speakers at once, each delayed a tiny fraction of a second by di stance
and echo: "RYELANDKye/anrfrye-land," ricocheting away.

He was not surprised; he had been nmore than half expecting it. He listened to the measured words,
cadenced to let the echo of each fade before the next word was spoken: "You . . . are .

ordered ... to ... report ... to ... the ... South . . . dinic ... at ... once!" And off toward
the | ake Ryeland coul d see lights noving.

Ryel and took a deep breath. He would have to chance it, even if the guard did not | ook away—

He caught hinself, poised. The guard noved. He turned his head and nodded, to soneone out of
sight; and then, so quickly that Ryeland mi ght scarcely have noticed he was gone if his eyes had
not been glued to the man, the guard stepped inside.

Ryel and ran, clinbed, swung hinself over the fence, ripped off his clothes, balled and hid them
under a body and flung hinself, naked and acrawl with revul sion, onto the heap of pale, cold

cor pses.

There was classic terror. It was |like the buried-alive man of humanity's ol dest, nost frightening
story: the awakening in the narrow box, the dark, the snell of danmp earth, the hollow nuffled
sound of the hanmered coffin lid with six feet of graveyard dirt above. It was |ike the war
wounded gi ven up for dead, awakening in one of
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Grant's wagons after Shiloh, or the mass graves of Hitler's Sixth Arny outside Stalingrad—the dead
all around, the man hinself as good as dead.

Ryel and t hanked CGod for meprobamate. He lay face down and |inmbs under him as nuch as he could. No
reason to nake a guard wonder why a relatively intact corpse should be on the heap. He did not
move. He snelled an acrid, sour reek that nearly nade himvomt and he was, in a nonent, bitter
cold. He swore silently. It had not occurred to himthat the netal walls of the trashbin would be
refrigerated.

He waited. And waited.

He dared not | ook up, dared hardly breathe. It would be, he calculated, at |east a matter of hours
before the bin would tip and chute its contents into the barge. His flesh crawed and tried
desperately to shiver, but he would not allowit.

A bright light flared.

Ryel and froze. He heard a nurnur of voices. But that was all right; it probably was tine for
changi ng the shift of guards, and that was good, because it nmeant tine was passing even faster
than he had dared hope. The light would be only a routine inspection, of course. . . Another |ight
flared, and another.

The area of corpses was flooded with light, he was drowning in light; over himhe could hear the
wash of copter vanes adding their light to the scene. He dared not nove. He dared not even blink
though the lights were cruel; but it was in vain;, everything was in vain. There was a sudden
string of orders and a conmotion at the steel |adder that adnitted workmen to the sunp. Four
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guards ran in. They did not hesitate; they picked their way rapidly across the stainl ess-steel
floor, stepping on torsos, pushing linbs aside. Straight to Ryel and.

"Good try," one of themgrinned. Then, w thout hunor, "But don't do it again."”

They hurried himto the ladder and up it. They had not allowed himto retrieve his clothes. Now
that it was too late his body was racked with shivering. He stamered, "How-how did you know?"
The guard caught his elbow and lifted himto the roof of the North Cinic. He was not unkind. He
gestured to the row of searchlight-like things that Ryeland had feared night be floodlights.
"Infrared scanners, Ryeland. Sniffed out your body heat. Oh, you can fool thembut not while
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you're alive, not without clothes on to hide your heat. And cl othes woul d have gi ven you away
anyhow, " he added conpassionately, "so don't feel bad. You just didn't have a chance." He opened a
door and shoved Ryeland, reeling, into a hall of the dinic. "Now get a nove on. Sonebody wants
you. Somebody inportant."”

14

They rushed himthrough the corridors, into a room left himthere for a nonent; they threw a pair
of coveralls at him gave himbarely time to squirminto themand paid no attention to the fact
that they were four sizes too snall. "It doesn't nmatter where you're going," runbled the guard
with the white tunic and the red heart. "Conme onl" And they led himto another room and once again
left him

Through an open door Ryel and saw an operating theater

Thank heaven for neprobomate, he thought w thout enotion, for this was undoubtedly the end of the
trail. The asepsis lights were burning over the twin tables; a full O R crew was in view behind
the transparent contami nation-bar. On one table was a nman of Ryeland's approxinate build, with a
great sighing bellows box punping air through a conplicated nest of piping. A lung machi ne? Yes.
And the man, Ryel and knew, was about to get new lungs. And the |lungs would have to cone, of
course, from Ryeland ...

O woul d they? Ryel and was baffled. For both tables were occupied, the one with a cadaver from
Heaven as well as the one with a useful citizen conme to collect a new part.

It was very queer.

But it only meant, probably, he assured hinmself, that he would be the donor for the next usefu
part. It was not kind of themto nmake hi mw tness the operation, of course. But the Plan of Man
was only inmpersonally kind. He glanced at the scene, |ooked away, then watched w th hel pl ess
fascination. Faintly he could hear the brisk, businesslike orders of the surgeon, slitting skin
slicing through rmuscle, scul pting bone ..

The operation was nearly over when he heard a sound behind him

108

He turned.

Donna Creery wal ked in the door

Donna Creery! She | ooked at himas though he were furniture. "Took you | ong enough to get him"
she said grunpily to the nman behi nd her—hi ef surgeon of the Cinic, by his bearing and his frown.

"Al'l right. I've got this— she waved a radar gun—so he won't give ne any trouble. WII you,
Ryel and?"
The surgeon said doubtfully, "It's nost irregular."

"You' ve* seen the Machine's order," purred Donna Creery, and waved a strip of factape.
"Ch," said the surgeon hastily, "of course, Mss Creery. You know | wouldn't—But it's nost
irregular, all the sane.”

Donna nodded col dly and beckoned to Ryeland. "The Machi ne does not have to be regular,"
"Now show us how to get to ny rocket."

They were out of the cliatc beyond the wall, out to a landing pit. And there was Donna Creery's
rocket speedster, squatting on its fins. The girl whispered: "Chiquital"

Ryel and said strongly, "Wait a minute, Mss Creery. \Were are you taking ne?"

She | ooked at himthoughtfully. "I have orders fromthe Machine," she said after a nonent. "They
direct ne to take you to anot her Heaven, where you are needed for a rush repair: job on an

i mportant nenber of the Planning Staff.”

"That sounds peculiar," he protested.

"Ch, very. Chiquital" The girl stamped her foot and glared into the ship

There was a gol den nmovenent inside, then a faint blue |uninous haze.

The spaceling fl oated out.

Its tawny eyes were fixed worshipfully on Donna Creery. It wiggled felinely in the air, curled,
spun—n pure joy, it seenmed—and halted, poised in the air, before her

Ryel and started to speak. "Shut up," whispered the girl. "There isn't tine to argue. You've got to

she sai d.
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get out of here before they come to take you back."

"Back? But why should they do that? The travel orders fromthe Machi ne—=

—are lorged. SSf iTf-sf JJIF A*uf£i? ofnTii™ . £ £S. » njVgiiu themnyself, so | should know. So
the surgeon will be |ooking for you, as soon as he gets around to filing a rou-

109

tine report of conpliance with the Machine. And that will be—what woul d you say? Five m nutes?"
"But | don't understand!"

"You don't have to understand!" the girl blazed. "There isn't time! I'mtrying to save your life.
Al so— she hesitated. 'Truthfully there's another reason. My father needs you."

"The Pl anner? But—but —-why woul d he have to forge orders fromthe Machi ne?"

"I can't tell you now. " She stared around. No one was in sight. She said grinly, "Heaven help you
if anything goes wong. | can't take you in nmy rocket; there isn't room Anyway, that's the first
place they' Il look. | don't think they'Il bother nme. But if you're there—= She shrugged.

"Then what am | supposed to do?"

"Do?" she cried. "Wiy get on Chiquita's back! What do you think | brought her for? Just get on-she
knows where to take you!"

Ryel and rode the spaceling; it was |like nmounting a running stream

A slimgol den shape, nore slender than a seal, floating in the air; gold, pure gold that blended
into black at the tail, it was the strangest nount a man ever bestrode. Donna said a quick word of
command. The spaceling purred faintly, rippled its lazy nuscles and whoom It was like a nuffled
slap of metal. Suddenly they had | eaped a hundred feet into the air.

There was no shock, no crushing bl ow of acceleration. There was just a quick vibrant lift, and
they were high in the air.

Through the thin coveralls that were his only garnent Ryeland felt the purring vibration of the
spacel ing's body. Down bel ow he saw the Planner's daughter already entering her rocket. She did
not intend to wait for trouble. The jets flared. Ryeland heard the sound—but it was receding,
recedi ng al though the rocket had already begun to clinb; they were clinbing too, and fast. Ryel and
was breathless. He clung to the spaceling. There was no pressure; only his arnms held himto that
bare, warm snooth back. H's stomach fluttered. Hi s breathing caught. Down bel ow he saw nen

novi ng, insects on the lawn and the wal ks. But they were not |ooking up, probably couldn't see him
if they did; it was still night, and the hovering helicopters, with their floodlights were between
himand the ground. They were nearly a thousand feet in the air now Don-110

na's rocket, a black dot in the center of its own petalea flame, seened plastered against the
concrete of the pit below Only the fact that its size stayed constant showed that it was
followi ng them then even it began to dwi ndle.

Of to the northeast was a storm the warning cirrus veil across the sky, the dark towering
cumul oni mbus, the rain squalls already marching across the dark nountains of Cuba. The spaceling
turned toward the storm "Wiit!" cried Ryeland. "Don't go into that!" But the spaceling didn't

understand, or wouldn't. It purred warmy, like a fat kitten, and arrowed toward the nenaci ng
cloud with its violent gusts.
And still Ryeland felt no notion

Al'l his body was accel erated uniformy by the space-ling's field, whatever it was. The air cane
with them the pocket which the spaceling wore like a halo, its blue shroud of faintly gl ow ng
light. Their flight was not quite noiseless, though nearly; the only sound was a faint distant
tearing, though they were barreling through the sky at surely sonic speed. Incredible! Ryeland s
mat hematician's mind fitted pi eces together; the spaceling, he thought, must form a capsul e which
instantly shapes itself to neet the resistance—fornmng the perfect streamine shape for its needs,
blunt teardrop at a hundred niles an hour, needle as it approached sound's speed, probably wasp-
wai sted area-rule profile at higher speeds.

And still there was no sense of motion, though Heavea had dropped away behind them and was gone.
Now t hey were over water. All around themwas cloud. They were hurtling into the furious wall of
towering thunderstorns that was the forefront of a hurricane.

Cold rain drenched himin an instant. That was curious, thought the objective, never-stilled part
of his mind; rain penetrated the capsule where the rush of air did not! But there was no tine to
think of it. The rain was pelting ice-water, unconfortable, chilling. It disturbed the spaceling,
too. Its satisfied purr changed to a conplaining mew, it shook and shuddered. But it plunged on
Ryel and was hopel essly | ost.

The stormwas the sane in all directions, a dimvoid of fog and icy water, flickering with distant
Iightning. But the spaceling knew where it was going ... he hoped.

They drilled through the top of the clouds and cane out above theminto clear air. Underneath them
the shape of the stormrevealed itself in a great spiral, the hurricane
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wheel ing around its open eye. A bright light burst on him It was the sun, rising again on the
western hori zon—they were that high! It was a blaze of incandescence in the dark; and still they
cl i mbed.

A great elation possessed Ryel and.

He had done the inpossible! He had escaped, with all his linbs and faculties, fromthe hell they
cal | ed Heaven

He was no |l onger a nunbered carcass; he was a man again. And Donna Creery had done it, where he
had failed; he owed her sonething. He wondered briefly what it was she had failed to tell him
about her father; then dism ssed it. That wonder was lost in the greater soaring wonder of free

flight. The sky was bl ack around them—surely the air was thin now. And still they clinbed, while
the vast hazy floor of sea and cloud becane visibly convex.
And still they clinbed; and the air was thin now

That was all wong! Ryeland knew that ruch; the space-ling's field should hold the air. But the
creature itself was gasping now, panting. Its purring and mewi ng had turned into the choki ng cough
of a tiger. They still clinbed, but Ryeland could feel the creature falter

They were at a dangerous altitude. Suddenly he was breathless. His drenched body was chilled
through, even in the white, bright glare of the naked sun

It was the spaceling' s wounds that were endangering them now, Ryeland realized. Gottling's torture
chanmber had left its marks. The creature's synbi otes had been destroyed, or sonme of themhad. Its
fusorians that gave it power, its parasitic Reef aninmalcules that made it possible for a warm

bl ooded air-breather to live in space in the first place, their nunbers had been greatly

di m ni shed. They were not all gone, for there was still sone air. It filled his grasping |ungs,
kept his body fluids fromboiling out® screened himat least a little fromthe cold and the even
nore deadly UV of the sun. There was sone air . . . but was there enough?

Ryel and | aughed grimy, with alnmpst the last of his breath. "That's what 1'Il find out," he
panted, hoarsely . . . and passed out. He was not conscious of the noment when he bl acked out; he
only knew that he was going.

Wien he awoke, it was with sheer wonder that he was alive.

Donna Creery's perfect face bent over him neking the wonder all the greater. "I made it," he

whi spered i ncredul ously.

112

The girl said seriously, "Yes, so far. But don't crowd your luck. Ryeland. We're still in
trouble.”

He stirred to get up—and floated free, until the girl's restraining hand pushed hi m back agai nst
the nmetal acceleration couch. They were in a spaceship, apparently in free-fall. He | ooked around.
Automatically he said, "lI've got to find a— He stopped. He had been about to ask where the

tel etype was, so that he could check in with the Machine. But that was no | onger necessary, of
cour se.

Donna Creery gestured at the cabin of the spaceship. "You |like it, Steven? It's yours."

He was startled. "M ne?"

"Ch, yes. Do you renenber the ship that General Fleener equipped for you, with renpte controls
fromPoint Triangle Gray? This is it—with sone changes. |'ve renmoved the renpte controls. But it
was a perfectly good interplanetary rocket, right in orbit where Chiquita could bring you to it.
Only— she | ooked worried. "Only |I'm surprised that Father isn't here.”

Ryel and shook hi s head.

"I"'msorry," he said. "I don't understand. Wy does the Planner want ne here?"

She said, "He ought to tell you hinself, but perhaps | can. Did you know, Steven, that in the past
two nonths there have been over a hundred major seismc shocks? And they al ways seemto strike
centers of population. My father thinks—aell, it doesn't sound right when | say it He thinks the
Machine is doing it."

"The Machine!"

"I know, Steven. But Father is worried. He has discovered that General Fleener and others have
been tanpering with the Machine! Father is a good nman, Steven, and he says he does not understand
this. But | do. Fleemer wants to control the Machi ne—because he wants to control the Plan of
Man—and destroying the project for discovery of a jetless drive is only one step in his plan. A
those seismc shocks and accidents with subtrain tubes and fusion reactors and the new ion
drives—they're all part of it, too. Deliberate sabotage!

"And, oh, Steven! How well it has worked! The Machine is only transistors and relays, you know, it
knows nothing but what is fed into it. Fleener has managed to corrupt its input circuits, and now
the Machine is alnbst openly hostile to Father, and the whole crux of the matter right nowis the
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jetless drive. The Machi ne has conme to

113

think that such a drive will destroy the Plan of Man. It has overruled Father's orders on it—-eh, a
thousand tines —so that Father has to resort to subterfuge and tricks. He let ne rescue you, as
one of his noves. But |'mafraid it's too late."

She nmoved away, peering worriedly at the viewports on the spaceship's panel. "They don't seemto
be follow ng. Not yet, anyhow "
Ryel and noticed he was shivering. It was not cold in the ship, but he had only the ill-fitting

coveralls to wear and they were soaked through. "Wo?" he demanded,

"The Pl an Police," she said, surprised. "General Fleemer will be after Chiquita, even if they
don't suspect you are with nme. Though we can't count on that, of course; it wouldn't be
unreasonabl e for the Machine to informthemthat | had rescued you from Heaven. He was going to
kill Chiquita, you see, so | stole her." She frowned as Ryel and shook his head.

"Way shouldn't | steal her?" the girl flared. "She was mine! And the only safe place for Chiquita
is out in space—eut on the Reefs, if | can get her there. And, of course, that's the only safe

pl ace for you."

Ryeland said angrily, "You're asking ne to run away fromthe Machi ne! You want me to be an

outl aw "

"Ch, Steven, what do you think you are? Have you forgotten Heaven already? | saved your life
You're lucky you got here," she said seriously, stroking the space-ling. "I wasn't at all sure
Chiquita could make the junp from at nosphere.”

"Neither was I."

She sniled, and for a nonent she was the inpish, confident girl who had interviewed himin her
bath. But quickly her face clouded again. "I w sh Father would cone," she said. "Chiquita can't
live forever without getting back to the Reefs to replenish her fusorians. And., |I—well, | sent
my own rocket back to Earth and crashed it where they'll find it. Perhaps they' Il think we were
both killed. But," she said calmy, "they would have to be stupid to be deceived very |long, and
the Machine is never stupid. It's—+ don't knowunbal anced, now. But it is thorough. Father and

di scussed it thoroughly; he knows the Machine well. He thinks we have about twelve hours."

"Then what ?"

"Wy, then the Machine will trigger your collar." 114

Involuntarily Ryeland's fingers came up to touch the dull netal that encircled his neck

The girl was right; that was what the Machine would do. Twelve hours? He didn't know, but probably
the Planner did. Al right. Then in twelve hours they had to be out of range.

"Can we get away fromthe Machine's radar beamin twelve hours?" he demanded.

"I don't know, Steveu. | think so. The Machine may not realize that you are in space."

The girl restlessly prowl ed toward the viewports. "But Father isn't here. | don't know how | ong we
can afford to wait. Once we get out to the Reefs, of course, there's nothing to worry about. You
won't have your collar any nore."

He | ooked startled. She smiled. "Don't you renmenber, Steven? Ron Donderevo, The man who got his
iron collar off; he's out there. I'msure he can do the sanme with yours."

Rest |l essly Ryeland touched his collar. "Please," he begged. "Tell ne what you know about
Donderevo" . . . about, he thought silently, the man this junk body of mine was built to replace
"You know everything there is to tell. O alnost," she said. "He was once a friend of ny father—h
spite of all their differences over the future of the Plan of Man. It was Donderevo who first told
my father sonething about the spacelings and the reefs, and convinced himthat the Machine shoul d
try to develop a jetless drive.

"Unfortunately, when the Plan took over his people, Donderevo engaged in disloyal activities. For
that reason he was classified as a Risk and finally sent to the stockpile. The fact that Father
conmuni cated with himwhile he was in the stockpile, and finally connived at his escape, is one of
the charges that Fleemer is using nowin his effort to discredit Father with the Machi ne.

"1 think Donderevo nmight be able to help Father now, in this fight with Fleemer for control of the
Machi ne and the future of the Plan. At |least he could tell the Machine nore about the reefs than
it got fromLescure's reports-after Fleenmer had finished doctoring them And that's where we nust
go, Steve—to find Donderevo, out to the Reefs of Space!"

Ryel and was suddenly afraid to |l ell Donna how desperately he wanted to see Ron Donderevo.

Donder evo

115

m ght help himrenove the iron collar. Donderevo nmight help himclear up the fog of oblivion and
contradiction in his past. But it was al so possible that Donderevo would tell himthat the collar
coul d not be renpved—not without the elaborate surgical facilities available only at the
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stockpile. It was even possible that Donderevo would affirm what Angela had told hi mthat he was a
junk man, a meat machi ne patched together froma few, bits of waste tissue, not worth saving from
the coll ar.

If that were true, he thought, he couldn't stand for Donna Creery ever to find it out The

Pl anner's daughter—and a few pounds of sal vaged hunan garbage. The gulf between them woul d be too
wi de for any warm enotion to cross.

Donna Creery | ooked again at the viewports and sighed. "I don't know why Father isn't here," she
said, "but we dare not wait any longer. I'll send hima nessage and we'll go. Even the Machine's
normal radar beam mi ght reach out this far; we're got to get out of range.” She smled. "It isn't
only for your sake, you know. If that collar were triggered in this little ship . "

She pursed her |ips gravely and shook her head.

15

Ryel and was deep in a dream of an arnless, legless blonde with Oporto's grinning face com ng at
himwi th a sonic hacksaw. When the earth began to shake, his body vibrated like a harpstring

and he awoke. Donna Creery was | eaning over him

Unconfortably he stretched and rubbed his tingling hands and ankles. It took himseveral seconds
to wake up. Not unusual; the sleep that spans interplanetary distances is not lightly thrown off.
They had put thensel ves under for what was to have been a voyage of a hundred and fifty days. Wre
they at the end of it already?

But Donna's face was worried, and there was a |loud excited mewing fromthe ship's cargo | ock

Ryel and groaned and tried to shake the aches out of his bones. Thank heaven they were in space, he
thought. The mld thrust of Hohmann-minina orbits kept the endl ess con-
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tact of body-to-bed from producing the bed sores and bruises that woul d have been inevitable on
Earth. "Steven!" the girl cried frantically.

"Sorry," he nunbl ed, shook hinself and woke up at last. "Wat's the matter?"

"Chiquita's gone crazy!" He grunted and clinbed up, peering into the cargo hold. The spaceling was
flashing about the lock like a torn on the trail of a skul king nouse. She was newi ng frantically.
"Are we here?"

"No, Steven! But Chiquita got so excited that she triggered the alarns and woke nme up. W shoul d
be traveling for days yet!"

"Al'l right. Let's see what's bothering her."

"But there's nothing to see. W're in deep space now, Steven. Far out beyond Pl uto—and yet surely
not as far as the Reefs. There couldn't possibly be anything here that coul d bother her "

She stopped, |istening.

Both of themheard it at the sane nmonent. It was an irritated hamering sound.

They stared at each other.

It cane again, a nuffled banging on their ship's hull. "Let's take a |ook," Ryeland said grimy.
The vi ewports showed not hing, but on the outer door of the airlock was a small w ndow, shi el ded
agai nst chance radi ation. Rye-land slipped the catch and slid open the shields.

A man stared in, with an expressi on of inpatient annoyance.

A man!

Ryel and and the girl |ooked at each other and then at the face that peered in on them It was
quite inpossible. But it was undeniably true.

The man did not even wear a spacesuit. He wore a ragged bl anket, hanmering on the valve of the
airlock with the handle of a long knife. He was a lean little red-bearded man, not young.

Donna cried out suddenly. "Steven! | know him H's name is Quiveras. Wiy, he brought Chiquita to
Earth—to rescue Donderevo fromthe stockpile." She hesitated, then said abruptly: "Open the |ock
Steven. "

n \N]at ?II
"Open the I ock, man!"
"But the air—=

"Ch, there's no worry about that," she said inpatiently. 117

"Look!" She pointed behind the man's head where a snoot h-1ined shape rippled. Another spaceling!
No wonder Chiquita had been so upset; undoubtedly she had sensed its presence, a creature |ike
hersel f though | arger and darker. "He's got his own air. The spaceling carried it. How do you
suppose he lives? Open the | ock!"

Ryel and hesitated. Reason told himthe girl was right; there could be no other explanation. Reason
was certain; but his enotional conditioning against opening a door to the great exploding suck of
space was too powerful to give in to nere reason without conbat; it took a great deal of self-
discipline for Ryeland to turn the valve key. But he did it. A netallic whine; a hiss of
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equal i zi ng pressure. And the [ ock was open, and they were still breathing air—queerly scented
air, with a faint, hot, chenical bouquet, but not unpl easant.

The little man hurried inside.

He whi stled sharply and his spaceling followed. It was a red-nosed, stub-w nged seal, its nose
pulsing with red light. Its huge eyes peered around the chanber; it was whining shrilly with

pl easure and excitenent.

"WAit!" cried the little man. The spaceling was frantic, but obedient; it paused in the |lock while
the man spun the cl osing valve. Then Quiveras said, "All right, Adam Go' neet your friend."

The two spacelings flew at each other

Around and around the narrow cargo conpartnent they spun, mew ng and purring in soprano-baritone
counterpoint. Quiveras grinned. "Ah, the children! How happy to see each other they are!" He bowed

and took off his rag of a hat. "And |, sir and madam | am Qui ntano Quiveras, your hunbl e
servant."

He | ooked again at Donna Creery and sniled with real pleasure. "Ah, the Planner's daughter! It is
good to see you! And you, sir; it is good to see you as well, though I do not as yet know your
name. "

"Steve Ryeland." He put out his hand, and gravely they shook

Donna managed to say: "We're pleased to see you too, M. Quiveras. But—

"But what is Quiveras doing here?" The man sniled and bowed again. "Ah, perhaps | may help. My
Adam felt the presence of Chiquita here." He reached out and stroked the gol den she-spaceling; the
two of them hung poised, their flanks touching, just behind him "So he
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wi shed to join you; and then, there is another reason.** The snile left his face. "My Adam and |
we have .been watching you for some tinme. Adam has excellent vision, apart fromthe way that
spacel i ngs have of know ng another spaceling is near even when vision is of no use. And Adam saw
sonething. Wth his help, | sawit too."

"What's that?"

"Why, " said Quiveras seriously, "perhaps you do not know it, but you are being followed by a heavy
war rocket of the Plan of Man."

Involuntarily Ryeland's fingers stole up to touch his collar. Donna Creery's face turned chal k-
white. Their signal to the Planner nust have been intercepted; Fleener knew where they were.

The equations of mlitary affairs in open space adnmit of only one solution: The faster vessel -
could always force battle on the slower. The |ogic of the radar-pulse that would trigger the
collar on Ryeland's neck nade it certain that the battle could be decided only one way. |If they
fled, the Plan cruiser would overtake them I|f they stopped their jets, it would cal cul ate course
and position fromthe last recorded points with no chance whatsoever of error. The jets nade a
magni ficent target, their Iight and heat a beacon for a mllion nmiles. Every effort at escape
woul d pl ot another blip on the Plan cruiser's thermal screens.

And then the radar pul se would detonate the collar.

Ryel and said harshly: "Can we fight? Are there any arnms on the ship?"

Qui veras's gnarled face took on an expression of surprise. "Fight against the Plan? Ch, no, ny
young friend. W do not fight them that is their way. W follow our way. W nerely run away." He
nodded. "We are sone mllions of mles fromthe Reefs, yes; it is a considerable journey. But at
the end of the journey is freedom Perhaps even— he followed Ryeland' s stroking fingers on the
collar with his eyes—=freedomfromthat thing about your neck."

"W have no |ifeboat!"

Quiveras pursed his lips. He pointed to the two space-lings, frolicking about.

Ryel and said with qui ck conprehension: "The jetless drivel O course. They can get us away from
our rocket, and as they do not use thermal propulsion, the Plan ship won't be able to spot them
But—+he female is injured, Quiveras, She alnost killed ne before, in just a few
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mnutes in space. Look." He indicated the ridged scars Col onel GottHng had | eft on her gol den fur
"But she's had tinme to heal, Steven!" cried Donna Creery. "Don't forget we've been aspace for over
four nonths!"

Qui veras | ooked suddenly worried. Ignoring the girl, he dropped to one knee and crooned to the
spaceling. Chi-quita frolicked over and hung before him purring faintly as he stroked the scars.

At |ast Quiveras |ooked up, his gnarled face concerned. "These were bad wounds, Mss Creery. | did
not think you would treat her like that."

"I't wasn't I!"

Qui veras shook his head. Cbstinately, he said, "They are bad. | do not know if she will ever

al t oget her heal . "
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Ryel and said stonily, "Are you telling us that we can't get away by spaceling, then?"

"Ch, no!" The little man was upset. "I did not nmean to frighten you. My Adam can hold enough air
for us all, | promse. W nust go quickly."

"No," said Ryel and.

The girl and Quiveras paused, staring at him

"Not like that," he said. "This rocket was equi pped for nme, to work out some of the probl ens of

the jetless drive. | need that equipnent—for, if it is as inportant as you say, we nmust have it.
The spacelings will have to tow it—No," he said, not letting Quiveras object, "I knowit will be
difficult. But I nust have it. And one other thing."

Qui veras | ooked at himcoldly, then at last smled. "Very well. If you are willing to go slowy,
Adam and Chiquita can pull along whatever it is you want. What is the other thing?"

Ryeland said: "I want to set a fuse on this ship's fuel conpartnent. | don't want them poking
around in it after we go; | want to blowit up."

In ten mnutes they had | ocked out some tons of conputers, electronic instruments, a power source
and a hand-full of other gear; Ryeland took another five to wire contacts to a tinme-lock and set
themto explode the ship's fuel, and then they were ready to | eave t he spaceshi p.

It was like making up one's nind to | eap off a building. They stood in the open airlock, and there
outsi de was the universe of stars. Ryeland felt nore helpless and snall than ever before in his
life; how could human flesh survive that great cold barrage of light?

But Quiveras assured themthat the spaceling' s bubble of gas bad remmi ned about the ship, held
there by the
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spacel ing even through the ship's hull. And in fact, they could see strange shapes and col ors,
hardly visible,- with their eyes still used to the bright ship's interior and dazzled by the

di stant display of multitudi nous suns.

Ryel and and the girl joined hands and | eaped, and they floated into the world of the spaceling.
They felt nothing, but they began to nove away. The two spacel i ngs swam anong them apparently
unheedi ng, but the jetless drive their bodies produced was noving themall at a tangent to the
rocket's line of flight, diverging fromit slowy. As they drew off fromthe ship, the captive air
the spaceling carried with it detached itself fromits resting places along the hull of the ship.
The bubbl e condensed. The air becane denser. Scraps of solid material drifted into place.

Behind them in a long string pointing toward the rocket ship they had left, an occasional glint
of starshine showed the trail of instruments Ryel and had denanded they take with them But they
saw themonly briefly, and then the spaceling' s world was coal esci ng about them and it was a
fairyl and.

It was incredi ble! Donna and Ryel and stared about, unbelieving. As the bits and pi eces sorted
thensel ves into their accustomed rel ati onshi ps they becane a cool green cloud, so bright that

Ryel and coul d hardly see the stars outside. Strangel eafed vines twi ned through the cloud, |aden
with clusters of unfamliar fruit. Small creatures that were half fish and half bird flitted
through the vines.

They were at the center, and as the air reached earth-nornmal density the invisible small creatures
that gave it light and Iife were thickly packed about them They could nove. Ryel and roaned
restlessly around the mad little bubble of life they inhabited, with naked space only yards away,
staring, thinking, asking quick questions of Quiveras. The little man had apol ogetically few
answers for him but the facts spoke for themselves. "Incredible!" he nuttered. "Fantastic!" He
caught hinself on a tendril of vine eighteen inches fromthe faint veil that narked the end of the
bubbl e and stared out at the stars. He could recognize no constellations; great Oion and the

m ghty Southern Cross alike were out there, but buried in a swarm of thousands of |esser lights,
invisible on earth but here a snow sprinkling of radiance. One great blue-white needl e | anced him
and he knew that he had found one star at |east. That
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coul d only be Sirhis, many magni t udes brighter than fromEarth's surface, painful to

| ook at directly.

Behi nd hi m Donna said hesitantly, "Steven, what is all this?"

Ryel and turned at last to confront her. "It's remarkable! | think | understand it, though

The drive field holds this little cloud of air. Myving through space, it picks up dust and
hydrogen gas. These vines have fusorian cells, that fuse the hydrogen into oxygen, carbon and all
the other el enments—and al so rel ease |ight and heat enough for the spaceling's, netabolism or for
ours. |'d guess,"” he said thoughtfully, "that there's a fair proportion of heavy el enents in those
pl ants. Conservation of energy. Fusion |iberates nuclear energy at the |light end of the scale; if
the fusorians made only light elenents there would be too nuch rel ease of energy, we'd all be dead
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in a nmonent, one way or another. But up past silver fusion takes energy. . . ." He shook his head
"Sorry. But | can't help running on about it. This is a conplete little world, with its own

conpl ete econony. "

Donna asked sinply, "What about food?"

Quiveras interrupted. "Ah, food!" he cried. He |launched hinself through the air like a swinmer in
water, the vines |like a strange seaweed. He gathered his hands full of the bright fruits and cane
‘soaring back. He begged: "Try them They are good. Platinun? Gold? | do not know about heavy

el ements, M. Ryeland. But | know about flavor!"

At that nonent a great soundl ess flower of fire unfol ded behind them They all whirled to | ook
Ryel and said soberly: "There goes our rocket. | hope we're going to like this place, Donna. It's
all we've got now "

They gathered close to the filmat the very rimof the bubble, peering out. "Not too close,"

war ned Quiveras. "You nmust not stick even your little finger through it. You will be bl own out,
you see."

Ryel and | ooked startled, then, after a noment, nodded. "OF course. Anything nuch larger than a
nmol ecul e is not reflected, eh? And once the field was penetrated, it would be forced out by the
pressure differential." Very cautiously they settled thenselves to peer out at the ship they had
| eft behind. The flane was gone, but even in its nicroseconds it had heated netal to red

i ncandescence and they could see a ruddy skeleton that was all that was |eft of
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the craft's main supporting beans. The hull and fitting were scattered by the blast; but near the
dark red glow they could nake out faint points of light. The war rocket, Quiveras declared
positively. The lights they saw were the flare of its. auxiliary rockets as it natched position
with the abandoned hul k.

The spacel ings hung | ooki ng out through the tangle of glow ng vines, searching the dark outward
sky. They made soft murnuring and whinperi ng sounds. Quiveras listened to them stroking their

sl eek fur, crooning to themgently.

"They are watching the Plan rocket,"” he told the others. "The ship radiates its own infrared. They
can see it well, nowthat it is com ng closer."

"C oser?" Ryeland was startl ed.

"Of course, M. Ryeland. The Plan is not stupid."

"But—they nust think we are dead! And even if not, they have no way of tracing the spacelings
jetless drive—=

"Nor have they," Quiveras told himsolemly. "The Plan is nerely thorough. | can understand what
they are saying in that cruiser. 'Did they have an escape vessel? If so, where would they be

goi ng?1 To the Reefs. And the Plan knows where the Reefs nust be."

The spacelings were growi ng uneasy. "And our friends here are tiring." Quiveras said soberly.
"They need rest. Carrying all of us, and all of your equipnent. Mr. Rye-land—even for two of them
it is a great |oad. They cannot go faster, and so they are going to try to hide. There."

He pointed out through the gl owi ng vines.

Ryel and | ooked. The brillance of their little atnosphere was in his way. He kicked hinsel f—very
warily!—+to the other end of their bubble and hung, clutching a vine and staring; but if there was
sonmething to see his untrained eyes could not nake it out.

Quiveras followed. "It is a cluster of Reefs," he explained. "There, near those three blue-white
stars."

Ryel and' s Earth-adapted eyes were not equal to the task. But Chiquita and Adam slipped close to
hi m and hung anong the bright |eaves, their sad eyes staring into the star-sprinkled space ahead.
Ryel and shook his head. "I don't see anything at all."

"Nor did I," Quiveras agreed, "until the spacelings showed ne. W& are not equipped to find a
pebble in the dark, countless niles away; but they are.”

Ryel and said doubtfully, "Even if there are the Reefs 123

there, and we get to them—<an't the Plan rocket foll ow us?"

Qui veras shrugged. "OF course. But the Reefs are in a thicker cloud than this little bubble of
Adam's, M. Rye-land. There are swarns of the little fireflies that you call fusorians; they'l
fog his search screens. There are hunks of bigger stuff that will slow hi mdown—perhaps even wreck
him M. Ryeland, if he should be careless! Still, he may get through and find us. Yes. It is a
chance, but we have no choice but to take it."

They drove on for hours, there was no way of measuring just how | ong. As destination and pursuer
were alike invisible to Ryeland, there were only the shrouded stars as reference points, and their
great distance was not affected by the tiny craw of the spacelings. Adam and Chi quita seened
hardly to be working, as they slipped supplely about through the vines, yet Quiveras assured
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Ryel and they were noving nearly as fast as the Plan cruiser, in spite of the trail of machines
that followed them

Then Quiveras said. "W are al nost there!™

Ryel and sought anobng the stars for "there." Wat made it hardest was that there was neither bow
nor stern to their tiny captive world, no sure way of knowi ng which way they were going. He could
find nothing. The stars shone splendid and unobscured, as he hung at nearly the edge of their air
capsul e—+ed stars, blue-white giants, clouds of nebular natter

Then he saw t he Reef ahead.

16

It appeared first as a pale point of fight that suddenly grew into a bul ging, uneven sphere of
splendor. It was a jeweled ball, floating in space, and the jewels were forests of crystal
They came closer, like a conmet, then slower. Ryeland saw spi ked trees of crysta

carbon—di anond! —glittering with their own inner light. There was strange bul gi ng brai n-shaped
masses of blue and violet, patches of ghostly white sand, a frozen forest with bright nmeta

| eaves.

It was an incredible fairyland to Ryeland and the girl, 124

but Quiveras surveyed it with a shrewd professional eye and shook his head.

"Not a good place to hide," he said, peering at the glowing ball. "Still, that solid part mnight be
useful. The Reefs are nostly holl owbecause they're dead inside."
Ryel and nodded. "I suppose the surface organisnms are the ones that pick up the free hydrogen and

grow. The ones inside die of starvation."

Quiveras was not listening. He cried gleefully: "Yes! There is a cave! —+f it is not already
occupi ed. "

Ryel and stared at him Quiveras shrugged. "These Reefs do not have much gravitation; sonething
must be holding the air there, as the spacelings do, It could be another spaceling. It could be
small cells in the Reef itself'—each Reef is its own world; | do not pretend that | know what to
expect on this one. But it could be sonmething quite bad.” He raised a hand. "Wait. Let us see.”
The jewel ed ball swam cl oser. "Watch," ordered Quiveras. "See how Chiquita enters the air of this
Reef. Adamis pulling us now, Chiquita is controlling our atnosphere. Do you see?"

The fenmal e spaceling was darting about, while Adam hung notionless. "I did wonder about that,"
admtted Ryel and. "Wen the two spheres neet, air pressure will be forcing themapart."

Qui veras shook his head. "See, she airlocks the Reef in." Ryeland stared. They cane closer to the
Reef and closer. Fromthe frightened novenents of the little fishbirds, he saw that the shell was

bei ng contracted; yet there was no increase of pressure—"l see!l” he cried suddenly. "She is
setting up another shell, big enough for both us and the Reef! Then she'll coDapse our inner
shell, letting the air leak out as it contracts to keep the pressure steady!"

Qui veras nodded. There was a sudden vibration, as though the shock-front of a distant explosion
had raced past them and a clicking in their ears. The inner shell was finally gone.

Ryel and stared about his new world. The steady rain of starlight, even through their |ight-fogged
at nrosphere, gave hima view of a wonderland. The sun itself, hardly brighter than Sirius, made
yel | owi sh sparkles in the crystal branches of the—eould he call it "vegetation"? But Quiveras gave
himlittle time to admre the world.

"Now we nmust do our part, M. Ryeland," he grinned. Ryeland saw that the two spacelings were
hangi ng at a 125

di stance fromthe dark cave mouth, regarding it with huge wet eyes. Their red noses flickered
swiftly. They whi npered, and a shudder ran along Chiquita's scarred flank. "What is our part?"
Quiveras said calmMy: "The spacelings have natural eneni es—lunsy, arnored killers. Very sl ow+too
slow to catch the spacelings out in space. But extrenely deadly. They wait for themin places like
these." He said politely, "So we must ferret into this burrow, M. Ryeland, if you will do me the
honor to join ne."

Qui veras propelled hinself to the nouth of the cave, peered inside, |ooked at the others and
shrugged. "W will see,"” was all he said. Calmy he unw apped a bundl e of rags and took out an old
Pl an Police handweapon. He was not very skillful with it; he worried at it until he had opened the
clip, checked the nunber of charges it contai ned—Ryeland saw that it only held four; undoubtedly
Qui veras had found it difficult to obtain themsnapped it closed and balanced it in his hand. Then
with the heel of his worn boot be kicked at a stalagnmite of greenish crystal until it broke free
It was eighteen inches long or nore and quite sharp. It made a queer but serviceable sword,

Ryel and t hought, and then realized that it made an even better torch. The interior of the cave was
dark. The crystal sword glowed with its trapped fusorian cells.

Qui veras scranbled into the cave and Ryel and foll owed, unable to ook at the girl.

It was a strange dark lair of wi nding passages. The entrance was worn snoot h—al arm ngl y—as t hough
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| arge bodi es had been scraping in and put. Ryeland thought swiftly of the probable age of the
Reef, and felt sonmewhat reassured. Tinme noved along different scales out here. Change could be
lightning fast, or ponderously slow, those | edges night have been worn snmooth a hundred million
years ago. The dark passages, snpoth-worn rock walls nade of the bodi es of once-living fusorians
had perhaps been dead when the Earth was still a boiling incandescent blob. There sinply was no
way to tell. Nor had Ryeland any idea of how | ong or deep the passages mnight be. They were as

| abyrinthine as the nmaze inside a head of sea-coral, where tiny crustaceans wait for tinier fish
to bl under in.

Qui veras paused where the passage branched—and, within sight, both divisions inside a dozen yards
branched

126

again. He was staring at the wall. As Ryeland joined him he saw what Quiveras had seen

The worn sides of sone of the passages bore curving parallel scars, as though they had been rasped
by the claws of some incredible nonster.

Qui veras said cheerfully, "That one | ooks the nost used, M. Ryeland. If we only knew when, eh?
Well, I'lIl try it—asking you, if you please, to remain here on guard." He turned away, hesitated
and said solemmly: "You see, it is you who nust take the post of danger. For if a pyropod should
come fromone of the other passages while | am gone . " He made a grave face, spread his hands
politely and left.

Ryeland clung to a projection of rock and waited.

Pyropod ...

He heard the word again, in the soft, apologetic, wheezy voice of Dr. Thrale. He was |ying again
on the therapy couch in the recreation center, clanped into the cold el ectrodes, helplessly
enduring the merciless probing into his blank nenory. He shuddered again, flinching fromthe
pitiless pressure to nake himreveal the secret he had never known—

O had he really ever known how to build a jetless drive? That haunting fog of black oblivion and
i nsane contradiction flowed into his brain. Through it, he heard the |azy malice of Angela's

voi ce, nmocking himw th her explanation of the riddle. He was a junk man, a neat machi ne desi gnhed
to sabotage the Plan, without a nmenory because he | acked a past.

A queer conpanion for the Planner's daughter. He resolved again not to tell her what he was. Now
when they were al one, when he and Quiveras were the only human beings in her world—ould she stand
the shock of |earning that even he was no real human bei ng?

He shook hinself inpatiently, as if nere notion mght dispel that paralyzing fog and reveal his
true identity. That old riddl e would have to wait—perhaps until the tim ng nmechani sm detonated the
collar, and answered it forever. The problens of the present were nore urgent now.

It was warmin the cavern, far fromthe surface of the little deformed gl obe, where the~fusorian
cells poured endless heat and light into the atnmosphere. But he found hinself shivering. Pyropod?
Yes. He had heard the term He did not want to recall just what he had heard about it.

127

Qui veras di sappeared, the needle-sharp crystal blade giving a strange light. It di sappeared around
a bend in the passage, and then for a tine there was no light at all.

Ti me passed.

It was dark . . . silent . . . enpty. Ryeland felt as though the dead walls around himwere
closing in. He wiped slippery sweat fromhis palns, |istening, reaching out, because he coul d not
hel p hinself, to touch the walls to make sure that they were not about to squeeze him. . . Then
involuntarily he felt hinself grinning. O austrophobia —here! Billions of mles fromthe Earth, a

floating dust note in the mddle of absolute enptiness! The incongruity reassured him and he was
cal mand cheerful when, at last, he saw the glow of |ight appear again in the passage Quiveras had
t aken.

The crystal sword came into sight and Quiveras hailed himcheerfully. "A dead end, and not hi ng

there. Very well." He drew even with Ryel and and gazed at the other passages. "I think," he said,
with some doubt, "that we will |eave these others for now. They do not seem occupied, and it would
take us weeks to explore themall. Consider yourself fortunate, ny friend. You have not yet been

i ntroduced to a pyropod."
At Quiveras's haii the spacelings cane swi nming gracefully down the tunnel, their red noses
blinking as they probed its depths with infrared. Donna Creery followed nore slowy, exploring the

caves with a child' s wonder and awe. "lIs it safe?" she asked.
Quiveras said calmy, "W will never be safe while Ryeland's collar is with us. If you nean are we
safe from pyropods, | do not know. Froma full-grown one, yes. | do not guarantee there is not a

cub lurking somewhere, but if there is we will find it out and neanwhile shall we not try to nmake
this place into a hone?"

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...2001-03%20-%20The%20Starchild%20Trilogy.txt (60 of 206) [12/28/2004 10:49:10 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/L oPL %20f ul19620...chil d%20(3)/Starchil d%2001-03%20-%20The%20Starchil d%20Tril ogy. txt

They worked for three hard days, while the spacelings fluttered and mewed restl essl y—because,

Qui veras said without enotion, the Plan cruiser was still somewhere about. As there was not hing
they could do about it, they did nothing. To their little world they did a great deal

They carried aerial fusorian vines into the caverns, choosing cubicles for sleeping, for eating,
for rest, curtaining and cushioning themw th the vines, bringing shining crystals of ruby and
topaz for heat and illunination. Donna cried out at its beauty. Indeed it was beautiful; and they
were not finished. Wth Quiveras for a teacher, Rye-128

| and | earned how to weave nets and ropes out of the fiber fromthe vines. The surface of the reef
provi ded crystal and great branching arns of netal, pure copp*er, pure alum num pure silver. They
hanmered the netal into crude tools. And finally they made a sort of curtain, woven fromthe vines
and crusted with broken pieces of crystal, which they stretched across the nouth of the cave to
conceal it.

Qui veras stood back and regarded it.

"Well," he said doubtfully, "it could be thicker and it could | ook nore natural and those gadgets
of yours could be hidden in better places. But if the Plan cruiser sniffs around here it night

m ss you, at that."

"M ss us? What about you?"

"I, Mss Creery, will go out to the main Reefs." Quiveras's gnarled face | ooked eager. "I'Il get
hel p, nmore spacelings. And I'll bring back Ron Donderevo!"

Ryel and and the girl were sorry to see himgo, but their sorrow was nothing conpared to the
unhappi ness of the two spacelings at being separated. Adam would carry Quiveras; Chiquita would
have to stay with them to maintain their atnosphere and to be ready to carry themaway in
desperate flight if the Plan cruiser should grow too inquisitive.

They watched him |l eave, all three of them Ryeland, Donna Creery and the spaceling. He was gone
out of sight in a nonment. Ryeland thought be caught a single reddish wink from Adam s nose—per haps
the mal e space-ling turning restlessly as it drove away, to bid a last farewell to Chiquita. Then
there was nothing. They stared till their eyes watered, but it was useless. The Plan cruiser could
be lurking a nere hundred miles away—a thousand men on spacelings could be within ten mles.
Wthout radar gear they were blind. Qut there were only the stars.

Ryeland's mind drifted out anong those stars wonder-ingly. He tried to i magi ne the clouds of new
hydrogen, constantly being born of the Hoyle effect, and the nyriad drifting fusorians that built
the hydrogen into heavier elenments that m ght sonmeday be planets. There were ot her Reefs out
there, the first concentrations of matter |ike the one they occupied, the |larger ones that

provi ded a hone for the exiles of the Pl an—great ones, even, that mght hi sone renote nillenium
beconme the cores for first condensations of titanic new suns. They were all invisible.

129

Donna Creery touched his arm "It's lonely," she whispered. "Let's go back inside."

"I nside our cave!" he said harshly. "Back to the stone age! Is this the sort of life that's fit
for a princess of the Plan?"

She shrank away fromhim and in a nonent went with the spaceling silently inside the sheltering
drift of vines. Ryeland roanmed about, trying to work off the sudden storm of anger and

hel pl essness that was beseiging him He tried to cal mhinself.

But cal mwas inpossible to him Calm he knew, was a sensation he would not be likely to feel

until he had managed to rid hinself of the choking, threatening thing about his neck—and until he
had managed to bridge that gap in his past, until he had escaped that dreadful, creeping cloud of
forgetful ness and contradicti on—

O until the collar's explosion brought himthe permanent cal mof the grave.

Ti me passed. They both found plenty to do. Al one now, except the spaceling, they were queerly
constrained in each other's conpany. Ryeland hardly recognized the bright, sure brat of the bath,
with the angry Peace Dove and the fighting guard within instant call. Donna was quieter and
younger now. They spoke of her father, and for the first tine Ryeland was able to think of that
sem -l egendary A ynpian figure as a human being. Donna was terribly worried about her father. "But
we couldn't wait for him Steven, Only—+ wi sh we had."

He asked her again why the Planner had had to hide fromthe Machi ne, and got the sane answer he
had been given before. It was no answer. "I don't know, Steven, but he was worried. And it's your
equations that are the key to it." And that, of course, drove Ryeland out to stare at the banked
machi nes he had brought with himfromthe rocket, but all he could do was stare. They needed space
and order, and on this little reefling there was neither. *

They lived like primtive islanders, catching the tiny flying things with nets nade of vines,
feasting on the shining fruits. Ryeland's m nd was queasy at the thought of the radiation they
were absorbing with every luscious bite, but his stomach was delighted. And, he thought, they were
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not the first to eat themand live. Perhaps the radiation was purely photonic; perhaps a sort of

bi ol unmi nes-cence, like the green glow of a firefly.

130

Ryel and asked the girl again how Fleener and his allies had got the better of her father, and got
the sane answer he had been given before. It was no answer. "I don't know, Steve. Except that it

is all about the jetless drive. Father told ne that he approved the search for an interstellar
drive as part of the original Plan, built into the Machine. Wen he first |earned about the
spacel i ngs, from Donderevo, he knew that a reactionless drive was possi ble. He began to organize
an effort to learn howto build it. Imediately, he ran into fanatical opposition fromnmen |ike

Fl eener. | don't know the reason for their opposition. It nust have been sonething nore than just
the desire to grab Father's place. Sonehow, they were able to mani pul ate the Machi ne. They have
got it under their own control. But | still believe that we could rescue the Machi ne and Fat her

and the Plan of Man—f we knew the secret of the spacelings."”

That, of course, drove Ryeland to begin assenbling and testing the computers he had brought from
the rocket But the crawling fog was thicker in his mnd. He sat staring at the banked conputers,
but he could think of no approach nore pronising than those he had tried when he was still on

Fl eener's team He couldn't be sure that the failure of the teamattack was altogether due to

Fl eenmer' s sabot age.

Anyhow, he reflected, there wasn't much that he could do in his cave on this reeflet. Even if he
had been given the blueprints for a perfected reactionless drive, he had no shop equi prment.

Hopel essly, he gave up the effort.

Days passed. Weks passed. The spaceling roaned sadly around their little world, still worried.
They could not read its ways as Quiveras had, but its worry was plain. Was it the Plan cruiser,
still skul king about? O a nearer nenace? They sinply could not tell. Donna grew sul ky and
unhappy, until they had a brief, brittle quarrel of words one day and it expl oded i nto weepi ng.
She clung to him "I"'msorry. It's just that | always had so much. Servants, clean clothes, cooked
food. Power, too. And now—=

She smled up at him Queerly, Ryeland thrust her away then. He was churned up inside with
feelings he could neither analyze nor handle. It was his turn to be sulky and irritable, because,
t hough he did not know it, his inner self was beconming a battle ground—the site of a struggle

bet ween hi s conmmon sense, on one hand, and on
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t he ot her a  grow ng, pot ent | ove f or t he Pl anner's

daught er.

Even his dreans were haunted.

He slept restlessly, and felt that he was choking . . . He was in his office, niles under the

surface of the Earth in the hidden conplex of air-conditioned tunnels that held the Machi ne and
its attendants. He heard the knocking on the | ocked door, and got up to open it for Angela. But it
wasn't Angel a.

It was Donna Creery, white-snocked |like the nurses at the stock-pile. She had brought the coffee
and sandw ches on a plastic tray, but she screaned and threw themon the fl oor when she saw his
face.

"I't's Donderevo!" she was screanming. "It was Ron Donder evo—

He wanted to tell her who he was, but suddenly he was strapped to the therapy couch in the
recreation center, with shocks of paralyzing agony stabbing fromthe el ectrodes on his body. She
was comng toward himagain, in the white snmock with a stitched red heart on her perfect breast,
reaching for himw th a | ong hooked scal pel

"You might.as well tell us now " She was wheezing at himwith Dr. Thrale's apol ogetic, asthmatic
voice. '"Tell us howto build a jetless drive."

He wanted to tell her. The specifications were clear in his nmind, amazingly sinple; he couldn't
under stand why there had to be so nmuch fuss about such a sinple thing. But his voice was paral yzed
with the shocks that made waves of dazing pain fromthe collar around his neck. And Donna woul dn't
let himtalk.

Now she wore a horned radar helmet. She was taunting him with Fleenmer's ugly voice. One touch
Ryeland. Only one little touch on the detonation button, and your precious secret will die with

youl!
Now she had Angel a's face.
But she still had hands, |ike Donna. He saw her touch the deadly little button. The collar about

hi s neck bl ossonmed and swel | ed—
He awoke strangling.
"I was dreaming!" He tugged frantically at the collar. No! It was no dream The collar was there,
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and surely it was about to explode. H s exacerbated i magination felt it pul sing against his rasped
throat. He thought he heard a sound fromit, a tick, a whine, a purring of faint unstoppable

engi nes. "No!" he shouted and | eaped up out
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of the little nest of |eaves where he slept. It was exploding! Not in a year, not in a m nute—now.
He flung hinself wildly about in the no-gravity, shouting.

Donna Creery canme swiftly to him and the terror in her face woke him drowning his imaginary
terrors.

"What's the matter?" he demanded harshly.

"Steven! It's Chiquita. She—she was wanderi ng about the | ower passages, where we've never been
and— She stopped, unable to speak on. Behind her the spaceling cane, slowy, painfully, new ng
tragically.

Chiquita's flank was a horror, raw flesh and gol den ichor, with the mark of a great sharp claw.
17

There were four cartridges in the clip. Ryeland checked them blessed Quiveras for having left the
gun and started down the passages. He didn't say anything to Donna Creery; he didn't know what to
say.

Then there was a pyropod on their Reef

Ryel and's throat was raw and dry. Pyropods. "Flame-feet." Quter-space animals which, Ryeland

t hought, sounded vaguely like Earthly squids. Ryeland tried to picture one, and fail ed; but

Qui veras had said there was a possibility that the caverns in their Reef m ght house one. And
Chiquita' s terrible wounds had converted that possibility into sonething far stronger

Ryel and paused at the end of the passages they had explored, and picked up the discarded crysta
sword Quiveras had left there. It was still bright; it was all the light he had. Then he dove into
the first of the great convol uted burrows.

In five mnutes he was at an end; the tunnel narrowed sharply, so that he could hardly nove, and
poi sed bits of rubble showed that nothing of any size had passed that way in finite tine.

He went back again. Another tunnel, a much longer one this tine, but again a dead end. It was
difficult to maneuver; in no-gravity, he could not wal k, and the shape and constriction of the
tunnel made it hard to | eap

He cane to anot her branch and stopped. 133

There were two tunnels, both, enornous, both dark and soundl ess. The air was the air the spaceling
had brought, but it had a sharp strange odor, |ike burning gunpowder.

And one of the tunnels was scarred with the enornous claws that had |l eft their sign near the
surface.

Ryel and plunged in without giving hinself tine to think

He cane al nost at once to a chanber. He paused and hung in its entrance, peering about in the
faint [ight his crystal sword gave. It was roughly spherical, so vast that its farther walls were
dim and in a niche at one side of it was a clutter of tangled objects.

Warily he approached.

It seenmed to be a sort of nidden, and the blood began to pulse in his ears. It contai ned odd-
shaped obj ects that m ght have resenbl ed the bones and fangs and carapaces of aninmals like no
animals that had ever lived on earth. He stood staring at it, every sense poised. Then, with
infinite pain, he approached. There was no sound. There was no notion. Gently he poked the
crystalline light into a gap in the tangle. But nothing noved and there was nothi ng reveal ed.

Ryel and noved back and consi der ed.

Space had its own scale of tine. The discarded bones and the clawmarks in the rock m ght | ook
just as fresh after another hundred mllion years. Undoubtedly the cave had been abandoned.

He turned.

Sonet hi ng screamed behind him He had only time to halt his turn, to start to nove his head back.
And t he heap of bones expl oded.

VWhat kept Ryeland fromdying at once was the tiny scope of the cavern, conpared to the scal e of

i nterplanetary distances. The pyropod, rocket driven, enornously strong, hadn't the roomto
maneuver or even to build up speed. But it blasted up at himwth frightening speed. It was
huge—as Earth aninmals go—targer than a horse, and arnored with mirror-bright scales. It had a
solitary eye, a wide mirror on a stalked central organ. It had a single, enornous claw at the end
of a withing, flexible trunk. It roared like a rocket at takeoff-which it was—and the great
heavy-nmetal cl aw snapped violently.

But the trash in its way screened Ryeland for a nonent; he was thrust back and out of the way, and
the pyropod flew past to gouge great chips out of the wall of the cavern
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Ryel and took quick aimand fired.

Even in the roar of the pyropod's drive, he could hear his bullet scream away, and knew that it
had hit that arnor and ricocheted off. The pyropod did not turn to strike toward himagain; it
turned away, in fact, and its thin bright tail whipped toward him Wite fire jetted out
furiously. The tail! The tail was a nore fearsone weapon than the clawthe nmighty drive that could
hurl it through space could char himin a second. But Ryel and was al ready noving, and the bl ast

m ssed himentirely, though a backwash of flame fromthe wall caught his leg and (he di scovered
later) raised great angry blisters on his skin. Ryeland crashed into the wall, spun like a racing
swinmer in a pool, raised the gun again and fired—+api dly—ene, two, three!

And then his cartridges were gone ..

But one of those bullets had struck a target The stalk that held its eye was hit. The bulb

expl oded; the creature was blinded. It blundered about the chanmber |ike a rocket gone nmad,
colliding with the walls, recoiling, plunging wildly again. The blazing jet |licked perilously

cl ose—

And then the jet was scream ng away, bouncing and roaring through the tunnel, out, out and away

Ryel and was hurt badly, burned, bleeding, aching in every nuscle; and he had no breath left at al
after that quick violent encounter. But he did not pause. He | eaped to follow the pyropod. Donna
was up there!

He sailed through dark space, his crystal torch long since lost, tried to see through the utter
dark, tried to shield his head fromstriking against the wall. It was good, now, that the tunne
was so narrow, there was really only one way to go.

And after interm nable nonents there was |ight

He drove toward it, rounded a bend, and saw Donna Creery hurrying toward him-alive!l She bore a
coiled branch of the vine with its nmoons of |um nous fusorians.

" St even! Thank God!"

She tossed a |oop of the vine to him he caught it, and they drew t hensel ves t oget her. Ryel and
caught her roughly. "The pyropod! What becane of it?"

"Gone," said Donna Creery. "It went right by, out into space. Not having a nucl eoni ¢ harpoon,

let it go. | think we've seen the last of it."

"I't was hiding in a pile of bones," said Ryeland, suddenly drained. "I—+ think I hit its eye."
135

TS"
"Yes. At least, it acted blind. And—eh, Steven!"”
He | ooked at her, not conprehending. Reaction? He tried to reassure her. "It won't be back, Donna.

You said yoursel f—

"No, no. It's Chiquita, Steven. | think she's dying."

He nodded, hardly hearing. "Poor thing. Wll, we've avenged her, | guess.”

"And what about avengi ng oursel ves? Have you forgotten, Steve—f Chiquita dies, there's nothing to
hold our air!"

The spaceling lay notionless in a little cave lined with vines.

Now and then she struggl ed restlessly—ot to nmove, but to bring fresh air about her. She seened
both bl coated and gaunt. And the great wounds al ong her side were now crusted with dirty ocher
scabs.

"Poor Chiquita," the girl whispered, stroking the soft fur. Donna crooned at the creature, and its
great dull eyes fastened on her

Ryel and | ooked the spaceling over. Her belly was swollen angrily, but the flesh had shrunk from
the rest of her body. Her fur was lusterless and unkenpt. The flame-red brilliance was gone from
her nose; it was cold, black, dry. He touched her: hot. Did she have a fever? Ryeland coul d not
know, but surely she was hotter than when he had clung to her neck, fleeing the Body Bank. The
space-ling seenmed to know that he was trying to help. She licked her black tongue out at him
feebly; it was all the effort she coul d nake.

Ryeland said reluctantly, "I—don't think there's anything we can do for her."

"The |ight seenms to bother her."

"Al'l right. That much we can do." But it wasn't easy, in this little world of |uminous crystal and
vine. They found sone grow hs that glowed only faintly and tugged theminto place, thicker and
thicker, until the little nook where Chiquita |lay becanme a di m green hiding-hole. Chiquita | ooked
faintly grateful, but nostly she | ooked sick

They left her and went out to the surface to look at the stars. It was naddening, it was utterly
maddeni ng, to be so hel pl ess! Ryeland clung to the edge of the tunnel, staring out toward
enptiness. Somewhere out there, invisible but sure, lay the other Reefs. The great outer Reefs
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where fugitive humans managed lives that were free of the
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Pl an—where, above all, lived Ron Donderevo, the native spacenan who had been a student of the
science of the Plan, a guest and a prisoner of the Planner. He had worn the iron collar of a

Ri sk—the sel fsane collar that choked Ryeland now, if Angela had told the truth. He had talked to
the Pl anner about a jetless drive, had been consigned to the stockpile, had ridden Chiquita back
to the Reefs.

But —was he super human?

Coul d he renove Ryeland's collar—here in the reefs, without all the el aborate surgical facilities
that had been avail able at the stockpile? Could he fill the gap in Rye-land's tornented nenory—er
was there really any gap to fill, except the tine before the dissected scraps of a hundred

sal vaged eneni es of the Plan had been assenbled to nake a thinking thing without a past?

By now Qui veras might have reached him By now they night be on their wayl Perhaps in a few days
Qui veras and the stranger would cone to the little Reef and | ook for Ryeland and the girl.

And what woul d they find?

Ryel and knew that the nobst probable answer was . . . death.

Ti mre passed, and the spaceling stayed alive. But she was weaker and worse every day.

The Reef becane a dreamto Ryeland. He lost all sense of tine. He had no watch and there were no
celestial objects to mark days or years very conveniently. He thought of a calendar, and tried to
construct one. The sun was bright enough to be visible, but the trouble was that their little Reef
had no perceptible rotation. No force from anot her object had ever set it spinning, perhaps; the
same stars hung al ways over the tunnel nouth. It could tell themnothing of tine. Painfully

Ryel and | ocated wi nking Al gol and began a star-watch; its period would be his clock

Donna said gently: "It won't help. You don't know when the collar will go off."

And he realized that she had seen farther into his mnd than he hinmself. It was the ticking year
that he was trying to nmeasure, the year which was in any event his nmaxi mum hope of life as |long as
that collar sat sullenly about his . neck. Chiquita mght not die, the Plan cruiser night not
return, but his assassin was with himat every nonent At one of those moments it would strike.
That was the ultinate deadly promise of the iron collar. You could flee the radar guns of the Pl an
Police and even outrun their
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cruisers. You could in the Reefs of Space perhaps even avoid the wash of pul sed radar which the
Machi ne woul d fl ood through the system But the tining el enent would not be stopped and woul d not
be nerciful. In less than a year it would go off...

And Ryel and's guess, based on Algol's cycle and a careful recollection of how they had sl ept and
eaten, was that no less than six nonths had al ready passed.

Chiquita was now terribly sick

The great claw gashes had begun to heal, but her fever was high. She seemed thirsty, but she would
not drink; she seened in pain, but she hardly noved. Only a | ow whi npering mew canme fromthe
little bower they had made for her

Ryel and nade a decision and went out onto the shell of their Reef to put it into practice. It was
only a matter of nonents before Donna foll owed. "What are you doi ng?" she denmanded sharply. He

st opped, caught worki ng over the .equipnment the spacelings had transported fromthe ship for

hi mthe equi pnent that he had not used and now was proposing to put to a use conpletely
unconnected with his original intention

He said, "How s Chiquita?" But she would not be diverted.

"What are you doi ng?"

Ryel and said, "Rigging up a radio. |'ve got all the parts. |-+ thought | might be able to reach
Qui veras and ask himto hurry—=

"Or maybe you thought you might reach that Plan cruiser?"

Ryel and said strongly: "Al'l right. Why not? Maybe we pushed our luck too far! Things weren't so

bad back in the B—back on Earth, | nean. The Plan of Man is reasonable. They'll take us back if |
surrender, and even at worst, it can't be worse than waiting here to die."

"Steven!" She reached up to stare into his eyes. "I won't have you goi ng back!"

"Who the devil," he yelled in a cold counterfeit of rage, "do you think you're ordering— But she
stopped his lips.

"Don't say it," she whispered. "I won't let you. And anyway, |'mafraid it's too late."

It took hima second to react, "Chiquita!"

He raced far ahead of her down to the dying spaceling. Chiquita had sunk into a sort of conm,
noti onl ess, barely breathing. Her belly was nore and nore m sshapen, as
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with terminal malnutrition—er whatever might correspond to it in the structure of a creature from
space—and the rest of her body as wasted as the gaunt, starved babies of Oiental fanmi nes of old
times.

Ryel and reached out a hand to her—

And drew it back.

It was too late; it was all over. The spaceling had stopped breathing entirely.

Absently Ryeland brushed the dull fur on her cooling neck. Dead, yes. No matter what secrets her
alien metabolismheld, there was no doubt that |ife had gone.

And now. . . how long would the field that contained their air persist?

Ryel and had no idea. In a firefly, he renenbered, the biolunmnescence lingered for hours after
death. Was this a related effect? Probably not. The strange force that drove the spaceling was
sonething far renoved froma nere greenish glow It mght last for a few ninutes. It might—at any
split second it mght—disappear, and kill theminstantly in a soundl ess expl osion of released air.
Donna said softly, "Steven. Let's go outside where we can see the stars."

The Reef was a snall holl owed planet, wheeling slowy now, perhaps because of sone dying

convul sion from Chiquita. Fromthe nouth of the cave the whol e stardusted splendor of the heavens
was reveal ed. The sun itself, yellow and distant, came up through tangled vines to | ook at them
like the headlight of a far-off |oconotive.

"The sun," whispered Ryeland. "Still the brightest star. W haven't cone so far."
They | ooked out at the nmighty constellations, strange in their powdery mask of |esser stars but
still identifiable —ighty Oion, the msty cluster of the Pleiades, the vast silvery sweep of the

gal axy. There it was, thought Ryel and soberly, the terrible, wonderful new enpire that they had
hoped to help claimfor Man. And they had fail ed.

It was very strange and wonderful, but he felt alnost at peace. They were still alive. It was a
fact that brought with it a sense of unbounded wealth. As everything had been lost with the death
of the spaceling, now each tiny nonent that they were sonehow spared was a treasure. Each second
was a joy.

Ryel and anchored hinmself to a | edge of space coral, all silver and ruby, with Donna very light in
his arns. They
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tal ked, not consecutively. There were things each had to say.

The one central fact—the fact that they were clinging to life by only the feeblest of grips—they
did not mention.

Donna sai d:

"Father's probably still on Earth. He can't have got ny nessage. He'd have followed if he did.
He's a busy, a driving man, Steven, and | used to hate him but—Ch, Steven! Now | amonly sorry
for him"

Ryel andsai d:

"You woul dn*t remenber. You were bathing, and | blundered in. | was enbarrassed. | guess you were,
too. No, you probably weren't. And you had the Peace Dove. It nearly kill ed—what was his nanme?
Qporto." Coudily it struck himas odd: he had al nost forgotten the man who had been the nearest
thing he had to a friend.

Donna sai d:

"That was Father's idea, the Peace Dove. |If you hate black . . . call it white, and love it. So he
took that murdering thing and called it 'Peace'. He al ways boasted. The Planner is the first ruler
inall Earth's history who has never needed a bodyguard,' But what would you call those things? My
Peace Doves. Hi s Hawks."

Ryel and said, with a sudden rush of anmzenent:

"Donna! We're still alive!"

18

They | ooked at each other in wonderment, for sure enough, it was true. They had not died of air-
strangul ation. Around themthen* little world was still intact.

"But surely the spaceling was dead!" Donna cri ed.

"No doubt of that. | don't understand this."

They | ooked around anxi ously. The stars blazed down on them and that was all there was to be seen
beyond the confines of the tiny air bubble that made their world.

"Look!" cried Ryeland. "Sonething' s happening." At the edge of the reeflet, suddenly, like a

vani shing ghost .... puff! There was a soundl ess explosion of faint, msty fog. And a col ony of
flying fish, a lacy pattern of vines, a clunp of blossonms with liquid gold in their cups—they
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fluttered, shook, flung madly away; and then that corner, too, was still; but it was dead.
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The shape of the bubbl e had changed. One corner of their little world had lost its air—poof!—ike
the wi nking of an eye. For one eternal noment Ryel and thought that this was what they had been
waiting for. The spaceling, Chiquita, had died at |ast; the strange forces that allowed her to
hold air about her, and them had | oosened their grasp, and they were face to face with death.
Donna, who felt the abrupt clutch of fear, clung to himtightly.

But Ryel and whi spered thoughtfully. "It isn't right, Donna. Sonething' s happening, but not what we
expected at all. If the field went, it should go all at once." "But what could it be, then
Steven?" "Let's go see!" Like biped spacelings thenselves, they turned and dove into the cavern.
Qui ckly, quickly. Crazed, confused thoughts floated through Ryeland's mind: Their dying little
world ... all worlds, dying ... all the planets of the sun, dooned to death, doomed because

Ryel and had failed to give theminertialess travel intime . . . dooned to die w thout giving seed
to space. They stopped, clutching at palely glowing vines. In the very green darkness Chiquita
lay. She was surely dead. There was no possibility of a m stake. But beside her—

Besi de her sonet hi ng novedl Beside that shrunken, |ifeless skin, something quivered, curled and
lifted. It cane frolicking toward them flying—sonething smalt, snaller even than Donna, a nere
dol | beside the dead Chiquita, racked and shrunken though she was. It was a spaceling!

A baby spaceling! Its red nose winked swiftly; it |ooked at themwth bright, friendly eyes. "Oh,
you darling!" cried Donna, holding out her arns to it, and it licked at her face with a slim

qui ck, bl ack tongue.

"Look there!" croaked Ryel and, astoni shed beyond words, pointing. There was another tiny, seal-
like creature . . . and a third, and a fourth, and—there seenmed to be a dozen of them frolicking
and darting with their tiny noses blinking comcally, pink Iight and orange, red and al nost
pur pl e.

Ryel and said softly: "Chiquita may be dead, but her children are not."

There were eight of themin all, as well as they could count their quicksilver, ganboling shapes.
Ei ght baby
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spacelings, frolicking Iike pups. Had they been born after the death of the nother, in sone
reproductive nystery of the spacelings? Had they been born before, and wandered off? Ryeland could
not know. He only knew that they were here,

"Thank heaven," whispered Donna, as Ryeland carried one out into the light to see it.

"Thank Sonet hing," murrmured Ryel and. "Look, Donna. They're just l|like adult spacelings, but tiny.
Born fully fornmed—ebviously, they are able to maintain a field, able to use the jetless drivel
Fortunately for us. Though," he said renenbering the lost coner of their paradise, "I think they
could stand a little nore practice."

He stopped, | ooking up, jaw hanging.

Qut there somewhere past the air curtain, sonething noved and wi nked.

"The Pl an rocket!" cried Donna in terror.

"No! No," shouted Ryeland, |eaping up. "Don't you see? It's too snall too close. It's a spaceling!
Qui veras has cone back, and—ook! There's soneone el se. He has brought Donderevo back with hinl™
Donderevol Six feet eight inches tall, a dark-faced man with blue eyes that blazed. H's spaceling
brought himdaintly into the air bubble of their little haven, and Ron Donderevo sprang free.
"Donnal! " he cried, and caught her hand.

Joyously Donna threw her arnms about him pressing her face against his bronzed cheek. \Wen she
drew free, she said: "Ron, this is Steve Ryeland."

"1 renmenber,"” Ryel and whi spered breathlessly. "Wen | was a Techni cub, about eight years old. And
you were a nedical student from space, wearing a collar because your people hadn't accepted the
Pl an—

Chuckl i ng, the huge man gripped his hand. Ron Don-derevo's fringed | eather jacket was open at the
throat Hi s neck was a brown nuscul ar colum. A thin scar circled it, but he wore no collar

"And | renenber you," Donderevo runbled. "I adnired your father. A philosopher and a historian, as
well as a mathematician. He's the schol ar who hel ped nme understand the real neaning of the space
frontier."

"Your collar?" Ryeland interrupted him "You really got out of it?"

"Qut of the collar, and out of the place they call 142

Heaven." Donderevo nodded solemly. "I was |uckier than your father."

"I was never told what became of him"

Ryel and caught his breath to ask anot her question, but the sudden iron constriction of his own
collar stopped him He wanted to know how Donderevo had got away, but he was afraid to know the
answer. He was afraid that Donderevo would confirmthe strange story of Angela Zw ck—that Ryel and
was the inmtation man that the anti-Plan surgeons had assenbled in Donderevo's collar, to cover
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hi s escape.

"Ron?" Donna's voice was qui ck and quivering with concern. "Can you get Steve out of his collar?"
"Not quite the way | was taken out of mine." Ron Donderevo shook his shagged, craggy head. "M ne
was renoved in the surgical center at the stockpile where | had been sent for salvage. Half a
dozen surgeons hel ped, using the best equi pment—

"What was done with your collar?" Ryeland interrupted.

"I promised not to tell," Donderevo said.

"WAs a patch—=2" Ryeland had to gulp and start again. "Was a patchwork nman assenbled in it? A kind
of living dumy to take your place until the spaceling could carry you away?"

"Right." The big man nodded casually. "I don't suppose it matters to anybody now. "

It mattered very nmuch to Ryeland. H's flesh turned nunb and cold ... as it nust have been before
it was sutured and cenented back into the |likeness of a man. Hi s knees felt weak

"What's wrong, Steve?" Donna asked. "You | ook so palel™

He couldn't tell her that he was that decoy, that patchwork of junk mneat.

"1 was hoping you could take ny collar off," he told Donderevo. That was a nmatter desperate enough
to account for his agitation. "If you |l earned nedicine on Earth, can't you—an't you possibly do
t he operation?"

Donderevo started to shake his head, and suddenly | ooked hard at Ryeland's face. He gl anced at
Donna, and peered again at Ryeland. His own face twitched and stiffened, gray beneath the bronze
"I suppose | could try," he admitted reluctantly. "OF course you understand that | lack the
experience and the fine equi pnent those surgeons had. Operating here, with
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only a portable surgery, without trained assistants, | can pronise you one chance in four that
you'l|l survive the operation—ene chance in five that you'll walk again, even if you do survive."
Ryeland fell dizzily back against a great crystal branch. Twittering iridescent bird-fish, jarred
| oose, swam tinkling away.

"And yet," runbl ed Donderevo conpassionately, "you are right, Steve, for you have no chance
otherwi se. The Plan can kill you in ten seconds, as easy as that. The rocket is less than three
mllion mles away. Push a button—poof! —your code inpulse is transmtted—you' re dead. And so am
I," he said earnestly, "and poor Quiveras here, and Donna. So you are right, for you see, Steven,
we nust save you sonehow or you may kill us all."

"Describe it to me," said Ryeland enptily. 'Tell me what it entails. Exactly."

Donderevo hesitated, and then began

Ron Donderevo, that huge man, his hands soft as a namiden's, his voice deep as a tiger's grow; Ron
Donderevo had performed many an operation for the Plan

But on Earth, in the Body Bank, he said with meticul ous care, there were things that could not be
duplicated here. There were nurses and surgeons beyond counting. (Here was only young Donna and
ol d Quiveras, neither of themtrained.) There was equi pnent by the warehouse-ful. Here was only
what had been packed in on the back of spacelings. Enough, yes—f nothing went wong. But there
were no extras. If a blood punp should fail, there was no other. There hi the Body Bank was the
unmat ched reservoir of human parts that constituted a reserve agai nst spoilage. And here were only
the four of them and no nore parts than they needed to go around.

The first step, he said, would be to create an atnosphere of asepsis around the anesthetized

Ryel and. Easy enough, particularly in the negligible gravity of the spaceling s bubble, and
particularly where the only anmbient gernms were those the four of them had brought in. A soft

hi ssing froma yell owi sh netal tube Donderevo had brought—-he denonstrated it—accounted for a

pol yanti bi otic spray.

Then—scal pel s, retractors, sutures, clanps. Sterile and inherently inhospitable to m croscopic
life, they came out of the gleam ng containers at Donderevo's orders. Donna was whitefaced but
steady as she listened and | ooked at the instruments. She shrank away as he described how

144

the first scalpel would trace a thin red line around Rye-land's neck, just under the collar; but
then she was all right.

The epidernmis and derms would have to be slit and pulled back, like a stocking froma |eg. Red
flesh and white nmuscle would swiftly be cut and retracted. The great trapezius muscles woul d have
to be cut, caught and held—it was inportant that nuscles be kept under tension. The small bl ood
vessel s of the neck needed to be tied off; the |arge ones—+the carotids, the jugular, the vertebra
bl ood supply—were to be cut and quickly clanped to the plastic tubes of a doubl e-chanbered
mechani cal heart—ot because Ryeland's own heart was out of circuit, yet, but because there was
bl ood | 0oss, constantly, fromevery vessel and uncountable capillary, fromthe disturbed cells

t hemsel ves. Extra reserves of blood were needed and held in the mechani cal heart's chanbers, for a
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man's own heart was not equal to the task

Then the nerves, carefully dissected out and cl anped to the wondrous organic silver |eads that

al one had made nmj or replacenment of parts possible. Nervous tissue does not readily regenerate in
the hi gher vertebrates—not without help. Organic silver is the solder that holds the parts
together; organic silver in the formof braided wire strands is the "connection" that pernmts the
extension of a nerve, so that performance is not |ost during surgery. As the cervical ganglia were
cut, great sections of Ryeland s body woul d convul se quiveringly.

Then the bones. Sonic saws to slice into the third cervical vertebra. The spinal cord—epened,
sealed, tied. The fluid danmed inside its chanber—

"That's enough," interrupted Ryeland, his face frozen into a mask. "I get the picture. | don't
need any nore." Hi s eyes sought Donna's, and he tried to speak to her . . . but could not. "CGo
ahead," he said. "Operate!"

He stepped forward, swung hinself onto the operating cradle and lay patiently while Donderevo and
Qui veras strapped himin. Then Donderevo nodded and Donna noved forward, her face trembling on the
verge of repressed tears, in her hand the soft flexible mask that sealed his lips and plugged his
nostrils. He noved his "head aside quickly. "Good-by, ny dearest," he whispered. "For a while."
Then he allowed her to fit the mask.

Crashing, crashing, the crystal trees swam down on him 145

The little reeflet folded into a bud, with hinself in the heart of it like the pure liquid gold in
the cup of one of its strange flowers ..

And he was unconsci ous.

19

He was unconscious. But his mnd was racing on

He was dream ng. He was renenbering. The haunting fog came swirling up out of the past. It had
followed himall the way fromEarth. It was all around himnow, cold and silent and clinging. It
covered Donna and Ron Don-derevo, and distorted them Everything changed, tw sted into hopel ess
contradiction.

He was no longer in the portable surgery. Now the straps that held himwere those of the therapy
couch in the recreation center. The people over himwere Dr. Thral e and General Fl eener.

"Tell us, Ryeland," Thrale's soft insistent voice was wheezing. "W know about the knocking on the
door, after the teletype girl left your office to bring sandwi ches and coffee. W know you | eft

t he papers on your desk and went to open the door. Tell us who came in."

Suddenly, he knew.

Sonmehow, the anesthetic had cleared away that clinging fog. It wasn't Angela Zw ck! It wasn't even
the Plan Police —they really hadn't cone until the followi ng Monday. It was a thin nman in a bl ood-
spotted fatigue uniform bent under the bul ging weight of a soiled space bag.

"Horrocks—

" Shhh! "

Ryeland let himinto the roomand | ocked the door again. Horrocks dropped the space bag and stood
| eani ng on the desk. He was panting heavily. Droplets of red foam sprayed out of his nouth and
spattered over the sheafs of yellow tel etape on the desk

"You're hurt," Ryeland said. "Let ne get a doctor."

"That can wait," Dan Horrocks gasped. "I've got a nessage for you—that's got nore priority. From
an ol d—friend of yours."

Ryel and hel ped himinto a chair and listened to the nes-146

sage. It cane in gasped words that were sonetinmes incoherent. The old friend was Ron Donderevo

Horrocks had net himat a tiny colony on an uncharted asteroid twenty billion mles outside the
Pl an, when Col onel Lescure's ship had stopped there to pick up reaction nass.
The nmessage itself took a long time for the stricken nman to deliver, and longer still for Ryeland

to grasp. It began with the exi stence of the Reefs of Space and the fusorian life that had built
them The point of it was the way the spacelings flew.

"Donderevo wants you to know space isn't dead," Horrocks panted hoarsely. "A living frontier—alive
and infinite. Rockets can't—ean't reach it usefully. W' ve got to have—propul sion—wth no reaction
mass. "

In the dreamhe tried to tell the wounded man that any sort of jetless drive was forbidden by the
Third Law of Mbtion.

"Wong— the wounded man interrupted him "Space-lings—fly! Donderevo said—tell you that. Al you
need to know. Except the fact—your father taught him The historic effect—effect of the free
front—=

Horrocks coughed, spraying Ryeland with flecks of red.

"Sorry!" he gasped. "Mean frontier. Cosed frontier—closed society. That's the Plan." He paused
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to cough again, turning painfully away from Ryeland. "Qpen frontier—that's the reefs. Freedom

For ever!™

Ryel and needed time to understand that agonized sunmary of a fundanental fact, but later, when he
began to grasp it, he thought he knew what had happened to his father. The Plan existed to

regi ment the closed society that had spread to the last frontier that rockets could reach. H's
father had seen the infinite prom se of the new frontier of interstellar space—but even a dream of
that open frontier was treason to the closed world of the Plan.

"Donderevo knows Pl anner—reery," Horrocks finished faintly. "Thinks we can trust—rust himto
under stand—that man is nore—nportant than the Plan. If we can show hima working drive. But he
says—he says trust-—-obody—nobody el se.”

Even after his nessage was delivered, Horrocks didn't want a doctor. He |l et Ryeland give hima
eubi otic energency shot fromthe survival kit that he had stolen fromthe Cristobal Colon, and hid
in the rest roomacross the corridor before Angela Zw ck came back with the sand-
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wi ches and coffee. By the tine Ryeland had got rid of her, Horrocks was gone.

The nmessage was Unbel i evabl e—but Horrocks had left the red-spattered space bag. Ryel and dunped it
on his desk, and shivered with wonder. There was a great, glow ng octahedral crystal of carbon
coral. There were dazzling stereos of reefs and pyropods and spacelings. There was a not ebook of
Ron Donderevo's observations, proving that the spacelings really flew w thout reaction

Forced to believe, Ryeland' s mind reacted. As Donderevo had told Horrocks to tell him all he
needed to know was the fact that the spacelings flew Wth that sinple datum actually accepted,
the rest was obvious.

As a mathenmatician, he knew that equations had to bal ance. As a physicist, however, he had | earned
that the bal ancing quantity m ght be physically elusive. The neutrino, required to bal ance the
equati ons of a nuclear reaction, was one such exanmple. In his own equations of mass-creation and
space- expansi on, whi ch descri bed the Hoyle effect, the new nass equalled x —an unknown quantity,
nmore el usive than even the neutrino, which he had failed to identify in nature.

But now he sawit. Printed in the sinple fact of the spaceling' s flight, it was plain as the fact
that two plus two is four. The unknown quantity which equalled the new mass in his equations was
at last identified.

It was nonentum The nomentum of the expandi ng universe, which ultimtely pushed the receding

gal axi es beyond the velocity of Iight!

Wth a professional satisfaction, he noted that the Third Law of Mdtion had not been violated. It
had sinmply been transformed. The kinetic energy of the flying spaceling was bal anced by a

preci sely equival ent energy of new nass. The reaction was governed by the classical equation of
energy and nmass, E"nt2. The enornous |ast factor, the squared velocity of light, neant that a tiny
mass was the equival ent of enornous kinetic energy. That was what had made his x so hard to
identify. On its longest jetless flight, a spaceling would add only an inperceptible breath of new
hydrogen to the cloud of atoms that its own notion had created.

Locked alone in his office, Ryeland went to work. A surging elation had swept away all his
fatigue, and even the fear that Horrocks had brought. That single substitution of momentum for the
unknown quanity in his own

148

cosnol ogi cal equations had given himthe theory. A sinple transformation described the field
conditions required for the creation of new mass and the equival ent nonentum The probl ens of

mat erial and design were nore troubl esone, but by Sunday noon he had set up the conplete
specifications for a reactionless propul sion systemwith an effective thrust of half a mllion
tons.

Suddenly hungry and groggy, he stunbl ed across the hushed di nmess of the tunnel to wash his face
in the |aboratory that had not been scrubbed since Horrocks had sprayed the basin with bl ood. He
ate the last dry beef al gae sandwi ch, and the last bitter drops of cold yeast coffee and went to
sleep in his chair, wondering dully how to go about reaching Planner Creery w thout trusting
anybody el se.

He woke early Monday nmorning with a stiff neck and the fading recollection of a nightmare in which
he had been running with Horrocks fromthe Plan Police. He hid the space bag behind a filing
cabinet, stuffed the bl ood-sprayed tel etapes into the incinerator, and packed his specifications
and the stereos in his briefcase.

Two hours before the tinme for Angela and Qporto to conme, he hurried away, into the maze of gray-
wal | ed tunnels that housed ah* the |inked computers of the Planning Machi ne and the working
quarters of the Planner's staff.

Trust nobody ...
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The tunnels were dimand enpty. Cool air roared here and there fromthe ducts. The Monday norni ng
white-collar rush hadn't begun, but now and then he met a maintenance man in gray overalls. It was
strange to think of the solid mles of Earth above, when he had the key to the stars in his hands.
Through he had never been to the Planner's office, he knew the way. Qutside the autonatic

el evator, a guard | ooked at himsharply and waved hi mon past the warning sign: RESTRI CTEDH RI SKS
REQUI RE ESCORT BEYOND THI' S PO NT.

He was not a Risk. He wore no security collar

Qutside the Planner's suite, another guard studied his badge and tapped the nunber into a

tel etype. Waiting for the Machine to answer, Ryeland held his breath. But the guard | ooked up from
the clattering machine, with a reluctant respect easing his official frown.

"G in, sir."

A teletype girl in the waiting roomwanted to know his 149

busi ness. He informed her that he had a confidential report for Planner Creery. She wanted to know
the nature of it. Wien he insisted that it was too confidential for any ears except the Planner's,
she made an appointnent for himto see an executive associ ate.

The executive associate was a huge, blue-faced frog of a man. A polished wood sl ab on his desk was
i mpressively lettered: General Rudol ph Fleener. His bulging eyes were sharp, with a quick
curiosity about Ryeland's confidential report.

Unfortunately, Planner Creery had not returned froma weekend cruise with his .famly. He would
doubtl ess be in his office later in the week, but even then pressure of accunul ated work woul d be
extreme. Although Planner Creery was well aware that Ryel and's distingui shed achi evenents in
helical field engineering had been useful to the Plan, the extent of his duties forced himto

del egate nost responsibilities to subordinates. General Fleemer inplied that people who refused to
trust the Planner's associates were seldomable to see the Planner hinself.

Rel uctantly, when he saw that he could do no better, Ryeland left a message stating that his

busi ness invol ved Ron Donderevo and a new space propul sion system GCeneral Fleener proni sed
sullenly to signal himlater in the week, if Planner Creery chose to see him

Noon had passed before Ryeland got back to his office. If Oporto and the teletype girl had conme to
wor k, he saw no sign of them The bl ood-spattered space bag was still in place behind the filing
cabinet, and a long yellow strip of teletape fromthe untended nmachi ne was piling up on the floor
He | ocked the office door and | ooked around for a place to hide his specifications for the jetless
drive.

There was no space behind his reference books. The gap between the filing cabinet and the wall was
al ready dangerously conspicuous. H's desk had no drawers. In fact, he reflected, there was no room
in the Plan for personal secrets or private docunents. He found no hiding place—none better than
his nenory.

He was dropping the specifications into the incinerator slot, when he heard the |oud inpatient
knocki ng on his door..

Again in the dream he was an unwilling guest in the deeply buried recreation center. The suites on
both sides of himwere occupi ed by disloyal surgeons who had been trapped in sone plot against the
Pl an. The therapy room

150

down the tunnel held the unplanned thing that they had assenbled from scraps of waste tissue,

whi ch raved insanely in its straps and bandages while it was alive.

Then the surgeons were gone. There was only Horrocks, in the next suite, and Oporto in the one
across the corridor. He was sel dom aware even of them because the stewards kept himnost of the
tinme in the therapy roomwhere the junk man had di ed.

He was strapped to the couch, with the iron collar on his neck and el ectrodes clanped to his
shivering flesh. Merciless light blazed down on his face. The white-snocked fat therapist stood
over him wheezing questions in a soft apol ogetic voice.

What was the nessage that Horrocks had brought himfrom Ron Donderevo? Were were fusorians and
pyropods and spacelings? What was the way to build a jetless drive?

At first he could have answered, but a burning shock fromthe collar paralyzed bis voi ce whenever
he tried to speak. Even when he was utterly broken, abjectly willing to trust anybody w th what he
knew, they wouldn't let himsay a word. They gave himno chance to understand, left himno wl]l
even to dream of escape.

Donder evo? Reefs of space? Jetless drive?

The soft insistent voice and the agony went on, until all his past was lost in a fog of pain and

i nsane contradiction. Even when the collar didn't shock him he didn't try to speak. He didn't
even try to think of the answer. H's mnd had been erased.

20
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Ryel and awoke, blinking against a glare of light and found a man in white bendi ng over him

It took hima long time to understand that it was not Dr. Thrale, but Donderevo; |onger still to
realize that the crystal glint and gl owing color of the cave was right and natural, so sure he had
been that he would find hinself in the aseptic white of the therapy room He was in the operating
cradle. The straps on his body had been | oosened. Things began to click into place. There was
Donder evo,

151

yes, and the girl with her back to hi mundoubtedly was Donna Creery, and the other figure—

He sat up involuntarily, eyes wide. For the third figure in the roomwas not Quiveras. It was a
Techni corps officer, watching himw th the cal cul ati on of a poi sed cobra.

Wth a sudden spasm of desperate hope and fear Rye-land's hands came up to his neck

They touched the familiar hard curve of the collar. He still wore it. He was still a Risk, his
Iife hanging on the whimof every guard with a radar pistol or on the flipover of a relay in the
di stant synapses of the Machi ne.

"What — For a nmonment his voice was paralyzed, still half in the dream renenbering the violence of
the shocks that had conditioned himnot to speak the truths he knew. But he fought to get words
out: "What went w ong?"

Qonderevo sai d conpassionately, "W were too |ate. Before we had nore than started the spacelings
I et us know the Plan cruiser was nearby. It breached the bubble around this reeflet. W sewed you
up, and now we are all back in the Plan of Man." Unconsciously his hand touched the scar on his
own throat. 'Tmsorry about your collar, Ryeland," he said, "but if I'mnot mstaken it will be no
long tine before I'monce nore wearing one of nmy own."

The nurse turned, and Ryeland had his third shock. For it was not Donna. "Were is she?" he
denmanded.

"Safe," runbl ed Donderevo. "Or as safe as any one under the Plan. Her father was in the cruiser
She's with himnow. "

"May | —= Ryeland had to stop and gul p, because a menory of agony had paralyzed his throat "My I
see then?"

"I''ll tell themyou're awake," Donderevo said. He noved toward the doorway, and turned back with a
hesi tant expression. "I had better warn you that you can't expect much help from Creery. You see,

he's not the Planner any longer. In fact, he's wearing a collar of his own."

Ryel and was sitting on the edge of the portable cradle with a sheet wapped around him when Donna
brought her father into that crystal-lighted cave of space. Though the forner Planner was sniling
tenderly at his daughter, his face |ooked pinched and gray. He wore the thin denimof a Risk. The
chrone-steel collar shimered with reflected crystal glints.

Two of ficious nen followed Creery. One was a stocky
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Techni corps col onel, who | ooked bl eakly Satanic with his radar horns. The other was a
communi cati ons sergeant, with a gray-cased portable teleset slung to his body.

Donna nervously repeated what Donderevo had already told Ryel and about her father's arrival

"I was hoping," she finished wistfully, "that Father could unlock your collar."

"Not even nmy own." Creery's stiff smle faded. "You can see that things have changed. Qur old
friend General Fleener is acting Planner now. | have been reclassified, and assigned to this

hazar dous special mssion." He glanced unconfortably back at the col onel

Donna's face twi tched. She whi spered, "Wat's your special nission, Father?"

"It is concerned with the Plan of Man," he said. "You see, since the Machi ne has been reliably
inforned of the Iimtless extent of the Reefs of Space, it has been projecting a new phase of the
Plan. In this second phase, the abundant resources of the space frontier will end any need for the
strict reginmentation of the original Plan. Unfortunately, this second phase cannot begin until the
new frontier is actually open to the masses of mankind. Cbviously, that requires a reactionless
space drive."

The former Pl anner paused. Hi s haggard eyes | ooked sharply at Donderevo, regretfully at Ryel and,

bl ankly at the Techni corps col onel

"CGeneral Fleenmer managed to convince the Machine that | was no | onger conpetent,"” he said. "I
suppose you know about the nunerous failures of the helical field equi prent that you had
designed.” His dull stare came back to Ryeland. "Fleermer laid all those disasters at nmy feet. As a

result of such apparent executive errors, | was replaced.

"l insisted on one last chance to find a reactionless drive. | had enough power left so that

Fl eener was unable to bl ock the assignnent. That's ny mssion now. | saw the spacelings that cane
out to neet the cruiser. | nmust learn howthey fly!" H's voice was hopel ess.

"If Ryeland couldn't find the answer," Donderevo said, "I doubt that it exists." "But—+ found it!"
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The collar was very tight. For a monment Ryeland's throat was paral yzed again. The old fog of agony
and con-
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tradiction thickened in his nmnd. He |ooked at the man and at Donna. Her snile was sunshi ne,
clearing the fog.

He renenbered. He coul d speak

He expl ained his theory of the equival ence of nmomentum and new nmass, which related the flight of
the space-lings to the expansion of the universe. He recited the specifications that he had

menori zed before the Plan Police burst into his office on that | ost Mnday.

The col onel watched, a skeptical Satan, while they discussed the design and dictated the
specifications to the sergeant at the portable tel eset. They waited, while the nessage was

di gested by the special section of the Planning Machi ne aboard the cruiser

Ti me passed—while slow radi o pul sed the nmessage to Earth.

Ryel and | ooked at Donna Creery's anxious face—and renenbered t he bandaged pat chwork man who had
raved and died in the therapy room down the tunnel fromhis suite in the recreation center.

Then he hinself was not the junk man!

That part of Angela's story had been a nalicious liel

The teleset clattered.

Ryel and crowded with the former Planner and Don-derevo and the girl to read the tape. O ficiously,
the col onel waved them back. He peered at the tape, and reached to finger the buttons of his radar
gear.

But his expression changed.

"I knew it, M. Planner." H's voice was suddenly snoothly affable. "I knew that Fl eener was
not hi ng better than a conniving traitor, who will certainly get his comeuppance now Any man with
a spark of wit knew that jetless flight had to cone."

Ginning, he offered his hand to Creery.

"I want to be the first to congratulate you, M. Planner. And you, too, M. Ryeland. The specia
section of the Planning Machine in the cruiser Has conpleted its prelimnary eval uati on of your

i nventi on.

"I't has relayed a nessage to the nmaster conplex of the Machine on Earth, alerting it to prepare
the Plan of Man for transition to the second phase, in which the freedomof the space frontier
will render our present strict security controls both inpossible and unnecessary.

"As a first step toward the effectuation of that second phase, it is propagating a radar pul se—=
Ryel and heard a click at this throat. 154

Hi s collar snapped open

As if noved by the sanme pulse, the girl stepped forward and into his arns. Together they noved out
of the cave into the faerie shimer of the reeflet. To one side hung the great gray nass of the

Pl an cruiser, no | onger an eneny. Beyond |ay the stars.

The stars. The limtless frontier for manki nd—+he space between suns, where hydrogen is constantly
born to make new worl ds, as freedomis constantly born in the hearts of nmen.

"A billion billion new worlds,"” whispered Ryel and.

And the girl said firmy: "Qur children will see themall.'

155

STARCHI LD

It was the day, the hour, and the monent of Earth's vernal equinox ... and the near stars blinked.
A dozen of themflickered at once. Blazing Sirius and its dense dwarf sister. The bright yell ow
twins of Alpha Centauri. Faint red Proxima . . . the distant sparks of Eta Eridani and 70 Ophi uchi
A ... the bright Sun itself.

The vast cosnic engines declared a vacation in their processes: the fusion of snaller atons into
| arge, the flow of surplus mass into energy, the filtration of that energy through | ayered seas of
restless gas, the radiation of their atom c power into space.

By the shores of Earth's oceans, within the crater walls of Luna, on the sands of Mars and the
ringed satellites of Saturn, out past the Spacewall to the Reefs, the great billion-headed hunman
race stirred and shook and knew fear. The whi sper spread out into the gal axy, propagated at the
speed of light: "The Starchild!"

That was the way it began.

The flickering of the neighbor stars -lasted only a nonment, and it was seen first on the Reefs
near est each star

157

Then slow Pluto caught the twi nkle of 70 Ophiuchi A while Neptune, lunbering in its dark orbit on
the far side of Sol, was the first to catch the dimring of white-hot Sirius. On Earth, where the
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fat old Planner sat chuckling on his golden chair, every nmonentary pul se of darkness arrived at
once. His chuckles stopped. Hi s pouchy face darkened. As his astrononers reported in, he expl oded
in wath.

H's first reports came froma hardened station in the zone of twilight on the planet Mercury,
where sliding concrete doors uncovered a pit beneath a sawtoothed crater rim

A silvered donme pushed out of the pit, out of the ragged shadow, into the white blaze of the near
sun. The barrels of a dozen optical and radio tel escopes, pyroneters, tele-scanners, and caneras
thrust out at the great orb, under the bl azoned sl ogan that the done displayed to the universe in
letters of cast bronze:

THE M GHTI EST REWARDS THE MOST FAIl THFUL

And inside the insulated, refrigerated observatory, three astrononers watched a thousand boards
and gauges and dials. They were waiting.

For they had been war ned.

The senior officer on duty lifted his eyes froma chrononeter dial and grow ed, "Five m nutes!"”
The other two nen squinted at their instrunents in silence. The grizzl ed Techni captain peered at
them through the pale lighting of the screen that dominated the glitter of instruments. On it swam
the visual inmage of the sun, golden and engorged, reaching out with fat, slow tendrils or
superheated gas as it |lay above the rock-fanged horizon of the planet Mercury.

"Yeah," he grunbled, half to hinmself. "W're ready,"

The juni or nmenber of the teamwas a | ean young Techni cadet, an anbitious young man al r eady
enbittered by the harsh facts of survival and promotion in the Tech-nicorps. He dared a commrent:
"Ready for nothing, if you ask me. This is idiot business!”

The senior officer rolled a yell owed eye toward him but said nothing,

158

"So?" murnured the third man. He was a plunp little Techtenant who had found a satisfying

phil osophy in his recent pronotion. "The Machine's business is idiotic, then?"

"Now, |ook! I didn't nean—

"No. But you didn't think, either. The Machi ne discerns the greater plan; we only execute the
parts. If the Machine attaches inportance to this fanciful creature, the Starchild, then we my
not question its notives."

The Techni cadet gestured at the huge solar globe angrily and cried, "Look! What could put that
out ?"

The Techtenant shrugged, and the senior officer said only, "Four mnutes."

The cadet's mlitary courtesy was worn thin under the abrasion of their long, tense vigil. He
scow ed at his telenetering pyroneters and grunbled, "Not a flicker! W' ve been here three

nm serabl e weeks, and we haven't seen a thing."

The Technicaptain runbled, "W'Il stay here three years if the Machine orders it. The Machine is
above injustice or error. The Machine was built to rule the Plan, and it is guarded agai nst human
bl unders. "

"Ch, yes, sir. But we've seen nothing at all,"” cried the Technicadet. "No Starchild. No major
sunspot s—er whatever it is we are supposed to expect”

"Practice patience," advised the fat captain. "O you may find yourself serving the Plan nore
personally. There is always a need for spare parts in the Body Bank! Three minutes."

The Techni cadet subsi ded grudgi ngly apol ogetic. Al three nen sat strapped hi their observation
chairs, watching the great golden i mage of the sun. Weathed in its red coronal streamers, pocked
inits mddle latitudes with a trail of small black spots, it hung over the black horizon like a
god's eye. The instrunents around themclicked and nurnured.

"I remenber," the Techtenant said at last, as if to hinself, "when that Sun was only another star
in the sky. No brighter even than great Vega."

The Techni cadet cried eagerly, "You were out in the Reefs?"

"Two minutes," growl ed the captain, but his eyes were on the young Techtenant.

He nodded. "Looking for ny sister's . . . boy friend? 159

Fi ance? Looki ng for Boysie Gann. Because be was | ooking for the Starchild. And we didn't find

ei ther of them"

The cadet said sinply, "lI've never seen the Reefs."

"A beautiful thing," said the Techtenant. "There are spiked forests of silicon plants, shining
with their own Iight. Like jewels, and sharp enough to shred your space-suit. There's a growth
that makes great brain-shaped nasses of pure silver. There are thick stal ks of platinumand gold,
and there are things like flowers that are di anonds."

The cadet's breathing was suddenly |l oud. The grizzled old captain turned to look at him all his
recent scorn now frozen into |onging—and a sort of fear. He snapped: "Pay attention to your work,
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man! The Reefs are dangerous business!"

"Yes, sir," the Techtenant agreed earnestly. "I saw a great beast |ike a nightmare, shaped like a
scor pi on, huge as a horse—=

"No, you fool! Dangerous to the Plan of Man. There is sonething there that nearly destroyed us
once. If the Starchild has his way—*

He stopped hinself and said only, "One mnute."

The Techtenant reddened. "I'msorry, sir. | certainly did not intend to seem unplanned. | don't
mean to suggest that those savage nomads beyond the Spacewal| are worth considering, even if they
do believe the Starchild to be nore than human."”

"Tend your instrunments!" The captain set the exanple, resolutely taking his eyes fromthe nen and
the screen, clanping themon the bank of gauges and dials before him A vagrant thought stirred
his mnd of the blond Togetherness girl who had first whispered the name of the Starchild to him
What had beconme of her? The Body Bank?

—But there was no time for that. It was only seconds now.

In spite of all the insulation and the cold air sighing fromthe vents, the done was suddenly
stifling. The captain felt a trickle of perspiration running dowmn his sides. 'Twenty seconds!"
The captain stood with his eyes frozen on the black chrononeter needle that raced to neet the red,
still one he had set. Wen they touched it would be the vernal equinox on Earth. And the
Starchild' s threat would be proved an enpty bluff... or would not.

Suddenly the whi sper of the instruments changed. A canera shutter began clicking gently.
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" Ten seconds!”

The shielded floor |anps shut thenselves off. Only the instrunent |lights rivaled the phosphor gl ow
fromthe inmage of the great yellow sun in the screen

"Five seconds!... Four!... Three!..."

Twenty reels of tape began to spin shrilly in the darkness; the breathing of the nmen was I|ike
sobs.

"Two!... One!..

"Zero!"

The captain gul ped and rubbed his eyes.

There was a dinmming. Then the filters went down, and then there was a burst of flame—then

dar kness.

The lights were gone. Al of them The Sun's inmage had wi nked out. He heard a gasp from one of the
other nmen, then a shout. "The Starchild! He's done it!"

And the other nman sobbed, "W're blind!"

That, too, was how it began. But there was nore.

Like a ripple froma pebble dropped into a stifl pond, a wave of darkness spread out fromthe sun
Three minutes after the instant of the vernal equinox it reached that clucking camera in the done
on Mercury, unseen by those sightless eyes.

In not quite three nore nmnutes, it struck the men watching fromthe orbital stations above the
eternal hot, dank clouds of Venus. A falling shadow of fear, it darkened their screens, whitened
their faces, silenced then* talk. But their instrunent |ights renained visible. They had not been
blinded by that [ast great burst of light fromthe Sun

Ei ght minutes fromthe Sun, the wave of bl ackness washed over Earth. Al across the sunward face
of the planet a crushing night came down. Bew | dered, nen paused and funbl ed through the endl ess
seconds before the city lights cane on. Terror electrified those who had heard the whi sper of the
Starchild's threat. On the dark side of Earth and on Luna, astronomers bl enched as their near
famliar stars flickered. Sone had heard whispers of the Starchild too, and of a Wit of

Li beration. Ot hers nerely knew that the inages in their great spaceborne nmirrors, or in the scopes
that peered up from Earth's hi ghest nountains, suddenly were missing famliar points of |ight.
They came back ..

But the Sun did not. Not then. Not for half an hour and nore, and while it was gone there was
pani c.

16J

To the Planner on his great golden chair the news came and quenched his chuckling good hunor. His
huge soft face turned pale with fear

To a man nanmed Boysi e Gann, |ocked hi the dungeons of the Machine, no word came—but he knew. For
he heard a guard whi sper to another, "The Starchild!"

To a girl with haunted dark eyes, telling whispering sonic beads before a consol e of the Mchine,
the word cane in a | anguage that Man had not invented, and few nmen coul d understand. Her nane was
Delta Four, and she did not fear. She did not care at all....
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And that was how it began for them and the wave of darkness raced on into infinite space.

Twel ve minutes fromthe Sun it swept Mars, halting the dedication of an enornmous new project to
extract oxygen and water fromthe dead crust of the planet. The Deputy Pl anner of Mars, a poorly
pl anned i ndi vi dual who had seen the Wit of Liberation with his own eyes, snatched a gun fromhis
honor guard and shot hinsel f.

During the followi ng quarter hour that shadow bathed the asteroids, terrified a few, left others
unconcerned. For either they did not know, being buried in the mining shafts that holl owed out the
preci ous cores of the tiny planets, or they were so dazed and uncaring with the eternal hardship
of their toil that nothing could frighten them again.

The raci ng wave of |ight overtook the scattered outposts of the Plan on the Mons of Jupiter, It
darkened Saturn's rings, swallowed the satellites of Uranus and Neptune. It fell upon the
Spacewal I Conmand conpl ex on distant Pluto, where only those whose eyes fell upon the Sun by
chance noticed it—but they were afraid.

It drowned the Spacewall itself-sore web than wall, a net of far-scattered stations whose | aser
beans and patrol craft kept watch on the little-known infinities beyond, alert to guard the Pl an
of Man agai nst vagrants fromthe Reefs, or such enenies as the Starchild.

A wave of unexpected terror, it sent the crews of a thousand sl ow wheeling spaceforts shouting to
their enmergency stations. It awakened sirens and horns on ten thousand lonely patrol ships. It set
the |l aser beams winking with a million signals of confused al arm

A day or so beyond Pluto it w ashed the frontiers of the solar system the snowball protoplanets
of solid nethane and amonia that the distant gravitational arnms of the Sun had never gathered
into actual worlds.

162

And then at |ast, days beyond that |ast fearful outpost of the Plan, it began to bathe the Reefs
of Space.

Qut on the reefs, those living asteroids grown through unendi ng ages by the nminute fusorian
organi sns, feeding on the thin seas of interstellar hydrogen, the wave of shadow no | onger neant
terror. It was only another event in a life that was filled with danger and surprise,

On one lonely worldlet a prospector stopped to peer in annoyance at where the Sun had been. He
funbl ed hi his pack for a | um nous crystal of fusorian dianond, and bent over his drill again.

On another reef a lay preacher in the Church of the Star glanced at his watch, then at the sky. He
was not afraid when he saw that Sol was gone fromits accustoned position. He had been expecting
it

He left his work to face the blue blaze of Deneb, knelt, whispered a few words of supplication and
t hanksgi ving. Calmy then he bent back to the unfinished space boot on his last, for he was by
trade a cobbler.

The shadow washed over a grave, but no one saw it No one could have, for no one was there. Not
even the cadaver; the grave was enpty.

The shadow rested lightly on a city of stern, hardfaced refugees fromthe Plan of Man—en a great
cluster of reeflets where a mghty space arnada was being fashi oned fromfusorian steel—en a girl
naned Quarla Snow, who stood watching it flicker out with tears bright in her eyes.

On another living rock, a herdsman stood guarding a cal ving menber of his herd froma flight of
mar audi ng pyropods. Lying behind a sheltering | edge of organic iron, one eye on his parturient
spacel i ng while he searched out the arnored killers with frugal flashes fromhis [aser gun, he
failed to notice that the Sun had gone out. That was how it began, for every man, woman and child
alive.

And thirty-nine mnutes later the Sun began again its mghty outpouring of heat and |ight, but the
wave of brilliance that followed the dark | ooked down on a changed sol ar system

The Sun's atonic engines ran again. Hydrogen fused into heliumthrough the carbon cycle. Filtered
energy flowed toward the solar surface. Radiation poured into space.

Three m nutes fromthe Sun, the wave of radiation 163

crashed against that insulated donme on Mercury. It was recorded by the clucking canera, analyzed
by the thousand automatic instrunents. Sobbing with joy—er fearl —the blinded astrononers flashed
the word to Earth: The Sun lives again!

But its light reached Earth before their nmessage.

That first rebirth of light brushed a high nountain on Earth, where the Planner sat on his gol den
chair, the gray nmetal falcon that perched on his shoul der darting a red-eyed gl are about the room
whirring its steel wings. The Planner was staring at a sheet of creany parchnent that bore the
headi ng:

WRI T OF LI BERATI ON

It had been delivered to himby the hand of one of his own guards, who had found it at his door
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It said:

The Starchild requires the release of all of his followers who are held in the service of the Plan
of Man by security collars.

The Starchild requires that all of his followers who have been consigned to the Body Bank for

sal vage shah" be restored to their original state, and then that they too shall be rel eased.

The Starchild finally requires that the barrier called the Spacewal |l shall be dismantled, and that
free passage between the worlds of the Plan and the Reefs of Space shall be pernitted.

The Starchild is aware that the Plan of Man considers itself invul nerable, and thus he has
arranged a warning denonstration. At the nonent of the vernal equinox on Earth the Sun will be
extingui shed. Twel ve near stars wll blink.

If the Planner fails to neet the Starchild' s requirenents after this denonstration, further
measures will be taken. These will result in the destruction of the Plan of Man

"Unpl anned nonsense, " groaned the Planner. "I npudence! Treason!"

A tall Technicol onel said uneasily, "Sir. W nust take measures—

"Measures," grunbled the Planner while his steel falcon clashed its pinions. "Wat does the
Machi ne say?"

164

A girl in a hooded gown said, "No data, sir." Her voice was |ike distant nusic, her expression
serene.

"No data! Find ne sone data! Find who this Star-child is! Tell me how he did this thing—and how I
can stop himfromdoing it again!"

The Techni col onel coughed. "Sir, for some years we have had reports of a Church of the Star. A new
religion, apparently springing fromthe Reefs—

"Always the Reefs! They shoul d have been destroyed twenty years ago!"

"Yes, sir. But they were not. And the pioneers—that is, sir, the tranps and vagabonds on the

Reef s—they invented new superstitions. They worship, | believe, the star Deneb. Al pha Cygni —the
star at the top of the Northern Cross. They have imagi ned a paradise on the planets that they
imagine to orbit around it. They wish to migrate there, or sone of them do—though at naxi numdrive
for conventional spacecraft," he continued earnestly, "they m ght average sone one per cent of the
speed of light, in which case Deneb, at four hundred |ight-years distance, would not be reached
for forty thousand—

"CGet to the point!" cried the Planner fretfully. "Wat about the Starchil d?"

"Well, sir we had heard runors of such a person in our investigations of this cult. Sone time ago
we decided to send a ... uh ... a special investigator to secure intelligence concerning him and
it. The investigator's nanme was Boysie Gann, sir, and—

"Bring himto me! Is he here on Earth?"

"Yes, sir. But . . . well, sir, he did not return as we expected. In fact"—+the Colonel's face was
a picture puzzle of confusion—I| nust confess, sir, that we don't properly know how he did return,
as—

"Fool!" shouted the Planner. "Bring himto ne! Never m nd what you don't know. Bring ne Boysie
Gann! "

And that too was how it began; but in fact, sonme parts of it began earlier

For Boysie Gann it began nany nonths earlier, when he was a spy.

165

For Boysie Gann the beginning was on Polaris Station, that great nmetal wheel that floats in the
icy space past Pluto, one link in the Spacewal | between the Plan of Man pl anets and the Reefs.
Boysi e Gann was twenty-six years old and al ready a Machi ne Major.

Boysi e Gann was six feet tall, brown-haired, blue-eyed. He was broad through the shoul ders and
slimat the waist. He noved like a cheerful cat. He | ooked |like a fighter, and he was.

He reported aboard the Polaris Station with a grin and a disarning | ook out of his bright blue
eyes. "Boysie Gann reporting, sir," he told the deck officer. "Technicadet Gann, at your service."
And that was a cheerful lie. He was no cadet, but at the spy school on Pluto the briefing officers
had given hima new rank to nake his job easier. A Machine Major was a man of inportance. He would
be wat ched. A cadet could go anywhere, see anything.

The deck of ficer assigned himquarters, procured himhelp-, in stowing his gear, shook his hand to
wel comre hi m aboard, and ordered himto report to the comandant of the Station, Mchine Col one
Mohamed Zaf ar .

Gann's assignnent was to investigate runors of strange anti-Plan activities on the Polaris
Station. Gann was a soldier of the Plan, and he could hardly conceive of anything anti-Plan that
was not at the sane tine corrupt, slovenly, evil, and wong. He had come to the station expecting
to find it rundown and rusty, manned by surly nal contents.
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Yet the discipline was good. The nmen were on their toes. On the way through the plastic passages
of the wheel, stepping high in the light gravity of the station's spin, he saw that the netal work
was bright. Confusing, thought Gann, mldly perpl exed; but he knew his duty and he knew how to do
it.

He knocked on the door of the commandant's office and was ordered inside. He cane to ful
attention and a brisk salute.

166

"Techni cadet Gann reporting as ordered, sir!"

The Machi ne Col onel returned his salute nethodically. Here, too, Gann was faintly surprised,

t hough he all owed none of the surprise to show through his mlitary bearing and engagi ng grin.
Machi ne Col onel Zafar was a short brown nman in neticul ously pressed dress whites, who | ooked as
solid and enduring as the Plan itself. "Wl cone aboard, cadet," he said. "G ve nme your orders,

pl ease. "

"Yes, sir!" Gann's orders were also a lie. They showed himto be a relief |aser operator fresh out
fromEarth, They did not nmention his true rank, or his intensive training on Pluto. The comrandant
read them carefully, then nodded.

"Cadet Gann," he said in his soft, precise voice, "we are glad to have you on Polaris Station. As
you know, this station is a major unit in the Spacewall. Qur primary job is to detect and

i ntercept any unauthorized traffic between the Plan of Man and the areas beyond Pl ut o—the wastes
that are called the Reefs of Space. Qur secondary job is to nonitor as nmuch activity in the Reefs
as possible. Qur radar, laser, and optical systens are the heart of our mi ssion—and so, Cadet
Gann, what you do is the nost inportant part of our work here. Don't fail us.”

"Sir," said Boysie Gann earnestly, "I won't fail you! | serve the Plan of Man without question or
pause!" And he saluted and | eft.

But before he left he dropped his orders and retrieved them with a flashing grin of apology to

t he col onel .

He left with his shoulders high. For in the instant when he was bent out of the commandant's
sight, picking up his papers, he had planted a |istening bug under the projecting rimof Machine
Col onel Zaf ar*s desk.

Wthin an hour of Gann's arrival on Polaris Station he was fitted with an iron collar.

He had expected it. In so sensitive an installation as the station, every nan wore one of the
Machine's collars, so that at any instant, wherever he nmight be, any one of them could be
destroyed. There was no other way. A space man gone anok—a traitor |oose in the fuel stores—a
drunken arnorer at the studs of the station's mghty m ssiles—any individual could do so much harm
that it was necessary to have instant control over every man aboard.

Still, it was an unconfortable feeling. Gann touched the collar lightly, and for once the snile
was gone from
167

his cheerful face. It was disturbing to know that soneone sonewhere—the di stant Machine on Earth
or one of its satellites nearby, a security officer on Pluto, or the commandant here on the
station—eould at the surge of a radar pul se detonate the decapitation charge.

Hi s bunkmate was a tall, |ean N gerian, Technicadet M Buna. Lounging in the security office

wai ting for Gann, M Buna saw his involuntary gesture and | aughed. As he held the door and they
started off to their duty post M Buna said, "Mkes you nervous, eh? Don't worry. If it goes off,
you'll never know it!"

Gann grinned. He |iked MBuna, had at first encounter already realized that here was an
intelligent, patient friend. Yet he said at once, "Nobody |likes a collar. And— he acted a pause,

gl anci ng around—1 hear there are peopl e sonewhere who do sonething about it. Qut on the Reefs.
Men who know how to get the collars off "
M Buna said unconfortably, "I wouldn't know anything about that. Here's our station."”

Gann nodded and let it pass. But he had not failed to notice that M Buna had overl ooked one
essential act. What Qann said hinted at treason to the Plan. MBuna's duty was clear: he should

have called Gann on it and established exactly what was neant by the hint. . . . And then reported
Gann at once.
Huge as an ocean liner, flinmsy as a dragon kite, Polaris Station was a big plastic wheel. Its spin

was just fast enough to keep the crew s soup in the plate and the plate on the table. The hub was
stationary, with the radar-1aser search done on the north face, the entry | ocks on the other

The station had been set up first, nore than a quarter century before, as a base for exploring the
Reef cluster inmmediately to the galactic north of the sun. The snowbal|l that had supplied reaction
mass for the old nuclear rockets was still in detector range, swinging a hundred mles fromthe
station in their coupled orbits. Now there was no need for reaction mass, but the snow asteroid
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still had its uses. It served as a cosnic garbage dunp, the unreclai ned wastes and offal of the
station haul ed out there after every watch and left on its surface so that free-orbiting particles
of trash would not return false signals to the search instrunments back at the station

Wthin forty-eight hours of reporting aboard the station, 168

Machi ne Maj or Boysi e Gann had bugged the offices of the conmandant, the executive officer, the
quarternaster, and the intelligence chief. Each tiny instrunent was broadcasting a seal ed-wave

pi ckup of every word that was uttered in those sacrosanct chanbers. Gann hi nmsel f spot-nonitored
the transm ssions when tine allowed. The rest of the tinme the great records machine on Pluto
received the signals, taped them and transmtted themto Earth and the buried citadel of the

Pl anni ng Machi ne itself.

But all his bugs produced not hing.

Gann's orders had been less than explicit: Seek out and identify enenies of the Plan. Beyond that
there had been only runors, A vast snuggling enterprise, shipping valuable strategic materials
fromthe inner Plan Wrlds to the Reefs. A strange new cult that threatened to unite the Reefs
agai nst the inner planets. A | eader preaching a hegira, a security leak .. . But which of these
was true, if any, Gann had not been told. It was not security doctrine to tell agents precisely
what they should be |ooking for, on the grounds that their tine was nobst productively enpl oyed
when they could devel op and follow up on many of their own | eads. - Yet here there were no | eads
at all.

No real |eads, at least. A few unguarded remarks at ness. Sone slipshod accounting of spare parts
for the | aser banks. These were anti-Plan irregularities, to be sure, and nen had gone to the Body
Bank for far less. Men would go to the Body Bank for themnow, fromPolaris Station, for Gann had
pronptly filed the nanes and data. But he was certain that what he should be | ooking for was
somet hi ng bi gger and worse than an occasional disgruntled or sloppy officer

Wthin one week Gann had proved to his own satisfaction that if there was any najor anti-Plan
activity going on, it was not on Polaris Station,

He had to | ook el sewhere.

But where el se was there?

It wasn't until he had been there twice that he realized where the "el sewhere" had to be.

Li ke all the noncomm ssi oned personnel, Gann took his share of KP, garbage detail, cleanup
orderly, and so on. It was not usually a burdensone chore. The radar ovens and cybernated
housekeepers did all the work; the only
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thing left for the men in charge was to nake sure they were working properly. Even the short hop
fromthe station to the snowbal |l for garbage di sposal was a wel come break in the routine.

He shared his garbage tour with M Buna, and they spent their tinme chatting desultorily at the
controls of the "scow'—actually a reactionless space tractor—while the garbage pods steered,

unl oaded, and returned thensel ves. M Buna had never referred to Gann's |eadi ng remark about
collars. Nor had Gann ever been able to draw himinto any unpl anned talk; he had given up trying
They tal ked about hone. They tal ked about pronption. And they tal ked about girls.

For Gann there was one girl, and her nanme was Julie Martinet. "No bigger than a m nute, M Buna,"
he said earnestly, "and with those beautiful dark eyes. She's waiting for ne. Wien | cone back—
"Sure," said MBuna. "Now, this girl | knew in Lagos—

"You're tal king about a girl," said Gann. "Julie is the girl. The only one who matters."

"How cone you never get any mail from her?" asked M Buna

And Gann froze

"She doesn't like to wite letters,"” he said after a nonent, but inside he was cursing hinself. So
foolish a slip! There was a reason, and a perfectly good one, why he got no letters fromJulie
Martinet. They were piling up for himon Pluto; he was sure of that; but they could not be
forwarded here. There was too much risk of soneone readi ng one, and | earning from some chance
comrent that Gann was not the sinple |aser tech he appeared.

As soon as he could, Gann changed the subject. "Say," he said, "what's that on the scope?" It was
atiny blip, settling down feather-light toward the surface of the snowball protoplanet. A clutter
of trash, of course. Nothing nore. It was by no neans unusual for sone part of the garbage cargo
to rebound fromthe tenuous clutch of the snowball's gravity and wheel around in space for mnutes
or hours before finally settling into place.

But M Buna gl anced at the radar display and said casually, 'The commandant, | suppose. He cones
out here every once in a while to check things over."

Carefully, trying to hide his excitenment, Gann said, "Wnder what he does there." M Buna shrugged,
reached
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forward, and turned a switch. The pod had enptied itself and returned to the ship. 'Tell you
what," Gann went on. "Let's |ook."

He didn't wait for an answer. The pod back, the scow ready, there was nothing to stop him He fed
the ion streamto the reactionless drive and cut in the course-correcting side rockets. The scow
began to nove

M Buna said tautly, "No! Cut it out, Gann. The A d Man isn't going to want us skyl arki ng around
wi t hout permission."”

But Gann wasn't |istening. He was watching the screens intently.

I f Machi ne Col onel Zafar was paying surreptitious visits to the ice-planetoid, there had to be a
reason. He was going to find out what that reason was. He cut in maxi nrum magnification on the
screens, and the surface of the little protoplanet of frozen gases |eaped up toward him

The thing was eight or ten niles thick, shaped nore |like a broken cinder block than a sphere. It
was unusual ly dense, as the distant, orbiting blobs of frozen nethane and hydrogen went; if it
ever drifted hi near the sun, it would make a major conet. In the screen its greenish crust of
solid gases |looked like a blizzard in slow notion. D sturbed by the inpact of the waste they had
dunped, the whol e snowball was quivering and shaking, its light gas-snowrising in sheets and
falling again.

There was absolutely nothing to be seen ... But even a tiny planetoid has a great deal of surface,
by human standards. Somewhere on that surface Col onel Zafar had gone in his flying suit. Gann
reached again for the controls to circle around. Some noi se warned him

He turned, and saw M Buna | eaning toward him a strange expression of mingled pity and hate on his

face; and in MBuna's hand was a glittering netal pencil, pointed at him
In that split second of tine that was left to him Gann thought wildly: // only |I could get the
report in, |I've sure found sonething anti-Plan going on now. ..

And that was the | ast thought he had for a long tine. He heard a hiss and just had tinme to realize
that the sting on his cheek was a nerve pellet fired fromM Buna's contraband gun. That was all

Bl ackness cl osed over him and col d.
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A nerve pellet is an instant anesthetic. It is also sonething nore.

It does not wear off. Not ever. The victimof a nerve pellet does not recover consciousness until
he is given an anti dote.

When Gann woke up, he had no idea of how |l ong he had been under the influence of the nerve pellet.
But what he knew for sure was that he was no |longer in the control room of the garbage scow.

Nor was he anywhere else in the universe where he had ever been before.

He lay on an uneven, rocky Jedge. Under himwas a soft, npoist—and war mbl anket of sonething that
seened to be a lichen, a kind of clinging nbss that grewin thick, flaky scales. It was gl ow ng
with a soft steady light. On the rocks around himthe Iight was greenish in hue. Farther away, on
hi gher ridges, it shone purple and red.

And above the rocks the sky was velvet black, with a single dazzling star blazing down on him
Boysi e Gann struggled to his feet—and soared into the air.

As he canme down he stared about him Wen he | ooked away fromthe rocks and that bright star his
eyes adjusted and he could see other stars. Al the fanmliar constellations ... And then it hit
hi m

That bright star was the sun

He was on one of the Reefs of Space.

Gann never knew how he cane there. The nman who woul d surely know was M Buua, and Gann never saw

M Buna again. But it was clear that while under the influence of the nerve pellet he had been
transported and marooned. Al one, w thout a radio, wthout instruments, w thout a ship or
spacesuit, he might live out his life on that Reef—-but he would die there in the end. For he could
never | eave.

It was surely a good way to di spose of an unwanted 172

man—si npl er even than murder, since there was no body to get rid of.

He was stiff and cold. H's wists were swollen and his ankles nunb. Evidently his captors bad not
trusted to the nerve pellet to keep himquiet, but had shackled himas well. But the shackles were
gone now, with every other evidence of who it was who had brought himhere. H's head hurt. He was
parched and hungry.

He began to | ook around hi m nore nethodically.

H's first needs were food and water; but he could not resist a | ook around at the wonder of the
place. Bright netallic fern fronds tinkled |like wind gongs froman overgrown vale to one side. A
di stant whirring sounded like a flock of grouse. Inpossible that there should be grouse here, Gann
knew, yet there nmight be some sort of life. The Reefs of Space were created by life, like the
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coral atolls on Earth's warm seas. Life inhabited them al

But it was not al ways—not even often!—tife of a sort conpatible w th humanki nd. For the Reefs were
formed fromclusters of fusorians, feasting on the hydrogen formed between the stars according to
the | aws of the Neo-Hoyle Hypothesis, converting it into heavier atons, then into atons heavier
still. The life in the Reefs was sonetinmes warnm bl ooded, carbon-based, oxygen-breathing aninal.
But nore often it was netal or crystal—-at best worthless for food; at worst, a deadly danger

The bright star Sol was near the south celestial pole, Gann discovered. That put himnore or |ess
gal actic north of the sun—and, therefore, alnpst straight out fromPolaris Station. How far out?
He had no way of know ng, except that the nmjor Reef clusters were thought to be sone two hundred
astrononmical units fromSol. At a guess, twenty billion mles.

Gann turned his eyes fromthe stars and | ooked about him He had a world to explore. It mght be
| ess than a hundred yards in its longest axis, but it was all he had.

He rubbed his aching wists and ankles and began to explore. He clinbed carefully out of that
smal |, glowing green dell—arefully, because he knew the danger of a reefiet. The fusorian

synbi otes held an at nosphere, sonmehow, but it was |like a soap bubble, and if Gann was so
incautious as to step too high and soar through it, he would find hinself in the hard vacuum of
the space between the stars, and death would cone in a horrible explosive burst as his bl ood
boiled off and his cells ruptured,

173
He clinbed toward the ridge, paused, and | ooked around.
Ahead of himwas another dell, this one bearing sone sort of glittering bush. The plants were

shoul der-high, with plunmes of narrow gl oss, sprinkled with what seenmed to be individual fusorian
cells that glowed with their own light. Each | eaf darkened fromgreen at the base to black at the
tip, and each ended in a bright red berry.

Queerly, they grew in rows.

They | ooked, in fact, like a truck farmin Earth's popul ous market valleys, and at once Gann's
hunger surged forth. They | ooked |ike food; He started toward them at a shanbling run

And from behind hima voice spoke. "Wll, good for you. See you woke up finally. Headed right for
the feed-bag too, eh?"

Machi ne Mpj or Boysie Gann's training had prepared himfor any shock. It was trained reflex that
stopped himin mdflight, turned him brought himback down to the gl owi ng nossy surface of the
reeflet in a half crouch, ready to do battle.

But there was nothing warlike in the figure that was comng toward him He was a stubby little man
with a big belly and a dirty yellow beard. H s clothing was woven out of some kind of rough fiber.
It was ragged and filthy and half unbuttoned.

And clinging to his bald brown head was a bl ack-fanged, green-scal ed, red-eyed creature the size
of a capuchin nonkey. It |ooked like a toy dragon. And from under the knife-sharp edges of its
scal es seeped little w sps of snoke.

Boysie Gann said warily, "Hello."

"Why, hello,” the man said in a mld voice. "You was sleeping. Figured |I'd best |eave you to sleep
it off. Nice to have you here. | wasn't expecting conpany."

"I wasn't exactly expecting to be here."

The man nodded and thrust out a dirty, gnarled hand. "Figured that. Couple fell ows dropped you

five, six hours ago. Looks like they gave you a rough enough tinme, so | let you be."

The creature on its head wheeled to face Gann as its owner noved, glaring at himw th hot red
eyes. Gann shook the man's hand and said, "I need sonme water. And food."

174

**Why, sure. Conme along then." He nodded, the creature scranbling back and forth, and turned to

| ead the way across the cultivated field toward what seened to be a tiny black |ake. "Orer don't
Iike strangers," he called over his shoulder, "but he won't bother you none. Just don't nake any
sudden noves is all. Qrer's a pyropod —ust a baby, of course, but they can be nean.”

Silently Gann agreed. The little creature | ooked nean enough, with its oozing plunes of snoke and
fiery eyes. They |oped across the glowing rows of the nman's little farm and reached the shore of
the | ake—o0 nore than a pond, really, fifty feet across, its surface disturbed with the slow, tal
waves of lowgravity fluids. On its far bank a sharp cliff rose in a glitter of netallic

out croppi ngs, softened by gl owi ng plants and nosses, and in the base of the cliff was a netal |ean-
to that hid the mouth of the cave.

"That's hone," said the man cheerfully. "Welconme to it, such as '"tis. Cone-in and rest yourself."
"Thanks," said Gann. "By the way, we vdidn't really introduce ourselves."

"Ch? Guess you're right," said the man. "I'm Harr> Hickson. And you"—Gann started to speak, but

H ck-son didn't pause—you're what you call it—Machine Major Boysie Gann, out of the spy school on
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Pluto."

For twenty-four hours, Gann rested in the cave of the hermt Harry H ckson, and his thoughts were
dark. How had Hi ckson known his name? Even nore, how had he known that he was not a shanghai ed
radar-1aser tech, but a graduate of the spy school ?

There was no answer in Gann's brain, so he shut off his nind to conjectures and applied it to
restoring his physical condition and reconnoitering his surroundi ngs.

Evi dently he had been unconscious for |onger than he had thought on the ship that had dunped him
on this reeflet, for he had | ost weight and strength and there was a straggly stubble of beard on
his chin. But Hi ckson fed himand cared for him He gave Gann a bed of sorts to sleep on—enly a
stack of reeking blankets, but as good as the one he slept on hinself—and fed himfromthe sane
pot of greasy stew as hinself. The diet was crude but filling, supplenmented with fruits and roots
and shoots of the plants he grew on the rock. The reddish berries, which tasted |like a sort of
acid citrus fruit, were

175

a good source of all necessary vitanmins, Harry told himearnestly, and one of the lichens was a
source of protein.

Gann did not question the food. Cearly it had kept Harry H ckson alive for a long ti ne—the cave
showed that it had been his home for nonths or even years—and it woul d keep Gann alive for at

| east as long as he intended to stay on the reefiet.

And that would not be long. For he had | earned from Hi ckson that there was a way of conmuni cating
that would bring help if he needed it. "Never needed it, o' course,"” he said, fishing a |ong
string of a rhubarb-1ike vegetable out of his bow of stew and licking his fingers. "But it's

conforting to knowit's there . . , Say, you worried about that collar, Boysie?"
Gann stopped in nid-gesture, suddenly aware that he had been tugging at it. "Not exactly," he said
quietly.

"CGet it off of you, if you like," Hi ckson offered mldly. "No trouble. Done it lots o' tines."
Gann stared. "What the Plan are you tal ki ng about?" he denmanded. "Don't you know what this is?
These things are built with automatic destruct circuits, as well as the renote triggering

equi pnent. |If anybody tries to take themoff— He touched both sides of the collar with fingertips
and flipped themup and outward, pantoni m ng the expl osion of a decapitation charge.

"Ch, sure, | know all about that," said H ckson. "Hold still. No, not you, Gann. You, QOrer! Don't
wi ggl e so. Makes ne nervous."

He got up fromhis squatting position at the rude plank table where they ate and came around
behind Gann. "Just you sit there, Boysie," he said. "Can nove if you want to—+t don't matter—but
don't look toward ne . . . Orer, confound you! Get your claws outa ny scal p! Raised himfrom an
egg, that little devil, right here in nmy own snoke pot, but he gets junpy when he knows Fm going
to ... Well, here we are.”

And sonet hing noved around Gann's neck. He couldn't see what Hi ckson was doing, was sure that the
tubby little hermt had not brought any tools or instrunents. Yet there was a sudden constriction
at his throat.

He heard the | ock snap ..

The collar fell off his neck and clattered to the floor of the cave. Gann leaped to his feet and
spun, white-faced, to be ready for the explosion. But no explosion cane.

"Now, rest easy, Boysie," conplained the hermt. "You're 176

spooki ng Orer here. That thing can't blow up any nore.*' Casually he picked up the collar and
lifted it to examine it in the light of a mass of |um nous dianond that woul d have been worth
mllions on earth. "They nmake themreal nice," he said admringly. "Lot of detail in this thing.
Too bad it can't be sonething nore useful." And he tossed it to the rear of the cave. "Wll," he
said, "you about ready to nbve on now?"

Gann stood silent for a second, looking at him "Mve on where?" he asked.

"Ch, don't worry, Boysie. | know what you were thinking. Plain as day. You figure | ought to go
back and get exami ned by the Pl anni ng Machi ne, 'cause you don't quite understand what |I'mup to,
but you think it's unplanned. Well, that's right. Unplanned is what | am And | don't nmind if you
do what you're thinking, and take ny |aser-gun and call help so you can get out of here. But |I'm
not going with you, Boysie. Make up your nmind to that."

"Al right," said Gann, surrendering. But in his mind he was not surrendering at all.

H ckson had put it very mildly when he said that Gann wanted to take hi mback for study. Gann not
only wanted to; he intended to. In fact, he had never intended anything as hard in his |Iife—had
never been so determ ned or insistent, not even about his career in the service of the Machine,
not even in his great love for Julie Martinet.

This man Harry Hi ckson was an unpl anned di saster hi the naking.
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Whoever he was, however he did what he did, he was a terrible danger to the Plan of Man. Gann
could al nost hear the instructions of his briefing officer back on Pluto —f he had been able to
report Hickson's existence to him and if the briefing officer could issue an order: Sub-feet

Hi ckson is a negative factor. H s uncatal ogued know edge nmust be retrived for the Plan. Then each
organ of his uriautomated body rmust be obliterated ..

But how to get himback into the jurisdiction of the Planning Machi ne?

There had to be a way. There would be a way. Machi ne Maj or Boysie Gann was sure of it. Al it
requi red was that he be patient—then, when his chance canme, be ready.

Gann said, "If you nean it, then let's take your gun and signal right now. I'mready to nove on."
Harry Hickson led Gann to a point of red-scal ed rock, 177

puf fing and wheezing. On his bald scalp the fledgling py-ropod wheel ed and slithered, keeping its
bright red eyes on Boysi e Gann

"See up there?" called Hi ckson over his shoulder. "That star there next to Vega ..
Boysie Gann followed his pointing finger. "You nean Theta Lyrae?"

The hermit turned and | ooked at him mldly surprised. "That's right, Boysie. You fellows |learn a
lot in that spy school. Too bad you don't . . . Well, never nmind that. One | nean, it's just bel ow
Theta Lyrae. The faint red one. Forget the nane, but that one right there. That way's Freehaven."
Gann felt his blood pound. "Freehaven? Fve heard of it. A colony of reef rats."”

"Aw, Boysie, don't say it like that. They're free nen

—that's all. That's the biggest place in the Reefs, Free-haven is. Like a ... well, what would you
call it? Akind of atown only it's one whole cluster of Reefs, maybe a hundred thousand nil es
across. And maybe half a billion mles fromhere."

"I see," said Gann, thinking with exultation and pride, Wat a prize to bring back to Pluto! A
whole city to be planned and returned to the brotherhood of the Machi nef He coul d al nost see the
glowing jet trails of the Plan cruisers vectoring in on the cluster

"Don't get your hopes up," Hi ckson said dryly. "You ain't there yet, Boysie, and naybe even when
you get there you won't find it too easy to pick up a phone and call the Machi ne. Now hush a
mnute while I send for your ride out there."”

He picked up the clunsy old | aser gun he had taken

enit of its greasy rag wappi ngs back in the cave, checked

N power settings, raised it, and ainmed carefully at the

stant red spark that was the line-of-sight to Freehaven

hree tines he snapped the trigger, then | owered the gun

ad turned to Gann.

"That all there is to it. Take '"ema while to get here. Mght as well go back to the cave."

But he paused, glancing at Boysie Gann as if he was mldly enbarrassed about sonething. Then he
seened to cone to a decision.

He turned back to the stars, set down the | aser pistol, and stretched out his arns. H s |ips
moved, but Gann coul d hear no sound. On his bald pate the pyropod hissed

178
and slithered. The hernmit's whol e body seened stretched, yearning, toward—toward what?
Gann could not tell. Toward Freehaven, perhaps. Toward the faint red star that narked its

position—er toward Theta Lyrae nearby—er toward the great bright giants of the Summer Triangle
that marked that part of the sky, Vega, Altair, and Deneb ...

Then Harry Hi ckson rel axed and the pyropod scuttled down fromhis scalp onto his shoul der as the
hermt raised one arm and nmade a sinuous, undul ating notion. Like the wiggle of a snake, Gann
thought. O the | ooping novenent of a swan's neck

Swan? Sone faint old nenory stirred hi Boysie Gann's nind. Something about a swan—and a star..

But it would not cone clear, and he followed Harry Hi ckson back to the cave.

Harry Hickson's little reefiet was one drifting island in an expanding infinity of matter and
space. The doctrine of the Neo-Hoyl e Hypothesis was clear: The universe was Knitless, in space, in
time—and in matter. New nass was form ng everywhere in the formof newy created hydrogen atons as
the old conplexes of matter—the stars and the planets, the dust clouds and the gal axi es—were

spi nning slowy apart

H ckson's reefiet was an infant anong bodi es of organized nmatter, probably only a few nillions of
years in age, in size no nore than a dust note. Yet it was |ike nost of the universe in that; for
nmost matter is young. The spiraling growmh in rate of creation of new matter nmakes that sure. Sone
gal axi es, and even sone of the reefs between them are old beyond conputation and inagi nation
because the steady-state universe has neither beginning nor end. And Iife is the ol dest phenonenon
of all. Ader than the ol dest stars—but yet young, though those scattered and forgotten stars are
bl ack and dead.
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Life in space has lived—titerally—forever

Every possi bl e bi ol ogy has been evol ved, through every conceivabl e evol utionary test.

Wat chi ng Harry Hickson play with his pet pyropod, Boysie Gann reflected that the strangest life
form he knew was nan. For here was the pudgy, bal ding hermt—anpl anned and deviant, a deadly
danger by every standard of the Planning Machi ne—solemly attenpting to teach his pyropod to fly.
179

He Iifted the little horror off his head and set it carefully on a high | edge, then retreated.
Spitting and hissing, its red eyes glittering, its scales seeping the snoke of its internal jet
fires, it wailed in a thin, raucous screech for himto come back. Then, despairing, it |launched
itself out into the air, mssed H ckson by yards and crashed into the rock wall at the far side of
the cave, where it remmined, withing and hissing, until H ckson took pity on it and picked it up
"I't's a wonder it doesn't dash its brains out," nuttered Gann the fifth time the little beast
crashed into the rock.

"Ch, | guess so," Hickson agreed mildly. "Don't suppose it has any, really, though. A pretty
clunmsy kind of beast it”is—+ight, Orer?" And he patted the little nonster with the appearance of
real affection for a nonent, then sighed and set it down. He carefully inverted a crate and set it
down over the pyropod, then put a nass of silvery fusorian coral upon the crate.

The pyropod squal | ed and hi ssed, but Hickson ignored it. "Hoped | could teach it to fly before
go," he said regretfully, "but | guess | won't nmake it. Boysie, your transportation ought to be
here in an hour. Care to see what the pilot's gonna | ook |ike?" He thunmbed an ol d-fashi oned two-
di mensi onal col or print out of a button-down pocket in his ragged coat and handed it to Gann. It
was a pretty, quite young girl, one hand resting on the head of a seal-like creature, before a
background of a glowing purple and silver Reef. "Nane's Quarla," said the old nman affectionately.
"Quarla Snow. Daughter of an old friend of mne. He treated nme, couple years ago. Doctor, he is,
and a good one. Don't know rmuch about what ails nme, though ..."

The hermit seened to realize he was ranbling and caught hinmself up short. "Guess that's all," he
said, smling with a touch of enbarrassment. "Swan bl ess you, Boysie. Gve Quarla ny love." And in
a nmonment, before Gann could realize what he was about to do, the old nman had turned, pushed aside
the nmetal door that overhung the entrance to the cave, and stepped out.

Gann shook his head, half in rueful amusenent, half in surprise. "Hey!" he called. "Hickson! \Were
are you going? Wait for ne!" And he hurried to the door of the cave and out onto the sward the old
hermt had so carefully cropped.

The man was not there.
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H's footprints were there, still visible in the faint bruises on the |ichenous surface of the

eart h.

But Harry Hi ckson was gone.

Gann ranged the surface of the entire reef in the next few hours, shouting and searchi ng. But
there was no answer to his call, no sight of Hickson anywhere.

The man had sinply vani shed.

In the cave Machine Major Gann found the old man's | aser gun—an anci ent Techni corps nodel that
must have been snuggl ed into space before the Spacewall was set up. It gave hima small feeling of
confidence to carry it, though there was no visible eneny to shoot it at.

He needed that confidence.

No man can be al one. Each man has his place in the Plan of Man under the benevol ent gui dance of
the Pl anni ng Machi ne. Each man serves the Plan, so that Plan may serve all nen ..

That was doctrine, and Boysie Gann found hinself foolishly repeating it as he clanbered up the red-
scal ed rock to the point fromwhich Hi ckson had signaled to Freehaven. It did not help very much.
No man can be alone . . . but Boysie Gann felt very nuch al one indeed, on that tiny floating islet
of reef, under the blazing stare of a billion stars.

There was no reason for himto be on this point of rock, rather than anywhere el se on the surface
of the reeflet. He had no reason to believe his rescuer would cone to |l ook for himthere. Had no
reason to be sure there would be a rescuer at all, in fact, for what the half-denmented hermt,
Harry Hickson, had said could not be accepted as reliable ...

Yet he stayed there, waiting, for hours. He | eaned against a cairn of rock and scanned the skies.
Only the distant, unfriendly stars returned his | ook. He sat, |eaning against the rock, and
drowsed. No sound or notion disturbed him Then..

There was a faint blur of greenish mst in the |Iow black sky, noving at the threshold of vision
181

Gann sprang to his feet, eyes peering into the i Mmense enptiness above him The greenish blur was
so faint that he could not be sure it was real. Yet . . . surely there was sonething there and,
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following it, a cluster of even fainter reddish sparks.

Gann rai sed the laser, checked the settings to make sure he was not firing a blast of destruction
into the sky, and thunbed the trigger thrice, as he had seen H ckson do, pointing it toward the
greeni sh bl ur.

A nonent... then the green gl ow veered toward him

It was his rescuer—he was sure of it. But what were the red sparks? Even as he watched, the tiny,
di stant coals veered too, followi ng the greenish glow. Rapidly they grew nearer .,.

Then one of the red sparks dashed ahead of the rest, with a long blue trail of incandescence
faintly visible behind it. It was |like an om nous conet as it dived through the greenish cloud.
Noi se snmote Gann's ears abruptly: a sudden roaring, like the jet of an old-tine rocket.

The things had cone at last into the shallow atnosphere of his reeflet. He heard the shriek of
their notion through the air—and sonething el se

Somet hi ng was screairi ng

The red spark thundered overhead, out of the green cloud, toward Gann |ike sonme deadly ancient
mssile homing in on a radar trace—then at the | ast nonment rose up a dozen yards above his head,
and as it passed he caught a sudden glinpse of nightnare.

Metal scales like, broken mirrors. Enornous talons, dripping sonething that gl owed and was gol den
sonmet hing that splattered to the ground near Gann like a soft, fitful rain. The red spark divided
into two red, nonstrous, blinking eyes, mirror-rinmmed, in a head |like a nmaniac dragon's. And the
roaring blue flane was the tail of the thing.

"Pyropod!" breathed Boysie Gann al oud, transfixed.

He had never seen an adult before—had heard of themonly as distant runors, |ike the sort of ghost
stories unplanned parents used to tell their children. The baby pyropod that had been Harry

H ckson's pet had not prepared himfor the huge, nenacing reality that shrieked through the air
above hi mnow. He stood, stunned.

--A pyropod is a living rocket, flame-footed and deadly. Their chemistry is not that of Earthly
air-breathers; their
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primeval genesis cane fromthe same noncarbon evolutionary strain that shaped the fusorians. On
their plasma jets, nuclear in tenperature, fired by fusorian synbiotes, they can outrun a Pl an
crui ser and outfight any Terrestrial beast in search of prey. And to the pyropods, anything that
moves is prey. Their jets take enornous quantities of reaction nass. Their appetites are

i nsati abl e. Scavengers of space, they will attack anything.

Fortunately for the continuation of life on the inner planets and the Reefs of Space, atnosphere
is a slow poison to the pyropods and gravity damages their reflexes. They are beasts of the
interstellar void, ship-sized nonstrosities at their hugest, big as cave bears even when barely
mature. Standing in shock, watching the great beast, Boysie Gann stared at the red eyes pulsing in
their telescopic mirrors, wheel and flash back toward him inmagined the black talons ripping netal
or rock like bread ..

And realized, alnost too late, that he was the target of those nonstrous tal ons now.
Instinctively he raised the Iaser gun and fired.

The charge was mnimal, only the nessage setting; yet the great pyropod felt it, screaned, and
soared away. Gann hurled hinmself to the shelter of the rock cairn, staring about. The torn green
cloud of lum nosity was dissolving in the night sky above him Streaners of nist scattered and
faded. And where the cloud had been, Gann coul d see what had brought it

A spaceling. One of the warm bl ooded, seal-like creatures that roamthe space between the stars,
natural prey to the pyropods, friend to man. It had brought the cloud

—for it was the spaceling's ability to hold atnosphere about it, in a Ryeland-effect field, that
permtted them as oxygen-breathers, to live in space at all

The spaceling had been grievously wounded. Even fromso far away, Gann could see the hideous sl ash
that ripped along the whole length of its sleek, golden body as it came tunbling down. Sonething
was clinging to its fur

—a rider? Gann could not be sure; but what he was certain of was that the end for both the
spaceling and its burden was very near

The pyropod that had attacked hi m had wheel ed again and was diving on the wounded seal -1i ke beast.
A louder how ing drowned out the spaceling's screamas the pyropod came out of the dark over a
purpl e-scal ed ridge, red eyes pul sing and dri ppi ng tal ons reaching again.

183

Gann reacted without thought. He twi sted the crystal of that old laser to naxinmal intensity,
steadi ed the tube on the rocks of the cairn, and fired into those dreadful flashing eyes. They
expl oded.
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The pyropod bell owed in agony. Its eyes were gone —eyes or eyelike structures; actually, Gann
knew, they were nore |like |aser search gear. But whatever they were, they were gone now, burst
like the shattered hull of a subtrain when the field of its tunnel fails and the fluid rock
crushes it. The pyropod drove blindly up and away, squalling until its sound was cut off |ike the
dropping of a curtain

It had passed beyond the atnosphere into space. Blind and wounded, it would not, Gann thought, be
back. And a bl essing that was, since an orange |ight was blinking on the [aser gun, warning him
that the fuel cell was fully exhausted.

He knew t here were ot her pyropods still out there, somewhere beyond the veil of air. He could see
their faint red sparks circling, and the blue trails of their fiery exhausts. They veered all at
once, and drove in toward the retreating conet tail of the pyropod he had wounded. There was a
puff of incandescent vapor

DmMy Gann realized that its mates had destroyed the wounded one, torn it open and were now

wheel ing and diving, fighting for their shares of the kill. But he had no tinme for them The
spaceling had tunbled to earth halfway across the little reeflet, and Gann stunbl ed and | eaped
across the red-scaled rocks to find it.

It was lying at the edge of Harry Hi ckson's little plantation, spurting gl ow ng yellow bl ood
across the green noss. Beside it was its rider, bent over the terrible wound, trying with both
hands to stanch the flow of bl ood.

The rider was a girl. Hickson had been right. It was the girl in the photograph he had di spl ayed
The spacel i ng nopaned and shuddered as Gann drew near, its voice a faint, inarticulate sob. The
girl was sobbing too.

"Can | hel p?" said Boysie Gann

The girl, Quarla Snow, turned quickly, startled. She stared at Gann as if he were hinself a
pyropod, or some nore fearsome nonster fromlegend. There was fright in her eyes—and yet, queerly,
thought Gann, alnost relief as well, as if she had expected sonet hing even worse. It
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was the expression of a man who finds hinself confronted by a wol f, when he expects a tiger

"Who are you?" she demanded. Her voice was |ow and controlled. She was tall and strong, but very
young.

"Boysi e Gann," he said. "And you're Quarla Snow. Harry Hickson told nme you'd be here."

Her hand flew to her nmouth. Her eyes wi dened in fear. For a nmonment she seened about to run; then
she shook her head in a pathetic gesture and turned back to the spaceling.

Its golden bl ood had ceased to flow, its body to nove. The sounds it had uttered were still.
"Sultana's dead," the girl said softly, as if to herself.

"I''"'m Sony," Boysie Gann said inadequately. He glanced al oft—the pyropods were out of sight
entirely now—then back to her. Quarla Show s face was lightly tanned, alnbst to natch her honey-
colored hair. She was nearly the color of her spaceling. Her white coveralls were splashed with
that gol den ichor, her hands dripping with it. Yet she was beautiful

For a nonent a buried enotion trenbled inside Boysie Gann, a nenory of Julie Martinet and the
taste of the fresh salt surf on her nouth when he kissed her on the beach of the little Mxican
resort, Playa Blanca, |ong ages ago when they had said good-by. This girl did not in the |east
resenble Julie Martinet. She was blond where Julie had hair like night; she was tall, and Julie
tiny. Her face was broad, friendly, and even hi her sorrow and fear it showed contentnent and joy
inlife, while Julie Martinet was a girl of sad pleasures and hal f-expressed sorrows. Yet there
was sonething in both of themthat stirred him

He said hastily, "Those things may be back. W'd better do sonething about it."

The girl's tears were drying on her cheeks and her expression had becone nore cal m She | ooked
down at the dead gun in Gann's hands and half smiled. "Not with that, Boysie Gann. It's enpty."
"I know. We'd better get back to Hickson's cave. He may have |eft other charges."

"Left thenP But | thought you said he was here!" The shadow fell over her face again, her eyes
bright and fearful

"He was, yes. But he's gone. Disappeared. | don't know where."

The girl nodded absently, as if she were too dazed to 185

take in what he had said. She dropped to her knees hesi de the dead spaceling and stroked its

gol den head. "Poor Sultana. I'Il never forgive nyself. Wen | got your signal | ... well, | was

frightened. | didn't know what to do. Dad was gone on an energency call. He'd taken our ship, and
| decided to ride Sultana out here by nyself."

Her nouth set white for a nonment "I didn't really think of any danger. There aren't many pyropods

in these clusters any nore—been hunted out years ago, though they keep straying back. But |'d

outrun themon Sultana often enough before. | didn't think about the fact that she's ... that she
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was ... getting old."

She stood up and touched Gann lightly on the arm a gesture of reassurance. "But you're not to
worry. We aren't marooned here; Dad will come for us in the ship as soon as he gets hone. | left a
nmessage. "

Gann nodded. "So he'll wait a while," he said, comprehendingly, "and then, if you haven't
returned i n—what? a day or so? Then he'll cone |ooking for you."

But Quarla Snow shook her gol den head, her expression unreadable. "No. He won't wait Not even a
second. | said in ny note that Harry Hi ckson's old distress signal had cone. He'll be here as fast

as his ship can bring him to see who sent Harry's signal."

Gann stared. "Harry did. Harry Hickson. | told you!"

"I know you told nme," the girl said, her voice calmbut with an undercurrent of wonder and of
fear. "But you see, it couldn't have been Harry. |—o, wait. I'll show you."

And she turned and led himaway fromthe cultivated little field, back up to the red-scal ed crest
of rock, where he had rested his laser gun on the cairn of rocks to fire at the pyropod. "See?"
she said, touching the cairn

He bent closer to ook, and there on the | owernost rock, on one hal f-snoothed face of a boul der
was a faint scratching of carved letters, whittled out aline at atine with a |aser gun, al nost

i nvi si ble unl ess you knew just where to | ook

Harry Hi ckson

Di ed of a fusorian infection

Deneb |ight his way

"You see?" said the girl. "Harry could not have sent the nessage. He died here three years ago."
186

Al'l this was nonths before the Wit of Liberation. On Earth the old Planner sat in silent, joyous
conmmuni on with the Planning Machine. In solarian space the great Plan cruisers arrowed from
satellite to planet, fromasteroid to distant Spacewal | post, carrying the weapons and the orders
of the Machine to all the far-flung territories of the Plan of Man. On the island of Cuba, in the
Body Bank, a Nigerian ex-Technicorps man, broken for inefficiency, gave up the last of his vita
organs to serve sone nore worthy servant of the Plan, and died. (H s name had once been M Buna. He
had been captured and court-nmartialed for desertion.) A girl naned Julie Martinet, in a dormtory
hall far below the surface of the Peruvian Andes, sat with stylus in hand deciding on which letter
to wite—ene to the nan she loved "but had not heard froni; the other an application for specia
duty in the service of the Machine.

And out on the Reefs, in the spraw i ng hundred-orbed community call ed Freehaven, Machi ne Myj or
Boysi e Gann began to understand that his greatest opportunity for service—and his greatest hope of
rewar d! —had been handed to himon a silver platter

For he was at large in Freehaven, the very heart of the Reefs of Space. And he knew, or thought he
knew, a way to get back to the worlds of the Pl an

True, there were some puzzling problenms. Some of them indeed, were al nost frightening.

VWhat coul d Quarla Snow hope to gain by pretending that Harry Hi ckson was dead? What did she think
Gann had seen on the little reeflet? A ghost? It was no ghost that had fed him healed him taken
the collar fromaround his neck

And it was no coincidence, he was comng to believe, that had brought himto H ckson's world in
the first place

There was no proof, of course. But he was sure that M Buna, perhaps Col onel Zafar as well, was in
some way related to Hickson and the treasonable activities that
187

were going on all around himin this unplanned, decadent, dangerous world of the Reefs. He had
heard hints. An unguarded word, a |ook, a remark that was halted before it began. Nothing
tangi bl e, but enough to make himsure that there were |inks between the Reefs and the Pl an

wor | ds—i nks that extended even into the Technicorps, even into the vital defenses of the
Spacewel | itself.

If he could get back—No! he thought. When he got back, with the proof of this spreading rot, with
the nanes of the conspirators and the evidence that would send themto the Body Bank, then no
reward in the Machine's power would be too great to give to Machi ne Maj or Boysie Gann. And Julte
Martinet would be waiting.... *e, Meanwhile there was a |lot of work to do.

Gann dared not make notes or attenpt to secure tapes or photographs; but he missed no opportunity
to scout and exam ne every part of this queer community of Free-haven. Even the nane was strange
and sonehow di sconcerting. Freehaven

As if "freedont were inportant!

Yet Boysie Gann could not help but notice that strangely the decadent, unruly nobs that dwelt in
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Freehaven seened sonehow sturdier, sonmehow happier, in some way nore alert and even nore
prosperous than the billions who |ived under the all-powerful and protective enbrace of the Plan
of Man. ..

It was confusing.

But his duty was clear. Gann set hinself to learn all there was to know.

Freehaven consisted of a couple of thousand people, scattered over a hundred fusorian-grown rocks
and a hundred thousand mles of space. Many of the rocks had been terraformed, Gann |earned, wth
the lichenous air plant he had first seen on Harry Hickson's little reef. The rest of themwere
airless, but all of them supplied useful netals and mnerals to the bustling econony of Freehaven
Gann was not sure just what he had expected-tattooed savages, perhaps, dancing to a wild

tomt om-but he had surely not been prepared for this nodern, busy community. There were farns and
herds—ef spacelings and even, in one case, a stock farmw th sixty head of what seenmed to be
Quernsey cattle, stolen sonmehow fromthe Plan of Man and transported in some inprobabl e manner out
to this hydrogen-based worldlet twenty billion mles
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fromthe sun. On one airless reef that was nostly pure fusorian iron was a steel nll—ene of the
smal | nucl ear-powered units devel oped by Techni corps engi neers for use on the asteroids, to save
the high cost of lifting terrain steel into space. Gann marveled at' it all. He admitted it to
Quarl a Snow and her father, with whom he was staying as guest-—er prisoner, he was never sure

whi ch—at a neal when he was served as fine a steak as he had ever tasted, with wines that bore the
bouquet of French vineyards.

Dr. Snow booned, "It isn't only the food that is good here, young man. It is life! It has a flavor
here that the Plan worlds will never taste."
Boysi e Gann said engagingly, "You may be right. | ... well, you have to excuse nme. You see, |'ve

never known anything but the Plan."
Quarla's father nodded briskly. "OfF course. None of us had, before we nade our way out here. None
but Quarla, at any rate, and a few others |ike her who were born here. They've lived in freedom
all their lives."

Gann said, with just the right inflexion of doubt, "But | don't understand. | nean, how does it
work? Who tells you what you're to do?"

"No one, boy! That's the whole point of freedom W cane here because we didn't want to |ive under
the collar of the Machine. W work together, and as you see we work well. Prosperity and

happi ness! That's what we've built out of nothingness, just as the fusorians build our worlds for
us out of thin gas and energy. Wy, when Harry Hi ckson and | cane here— He broke off and tugged
at his chin, frowning at Boysie Gann.
"Yes?" said Gann. "You and Hi ckson

"It was different then," said Dr. Snow shortly. "Boy, do you still want us to believe that story
of yours about Hi ckson? A man | helped to bury nyself, right under the rocks of his home?"
Gann said carefully, knowi ng that he was on dangerous ground, "Well, sir, of course | don't know

anyt hi ng about Hickson. But what | told you was true. The man who sumoned Quarla said he was
Harry Hickson, and | had absolutely no reason at all to doubt himat the tine."

Snow nodded sonberly and said no nore; but Gann noticed that he no | onger seened to enjoy his
meal .

Gann put the matter fromhis mind. He was thinking of sonething bigger. He was thinking of the
gratitude of the

189
Machi ne when he returned, riding one of Quarla Snow s spacel i ngs—as she was even now teaching him
to do-— bringing word of the community of Freehaven and its precious crop of several thousand

spl endi d candi dates for tissue salvage at the Body Bank

He rose and strolled outside with Quarla. Harry H ck-son's pet pyropod, which Quarla had insisted
on rescuing fromthe cave when her father arrived to take themoff the reeflet, hissed and
slithered around the area outside the door where its staked chain pernmitted it to nove.

He took her hand and held it, as they | ooked over the green ranble of glow ng vines toward the
di stant beacon that was the central urban area of Freehaven. "You promised to iet nme ride one of
your spacelings," he said, squeezing her hand and grinning. "If |'mgoing to be a permanent

i nhabitant here, 1'd better start |earning ny way around."

She | ooked at hi mthoughtfully, then sniled. Under her golden hair her eyes were an intense bl ue
"Why not ?" she said. "But not out of the atnobsphere, Boysie. Not at first."

*'| thought the spacelings brought their air with them"

She nodded but said firmy, "Not out of the atnobsphere. For one thing, there m ght be pyropods."”
He scoffed, "So close to Freehaven? Nonsense, Quarla!l Wat's the other thing?"
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She hesitated. "Well," she began. She was saved the trouble of answering. A pale blue wash of
energy brightened up the sky over their heads.

Both of themturned to |ook; a spacecraft was conming in for a landing, full jets blazing to sl ow
its racing drive. Woever it was who was piloting the craft, he was in a hurry. In a matter of
seconds the ship was down on the lichenous |awn before Dr. Snow s clinic, its |lock open, a nman

| eapi ng out. He glanced toward Quarla and Boysie Gann, cried, "Emergency!" and turned to receive
sonet hi ng that was being handed to himout the |l ock of the ship.

Quarla cried, "I'"lIl get nmy father. Boysie, run and help them" Gann was already in notion
hurtling across the |ichenous ground, though the two nen in the rocket needed little hel p. \Wat
was com ng through the lock of the ship was a man on a stretcher, wapped in white sheets. In the
light gravity of the Reef the two of them

190

were perfectly adequate to handle it. Gann bore a hand anyway.

"Sick," panted one of the nen. "Don't know who he is, but he collapsed in nmy spaceling corral
Thought it m ght be sonething dangerous—

Gann nodded, helped lift the stretcher on which the sick man was thrashing and babbling

And al nost dropped it, light gravity or not.

He stood there, jaw hanging, eyes w de. Face streaning with perspiration, eyes vacant, head
tossing fromside to side in delirium the face of the man on the stretcher was neverthel ess very
famliar to Boysie Gann. It was the face of Machi ne Col onel Mhanmed Zaf ar.

If ever Boysie Gann had needed all the wits and wiles that had been drumed into himin the spy
school on Pluto, now was the nonent. "Dangerous,” the reef rat who had brought Zafar had called
him He was nore than dangerous; he spelled a strong probability of disaster for Boysie Gann
Zafar of all people would know him—-and if, as Gann was norally certain, Zafar and M Buna had been
joined in sone anti-Plan schene on Polaris Station, Zafar would surely now know that Gann was no
sinmpl e radar tech.

He dared not risk Zafar's recovering consciousness and identifying him Yet his every loyalty to
the Plan of Man denmanded that he take every chance to | earn nore about Zafar fromthe colonel's
di sj oi nted ravings.

Dr. Snow made it easy for him w thout knowing it. "You, boy!" he snapped. "Stay out of here.
Quarla too! May be contagious . . . But stay where | can find you if | need you," he added,
bendi ng over his patient.

The two of them stood at the door of the energency room Quarla's hand, forgotten, in Boysie
Gann's. "He's bad, Boysie," she whispered. "Don't know what it is. |I haven't seen anything |ike
that since Harry— Then she stopped, and went on, in a different tone, to the nen who had brought
him "You' d better wait until ny father's examined him You night have been exposed."

In the energency roomDr. Snow was lifting a binetal thernmonmeter out of Zafar's slack, runbling
nmout h. Boysi e Gann strained to hear what the man was saying, but all he could catch were words

like ".. . trap for minds . " living dust and |ying dreans . '
Dr. Snow s expression was serious. "High," he nut-191
tered, then glanced toward the group at the door. "Quarla!" he called. "You'll have to conpound an

injection for nme. Standard broad-spectrum antibiotics, afebrilium analgesics. Call his

wei ght +et's see—ninety kilos. And neke the dosage maxi mum "

Quarl a nodded and hurried to the pharmacy room while Snow bent back to the nan. Even at this

di stance, Gann could see that the forner Machine Colonel's face was contorted in agony and fear
There was nore than sickness in Zafar's wild muttering; there was terror. He pushed hinself erect,
eyes staring, and shouted: "G aveyard of the galaxy! Starchild! Beware the trap! Beware your
heart's desire!" Then Quarla was back with a spray hypoderm c. Her father took it from her, pushed
her out of the room again, and quickly injected the nan.

Zaf ar sl unped back onto the exani ning couch, eyes closing, still munbling to hinself.

The doctor watched himfor a second, then cane toward the group at the door. "He'll sleep for a
while," he said. "Nothing else to do at this nonment. W' ve got to see how he responds to the
drug. "

The man who had brought himsaid, "Doc, what is it? Are we all going to . . ." But Dr. Snhow was
shaki ng hi s head.

"I can't answer your question," he said. "I don't know what it is. But |I don't think you're in any
danger. |'ve seen only one other case like this, three years ago. But | was exposed, and so was mny

daughter, and several others —and no one was infected."

He hesitated, glancing at Gann. Then he said abruptly, "The other case was Harry Hi ckson, M.
Gann. It killed him"

Boysi e Gann started to speak, then nodded. "I understand."
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"Do you?" Dr. Snow s voice was heavy with irony. "I don'tl | don't understand at all. Let ne show
you sonet hi ng—then tell nme if you understand!" He stood away fromthe door, reached out a hand,
and switched off the lights in the emergency room "Look!" he cried. "Do you understand that?"
The four in the doorway gasped as one. "Father!" cried Quarla, and the nen swore softly. Inside
the emergency room in the sem -darkness Dr. Snow had brought about, Mhamed Zafar's | eather-

col ored skin was | eather-
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colored no longer. Like the spilled blood of the spaceling Gann had seen nurdered, Zafar's skin
was bright with a golden glow H's face shone with the radi ance of a muted sun. One wasted hand,
dangling out of the sheets, was Iimed in a yellow sh, unsteady light like the flicker of a
mllion flashing fusorians.

Quarla choked, "It's . . . it's just like Harry, Father!"

The doctor nodded sonberly. "And it will end the same way, too. Unless there's a niracle, that man
will be dead in an hour."

He sighed and reached to turn the Iight on again, but there was an abrupt hissing, sw shing sound

and somnet hing darted past them over their heads. "Wat the devil!" cried Dr. Snow, and turned on
the |ights.

Sonet hi ng was on the dying nan's head, sonething that scuttled about and glared at themwi th hot
red eyes, l|ike incandescent shoebuttons.

"Father! It's Harry's—+ nean, it's the pyropod! The one Boysie and | brought back!" cried Quarla
Snow.

Gann said tightly, "Look! He broke the chain.” Then he | aughed shakily. "Harry woul d be pl eased, "
he said unsteadily. "At last the thing's |l earned howto fly."

Machi ne Col onel Zafar lived | onger than the hour Dr. Snow had prom sed, but it was obvious that
the extra tinme would not be very long. He was sinking. For.nminutes at a tinme.he seened hardly to
breat he, then roused hinmsel f Jong enough to munbl e i ncoherent phrases like "The Starchild! But the
Swan won't help him..."

Snow was working over his |aboratory equi pment in the corner of the room pausing every few

m nutes to check his patient's breathing, and shake his head. He sumoned Quarla and Gann to him
and gestured to a m croscope.

"I want to show you sonething," he said, his face sonmber and wondering. "Look." And he stepped

asi de.

Quarl a | ooked into the slimchroned barrels of the nmicroscope, then lifted her head to stare
questioningly at her father. He nodded. "You see? M. Gann, |ook."

Sl ow y Boysie Gann took her place. "lI'mnot a scientist, Doctor,"” he protested. "I won't know what
to look for."

But then he was | ooking through the eyepi eces and his voice stopped. He did not need to be a
scientist. The spectacle before him standing out clear in three dinmen-
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sions in the stereoscopic field of the microscope, was nothing he had ever seen before.
Straw col ored erythrocytes and pal e eosi nophiles fl oated anong col oni es of beni gn m croorgani sns
that live in every human's bl ood. Rodlike and anpbeboid, radial or anorphous, all the tiny bacteria
were famliar, in a vague, half-remenbered way, to Gann

AH but one.

For dominating the field were nasses of gl obul ar bodi es, dark and uni nteresting-looking at first,
but bursting under his eyes into spurts of golden light. Like the |Ium nous plankton of Earth's

warm seas, they flared brilliantly, then subsided, then flared again. It was like tiny warning
lights signaling disaster in the sanple of the sick man's bl ood-hundreds of them perhaps
t housands—so many that the field of the microscope was brilliantly illumnated with a flickering

gol den gl ow.
"Great Plan!" whispered Boysie Gann. "And this is what made hi m sick?"

Dr. Snow said slowy, "It is the same thing | saw in Harry Hi ckson's bl ood. Just before he died."
He took his place at the twin eyepieces and gl anced for a second at the tiny gol den spheres.
"Fusorians," he said. "It took ne a nonth with paper chromatography and mass' spectrograns to

verify it in Harry's blood, but that is what they were. Col onies of fusorian synbiotes gone wild.

They're killing him™"

He stared bl ankly at the nicroscope, then roused hinself and hurried back to his patient. Mchine

Col onel Zafar was gasping for breath, his eyes wide and fixed on the ceiling, his fingers working

aim essly, his whole skin suffused with that gol den gl ow.

"Quarla!" rapped Dr. Snow. "Seal the roonml We'Il give hima positive partial pressure of oxygen
It won't save his life," he added wearily, "but it may prolong it—by mnutes, at |east."
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The girl hurried to close the door tightly against its resilient seals, while her father adjusted
val ves on his nediconsol e. Boysie Gann heard a "white" sound of hissing gas and felt a quick

i ncrease of pressure in his ears. He swall owed and heard Quarla's voice, queerly distant, say,
"Father! He's—he's trying to get up!"

Machi ne Col onel Zafar was sitting up. His eyes were less renpte, -his breathing easier in the
hypobari c at no-
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sphere. But the golden gl ow was even nore intense, the perspiration streanming fromhis brow

And his eyes were on Boysie Gann. "You!" he cried. "Swan take you! CGet back to the Machine, you
traitor!" And he nade the curious |ooping gesture with his armthat Gann had seen in Harry Hi ckson

And then Boysie Gann renenbered what the star was that lived in the heart of the Swan

"Al pha Cygni!" he cried. "Denebl The star in the constellation of the Swan!"

Zafar fell back on an elbow, glaring at him "Your dirty nmouth profanes the sacred name," he

hi ssed. "The Starchild will punish you. In the heart of the Planner's citadel —+n the bowel s of

Terra, where the Machine plays with its human toys—the Starchild will seek out and destroy its

eneni es! "

H s eyes closed and he gasped for breath. Gann | ooked at Quarla and her father, but their

expressions were as clouded as his own. "Starchild?" whispered the girl. "Father, do you know

what —

The doctor runbled, "No, Quarla. | know nothing. Only runors. A nyth that there is a Starchild,

and that fae will bring the faithful of the Church of the Star hone to Deneb's planets one day."

"No runor!" shouted the glow ng, golden nan, and he paused to cough hackingly. "The Starchild

lives! I've seen himin the heart of the Wiirlpool! He has touched ne with his radiant hand!"

But Dr. Snow was beside him thrusting himback down on the bed, hushing him "No!" cried Zafar

wildly. "Don't stop the word of the Starchild! See here!"

And with a convul sive effort he drew out of the pouch of the one garment he still wore a stiff,

cream col ored sheet of parchnment. "The Wit of Liberation!" he shouted. "The Starchild gave it to

me to send to Earth. And | send it—ow "

The pyr opod t hat had bel onged to Harry H ckson

scuttled wildly about, its red eyes bright orange in the

hi gh- oxygen air. It hissed and shook its scales; and Zafar's

';. eyes, too, were alnpst orange, glowing with tiny, dancing

; golden atons, even in the pupil. They seened blind—er

V fixed on sonething far nore distant than the walls of

e* :the doctor's clinic.

vy Boysie Gann felt a shudder, as if the floor of the roomwere shaking. It had not noved.
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He staggered and thrust out a hand to support himself, yet there was no notion. 'To Earth!" cried

tV sick man, and threw the sheet of paper fromhim "Swan, carry it! Starchild, guide it! To Earth
." He broke off.

The doctor tried again to calmhim but the dying man thrust himaside. "To Earth!" he cried. "And

you-spy, traitor, slave of the Machine! Swan take you ..."

Gann opened his nouth to say something, anything, but words would not cone. The room | urched

again, nore violently. Sickeningly. The others did not seemto notice, yet the shock canme again.

He stunbl ed and al nost fell, caught hinself and reached out instinctively for the fluttering sheet
of paper Zafar had thrown into the air.

It slipped away fromhim. . . and di sappeared. One nonment it was there. The next noment it was
gone. \Were it had been Gann saw a queer flow in the atnosphere, |ike flawed glass, spinning.

The whirl pool grew. It enlarged and cane near him and the room noved around hi m once nore.

Frantically he tried to | eap back, to save himself, but he was falling, falling into the whirl poo
falling . . . and falling

He fell for what seenmed to be a thousand years while the roomturned queerly dark and di sappear ed.

Quarla's worried face, the doctor's | ook of shock, Mhamed Zafar's dying glare of hate—al

di sappeared, and around himhe saw t he di m shapes of stars and pl anets, of gal axi es and dust

clouds, rippling and gl owi ng

He fell for a long time, through what seened to be a distance of billions upon billions of empty,
airless mles.
And was.

For when the falling stopped and shaken and frantic he staggered to his feet, he fell flat and cut
his face, bloodied his nose against a gray, soft-lighted netal floor
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He was in full-earth gravity.
He was on the Reefs no |l onger. He was on a planet. And around himstretched |ong enpty corridors
of nmetal walls and spinning tapes and glittering |ights. Machine Major Boysie Gann was hone at
|ast. He was in the cataconbs under Earth's surface that housed the m ghty el ectronic nasses of
t he Pl anni ng Machi ne.
196
And that was how it began for Boysie Gann, with a twenty-billion-mile drop that [anded himin a
pl ace where no one could possibly be, in the heart of the Machine.
A warm wi nd bl ew between the narrow walls of the corridor. There was a faint distant hum overlaid
by the whir and hiss of rushing tape, the drone of enornmpus far-off nachi nes. Gann stood up
gasping with the effort of noving his new wei ght—early a hundred kil os, when for nonths he had
had to carry only a fraction of that, or none. He | ooked around, dazed.
He was in a long corridor. At the end of it, hundreds of yards off, was a brighter |ight that
seened to be a room
He stunbled toward it, stanching the flow fromhis nose with the back of a hand, coughing and
tasting the acrid blood at the back of his nouth.
The gray light turned out to cone froma strange round chanber, its roof a high concrete done. The
great floor was broken with little island clusters of consoles and control panels, unattended. The
wall, alnmost circular, . was pierced with twenty-four dark tunnels |ike the one he had cone from
Gann | eaned dizzily for a nmoment against the frame of the door through which he had entered. Then
summoni ng his strength, he shouted, "Help | Anyone! Is any-' body here?"
The only answer was a boom ng echo fromthe great concrete donme, and the distant whirring of the
t apes.
The control stations were enpty, the corridor vacant
Yet as Gann stood there he began to feel that the place
was sonehow alive. As the echoes died away his ears

began to register fainter, nore distant sounds—a nuffled
mechani cal murmur, a humand whir. Al the corridors
, were as enpty as the one he had left. He peered into
-. themone by one, saw nothing but the endl ess banks of ,« conputing equipnment, the jungle of
thick cables that : roofed them

-V Al nost on ti ptoes, hunbl ed by the i mense hush
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around him Gann went to the circular islands of consoles in the nmddle of the chanber. One unit,
glowing with illum nated dials and buttons, faced each radiating tunnel. He stood entranced,

wat ching the race of indicator |ights across the face of each console.

He had never seen this place in his own person before, yet it was all faniliar to him had been
repeated a hundred tines, froma hundred angles, in the texts and visual-aid | ectures at the
Techni corps acadeny. He was in the very heart of the Planning Machi ne—the nost secret, the nost

el aborately guarded spot on nine planets. The nerve center of the Plan of Mn.

And the Pl anning Machi ne did not even know he was therel!

That was the fact that nost shook Boysie Gann, alnost terrified him not only for hinself,

al t hough surely he was on dangerous ground—en had gone to the Body Bank for far less. Hs fear
was for the Plan of Man itself. How was it possible?

Wth all its storage of facts on every act of every human being in the Plan—with its great taped
mass of data covering every field of know edge, every scientific discovery, every |awthe Pl anning
Machi ne seened to have no way of telling that an unaut horized hunan being was at large in its very
heart.

Gann found hinsel f sobbing. Dizzied, he clutched at the edge of the nearest consol e and
frantically tried to make sense of the unfamliar glitter of dials and scopes and racing |ights.
There was a |inkbox! For a nmoment he was hopeful —yet the |inkboxes to the Machi ne were nmeant only
for those who had recei ved communi on, who wore the flat plate in their skulls that gave the
Machi ne access to their cranial nerve centers. Dared he use the

I i nkbox?

But what el se was there? Gann thought swiftly, crazily, of punching a button at randomthrow ng a
switch—turning a dial. Any small change woul d alert the Machine. Serving robots or human techs
woul d be there in nonents.

Then his eyes caught sight of a small, flat red plate, bearing a single bright-lit button, and one
word. It was at the top of the console nearest him The single word was STOP

He stood staring at it for a long nonent, forgetting to
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breathe. If that plate nmeant what it so clearly, unequivocally said, he had it in his power to ..
to ...

To stop the Machi ne.

Machi ne Maj or Boysi e Gann, Techni corps acadeny graduate, veteran of the spy school, trained and

t oughened agai nst the worst a solar systemcoul d produce, found hinmself babbling in terrified
hysteria. Stop the Machine! The thought was unbearabl e.

He flung hinself on the |inkbox, found a switch, wept, babbled, and sobbed into it. He was not
speaki ng in the Mechanese that the Machi ne had devel oped for the Iinks —didn't know it—aoul d have
forgotten it if he had known it He was literally terrified, as nothing in his |ife had ever
terrified himbefore.

When the squad of Plan Guardsnmen in Machine gray came boiling out of the access el evators, racing
down the corridors, their weapons at the ready, they found himslunped on the floor, all but
unconsci ous.

Boysie Gann nearly died right then, with twenty bullets in his body. But the Techtenant in command
i ssued a sharp order. He peered wonderingly at Gann, restrained his nmen, thought for a second,
then shook his head. "Don't hurt him" he growed. "O not so he can't talk! Let's get himup to
"the security office—fast!"

For four days Boysie Gann was questioned around the clock by the brawniest bullies in the

Techni corps, and they were not gentle with him

He answered all their questions—told the absolute truth—and paid for it with the inpact of a club
agai nst his kidneys, a kick in his ribs. They knocked hi m unconsci ous a dozen tinmes, and each time
he revived again with a hard-faced nedical orderly pulling a hypoderm c out of his skin, brought
back to face nore interrogation

Finally they let himsleep—not because they were satisfied with his answers, but because the
nmedi cs feared he woul d die.

When he awoke he ached in every part of his body. He was strapped to an operating table. The Body
Bank, he thought at first in a surge of panic. But it was not the Body Bank; it was a prison
Clearly the nmedi cs had been working on him Although he ached, he could nove. Hs toes curled, his
fingers responded to his brain. H s \ eyes opened and noved where he willed them
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Only one thing was different: there was a cold, hard pressure around his neck

The security collar that Harry Hi ckson had renpbved so easily had been repl aced.

Men were all around him renoving the straps, forcing himto his feet. "You! Risk," grow ed one of
them a radar-horned NCOwi th a chin that was stubbled blue with beard. "On your feet! You're
going to talk to the general."

They hurried himthrough gray-walled corridors to an elevator. It rose with a sickening thrust of
accel eration, stopped as rapidly. Gann nearly fell, but was thrust to his feet again by one of the
guards. "Qut! Mve on, R sk!" And he stunbled through nore corridors into a bare gray office, and
there he stood at attention for a long, long tine, waiting.

Then—Boysi e Gann heard no signal, but perhaps it had been rel ayed through the radar-horned hel net
of the guards—the security guardsman barked, "In therel" and thrust himthrough a door

Gann entered a larger, brighter office. It was beautifully furnished, with a bust of the Planner
in glowing gold snling .down froma pedestal, and a golden |inkbox to the Machi ne dominating the
desk. On the desk was a nanepl ate

MACHI NE GENERAL ABEL WHEELER

And the man who sat behind it was the general hinself.

He sat regardi ng Boysie Gann for a |long nonent. Machi ne General Weel er seened nore than half a
machi ne hinself. He was a big nan, an angul ar, perplexing, abrupt-noving man. H's whol e body

| ooked netallic: skin tan of bronze, eyes the color of steel, spikes of copper wire for hair. He
stared at Gann and then, w thout a word, |ooked away, his eyes going to sonmething invisible on his
desk.

Boysie Gann felt choked by the hard, cold constriction of the security collar. Bruises aching,
skin clammy with sweat, he stood painfully rigid. At the Technicorps acadeny he had | earned the
art of standing endlessly at attention—the inperceptibly slow shifting of weight and nuscul ar
tensions that kept a man frompitching forward on his face. He bl anked out his mind, thought of
not hi ng but of the inportance of standing there.
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The general's frowning eyes clung to the tilted conmunications screens that faced himon his desk
invisible to Gann. After a nonment he tapped soundl ess keys, comunicating, Gann knew, with the
Machi ne. Gann wondered that he did not use the Hnkbox. It did not occur to himthat the genera

m ght fear that Boysie Gann, the man who had appeared inexplicably in the heart of the Planning
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Machi ne' s caverns, might equally inexplicably have | earned to understand Mechanese.

The general waited, reading something, frowning stiffly. Abruptly his head jerked up and he stared
at Gann.

The screens had ceased to flicker. His flat bronzed face Was expressionless. It was a nmask of

meat, as if sonme bungling surgeon at the replacenent center had failed to connect the nerves and
nmuscl es that woul d have given it life.

General Weel er said sharply, "Mchine Major Boysie Gann!" Gann junped; he could not hel p hinself;
the voice was like a nmetal rasp. "You may stand at ease!"

Gann |l et his | ean shoulders sag slightly forward, drew a long breath, shifted his feet. But he was
not really at ease. General Wueeler's eyes were on him steel-colored, as coldly nmerciless as if
they were the probes of a surgeon planting electrodes in his brain. He snapped, "The M- Chine
requires information fromyou."

Gann said painfully, "I know, sir. |'ve already been interrogated—about a hundred tinmes, |1'd say."
"It will be a thousand! You will be interrogated again and agai n and again. The Machine's need for
truth is urgent.” Weeler's broad head jutted forward |i ke the sudden thrust of a piston. "The
Starchild! Wio is he?"

There was a dry lunmp in Gann's throat. He swall owed and said stubbornly, "I don't know, sir. |'ve
told everything |I know. "

"The Wit of Liberation! W wote it?" Gann shook his head. '"How did it get into the Planner's
headquarters?" Gann kept on shaking his head, hopel essly but obstinately. "And yourself, how did

you get into the Planning Machine's tunnels? Wo is Quarla Snow? Way did you kill . Mchine Col one
Zafar and make up this preposterous |ie?"

"No, sir!"" cried Gann. "I didn't! Colonel zZafar was . anti-Plan!"

The general's wi de mouth hardened. His bloodless lips ;. shut Iike the jaws of a trap. Hi s voice
was |ike a muffled,
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om nous cl ang. "The evidence," he said, "suggests that you are lying. Can you prove you are not?"
"No, sir. But—=

"Machi ne Mayor Boysie Gann! Are you the Starchil d?”

"No, sir!" Gann was honestly surprised, indignant. "I—=

"Machi ne Maj or Boysi e Gann! Do you know what becanme of the Together ship?"

Gann cried hopel essly: "The what? CGeneral, | never even heard of the-what is it? The Togethership
I don't know what you're tal king about."

Li ke the steady pulse of a |laser scan, the general tolled: "The Togethership went into space forty
years ago. It was never heard of again. Major Gann, what do you know of this?"

"Not hing, sir! Wiy, | wasn't even born!"

For a nonent the mask cracked, and the general's face | ooked al nbst human. Worried. Even confused.
He said after a nonent, "Yes. That's true. But.. .'

Then he tightened up again, bent forward stiffly fromthe hips. H s steel eyes narrowed. "Are you
loyal to the Plan of Man?" he asked softly.

"Yes, sir!"

The general nodded. "I hope so," he said bleakly. "For the sake of the Plan—and for your own sake,
too. For | amgoing to tell you sonething that cannot ever be told again. |If you whisper a word of
it, Machine Mjor Boysie Gann, your death will come at once. At once.

"You see, the Planning Machine is not unique. There is another one."

Gann's eyes w dened. "Anot her " he stopped, and had to begin again. It was |like being told
there were two Jehovahs, a second Christ. "Another Planning Machine, sir? But where is it?"

The general shook his head. "Lost," he said sonberly. "Another Machi ne—as great, as powerful, as
compl ete as the one that guides the Plan of Man. And we do not know where it is.

"Or what it is doing."

There was a man named Ryel and, the general told Boysie Gann. A great mathematician. A brilliant
scientist. The husband of the daughter of the then-Planner, and close to the center of power
surroundi ng the Pl anning Machine itself. And decades before he had gone into space, just as Gann
hi msel f had done, and seen the Reefs of
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Space, and cone back with the tale of countless thousands of unplanned humans living their lives
out on the fusorian worldlets, outside the scope of the Pl an.

"What he said," rasped General Weeler sternly, "was false! But the Machine wisely determned to
test it out! The Pl anning Machi ne does not |eap to conclusions! It weighs the evidence—tearns the
fact s—mkes a plan!"

"Yes, sir," said Boysie Gann. "I've heard of this Ryeland, | think. A |eading scientist even
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t oday!"

The genera! nodded. "Today," he said cryptically, "Rye-land has abandoned error. A |oyal servant
of the Plan. And so is the former Planner, Creery, who also has turned away fromfalsity. But then
. ." He sighed, |ike the wheezing of a high-vacuum punp.

Then, he told Gann, both nen had been duped—and had caused the Machine to commit . . . not an
error, of course—that was inpossible to the Machine—but to conduct an experinent that fail ed.

The experinent was to bring the Plan of Man to the Reefs.

The Machi ne had directed the construction of a mghty spacecraft called the Togethership, The

bi ggest space-goi ng vessel ever built, a nobile spacefort. it was fabricated at the yards on

Dei nos, and powered with six detachable jetless drive units that were thensel ves great fighting
ships. And nore than half of its hull was filled with a slave unit of the Planning Machi ne—a

I i nked bank of conputers and storage banks, as advanced as the Machine itself, lacking only the
net work of conmuni cations and inplenmentation facilities that the Machine had devel oped out of the
race of Man.

The Toget hership was built, |aunched, tested, and fitted out. A selected crew was assenbl ed and
canme aboard. Supplies were | oaded for a ten-year cruise. The sl ave Machi ne assuned contro

the Toget hership flashed out past Obit Pluto—passed the Spacewal | -and was gone.

Days | ater a nessage came back via laser relay chain. All was going well. The Toget hership had
sighted a major cluster of the Reefs of Space.

No ot her message was ever received.

Machi ne General Wheel er paused, his steel-gray eyes on Gann. "No other nessage," he repeated. "It
has never been heard from again. Scouting vessels, attenpting to locate it, canme back "w thout
havi ng found any trace. O
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did not conme back at all. O returned early, damaged, having been attacked by pyropods or
sonet hi ng wor se

"That is the story of the Togethership, Mjor Gann. Except for one thing: the cluster of Reefs it
|l ast reported sighting was in the same position as what you have call ed Freehaven, And you were
there, Major. Wiat did you | earn?"

Wonderingly, Gann shook his head. "Nothing, sir. Believe ne. Not even a runor."

The general |ooked at himfor a | ong second. Then he nodded. "Gann," he said bleakly, "I will tell
you one nore thing." Abruptly he snapped three switches on his desk, glanced at a nonitoring dial
nodded, "W are cut off," he declared. "Not even the Pl anning Machine can | ook in on us now What
I have to tell you is for no ears but your own.

"You see, Gann, it is not only the welfare of the Plan of Man that is involved here. | have a
special interest in solving these nysteries. Solving them nyself.
"Mpaj or Gann, | intend to be the next Planner."

Boysi e Gann was adrift in dangerous waters, and he knew it. He had heard runors of the power
struggl e of the human | eaders who surrounded the great central power-fact of the Mchine,

j ockeying for position, seeking personal advantage. The Techni corps Acadeny had been filled with
sly jokes and bl azi ng-eyed, after dark discussions of it. Some had viewed the political strife as
treason (though they dared only whisper the thought). Sone had taken it as a joke, or as a natura
| aw of human affairs which they proposed to follow for their own advancenment. Gann renenbered the
brother of the girl he had left at Playa Bl anca, a white-hot idealist—+enmenbered one of his
instructors, a cynical hunorist whose japes had seened half in earnest and had set his classes
wriggling with astoni shment and sonething |ike fear. The instructor had di sappeared one day. The
young cadet who was Julie Martinet's brother had becone an honor student at the acadeny. He had
even gone on to spy school on Pluto, just as Gann hinself was | eavi ng.

But idealist or cynic, whatever the attitude of the individual, the whole question of politica
maneuvering had be'-n renpte. Tt was sonething fhat took place far off, high up—ot in the life of

Boysi e Gann.

Not until now

204

Machi ne General Abel Wheeler |eaned forward fromhis desk and rapped out the words: "I nust know
this. Do you know who sent the Wit of Liberation?"

Gann shook his head. "Sir, |'ve never even seen it. | don't know what it says."

"Foolish threats, Mjor Gann! An insane pronise to stop the sun's light. A warning to the Planner
and to the Machine that freedom nmust be restored—-hah! And yet— the man's steel eyes grew col der

and nore distant still, as he contenpl ated sonething far away—it seens that there is sonething
behind the threats. For the sun is indeed stopped.”
He paused. Boysie Gann blinked. "Stopped? The sun? Sir, | don't understand . .."
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"Nor do |," rasped the general, "but that does not nmatter. What matters is the security of the

Machine. It matters particularly to ne, since | amentrusted with its defense. This Wit of

Li beration is a threat; | nust protect the Machine against it. If | amsuccessful, | wll receive
a suitable reward. To those who can help nme . " He glanced about his spy-tight room |eaned

farther forward still, and nerely nouthed the words: "I can offer themrewards, too, Major Gann."

H s steel eyes stabbed restlessly about the room then returned to Gann. "Major," he said. "I need

you for a friend."

Gann was still turning over in his mnd what the general had said about the stoppage of the sun.

The sun? No |onger shining in the sky? It was hard to believe. He shook hinself free fromthe

questions that were burning at himand said uneasily, "I hope to be your friend, sir. But | still

know not hing of the Starchild!"

The general nodded like a netrononme. "You will be questioned again," he rapped out. "This tine,

directly by the Machine, through one of its servitors—a human who has taken the Machine's

communi on and speaks directly to it. This will perhaps help you to remenber ..certain things. Tt

may even be that fromthe questions the acol vte asks, you may be able to deduce other things—

per haps even nake a guess at things that are stored in the nmenory banks of the Machine that even 1

do not know. If so." he said, his face a bronze nmask, "I will be interested. The choice is yours.
My friend or ny foe—and even now," he said, his bronze jaws hardening, "I have power enough to
puni sh ny foes."
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He opened the switches again, glanced at his conmunications screens, nodded, tapped out an answer,
and turned once nore to Gann.

"You will go nowto Sister Delta Four," he stated. "There your direct |link questioning to the
Machine will begin. Major, look at this!"

Unexpectedly he raised his right fist. It clenched like a renote mani pulator into a bronze hamrer.
"This hand," he droned sonberly, "once bel onged to someone el se, an unplanned traitor who threw a
bonb at the Planner. H s aimwas poor. He missed the Planner but his bonb shattered nmy own right
hand.

"My hand could not be repaired by the surgeons, so it was replaced. Wth the hand of the woul d-be
assassin." The bronze fist slamred agai nst the console.

"Gann, renenber this! If you fail to serve the Machine in the way that is first required, you wll
serve it in some other way—nore than likely in the Body Bank!"

The radar-horned guards were waiting.

"Cone on, Risk!"™ growled the NCO in charge, and once again Boysie Gann was thrust and dragged
through the long gray halls, into the elevators, out again—and left to wait in a bare gray room
Only for a nonment. Then the guards cane back, |ooking angry and confused. "Cone on, Risk!" grow ed
t he NCO agai n—he seened to know no other words, be able to speak in no other way—and Gann was
taken out again.

A girl was standing in the doorway, telling her sonic beads, her head bent. She wore the robe and
cowm of one of the Machine's conmuni ng acol ytes, one of those adepts who had | earned t he Mechanese
that the Machi ne now spoke in preference to any other |anguage, whose very brain centers were open
to the touch of the Machine. As they passed she spoke to one of the guards. "Orders changed!" he
said roughly. "Conme along if you like—we're going to the Planner!"

Gann hung back, trying to turn and see her, but the 206

NCO shoved hi m ahead. He could hear the girl's oddly nel odi ous voice, not so nuch speaking as
chanting Mechanese in the quarter tones of her sonic beads, but could not rmake out her words.

She woul d be-what had General Weeler called her? Sister Delta Four. The one who was to
interrogate him

But he was going instead to the office of the Planner hinself!

In all his years of life under the Plan, Boysie Gann had never seen the Planner in the flesh. Few
had. There was no need, with comunications reaching into every home, even every room under the

Pl an—and the Pl anner was sonething nore than human, renoved from even the condescendi ng soci al

i ntercourse of enperors.

Gann shivered slightly. He was already assumi ng the attitudes of the convict of any land or tine.
He feared change. He dreaded the unknown. And the Pl anner represented a very |arge unknown
quantity indeed.

Again the tunnels, again the high-velocity drop of the elevators. Again Gann was thrust into a
tiny roomand | eft there.

He was somewhere far underground. Listening, he could hear no sound except the muffled nurnur of
air fromthe duct overhead. The walls were an unpl easant yell owi sh gray—2no | onger quite the
sterile Techntorps color, but tinged with Planner's gold. Gann wondered if it was deliberate, or
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if it was nerely that this cell was so old, its occupants viewed with so little favor, that the
baked-in coloring of the walls had yellowed with age. The ceiling gave a cold gray light. There
was only one bare netal table and one bare netal chair.

The security collar was hard against his throat. Gann sat down and laid his head on the table. His
brui ses were beginning to stiffen and ache. H's brain was whirling.

Confused inmages were filling his mnd. General Weeler and his nenacing hints of reward. Quarla
Snow s space-ling, and the pyropods. Julie Martinet. A daytine sky with the sun sonehow gone out

the sunlike fusorian globules in Colonel Zafar's blood . . . Julie Martinet again, and Quarla
Snow.

He |ived again the endless frightening drop that |anded himin the bowels of the planet Earth,
anong the nenory banks of the Machine. He saw again sterile Pluto's vistas of ice, and the great
sl ow spin of Polaris Station

207

He t hought of the Wit of Liberation and wondered at the |ove for freedom of the Planless nmen of
the Reefs—the I ove for freedomthe freedomto | ove

He t hought again of Julie Martinet, and subnmerged hinself in nenories of the Togetherness resort
at Playa Blanca, the slight, dark girl he had heard signing, then-golden dawn together on the
beach, with the taste of salt spray on her lips. He could see her face as clearly as if she were
in the roomwith him

"Julie," he whispered, and she opened her lips to reply ..

"Conme on, Risk!" she said queerly—+oughly. "Get up! Mve!"

The radar-horned NCO was shaking himangrily. "R sk! Wake up!"”

Gann shook hinself. He had been asleep. His armwas nunb and tingling where his head had rested on
it.

He was still dazed as they dragged himout of the cell, into another room-targer, brighter
furnished in splendor. It was all gold. Gold tapestries on the wall, show ng the spinning worlds
of the Plan of Man. Gold light fixtures, and gold trays on the golden tables. The floor a
carpeting of gold, the furniture upholstered in a golden fabric.

A guard stood by himat each side, gripping his arns. They brought himto the center of the room
and stood there, waiting, while the NCO went to a gol d-arched door and whi spered to a Techni corps
officer in the uniformof the Planner's guard who stood there. The officer nodded inpatiently and
hel d up a hand.

The radar-horned guard turned and signaled to his nen. Wit.

Boysi e Gann was very sure, w thout being told, of where they were. Beyond that door was the

Pl anner hi nmsel f.

They were not alone in the room Turning his neck —the grip of the guards did not allow himto
turn his body—he saw that the acolyte girl, Sister Delta Four, was in the room kneeling on a

gol den hassock, telling her sonic beads. She was slight. Wat snall sight he could get of her
face, under the great soft cow, was oval, grave, and pale. Her |oose black robe fell to the floor
around t he hassock. Her cape bore the |um nous enblem of those who had undergone conmuni on wth
the Machi ne—the synbolic ellipses of electronic orbits intertw ned.

208

The guards wenched hi mstraight again. One whispered to the other across him "Watch! She's going
to go into comunion."

Even in his precarious position Gann could not help wanting to see. He had never before been with
an acolyte during comunion. It was sonmething to be desired—and dreaded.

If the deadly security collar around his neck was the stick that the Machine had invented to
enforce the Plan of Man, the comunion plate was the carrot that rewarded faithful service.

Gann knew what it |ooked like. He thought he had caught a glinpse of it in the forehead of Sister
Delta Four, the bright metal disk grafted into the skin, starred with its black pattern of holes
that accepted the prongs of the conmuni on pl ug.

He knew t hat comruni on was supposed to be the perfect experience. The conmunion plate was only its
exterior synbol. It was in the brain itself that the delicate stereotaxia of the Machine's

neur osurgeons had done their finest work. Through electrodes wired to the plate in the forehead,
the Machine requited its deserving servants with tuned electronic stinmuli. Its nessages flowed
directly into the pleasure centers of the brain.

The perfect experience—for it had no taint of reality to corrupt it, no bill presented in the form
of exhaustion or physical damage—Ao substance! It was the quintessence of pleasure. Stripped of
tactile, visual, olfactory—of all sensual conplications—+t was the great good thing that nen had
al ways sought, and found inperfectly as a side effect of eating, or drinking, or inhaling the
crisp air of a "nobuntain norning, or sex. It was all of them distilled and served up in a tidy
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package, received through a bright netal plate.

It was so perfect, thought Boysie Gann wildly, that it seened sonehow wong ...

"She's getting ready!" whispered one of the guards, and Gann ventured to turn his head again to
see.

He succeeded—enly for a nmonent, but he succeeded. The guards were watching too, and | oosened their
grips just enough for himto turn

Sister Delta Four lifted the black hood to uncover her forehead. There on the snpoth white skin he
saw the bright netat disk-saw it, trenbled, |ooked away—ooked

209

back again, and saw clearly what his mnd had rejected.

He saw the face of Sister Delta Four

There was a hoarse whi sper fromthe doorway. "Let's go!" The guards started, and jerked hi m away,
thrust himfacing forward so that he saw the radar-horned NCOwith a face like fury, beckoning
them angrily, signaling that the Planner was ready for them now

But Boysie Gann fought them struggled like a wild man. "No!" he shouted. "Wait!" And he battl ed
the astoni shed guards, trying to turn, to go back to the girl whose serene face he had seen, eyes
closed, lifting the comunion plug to her forehead.

The guards | ashed out at him struck him He hardly felt the blows. He turned, breaking free of
one of them colliding heavily with the other so that they fell sprawing on the thick gol den rug,
the other guards |eaping toward them But as they fell, Gann saw the face again.

He had been right. There was no doubt. Sister Delta Four was Julie Martinet.

The girl he loved was now no | onger entirely human. Her vows were no |longer to him She was an
adjunct to the Machi ne, as dependent on it for her every bit of life and thought as sone renote-

directed subsea mning dredge . .. and as little a part of the race of nen. Julie Martinet had
beconme a part of the nachine.
8

If the cataconbs of the Machine were the nerve center of the Plan of Man, then the great State
Hal | of the Planner was its heart. Huge as a hangar for jetless spacecraft, ornate as a Pharaoh's
tonb, it housed the nbst powerful nan in the history of the human race, and it was worthy of him
The walls were paneled in gold. Crescent-shaped |unettes were frescoed with scenes of the nine

pl anets and a thousand | esser worlds on which the Plan of Man reigned suprene.

In the great hall a score of attendants waited on the Planner's will: his personal physician

t hree bl ack-robed Mechanese acolytes with their |inkboxes and tonal beads, a dozen guards. The

Vi ce- Pl anner for Venus was there,
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an efficient little engi neer whose nose and ears were out of scale, seenming to have come from sone
gigantic donor. So was Machi ne CGeneral Wheeler, fixing Boysie Gann as he entered with a steel -gray
stare.

No one spoke.

Donminating the great hall, on a huge golden chair, was the Planner hinmself. He was staring, |ost
in thought, at a great quartz table on which stood scores of fantastic netal and crystal toys.
Gann found hinself standing in the center of a great tesselated floor, alone. H's guards had

hal ted behind him He waited for the Planner to notice him

But the Planner's eyes were on his toys. He sighed and stretched out a hand to them stacking them
inmlitary rows as absorbedly as any five-year-old with his | ead soldiers; he forned themin
colums and marched them across the clean gl eam ng quart z.

The figures were dragons. They were nonsters from storybooks, and creatures too incredible ever to
have been in a story. Some were mirror-bright, some black. Many were in gorgeous rai nbow hues.
They had no wi ngs, nor had they legs. Their heads were the heads of nobnsters, sone with teeth Iike
sabers, sone with curious frayed flower-petal faces, |like the nuzzle of a star-nosed nole.

Boysi e Gann had never been close to the Planner before. He could not help being a little

di sappoi nted. The Planner was only a man! An old, fat, flabby man at that—-and, thought Gann
privately, a bit of an eccentric too.

Yet the Planner was the voice of the Planning Machine itself. It was inpossible for the Machine to
falter in its judgnents, inmpossible that its chosen instrunent be anything less than perfect O
course, there were the recurrent runors about the present Planner's predecessors—eld Pl anner
Creery, for exanple, who had fallen into error in attenpting to all ow the Reefs of Space entry
into the Plan of Man under their own conditions . . . Swiftly Gann rejected that thought. This was
no place to be thinking treason

He turned his nind to the stabbing pain that had pierced himin the anteroom when he had found the
girl he loved, Julie Martinet, changed into a priestess of the Machine, Delta Four. How had it
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happened? Way had it happened? . .,

The Pl anner raised his great round head and stared at 211

Boysie Gann. "You," he rasped. "Do you know what these are?”

Gann swal | oned and stuttered. "Y-yes, sir," he got out. "I nmean, | think so. | nean, sone of them
| ook |'i ke pyropods. The creatures that prey on the life in the Reefs of Space, sir "

But the Planner was noddi ng his great bloated head. "Pyropods, yes," he boomed. Wth a sudden

nmoti on he swept the delicately carved pieces off the quartz table, sent themcrashing to the
floor. "I wish | had a thousand pyropods!" he shouted. "A mllion! I wish | could send themout to
the Reefs to kill and destroy every living thing on them Wat insanity that these reef rats
shoul d dare talk to ne of freedom™"

He broke off and glared at Boysie Gann, who stood silent, unable to speak. The Planner said, "I
stand for classic truth! What is it that animates the Reefs of Space, Gann? Tell ne, for you have
been there. It is the romantic fallacy," he roared, not waiting for an answer, "the eterna
delusion that man is perfectible, that there is a spirit of goodness that can grow and mature in
crass organic creatures! Wuat insanity! And now they threaten ne in ny own Hall—bl ot out ny
sun—boast of nore deadly neasures still!" He pressed his plunp arns agai nst the carved gol den arns
of his chair, half lifted hinself, |eaned forward to Gann and shouted, "Wwo is this Starchild,
Gann? It is you?"

Boysi e Gann was gal vani zed i nto shocked speech. "No, sir! Not nme! |'ve never seen him | know
not hi ng about hi m—eh, except what |'ve heard here, when Genera] Wueeler's nen interrogated ne. And
a fewrunmors. But I'mnot the Starchild!"

"Runors. \What are those runors, Gann? | nust know "

Gann | ooked hel pl essly around the great hall. Al init were watching him their eyes cold, their
faces inpassive. He was on his own; there was no help for himfromanyone there. He said
desperately. "Sir, I've told all | know a hundred times. I'Il tell it again. I'll you all | know,
hut the truth is, sir, that | know al nost not hing about the Starchild!"

"The truth," boomed the Planner, "is what / say it is! Goon! Speak!"

Gann obediently commenced the old story. "I was detailed, sir, to investigate certain
irregularities on.Polaris Station . " As he went through the long, fanmliar tale
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there was dead silence in the hall, the Planner l|istening inpassively, |eaning on one armin his
great golden chair, the others taking their cue fromhim Gann's voice fell on the enornous hal

i ke words shouted down a well. Only echoes answered him only the narrowi ng of an eye, the faint

shift of a position showed that his hearers had understood. He finished with his arrest in the
cataconbs of the Machine, and stood silent.

The Pl anner said thoughtfully, "You spoke of a sign. The sign of the Swan."

"Yes, sir." Boysie Gann denonstrated as best he could the supple notion of forearm and hand that
he had seen in Harry H ckson and the dying Col onel Zzafar. "I believe it refers to the
constel l ati on Cygnus, in which the main star, Deneb, is sonme sort of object of worship to what is
called the Church of the Star ..."

The Pl anner turned his great head away from Gana toward the bl ack-robed knot of communi cants of
the Machine. "Deneb!" he barked. "Display it!" One of the acol ytes spoke in soft, chiming tones to
his Iinkbox. Instantly the lights in the great hall darkened, and on the vaulted ceiling a
panorama sprang into light. The Planner craned his thick neck to stare searchingly upward. Every
eye followed his.

It was as if the thousand yards of earth, and rock above them had rolled back. They were gazing
into the depths of space on what seenmed to be a clear, noonless night—4tate in autum, Gann judged
by the position of the constellations; perhaps around m dni ght. Overhead were the great bright
stars of the Summrer Triangle, Altair to the south, Deneb and Vega to the north. The M| ky \Way
banded the vault with a great irregular powder of stardust. Low on the horizon to the west red
Antares glowed; to the east was Fonal haut. .

Abruptly the scene began to contract. It was as if they were rushing through space, straight
toward the constellati on Cygnus. Fonmal haut and Antares slipped out of sight with Sagittarius and
Altair's constellation, the Eagle; so did the Pole Star and Cepheus below it; all that was |eft
was Cygnus, the constellation of the Swae, hangi ng over their heads |ike a bright canopy.

A voi ce chined, "Constellation Cygnus. Stars: Al pha Cygni, also known as Deneb, blue-white, first
magni t ude.
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Beta Cygni, also known as Al bireo, double, conponents deep blue and orange. Gamma Cygni —

The Planner's voice cut it in raspingly: "Just Deneb, idiot! What about Deneb?"

The voice did not miss a beat. It chinmed: "Deneb, distance four hundred |ight-years. Surface
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tenperature el even thousand degrees. Supergiant. Spectrographic conposition, hydrogen, calcium-=
"Planets!" booned the Planner irritably.

"No planets known," sang the invisible voice. Gann craned his neck; it cane fromone of the bl ack-
robed acolytes, but with their faces shrouded in the hoods he could not tell which

The Pl anner was silent for a long tine, staring upward. He said at last, "Has the Machine any

evi dence of physical connection between Deneb and the Starchil d?"

"No evidence, sir," chanted the invisible voice at once. "Exceptions as follows: Possible
connection between star Deneb and reported Church of the Star. Possible connection between star
Deneb and star 61 Cygni in same constellation, 61 Cygni being one of the stars said Starchild
threatened to, and did, extinguish. Neither of these itens considered significant by the Machine."
The Pl anner grunbled. "Very well. Cancel." The display overhead wi nked out, the roomlights sprang
up. The Planner sat brooding for a moment, his eyes renote. He stared absently around the room
hi s gaze passing over Boysie Gann, over the spilled toys at his feet, over the faces of the
guardsmen and Machi ne General Weel er.

Hi s eyes canme to rest on the bl ack-robed acol ytes. Then he sighed and gestured to one of them It
was only the crook of a finger, but the figure in black at once canme toward him hol di ng sonething
in his hand. It was a | ength of golden cable extending fromhis Knkbox. At its end was a gol den

ei ght - pronged pl ug,

Boysi e Gann's eyes went wi de.

If he was not insane—and no, he was not; for already the acol yte was stepping to the Planner's
side, touching his forehead, sweeping back his sparse, unruly hair, baring the glittering plate
that was set intp "his forehead—the Planner was about to undergo comuni on with the Machi ne!

The spectabl e was fasci nati ng—and frightening. Heedl ess of the eyes on him the Planner sat

rel axed 214

" While the acolyte deftly slipped the golden plug into the receptors in the plate on his

f or ehead.

At once the Planner's expression changed. H's eyes closed. The fretful, angry | ook disappeared.
There was a second's grinmace, the teeth bared hi rictus, the corners of the eyes winkling hi deep
furrows, the jaw set. It was |like a nonentary pang of agony ... O ecstasy.

It passed, and the Planner's face went blank again. Hi s breathing began to grow nore rapid. As the
pl anted el ectrodes excited the secret centers of his brain, he began to show feeling. H's face
creased in a smile, then frowned, then sniled again, forgivingly. H s |lips began to nove. Hoarse,
inarticul ate words whispered—slowy . . . then faster, faster. Hi s plunp body shook, his fingers
wor ked. The bl ack-robed acolyte calmy touched his arm whispered in his ear.

The Pl anner cal med. Hi s body rel axed again. Hi s whispered voice stopped.

The acolyte waited for a second, nodded, renoved the cable and stepped lightly away. The Pl anner
opened his eyes and | ooked around.

To Boysi e Gann, the change in the Planner was stranger than anything he had seen on the Reefs of
Space. A glum angry, harried man had accepted that nonent of communication with the electronic
joys of the Machine; a cheerful, energetic, buoyant one had energed fromit. The Planner opened

his mouth and booned | aughter into the great hall. "Ha!" he shouted. "Ho! That's good!"

He sat up and pounded his great fist onto the quartz . table. "W'I| destroy thenml" he cried.
"Reef rats and Star-chil d—anyone who dares interfere with the Plan of Man. W'Il crush them and
their fanciful dreans forever. And you'll help in this, Boysie Gann, for you are the chosen

instrument of the Plan in this great work!"

For a lunatic nonent Gann thought of turning, running, fleeing—ef |eaping toward the Planner and
letting the decapitation charge, in his security collar end his problens forever. There was
something wild and fearful in the great chuckling good humor with which the Planner bubbl ed now,
sonmething that terrified Gann. |f the Machi ne coul d cause such personality change in its nost
favored of servants, Gann feared the Machine. Feared it! And that thought was in itself fearsone
to him for the Machine had al ways been the great good master whose judgnents were infallible, who

al ways rewarded good service, punished ,: 215

only the bad. Yet this particular reward seened a very terrible punishnent to Gann

But all he said was, "Yes, sir. | serve the Plan, sir!" The Planner shouted with glee. "Serve it
well, boy!" he cried. "Serve it with all your heart and nmind—er you'll serve it with your eyes and

arms and liver, in the Body Bank! W all serve the Plan, boy. In one way or another!" And he

di smssed Gann with a good-hunored wave of one fat armand turned to General Weeler. As the
guards closed in on Gann and nmarched hi mout of the room he caught one glinpse of the general
staring toward him The steel-gray eyes were cold and enpty, but Gann could read their nessage.
Don't fail ne, either, Gann, they said.

There had once been a tinme, thought Boysie Gann, when life was sinple and his duty clear. In that
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dead, half-forgotten tine—was it only nmonths ago? it seened |ike centuries—he had found, and

| oved, and won a girl naned Julie Martinet. He renenbered the night they met, renenbered their

I ong hours together, their endless prom ses, the bright hope of happi ness they gave each other. He
renenbered the | ong white beach at the Togetherness center at Playa Bl anca, and her kiss before he
left. Warm sweet, soft, |oving, she had been everything a man could want. Her nenory had foll owed
Boysie Gann twenty billion mles out fromthe sun, and her absence had rmade that | ong voyage

bl eak.

Yet never had he been so far fromher as in this room He could, if he dared, reach out and touch
the lips he had kissed at Playa Blanca. But the m nd behind themwas no | onger the mnd of the
sweet, warmgirl he had | oved. The body was the body of Julie Martinet, but what inhabited it was
Sister Delta Four.

Involuntarily he whispered: "Julie! Julie Martinet . . ."

She stood notionless, regarding himw th grave dark

eyes. He searched them for sone hint of recognition, for

the saving warnth of Jove that had filled them at Playa

Bl anca, but not hing was there.

216

She shook her hooded head. "I am Delta Four," she said, her voice a nelodious chime. "I amto
interrogate you for the Machine." She stood watching him waiting for a response, her pale face
hal f hi dden by the deep folds of the cowm she wore. The |um nous enbl em on her bl ack robes nocked
him It was a Keep Of sign that he dared not ignore.

But he could not help saying, "Julie, don't you renenber nme at all? Can't you tell nme what
happened?"

She fingered her long string of bright black beads, each an electronic bell that rang when she
stroked it. "Major Gann," she sang, her voice in perfect pitch with the tonal beads, "I am as you
see, an acolyte of the Machine. | do not wish to be reninded of any other life."

"Please, Julie. At least tell me why you didn't wait—=

Her grave head nodded. "W have tune,” she trilled. "Ask your question.”

"Way didn't you—+ nean, why didn't Julie Martinet wait for ne? | sent you a letter from Pl uto—
"Your nmessage was delivered," she sang. "But Julie Martinet had al ready been adnmitted to training

as acolyte for the Machine. She destroyed your nessage. She does not wish to recall it."

"But | loved you!" Gann burst out. "How could you turn your back on ne?"

The serene pale face stared at himw thout curiosity. "Julie Martinet |oved you," she corrected
him el odiously. "I amDelta Four. Please sit down, Major Gann. | mnust interrogate you for the
Machi ne, "

Reluctantly Gann sank into a chair, watched as she noved another chair near his. She seated
herself with deliberate grace.

From under the cape she brought forth a small |ink-box, covered in a black plastic, |ike |eather.
"Maj or Gann," she said, "I must ask you if you are the Starchild." Her voice was pure nel ody, cold
and perfect and renote as her white, oval face.

Gann snapped, "Plan take it, no! I'mfed up with that question! |'ve said it a hundred—

But she was shaking her head. "Wait," she broke in. "One nonent, please."

He watched her glumy, the ache of his bruises conbining with the deeper ache in his heart as,
hooded head intently bent, she once again touched the long string of beads. As each electronic
chime rang out her throat echoed
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the tone, practicing the difficult scale of tone phonenes that made up the artificial |anguage
cal | ed Mechanese

Mechanese was the difficult bridge between the Machine and the human mind. Earlier conputers had
crossed that bridge by building their own structure of translation, transforning English into
Fortran or another artificial tongue, Fortran into binary numbers, the binary statenent into
instructions and data for processing. The Machi ne's | anguage was itself a sort of pattern of
binary digits that represented its own el ectronic processes—ircuits open or closed, storage

poi nts charged or discharged, ferrite cores in one magnetic state or another

Human bei ngs coul d not be trained to speak that binary | anguage, nor could the Machine of the Plan
of Man be troubled with the dull task of translation. Instead, it had created a | anguage that mnen
could learnwith difficulty, with a consecration of purpose that required themto give up the
coarser human aspects of their lives, but all the same with accuracy and assurance.

Mechanese was a bridge, but a difficult one. The Machine, counting tine in nanoseconds, could not
wait for |aggard human speech. Accurate in every either-or response, it had no need of redundancy.
It had computed the theoretical capacity of the hunan ear and the human voice at sone 50, 000
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binary units of information per second, and it had devised a tongue to approach that theoretica
maxi mum

Nor mal human speech conveyed only about fifty such bits of information in a second; Mechanese was
a thousand tinmes nore efficient.

And, Gann knew, it was about a thousand tinmes as difficult to learn

Bitterly he realized that it was the very thing in Julie Martinet that first drew his attention to
her —her soft, true voice-that had | ost her for himforever. The Machi ne sought endl essly for
humans who coul d be trained to Mechanese—sought them and, when it found them did not |et them go.
Only such special individuals could be trained to speak Mechanese well, though it was possible for
al nost anyone who invested the tine and effort to learn a sort of pidgin, or to understand it. A
true acol yte needed not only a wi de vocal range but a true sense of absolute pitch. The tona
beads woul d hel p. An acolyte could, as Delta Four was doing now, use themas a sort of pitch pipe
218

before talking to the Machi ne. But not even they would convert an ordinary human into one fl uent

i n Mechanese.

Wat ching her tolling the tonal beads, Gann pictured the |ong, arduous weeks of training. He knew
it required total concentration, absolute devotion. And its ultinmate reward was the bright netal
plate in her forehead.

Her quick voice trilled a chain of silver bird notes. The |inkbox sang an el ectronic answer. Her
alert, enotionless eyes | ooked up at himat |ast.

"We're ready now," she said. "Major Gann. Are you theStarchil d?"

A hundred interrogations, and this was the hundred and first.

Boysi e Gann no | onger needed his mnd to answer the girl's questions. Repetition had taught his
tongue and lips to answer by thenselves. | amnot the Starchild. 1 have never seen the Starchild.
I know nothing of the Wit of Liberation. I have never engaged in unplanned activities.

And all the tine his heart was shouting: Julie.l1 Cone back .

Each time he answered a question, Sister Delta Four sang into the |inkbox. The strange, quavering
notes sounded nothing |like what he had said, but he knew that each difficult phonenme was al so a
meani ngf ul nor phene, each sung syllable a clause. And each tinme she asked a question she paused,
regarding himw th detached interest, her perfect face as inhuman as her voi ce.

"My tour of hazardous duty took ne out to the Space-wall " he said, and went on with the | ong
famliar tale.

He felt the bright gold walls pressing in on him suddenly suffocating. He wondered how nmany
thousand feet of rock |lay above him Up at the surface of the earth, was the endangered sun

shi ning now on woods and fields tinted faintly green with early spring? O was there arctic ice
above this isolated, sound-deadened cell in the Planner's vast suites? O mles, perhaps, of dark
and icy ocean?

He had no way of know ng.

And abruptly he felt a wave of desperate longing for the Reefs, for Freehaven, for Quarla Snow.
Those strange spaceborne rocks were sonehow ki nder than the Plan of Man. He was honesick for
infinite space ... for that fantastic concept freedom.

The stern snarl of the |inkbox brought himback to his interrogation. "Proceed," cooed Sister
Delta Four, "You
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were attacked by pyropods?" Her voice was as tuneful as a crystal bell, cold and enpty as the

bl ack space between the Reefs. There was no flicker of feeling on the serene and secret oval of
her face.

He nodded wearily—then, renenbering: "Yes, but before that, | forgot to nmention one thing. H ckson
renoved ny collar."
Her brilliant dark eyes did not wi den. She nerely sang into the |inkbox, still watching him her

eyes intent but sonehow blind, as if she were already absorbed in her private ecstasy of
conmuni on.

The bl ack box snarl ed.

"The Machine requires elucidation," Sister Delta Four trilled sweetly. "W nust find this

unregi mented Harry Hickson. H's know edge nust be recovered for the Plan. Then each organ of his
body nust be obliterated."

Gann grinned bl eakly at her, looking at the Iips he had kissed so long ago. "Sorry. | can't help
you. He's dead.™

"The Machine rejects this data," she sang. "Did you not ask this unplanned man how he renoved the
col I ar?"

"I don't know how," he admitted. He paused, hoping to see some living spark in her eyes. But there
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was none. The bl ack box whirred om nously. "I think he was a convert to the Church of the Star,"
said Gann hurriedly. "I think—that is, as | understand it, his power was thought to come from
Deneb. "

An angry peal fromthe Iinkbox. "That is self-evidently false," sang the cool voice of Sister
Delta Four. "No star possesses any such power to share. No mind in the universe is nore powerfu
than the Machine."

She paused while the black box snarled again. "If the fal sehood is Harry Hickson's, the truth wll
be extracted when he is captured,"” she translated sweetly. "If the fal sehood is yours, Mjor Gann
you are in grave danger of the Body Bank.™

He cried, "I'"'mtelling the truthl I'mloyal to the Plan of Man!"

The box sang; the girl intoned, "The Machine rejects such nerely verbal assurances. One nonent.
The Machine is receiving additional data through another input."”

Queerly, the girl's voice was fading. Gann blinked at her. She seenmed to be novi ng—dwi ndling-as if
she were falling away fromhim down through the Iong, dark enptiness

220

of space. It was as if Gann were | ooking at her through a zoomlens, pulling away. She receded a

t housand yards ..

Then she was back. Gann felt a nonent's vertigo, as if the Planner's suite down in the bowels of
the earth were sonehow dancing a slow waltz. The feeling passed.

The Iinkbox whirred nenacingly, and Sister Delta Four sang, "The Machine terminates this
interview." A sharp humfromthe |inkbox. "It rem nds you that unplanned ideas, |ike unplanned

wor ds and unpl anned actions, mnmust be severely corrected. But it reserves judgnment on your ultimte
di sposition.”

Her white, perfect face was .smling slightly, perhaps in contenplation of her instant rapture
that was soon to come, when the buried el ectrodes would excite her brain to the inconparable bliss
of electronic communi on. But the |inkbox was not yet through with ber. It buzzed again, harshly.
"The Machine finds your narrative inconplete,” she recited nel odi ously, contenplating Gann with
her dark serene eyes. "You have not identified the Starchild. You have reveal ed no facts about the
Toget hershi p. You have not accounted for the so-called Wit of Liberation. You have not expl ai ned
bow you got into the vault of the Machine."

Gann shook his head. "I don't know what to tell you," he said. The box whirred inplacably.

"Your statements are inadequate," Sister Delta Four sang again. "But the interview is concluded ..

There was that surge of unreal notion again. Gann gripped his chair. This tine even the girl felt
it; her perfect |ips opened, her eyes shook a flicker of surprise.

The linkbox twittered urgently. At the sane noment |oud bells and sirens began to sound el sewhere
in the Planner's warrens.

"Earth tenblors,” the girl began haltingly, "have been detected at several points . "
Then the |inkbox crashed out a |oud, despairing sound. Sister Delta Four gasped. Instinctively she
reached out and caught Boysie Gann's arm "Pyropods!" she cried. "The . , . the . . . Ch, you've

got to help! The Planner's hall has been invaded by pyropods! Dozens of theml They're there now "
The private roomin which Sister Delta Four had been interrogating Boysie Gann was one tiny office
inthe im
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mense network of corridors and chanbers that was the adnministrative and |iving headquarters of the
Pl anner. It had been | ocked, but the door opened instantly to the pattern of the girl's fingertips
on the knob. It flung wide, and Gann and the girl ran through the open doorway, into a w de, gold-

wal |l ed hall. Broad as a highway, tall as a two-story building, it ran straight through the heart
of a mountain, the Planner's roons opening off it at intervals all the way. It was a great
cerenoni al thoroughfare, lined with glittering gold and crystal statuary, hung in gold brocades,

panel ed with nurals and vi ewscreens.

And it was filled with the reeking, choking, dusty snoke of jet exhausts.

A scream of sone huge rocketing body ripping through the air snote their ears. A human shout of
angui sh—the cries of nen taken by surprise—the thin, ear-splitting volley of laser guns. In al

t he noi se and confusi on Gann saw one thing clearly—saw it, grabbed the girl by her armand pulled
her back into the shelter of the doorway.

A pyropod was rocketing toward them down the hall

It roared at them at a speed nearing Mach One; in the cranped quarters of the hall the shriek of
its passage was physically painful, deafening. And the | ook of the thing was that of an avenging
angel cone to Earth, set on destruction.

It was a nightmare conme to life. Wlder than the nost fantastic of the Planner's toys, it was
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shaped a little Iike a scorpion, larger than a charging buffalo. Its eyes were great nmirrors with
stal ked receptors at the center—natural radio tel escopes, glowing red. Its jaws were mghty enough
to crunch steel bars. Its talons could rip through arnor plate. Its body was arnored with darkly
shining scales; a long, w cked, saber-like tail was arched over its back. And the whol e thing was
scream ng through the air of the tunnel toward them

The girl cried out in fear; Gann pulled her head agai nst his chest, quieting her—though in truth
the sound of her terror was lost in the ear-splitting din of the pyropod' s passage. This was no
baby, |ike the one Gann had played with on Harry Hi ckson's reef. It was an arnored juggernaut,
full-grown, capable of battling a Plan space cruiser on equal ternmns.

It passed them and rocketed into a group of armed guardsnmen, knotted a hundred yards down the

hall. They were firing wildly with | aser and projectile weapons; it
222
struck them passed . . . and they were gone. Only a jackstraw heap of corpses and stirring near-

dead marked where they had been

"Great Machinel" gasped Sister Delta Four, her inpeccable serenity gone, her black hood thrown
back, the bright netal plaque blinking out of a terrified face. "Wat was that?"

"You told ne," snapped Gann. "Pyropod! If it cones back, we're dead!"

She whi npered and tugged at his arm "Back in here... we can hide."

"No! There are others. If one finds us this way we don't have a chance. But if | can get a gun

He stared down the broad, long hall. The bright jet of the pyropod's tail was out of sight.

Per haps the nonster had gone into another room or down another hallway. Meanwhile, the guardsnen
were still in a heap of death.

He cane to a fast decision. "Julie—+ nmean . . . oh, never mind that. Listen! These things can be
killed if you know where to aim |'mgoing after a gun. You stay in the room" And he was off,
runni ng as hard as he could, straight down the broad hall toward the dying nmen. He fought the
tenptation to skulk along the sides. There was no conceal ment here. |If the creature cane back, he
woul d be dead; it was that sinple. H s only chance was speed. He did that hundred yards in dynpic
tinme.

And it was nearly too slow, at that. Gasping, wheezing, his chest and nuscles on fire, he heard a
sudden growi ng vol ume of sound and | ooked up. A how of sound was coming toward him and behind
it, alnmost as fast as the sound itself, a pyropod was rocketing at him

He flung hinself to the floor

The thing m ssed himby inches; he caught a quick glinpse of netal jaws and crystal tusks, of
enornous talons reaching out for him then it was past, and he was up and runni ng.

He heard the thing crashing, snmashing, battering into the statuary and the walls of the hall,
stopping itself at heedl ess cost, but he did not turn. He |leaped to the fallen guardsnmen, caught
up a laser gun, checked its charge and whirl ed.

The pyropod had conmpleted its turn.

It caught Gann hi its pulsing red headlanps. It was screaming at him a living battle rocket. He
fired one
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maxi mum bl ast shot into its eye, and tunbled to the

ground agai n.

It screaned in agony as it passed over him It blundered blindly into a wall, sidesw ped a cluster
of statuary, gouged out a bright streak in the hard netal of the corridor. Its jet flaned brightly
and faded. Gann fired one nore shot» then covered his head with his hands.

There was a great distant explosion. He felt the shock waves pass over him Sone of the corpses
near himwere stirred by the thrust of it, their bleeding linbs flopping wildly, their unseeing
faces noddi ng.

The pyropod was gone.

But Sister Delta Four had said "dozens" of them.

Qui ckly Gann stooped to the abattoir the pyropod had | eft and rumuaged for weapons. He di scovered
a half-enpty | aser weapon, pocketed a light projectile gun, |oaded up with the three heaviest-
charge | aser guns he could find. Then he turned to go after Sister Delta Four

She was standing just behind him She had seen what he was doi ng, and she had done the sane. She
hel d two weapons, and in a pouch in her robes Gann could see the glitter of at |east one nore.

He hesitated, then grinned.

"Come on," he cried. "Let's see what we can do! Right in the eyes, renmenber!" He cl apped her on
the shoul der, and turned and ran in the direction of the Geat Hall of the Planner

A hellish howing and roaring led himto it. He needed
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DO ot her signs.
Bef ore he got there, he destroyed two nore pyropods, neither quite as big as the one that had

nearly got themin the hall, and Sister Delta Four had frightened another off-with a | ong-range
shot that mght or might not have
hit.

The Great Hall of the Planner was the nother hive. It was filled with the great creatures, ripping
t hrough the snmoky, sulfurous air, ripping out boulder-sized bits fromthe walls, fromthe huge
gol den chair of the Planner, fromanything that would give themreacti on nass. They seened to have
conquered the human defenders of the Hall with no trouble, and were fighting anong t hensel ves over
t he spoils.
Then Gann caught the slimruby flash of a | aser weap-
on.
One of the pyropods bellowed with pain, like an air 224
raid siren gone nad. It was not a nortal wound, but it nmust have been an agoni zi ng one; the
injured creature hurtled through the air and collided with another feasting beast; the two began
to slash each other.
Sormeone was still alive in the room
Warning the girl to remain behind, Gann peered cautiously around the door. The |aser flash had
seermed to cone fromone of the decorative niches holding statuary, under a painted lunette. Gann
took a deep breath and shouted, then ducked back around the door. But it was useless. In the
nmonstrous racket of the snarling, fighting pyropods his voice was unheard.
He caught Sister Delta Four by the shoulder, pulled her close to himso that her ear was next to
his lips. "I'"'mgoing to try to pick themoff one by one!" he cried. "They're not paying any
attention right now. | think I can get nost of them But if any start this way, you shoot right
for the eyes!"
She nodded, her face cal mand untouched again, the great service |asers incongruous in her hands.
He gave her a last thoughtful glance, unable to forget the bright comunion plate that was now
once agai n hidden under the black cow, then turned toward the Geat Hall
It took himtwenty m nutes.
He counted, and there were fifteen of the great beasts rocketing and fighting about the hall. He
got seven of them one by one, before there was any trouble. Then at Sister Delta Four's warning
touch, he had to turn and destroy a | one wanderer racing toward them down the hall
He got three nore, and then he noticed that at the far side of the hall one screamed, burst and
died that he had not fired on. Woever was hiding in the niche across the hall had seen what he
was doi ng, and had copied him
There were two guns- firing then—o, three; for Sister
Delta Four stepped out beside himand hel ped gun down
the last survivors, confused and blundering, as the walls
shook with the creatures' screanms and the air grew acrid

and sickening with their funes.
Then they were all gone.

Hesitantly Gann entered the hall, |aser guns ready, eyes darting about as he picked bis way across
the destroyed battl eground.

There were distant bellow ngs still. Obviously there were 225

still a few strays el sewhere in the underground pal ace of the Planner; but nost of them were dead

inthis room He hurried toward his unknown ally.

Machi ne General Abel Wheeler stepped stiffly out of the niche and noved toward him There was a
hard grin of victory on his face. He bol stered one gun and thrust out a hand with a notion like a
piston to grasp Gann's extended clasp. "Well done, Mjor," he rasped.

" Thank you, sir. | had help. This is—=

The general's expression did not change. "I know Sister Delta Four," he booned. "You may tell the
Machi ne that | comend you, Sister. Please contact the Machi ne now and ascertain its condition. |
fear this attack nay have been intended to harmit!"

He grasped Gann's armin a grip of steel and led himaway. "Ugly creatures," he rasped, kicking at
one enornous ripped cadaver. "Poetic justice, you might say. The Planner has al ways been
fascinated by them Interesting coincidence that they've appeared out of nowhere, here in his own
hone grounds." He gl anced over his shoulder at Sister Delta Four, who was quickly chimng her
tonal beads, setting up her |inkbox. "See here, Gann. Look at this."

On the floor in front of the niche where General Weel er had taken refuge there was a square of
thick, creany paper. "Wiat is it, sir?"

"Pick it up, man! See for yourself 1"
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There were human voices, now, coming fromthe hall. The mighty forces of the Plan of Man were
regat hering thensel ves. Order was bei ng restored.

Boysi e Gann hesitated. Sonething was wong. "The Planner?" he asked. "Is he . . ." He | ooked
around the great hall littered with the corpses of the invading pyro-pods and the hunan guards who

had been trapped there.

"Not he, Major! Gone this half hour. Read that docunent!"

Gann, with a feeling that sonmething was awy, |eaned forward and retrieved the paper. He gl anced
at it.

Then the doubts and uncertainties dropped out of his mind. This paper was strangely famliar. He

had seen one just like it—twenty billion niles away—n the hands of the dying Machi ne Col one
Zat ar .

That had been the docunent they called the Wit of Liberation
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And this one was something al nost as earthshaking in its inportance, al nost as dangerous to the

Pl an of Man.

Boysie Gann read swiftly, |ooked up at the silent carved face of General Weel er wonderingly, then

returned to the paper. It was headed To the Planner, and it said:

To the Planner, or to whoever succeeds himif he is now dead:

You and those who serve with you ignored my warning and di scounted the dimrng of the Sun

I send you now a pack of beasts to show that my powers can do nore than frighten. They wll

destroy much. They nmy yet destroy nore.

If | send themagain, it will not be to the headquarters of the Planner—f anything remai ns of

that to be destroyed.

The next denmonstration will occur in the vaults of the Planni ng Machi ne.

Gann | ooked up, his lips taut, his eyes narrowed. "The Pl anning Mchine!" he said. "General, we

must tell Sister Delta Four at once! This nust be conveyed to the Machine i mediately."

The general rasped, "That decision will be made by nme, Major. Wat have you to say for yoursel f?"

Startled, Gann said, "Wiwy—+ don't know what you nmean, Ceneral. | didn't have anything to do with
." Then he saw that the general was no |onger standing with his arns at his side. One hand held

a laser gun again, and it was pointing at him

"You're under arrest," clipped General Weeler metallically. "Do not attenpt to draw those

weapons. Do not speak or nove."

Gann opened Ms mouth, then closed it again. This was the overwhel m ng, culmnating insanity of a

fantasti c experience. H nself under arrest!

But for what? He dared not even ask. The general's iron expression showed that he neant his orders

to be obeyed.

Behi nd him Boysie Gann heard the nmovenents of the guards, coning near—and past them a distant

booni ng.

He recogni zed that sound. Another stray pyropod! He forgot his orders and cried: "Ceneral! There's

anot her one."

General Wheel er rapped, "Be silentl | will not speak
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again! The nmen will take care of your beast!" H's voice was queerly | oud, Gann thought, even in

his confusion—alnost as if the general were speaking not to him but to the roonful of w tnesses.

But he could not help hinmself. He knew what one single pyropod could do, knew that even the

Pl anner's guards m ght not be able to cope with it—and knew that in that roomwas the body and

heart of the girl he |loved, even though they m ght be inhabited by the cold, nachinelike mnd of

Sister Delta Four. He whirled, drew his |laser gun and was ready as the roar of the pyropod

shrieked to the door of the roomand the creature appeared.

Gann fired at the red eyes.

The guards were ready too, alerted by the sound and by Gann's quick action; they had turned and

were firing. The creature was caught in a dozen bolts of destroying energy. It puffed into flane

and expl oded ...

And between Gann and the door, Sister Delta Four, whispering into her |inkbox, fell silently

forward. She dropped to the floor and did not nove, though the |inkbox hooted questioningly to

her .

"She's hit!" cried Gann and, dropping his weapons, raced to her. He caught her up in his arnms, and

stared into her black eyes.

Hi s hands were covered with bl ood. Al ong one side of her black robes a spreadi ng patch of sticky

noi sture began to seep, clouding the bright electronic synbols, trickling to the floor

There was no heartbeat.
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He rai sed his eyes, stared vacantly at the approaching General \Weeler. "lIs she dead?" he
demanded, unable to take it in. "Was it ny shot? O " He paused, trying to remenber. Had
there been another pencil-thin lance of laser light comng fromhis side of the roon? Had General
Wieel er fired over his shoul der and shot Sister Delta Four?

But there was no tine to think of that. The general was on himnow, his face a netallic nmask of

sternness. "Disarmthat man!" he rasped to the guards. "Take himbefore the Planner! | accuse him
of bringing this document here! | accuse himof adnmitting the beasts we have destroyed. | accuse
him of slaying Sister Delta Four to keep her from denouncing him | accuse himof being the
Starchild!"
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10

The battered veterans of the skirm sh with the pyropods, linping out of the battlefield and taking
the swift elevators to the surface, found the Planner standing like a jovial Santa Caus on a
quartz-wal | ed bal cony, near the snowy sunmit of the mountain in which his headquarters was buri ed.
This was his eyrie, the great crow s-nest of his palace. He chuckled to General Weeler, "They

tried to get ne and m ssed! They'll not have another chance! W'll w pe out every |ast |one
rebel . "
The general rasped, "Sir, here is your first traitor! This is the man who is responsible. | found

hi m bearing this docunent."

Gann cried, "Planner, the general is lying! He knows | didn t—=

"Silencel” snapped the general

The Planner did not even |look at Gann. Sniling and noddi ng, he read the square of paper, then
dropped it negligently to the floor. "You're sure he's the Starchild, CGeneral ?" he asked.

"Consi der the evidence, sir!" rapped the general. "One. He appeared originally in the vaults of
the Machine, with no explanation of how he got there. Two. At the same time, the Wit of

Li berati on appeared, al so unexpl ained. Three. He was bearing this document when | apprehended him
Four. He di splayed a suspici ous know edge of the vul nerable spots on the pyropods when his own
life was in danger. Five. He purposely slew Sister Delta Four, naking it |ook |like an accident, so
that she could not speak against Mm Six. He was about to do the sane to me when | ordered the
guards to disarmhim The conclusion, sir, is overwhelmngly indicated that Machi ne Maj or Boysie
Gann is indeed the Starchild."

"But, sir," cried Gann.

The Pl anner gestured, and one of the guards wenched his arm forcing himto be quiet. 'That's
better,"” chuckled the old Pl anner, beam ng down on Boysie Gann. Hi s dose of communi on had clearly
|asted hima long tinme; he was
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as bubbling with, good hunor as if the Machi ne even now were shooting pl easure sensations into his
brain. "Yet," said the Planner, snmiling good-hunoredly at General Wheeler, "one of the guards
reported that it was you, not Gann, who killed the sister. Could you have been ni st aken?"

"No, sir! Inpossible, sir. I had no reason.™

The Pl anner nodded cheerfully and scratched his plunp old cheek. He got to his feet and went to
the quartz wall of his eyrie, squinting out into the sunset sky. To windward of the summit, the
descendi ng sun picked out a towering crown of cunulus. Beyond the crystal parapet, its last rays
shinmrered on a small waterfall and tinted the falling slopes of evergreens.

"As a matter of fact," the Planner added over his shoulder, "Sister Delta Four is not dead." He
stared smling down the slopes toward a brown-snogged city below. "She is now in surgery. Her
heart was destroyed, but circulation was restored before the brain was damaged. Even now a donor
is being provided to replace her |ost parts.”

Boysie Gann cried joyfully, "Plan be thanked! Sir, she'll tell you that | knew nothing of the
pyropods until she herself told nme about them"

"Silence!" rasped General Weeler. "Quards! Your orders are to keep himaquiet. | understand donors
are needed for several of your wounded conrades. The first nan who fails to keep the prisoner
silent will be considered a volunteer!"

"Not so fast," said the Planner, chuckling. "Your zeal goes too far, Ceneral." H's heavy-I|idded
eyes | ooked dark and as old as the lichen-crusted stone below the crystal wall as he gazed
benignly toward the far city in the snpog. "Let us Plan," he said, turning and smiling. "Let us
deci de What to do."

The Vi ce-Pl anner for Venus spoke up pronptly: "Double the guards in the vaults of the Machi ne,

sir. Institute maxi num security neasures, admtting no unauthorized person, , ." He broke off and
scratched his enornbus nose in puzzlenent as he realized that neither Boysie Gana nor the pyropods
had submitted to security check before entering the nost heavily guarded places in the Plan of
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Man.

A mal e acolyte in the black robes of the Machine, listening to a subdued buzzing from his |inkbox,
raised his
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voi ce suddenly. "The Machine requires the services of the prisoner," he chanted. "The Machi ne

i nstructs Machi ne General Weeler that the prisoner is not to be harned in any way that will
affect his nenory or his intellect."

Wheel er' s expression was that of a steel-gray thundercl oud. The Planner turned toward him
chuckling. "You have your orders, Ceneral," he said good-hunoredly. "Be sure they are carried out.
Do you know what those orders are, young man?" he added, turning with a bl and expression of cheer
to Boysi e Gnn.

"No, sir. But | stand ready to serve the Plan of Manl" "Ch, you do indeed," nodded the Pl anner
"In a very special way, as it happens. Major, you have been selected to replace Sister Delta Four
The Machine is about to pernit you to receive training in its special service as an acol yte—and

t hen communi on! ™

The heavy iron security collar was not enough for so precious an eneny of the Plan as Boysi e Gann
"You're not just a Risk," one of the guards explained solicitously. "See, we can't take a chance,

Maj or. W don't want to blow your little head off. W don't want to kill you. W want to deliver
you in one piece, right? So just stand still there while we put these cuffs on you . . . and we'll|
take you to the training base . . . and then, when the Machine's all finished with you, then we'll|

bl ow your head off!" And the guard snapped the fetters cruelly tight on Gann's wists and started
hi m moving with a shove.

They took himto a subtrain station first, and would not answer his questions. Was Julie Martinet
all right? Wiy had General Wheeler |ied? Wat was the Machine going to do with hin? To each
question there was only one response: "Shut up, you! Mpve onl"

But then there was nowhere to nove. They were in the subtrain station, the great cold, vaulted
shed where the enornmous el ectron-flowdriven globes waited to carry their passengers through
tunnels in the earth, across a continent or under a sea. But no gl obe was novi ng.

They brought Gann to a platform ten security guards fornmng the detail that surrounded turn; then
they waited. Boysie Gann could see that the station was a nilitary base, because of the arnored
guard boxes beside the troughs, and because of the black Techni corps uniforms on everyone. That
was under st andabl e enough; this was
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the depot that served the Planner hinself, the one nearest his tunnel ed-out nountain retreat. But
what was not understandabl e was that there were neither arrivals nor departures.

Behind him a track lock closed with a wheeze of |eaking air. A Togetherness girl froze her
automatic smle as she caught sight of his collar, and hurried past. The guards in their radar
horns gazed vacantly after her

"Look," said Boysie Gann, "what's the matter? What are we waiting for?"

"Shut up, you," growl ed a Machi ne Sergeant of the guards. But he had a worried | ook. One of his
men said something to hinmp the sergeant replied in an undertone. Al Gann could catch was: ".
trouble in the tunnel s somewhere. Now shut up. Wen they're ready for us, we'll know "

The great forty-foot bubbles waited silently in their passage cradl es, and Boysi e Gann stood
regardi ng them Wherever he was going, it was probably somewhere far away. Short-haul trips were
sel dom by way of the sub-trains. The great atonmic drills of the Plan had tunnel ed straight-1ine
passages fromall major centers to all others, sonetines relayed, sometimes piercing nearly
through the nickel-iron core of the Earth itself in a single non-stop thrust from Sidney, say, to
Calcutta. The great freight and passanger gl obes reached speeds so great that Coriolis force was
their principal adversary; the electrostatic hoops that banded the evacuated tunnels were doubl e
and triple strength on the side against which the earth's rotation tended to throw the spheres.
Via the subtrains, no point on Earth was nmore than a few hours away from any other...

Boysi e Gann becane aware of a confused nutter of excitenment, and focused his eyes on what was
going on in the subtrain shed. A great dull freightsphere was sliding gently into the station
energing fromthe nouth of a belt-ringed tunnel

"About tine they got *em going again," grunbled the Machine Sergeant. "All right, let's nove out.
They' || be letting us board now. "

The sergeant was right. Wthin ten minutes they were hi a subtrain gl obe, settling dowmn in a
passenger conpartnent. But there was a wait of nearly a quarter of an hour nore before Boysie Gann
felt the gentle lurch that nmeant they had begun to nove.

232

Hi s guards were nore rel axed, now that they were in the subtrain. Gann could not very well escape
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t hem now, not when there was nowhere to go but the interior of a forty-foot sphere, with nothing
out side but great electrostatic hoops in an airless tunnel, whizzing by at speeds of thousands of
mles an hour. A couple of the guards di sappeared, cane back with self-satisfied smles, and
relieved the others. Cearly there was a Toget herness canteen on the gl obe. Even the radar-horned
sergeant | ooked sonehow | ess ininical, nore |like a human being.

Above ah" things, Gann wi shed he knew what had happened to Sister Delta Four. There had been a
nmoment there, while the pyropods were attacki ng, when she had seenmed less |ike a col d-hearted
servant of the Machine and nore like the girl he had kissed at Playa Bl anca. He dreaned of getting
her back—ef sonmehow wi nning favor with the Machine and receiving the great reward of Julie
Martinet's rel ease ..

It was only a dream Considering his position now, it was an insane one.

Gann realized that he should be devoting every second' s thought he could to planning—+o trying to
under stand what had put himin this position, and what he could do. But it seenmed quite hopel ess.
He had the gi ddy sensation that the universe had gone mad. Fromthat first nmonent on Polaris
Station, when he had foll owed Machi ne Col onel Zafar down to the met hane snowball, events had
carried himhel plessly along; they made no sense to him but there was nothing he could do to help
interpret them Their inconprehensibility was intrinsic. It was not that he was | acking in
conprehension, it was that the things which had happened were not to be understood in the sane,
sensible terms of |ife under the Plan of Man

He felt a giddy sensation again, and this tine it was not in his mnd

Boysie Gann leaped to his feet in alarm He could not help thinking of the strange queasi ness that

had preceded his twenty-billion-mle drop into the Planning Machine's cataconbs . . . the sane
sensation, just before the pyropods struck..
But this was not the same thing at all. The lurching, tw sting sensation he felt was sinply

expl ai ned. The sub-train car had come to a stop. It was hangi ng now, spinning slowy, between the
charged hoops of its airless tunnel
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If Gann had been in any doubt, the cries fromoutside his room the shouts of guards wthin,
renoved t hat doubt quickly. Everyone on the subtrain gl obe seenmed to be shouting at once. "Wat's
the matter?" "W've stopped!" "Great Plan, we're a couple of hundred mles down! The tenperature—-
"Help me! Let nme out of here!" The voices were a confused babble, but they all had in comon the
war ni ng kni fe edge of panic. There was terror on that subtrain car—terror that could not be cal nmed
with words, for its base was all too real

The Machi ne Sergeant conprehended the situation at once. Wth a jerk of his radar-horned head he
bawl ed at his squad: "Cone on, outside! Those sheep'|l stanpede if we don't keep *emin line!"
Boysi e Gann was | eft alone. Qutside he could hear the Techni corps guards shouting orders at the
terrified travelers on the subtrain. No one seened to know what had happened. They had stopped;
that was all. Hundreds of niles below the surface of the earth, the rock outside hot enough to
melt alumi num the pressure great enough to crush dianonds into dust if the electrostatic hoops
ever faltered—they were stopped. Whatever it was that had disrupted the service before they |eft
the station was probably disrupting it again.

The only difference was that now they were where no help could ever reach them where if the
fields in the hoops failed they would be dead in the |east fraction of a second—where even if the
field maiintained itself they would be dead in a few days of asphyxiation, unless they could nove.
Then, abruptly, there was another lurch, and they were noving again.

As the great forty-foot sphere gathered speed and stability, Boysie Gann becane aware that he had
been hardly breathing. There was a great cry of thanksgiving Tromthe people outside his room One
by one his guards canme back, chattering and | aughing, seem ng al nost hunan. They did not include
himin their conversation, but they did not go out of their way to keep himout. One of them even
di sappeared for a few minutes, then cane back with a tray of drinks fromthe Toget herness canteen

And then the great gl obe shook again. Shook—rashed into something that shrieked of destroyed
met al —sl ammed to a jolting, smashing stop. Gann and the guards tunbled across the room hurled
against the wall |ike thrown gravel
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Boysi e Gann heard screanms and a rendi ng sound of the metal of the great sphere being crushed.
"We've had it!" soneone shrieked. "The fields have failed!" And as he went deep into bl ack
oblivion (not yet feeling pain but knowi ng that he was bl eeding; he had struck the wall too hard
to get up and wal k away), Gann had time for one | ast thought: He's right, thought Gann; this is
t he end.

When, sone indetermnate tine later, he opened his eyes and found hinself still alive, he was
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al nost di sappoi nted. Gann was in an energency hospital. Stiff white bandages covered part of his
eyes; his head ached as if a corps of drummers were using it for practice; he could see, under the
shadow of the bandages, that one armwas encased in a ball oon-cast.

But he was alive.

A Toget herness nurse was bending over him He said clearly, "I thought the tube coll apsed."
"Hush," she said gently. "It did. But you were alnost at the surface, and the w ecki ng squads dug
you out."

"Al nost at the* surf ace?" He squinted past her at the second figure standing by his bed. For one
crazy instant on waking he had thought it was the Angel of Death cone to take himaway. Now he saw
it was an acolyte of the Machine, the |inkbox in her hand, whispering tinkling notes to the

m crophone it contained. "I+ guess |I'mat the training center," he said.

The nurse nodded. "Sleep if you can," she ordered. And Boysie Gann was glad to conply ..

For three days Boysie Gann had the status of a convalescent. It was a considerabl e inprovenent
over his status as a mmjor public eneny.

The i medi ate guard detail was w thdrawn—several had been killed in the tube inplosion and were
goi ng through the nessy business of resuscitation and repair at the Body Bank. Gann was free to
wander within the limted confines of one wing of the hospiital in which he was a patient.

He was even all owed access to the recreation |ounge, run by a young Togetherness girl who reni nded
hi m of Quaria Snow. Her disposition was !ike Quarla's, too. She did not seem conscious of his
collar. Most inportant, she let himwatch the news-screens to his heart's conient.

Boysi e Gann had been away from Earth, otf on the 235

Reefs or in intensive custody, for so long that he had lost touch with the running news stories.
He sat and dreaned. What was happeni ng on the screen soaked slowy into his mnd and heart. He

wat ched, and | oved, the gold-haired, |ong-Ilegged choruses of Togetherness girls cooing their
gentle threats: "Wrk for the Planl Live for the Plan! You don't want to go to Heaven and nmake
spare parts for the Plan!" Though he knew his chances of winding up in the Body Bank call ed Heaven
and naking "spare parts for the Plan" nmust be rated pretty high, there was no fear in what the
girls were singing. It was a part of alife that he had lost, and he wanted it back

Above all, he wanted to find hinself again.

Boysi e Gann coul d not recognize hinself in the eneny of the Machi ne who had been castigated by the
Pl anner hinmsel f, denounced by Machi ne General Wheeler, interrogated by Sister Delta Four. That
Boysi e Gann was a creature who had been born on Polaris Station, a man who lived with undead Reef
rats and queer creatures called spacelings and pyropods. Gann could not fit the strange,

rebel lious shape of '"this other Boysie Gann into his personality, could not add the two identities
and produce a vector sumof his future life ..

He sat up straight and glared at the viewscreen

He had been watching a worl dwi de news broadcast with half his nmind, hardly conscious of what he
saw, although in fact what he saw was exciting enough. The news broadcast was al nost a catal ogue
of disasters—a crashed Plan cruiser that destroyed half a city, earthquakes in Antarctica, a
runaway nucl ear reactor on the Indian subcontinent. Then there had been a nearer disaster. The
screen had shown the very subtrain catastrophe that had put himin this place.

And called it sabotage!

Gann blinked. He hardly recognized the accident. The bland, fat Technicol onel puffing out his
gruff charges of crimnal conspiracy seenmed to be tal ki ng about some other disaster, on sone other
worl d. Malicious sabotage? A bonb planted in the subtrain to discredit the Planner and the

Pl anni ng Machi ne? Most incongruous of all, himself as the archvillain, with the radar-horned guard
sergeant as his acconplice?

Gann put down his glass of vitam n-laced fruit juice
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and hobbl ed over to the Togetherness girl in charge of the |ounge.

He was shaking. "Please," he begged. "Did you see that? Wat is it all about?"

She scol ded hi m sunnily. "Now, now Your duty under the Plan is to get well! You nust prepare
yourself to return to serve. No questions, no worries—nothing but healing and rest!"”
He said with difficulty, "It said on the newscast that | was responsible for the subtrain

accident. It isn't so! And the guard sergeant who was in charge of me—what happened to hinP"

Her large, clear eyes darkened for a nonent in puzzlenent. But only for a nonment. She woul d not
question her orders; if her orders said that she was to care for an enemy of the Plan, she would
care for an eneny of the Plan. She shook her head and, smiling, led himback to the couch. "Drink
your juice," she said with playful severity, and would say no nore. To her, what the Plan of Man
ordai ned was necessarily right and true—because "right" and "truth" were defined by the Plan of
Man.
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O so thought Boysie Gann

So thought Boysie Gann, and was aware in sone part of himthat there was sonmething in that thought
whi ch was danger ous—dangerous to himand to all nmankind —for if the sweet and enpty-headed

Toget herness girl accepted the Plan so unquestioningly ..

He could not put the thought together. It alnpbst seened as if he hinself, and General Wheeler, and
even the Planner—as if all the human race within the Plan were in sone sense no | ess enpty-headed
than a Toget herness girl.

But he could not conplete the thought. And then tine ran out and he no |l onger had |eisure for such
t houghts, for he began the course of training that would I ead himto comuni on with the Machi ne.
Dyadic relation: / hate spinach. Ternary relation: / hate spinach except when it is well washed.
Quaternary relation: / hate spinach except when it is well washed because the sand gets in ny
teeth.

Wth instructor and book, with constant sublimnal tapes droning while he slept and teaching

machi nes snappi ng at hi m awake, Boysi e Gann began to |l earn the cal cul us
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of statenent, the logic of relations, the geonetries of Hilbert and Ackermann and Bool e.
Conj unctions and di sjunctions, axions and theorens, double negations and netastatenents . . . they

all surged through his brain, nesting with destructive dilemmas and syllogisns hi the nood of
Barbara. He |l earned to transpose and conmute. He |l earned the principle of exportation and the use
of dots as brackets. He | earned the unanmbi guous phrasing and inflectionless granmar of nachine
progranmm ng; he learned the distinction between perceptual symbols and notor synbols, and | earned
to make the auditory synmbols that bridged the gap. For hours with an oscillator squeal beeping hi
his ear to guide him he sang endl ess quarter-tone scales. He studied the factorization problens
of the General Problem Solver and |earned to quantify relationships. He | earned the construction
of truth tables, and how to use themto track down tautol ogies ha a premise.
There were neither classes nor school roons; there were only study and work. It went on and on
endl essly. Gann woke to the drone of the tape-recorded voice under his pillow, ate with the chine
of sonic bells hi his ear, fell exhausted into his bed with schematics of shared-tine conputer
i nputs racing through his mnd
There was a world outside the training center, but he had lost touch with it conpletely. In stolen
nmoment s he caught snatches of conversation between his few human contacts—the Togetherness girls
who served himat table, the guards who roanmed the halls—that his mnd was too hard-pressed to fit
together. The Starchild. The Wit of Liberation. Disasters under the earth; rocket explosions in
space. They did not matter; what mattered was null hypot heses and probabilistic calculus. If he
had ti me enough, and thought enough, to probe beyond the demands of the training, .his mnd always
reached one step ahead—to the noment when training was over and he woul d receive the netal badge
of communion ia his flesh—and it recoiled, and returned to Hilbert and Bool e.
When the course was over, Gann did not realize it He went to sl eep—exhausted, as he was al ways
exhausted in this place. He tunbled into the narrow, hard bed in the solitary, tile-walled room
The voice under his pillow pronptly began to recite to him
" generate a matrix K, utilizing the nechani sm of associative retrieval to add contextua
relatlonshlps to co-
238
ordinate retrieval. Let the ith row and the /th colum show the degree of association .
; Sone part of himwas taking it in, he knew, but his conscious mnd was hardly aware of it.
Al he was aware of was his own inadequacy. He woul d never match the pure, crystalline tones of
Sister Delta Four and the other acolytes. He did not have the voice tor it. He would
; never grasp and retain all the information theory and progranm ng he had been taught. He
did not have the training for it....
He drifted off to sleep
H s cot was hard. The barracks were like an air-conditioned vault. Every night at lights-out it
held eighty tired and silent trainees, every cot filled. And each norning, the harsh clangi ng of
the reveille gong found a few cots enpty.
No one spoke of the missing trainees. Their gear was gone with them fromthe narrow shel ves above
the cots. Their names had been erased fromthe conpany rolls. They had ceased to exist. Nobody
asked why.
One night, however, the shuffle of hurried feet awakened him Wth a gasp of wild alarm he sat up
on his cot. "JinP" He whispered the nanme of the man in the next
; bunk, a new recruit, who had the physique of a westler

and a pure tenor voice. H's nother had been a Togetherness singer, and his father had died
for the Plan in space. "Wat—=2"

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...2001-03%20-%20The%20Starchild%20Trilogy.txt (111 of 206) [12/28/2004 10:49:11 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/L oPL %20f ul19620...chil d%20(3)/Starchil d%2001-03%20-%20The%20Starchil d%20Tril ogy. txt

t "You're asleep, bud," a harsh whisper rasped in the

] dark. "Better stay that way."

A heavy hand caught bis shoul der, shoved hi m down.

i Gann wanted to help, but he was afraid. He watched

. as dark forms closed around the cot. He heard Jins
e stifled gasp. He heard a muffled rattle of a voice. He heard the rustle of clothing, a
metallic clink. The cot creaked. He closed his eyes as a thin blade of |ight stabbed at his face
Foot st eps padded away.

He lay a long tine in the dark, listening to the breath sounds of fewer than eighty sleeping nmen
Ji m had
' C treasured that red plastic nedal that said his father had

, been a Hero of the Plan, Second Class. Jims voice had been fine and true, but he had been
too slow to learn the semantic cal cul us.

Gann wanted to hel p, but there was nothing he could

i ; do. The Machine required sonething nmechanical inits
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sel ected servants; perhaps Ji mhad not been quite nmechanical enough. Gann turned on the hard cot
and began repeating to hinself the semantic tensors; presently he slept again.

11

Two days later, entering the second phase of training, Gann remenbered the first phase through a
fog of exhaustion as sonething |ike a week end at a Toget herness beach hostel. The pressure never
st opped.

"Look Mechanical!"

Bl eak-voi ced instructors hamered that injunction at him Bright-eyed Togetherness girls cooed it
to him as he shuffled through the chow lines. Blazing stereo signs burned it into his retinas.

Sl eepl ess speakers whispered it endl essly under his pillow

"Look Mechanicall . . . Act Mechanicall ... Be Mechanical!"

Each rasping sergeant and nurruring girl pointed out what that neant. To master the nyriad
difficult tone phonenes of Mechanese, a nan had to becone nechanical. The searing signs and the
whi speri ng speakers rem nded himthat those who failed went pronptly to the Body Bank

Locked in a stifling little exam nation cell walled with gray acoustic paddi ng, he sat hunched
over a black link-box, straining to catch the fleeting inflections of its tinkling Mechanese.

"The candi date— Even that word al nost escaped him The-candidate will identify hinself."

Hi s answering voice cane out too harsh and too high. He gul ped to clear his throat, and stroked
his tonal beads.

"Candi dat e Boysie Gann." He swal | owed agai n, and sang his serial number.

"Candi dat e Boysi e Gann, you are under examination," the box purred instantly. "A passing score
will nove you one stage farther toward that high service which the Plan rewards w th conmuni on.
But you nust be warned that you are now beyond the point of returnl The Plan has no
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pl ace for rejects, with your classified know edge and traini ng—except in the salvage centers."

"1 understand, and | live to serve." He sang the single difficult phonene.

"Then the test will begin," the box chirped. "You will answer each question clearly and fully, in
correct Mechanese. Each nillisecond of delay and each tone defect will be scored agai nst you. The
Plan has no tine to waste, nor space for error. Are you ready to begi n?"

Hurriedly, he sang the tone that said, "I amready to begin."

"Your response was delayed nine nmlliseconds beyond the opti mum point," the box whined instantly.
"Your initial tone was twelve cycles too high. Your tonal glide was abrupt and irregular. The
duration of your utterance was one nillisecond too long. These errors will be scored agai nst you."
"I understand."

"That response was not required fromyou," the box snarled. "Your errors, however, have been

anal yzed and graphed. You will now prepare for your initial test question. . . . Wat is the first
princi pl e of nechani zed | earni ng?"

When he first tried to sing his answer, his voice cane out too hoarse and too | ow. The box piped
out a new total cunulative error before' he had tine to touch the beads to find the true tone and
try again.

"Learning is action,” his uneven tones canme out at last "That is the first principle of mechanized
instruction. Right responses nust be instantly reinforced. Wong responses nust be instantly
inhibited. The first equation of mechani zed instruction states that efficiency of |earning varies
inversely with the tine el apsed between response and reward."

"Your accunul ated total error is now four hundred and ei ghty-nine points,

the box snarled. "You
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will prepare tor the next question. . . . Wat is the second principle of nechanized instruction?"
He was sweating now as he crouched ou the hard little seat. The small gray room seened too snall
The padded walls pressed in upon him He felt al nost suffocated, and he had to gasp for the breath
for his hurried reply.

"Learning is survival," he sang the curt phonemes, trying to cut themoil' correctly. "Successfu
learning is the adaptive way to life. Failure to learn is individua
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death. Th« second equation of mechanized instruction states that the speed of |earning varies
directly with the magnitudes of reward and puni shnent,"

When he paused, the box chirped. Even to his straining ears, it was only a sharp nmetallic insect
note, entirely nmeaningless. He had to whistle a request for the Machine to repeat.

"Your failure in reception scores ninety points against you." The notes fromthe box were only
slightly slower and nore intelligible. "Your cumulative total is now six hundred and seventy-three
points. Your right-wong ratio has fallen into the danger zone."

The racing tinkle of merciless notes, sharp as shattering glass, gave himno time to recover his
shattered confidence. He was only dimy conscious of the itching tickle of sweat on his ribs, the
cold tingle of sweat on his forehead, the sting of sweat in his eyes.

"You will prepare for your next question." That was .only a single gliding tone phonenme, gone in a
few mlliseconds, so brief he nearly nissed it. "Wiat is the third principle of mechanized

i nstruction?”

He touched his beads for the tonal keys, and sang the required phonenes. "The third principle of
mechani zed instruction states that the greatest reward is the end of pain.” H's accumnul ated error
mount ed, and the nercil ess box demanded another principle of mechani zed instruction —and yet

anot her.

"Your test is ended," the box announced at last. "Your total accunulated error is five thousand

ni ne hundred and forty points. You will report that total to your training group."

He was | ate when he reached his barracks to punch that total into the group conputer. He was |l ate
again, half a mnute late, for the calisthenics formati on—a crine agai nst the Machi ne whi ch earned
himtwo extra | aps of double tinme in the track tunnel. The last nman in the chow |line, he was too
tired to eat his ration when at |ast he reached the table with it; the wasted food cost himtwo
yel | ow denerit points. Wen he got to his bunk at last, he felt too tired to sleep

"Candi date Gann!"

He had not seen the dark forns approach his cot. He gasped and sat up trenmbling. A pale needle of
light picked out bis uniform his boots, and kit and gear. A harsh whisper directed him In a
nmoment he was shuf -
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fling down the shadowy aisle between the heavy-breathing trainees, his kit on his back
So this was it? For a moment his knees wobbl ed; then he began to feel illogkally relieved.

He was al nost yearning for the anesthesia of the Body Bank; he was al nbst hungry for oblivion
Because there woul dn't be any |inkboxes in the Body Bank. He wouldn't have to practice any nore

i mpossi bl e scales, or learn any nore tables of senmantic variation

He was out of it all.

Hi s bl ack-uni fornmed escorts et himsit with themat a table in a nearly deserted nmess hall. A

sl eepy Togetherness girl yawned as she served them He ate no food. He drank two cups of bl ack
coffee that left a lingering bitterness in his nouth.

He joined five other stunned and sl eepy trai nees who nust have conme from anot her barracks. They
carried their gear into a mlitary subtrain, and carried it off again. They narched past a
scow i ng sentry into another cavernous 'training center

Gann left his gear hi atiny tile-walled cell and reported to a cadaverous Machi ne Maj or who wore
the piebald scars of a Venusian anaerobic parasite. The major returned his salute stiffly, with a
bl ack- gl oved hand.

"Congratul ati ons, Mjor Gann."

Staring at the gaunt major who was shuffling through papers on bis desk, Gann saw that the neat

bl ack gl ove was no glove, but the black skin of a sal vaged hand.

"You have successfully conpl eted Phase Two of your

service training in Mechanese." Peering at that black

borrowed hand, Gann scarcely heard the words. "You

i, have been assi gned here for Phase Three, which consists

> of nmechani zed instruction.”

$.: Afaint snmile twisted the major's yellow patched face. }!) "Your test scores were unusual
Maj or Gann," he | added. 'The Machi ne has commended you. You ought .".. to be a proud and happy
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man. "

Gann had swayed backward when that cold fact struck him He was not a proud and happy man. He

st ood speechl ess, breathl ess, shuddering with a secret horror

"You have cone a long way, Major Gann." The yellow scars turned the nmajor's smle into a rictus of
agony. "You have escaped the danger of salvage. You have noved far toward the highest reward."
Wstfully his black fingers touched his own seaned and nottl ed forehead,
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where he had no communi on receptacle of his own. "You are very fortunate, Major Gann!"

Gann stood swayi ng. Suddenly the harsh-lit roomand the gray-cased conputers and the piebald mjor
seenmed unreal. Terribly real, in his own spinning mnd, the cold, bright scal pels and saws of the
surgeons were carving out space for the socket in his own forehead. They were drilling into the
crown and the tenples and the base of his shaven head. They were probing with thin, cruel needles
for the centers of sensation. They were coldly violating the nost secret privacy of all his
being.. ..

He wanted to scream

"I's something wong, Mijor Gann?" The gaunt nmjor rose anxiously. "You look ill."

"Nothing, sir." Goping for hinself, he grinned faintly. "You see, | didn't know that | had passed

Phase Two. | thought we were in a salvage center."
"You'll soon get over that." The major's rictus grew nore hideous. "Wth your record, you're as
good as already wired for comunion. | wish | were in your place."

"Thank— He tried to wet the sandpaper dryness in his nouth and throat. "Thank you, sir!"

The Mechanese trainer was a ten-foot pear shape, fabricated out of bright alumnum Swng in
massi ve ginbals of gray-painted steel, it stood in a w ndy, gloony cavern, under a water-stained
concrete vault. Thick black cables and hoses snaked fromit to the gray-cased control console at
t he tunnel nouth.

"There she is, sir!" The instructor was a plunp young Techtenant with a pink baby face, w de blue
eyes, and a bright conmunion plate set in his forehead. "The perfect teaching machine!"

Gann was queerly unsure of that. Smeared all over with a sticky jelly, wearing only |oose gray
coveralls, he hesitated at the tunnel nouth, staring unconfortably up at that huge netal pear
"Step right up, sir." The Techtenant gave himan innocent grin. "Strip off your robe and slip
right in." The round bl ue eyes flickered" at himinquiringly. "All ready, sir?"

He was wet and clamy with the jelly, and the coveralls were thin. Suddenly he shivered in the
cold steady wind that blew out of the tunnel. He didn't really want to | earn Mechanese. He didn't
want to be rewarded with
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el ectrodes in his brain. But he gul ped and said that he was ready.

The Techtenant touched sonething on the console. Air valves wheezed. That great netal pear tipped
in the ginmbals, opening like a sliced fruit. He stared at it, frozen, tingling, fascinated.

"Mve ahead, sir." The Techtenant touched bis shoul der respectfully. "Up the |l adder. Strip off.
Just lie down on the sensor-effector sheath.” He chuckled easily. "Mst students are a bit uneasy
at first, but you'll find it fits you, sir."

Gann caught his breath and clinbed the netal |adder. The rungs felt cold and sticky to his naked
feet. The wind blew cold on his shaven head, and a sudden bitter taste of stale coffee cane back
fromhis stomach into his throat

He stripped off the coveralls and crept uneasily out upon the bright pink nenbrane that |ined the
pear. It rippled beneath him warmand slimy and al nost alive, propelling his naked body into its
central cavity.

"All set, sir?"

He attenpted no answer to that cherry hail, but he heard another hiss of escaping ah*. The hi nged
upper half of the pear closed down. Warm constrictions of that pliant menbrane caressed himinto
pl ace. Total darkness seized him in a hot and suffocating grip.

He tried to scream and had no breath..

But then there was air for his lungs. He saw a pink glow of light through his closed eyelids.

He opened them and saw Sister Delta Four

Real Iy, he supposed, it rmust have been only a projected i mage of her, but she | ooked alive enough
He knew this had to be an image because she wasn't in the buried training center. But she seened
to be. Robed and hooded and carrying her black link box, she was wal ki ng down a pal mfringed cora
beach that | ooked queerly like the Togetherness center at Pl aya Bl anca,

And he was wal king with her.

The clinging effectors of the trainer duplicated every sensation: the hard, cold, yielding
firmess of the wet sand, the tingling heat of the high sun, a cool puff of ocean breeze. He heard
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the dull boom of surf against the breakwater, and caught a sharp whiff of rotting seaweed and then
a hint of Julie's perfune—for she was
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speaking to himnow, in the warm renenbered tones of Julie Martinet.

"Here we are," she was saying, "for your first lesson in the Mechanese Learning Device, Mark

Ei ght. This instrunent is very nearly the |ast possible word in educational efficiency. If you co-
operate, I'msure you'll find the experience exciting and profitable." Her bright face smiled at
him tenpting under the hood.

"Now, " she said, "we are ready to begin your introduction to the technical vocabul ary of
Mechanese. It is built upon a principle of econony already fanmiliar to you: one syllable for one
sentence. Cbviously, that requires a | arge nunber of syllables. The total vocabul ary of Mechanese,
as we conpute it, is nore than a billion nonosyll abl es—pre than a billion one-sound sentences.”
He stopped on the beach—er it seened that he did, for the synthetic experience created by the

trai ner had nmade himforget that he was any where" else. Cold brine hissed over his bare feet,
crunbl ed the hard sand beneath them rushed back down the sl ope.

"I can't do it," he protested. "I can't nenorize a billion words!"
Her soft | augh checked him "You'll be surprised!" Her voice was a song, even when she spoke the
old, famliar |language. "You'll be surprised what the trainer can make you do." The sea breeze

caught and lifted her hood, so -that he had a sudden glinpse of the bright plate set in her
forehead. Even hi that nmild tropic air, it made himcold and ill.

"Actual ly, though, you don't have to nenorize a billion words," she said. "No nore than a child
has to nenorize every possible sentence in English. Al you must learn is howto construct the
Mechanese nonosyl | abl es from conbi nati ons of a, few thousand phonenes. You nust |earn to hear and
understand very snmall distinctive variations hi length and stress and pitch and a few ot her sinple
features of articulation."”

"But | can't!" Feet planted in the wet sand, he waited until she turned back. He didn't want to

| earn, though he could scarcely tell her that. He was seeking secretly to defend hinself from

those col d probes that woul d be piercing his brain when he knew Mechanese. "I can't learn to utter
a billion different words."

"You'll be surprised," Her |augh was as nel odi ous as her voice. "Let's begin."
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He shook his head stubbornly, trying to renmind hinself that the sharp white sand wasn't real, that
the salt-scented wind wasn't real, that Julie herself wasn't real

"Do co-operate,” she urged himsoftly. "If you re a good student, we can go for a swma little
|ater on." Her eyes held a teasing pronise, and her deft white hands made a fetching gesture, as
if to toss away the robe and hood. "You nust co-operate."

Her oval face turned suddenly sober.

"I'f you don't, you'll be sorry." Her voice turned slow and faint and sad. "I don't like to remnd
you of the third principle of mechanized instruction—but the greatest reward is the end of pain."
She shrugged, and her quick smle dazzled him "Let's begin I"

They began with the verbal glides, the slight inflections of tone that neant tense and nood and
voi ce and person and aspect. She trilled the difficult syllables. Trying faithfully to imtate
them he was soon reminded of the third | aw of mechani zed | earni ng.

Even the tiniest error brought a twinge of pain, and his errors were frequent and great. Even when
he responded instantly with a phonene that seened to himprecisely like the one she had uttered,
it was often .painfully wong.

For he wasn't really on that dazzling coral beach. He was sealed inside the great netal pear of
the trainer, with its flexible effectors caressing every inch of his really naked body. They could
nunb himwith cold, sear himlike fire, crush himw th pressure.

They often did. The slightest error snatched himaway from warm beach and Julie Martinet, into a
speci al mechani cal hell where he strove with all his being to earn that suprene reward that was
the end of pain.

Soneti mes he was trapped aboard a crippled rocket that was falling into the sun. The air was

scream ng out of the neteor-riddled hull, so that his lungs | abored agai nst an agony of
suffocation. Cruel |ight blazed through one jagged hole, blinding, searing, unendurable. The
wr ecked conpartnent was a super-heated oven, in which his broken body roasted—but still he heard

the voice of Julie Martinet. It cane to himfaintly through a |laser anplifier. Sweetly it sang the
conmbi ned phonenes of the syllables he had to | earn. Sobbing for his breath, he struggled to make
each
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correct response—and he felt t he | aws of automated learning at work all around him
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When he was wong, the fire of that devouring sun becane instantly nore terrible. Wen his answer
was correct, within the narrow limts accepted by the Machine, the searing heat decreased and his
struggling lungs found sone tiny breath of precious air.

Whenever he got enough answers correct, that nightmare was interrupted. He was back on that
dazzling beach with Julie Martinet. She promised himthat cooling swmin the surf, or led him
toward the tall, cool drinks waiting on a small gl ass-topped table under tne palns, as they began
anot her difficult Iesson.

Al ways, before they reached the gl asses or the surf, he had made another error. Each wong
response was instantly inhibited, according to the stern | aws of automated | earni ng—+though the
puni shnents varied, as if the Machine were experinenting to find what kinds of pain were nost

ef fective.

Sonetinmes he lay sweating in a hospital bed in a floating station in the nmurky upper air of Venus,
gasping for his breath in the thick, hot snmpbg, an infection of the anaerobic parasites eating like
acid into his flesh—with Julie's voice cooi ng nonosyl | abi ¢ Mechanese from hi s bedsi de radio.
Sonetimes he was pinned by a rockslide in a cave beneath the cold side of Mercury, with a boul der
crushing his chest and ice-cold water dripping into his face and great sliny, phosphorescent worns
crawl i ng over him deliberately devouring himw th Julie's voice, near himin the dark, singing
the syllables he had to learn

Al ways his correct responses were instantly reinforced with sone slight reward. Al ways a
sufficient cumul ative total of acceptable responses earned himat least a brief relief from pain.
When he came back to Julie, she was al ways synpathetic. Her cool hands caressed him and bright
tears of conpassion shone in her eyes.

"Poor dear," she murnmured. "I know it's very hard for you. But you nust never give up. Just
remenber what we're striving for. Wen you' ve | earned enough, you'll receive communion too. We'll
be together, then. Let's try another |lesson now |f you do well enough, perhaps the Machine wll

l et us take that swim"

He al ways shivered when she spoke of conmuni on, or when he caught a glinpse of the bright plate in
her
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forehead. He was careful to say nothing about that secret fear, but sonetines he wondered if the
Machine, with its sensors against every inch of his body, mght not detect it.

For his fear of communion kept growing, |like sone evil, unearthly weed, until it was nore terrible
than the synthetic hells that the trainer nade to punish his worst errors. It lurked like sone

hi deous hard-scal ed pyropod in the shadows of his mind, haunting himuntil he begged Julie to |et
hi m out of the trainer

She | aughed at him

"Real ly, you are very lucky," she assured himbrightly. 'The trainer is a new device. Mechanese
was very much harder for nme, because | had to learn without it. Wth the trainer you can't help

| earni ng. Just keep trying; you'll reach communion in no tune at all."

He didn't dare to tell her that he didn't want conmuni on

"Truly," she bubbled joyously, "the trainer is the wonb of the nachine. Jjiside it you are being
mechani zed. Your inefficient random human responses are being elininated. You are |earning
precision and efficiency and speed. Wen you are born again, out of the trainer, you will be a
perfected child of the Machine."

He tried not to shudder.

"Now let's begin with the nom nal structure,” she urged himbrightly. "You have al ready nmastered
the Machi ne's basic analysis of the universe as process. Mechanese has no nouns or verbs, but only
t hi ngs-i n-process. Renenber ?"

Afraid of the baking heat in that wecked ship, the burning fire of that parasitic infection, the
ghawi ng mandi bl es of those phosphorescent worns, he nodded hastily.

"For exanple," she trilled, "there is only one basic nominal for any object of solid matter. Such
aspects as nmaterial, size, shape, and use are indicated by inflection. But it is not a noun
because the verbal intonations always convey the sense of process, so that each possible

nmonosyl labic formis a conplete statenment."-

Her warmsnile tantalized him

"I'f you study well, perhaps we can take that sw m—

He tried—the third | aw of mechani zed education forced bun to try—but they never took the swim

A tinme came when Julie vanished. He heard a hiss of air and felt a sudden icy draft against bis
sweat i ng nakedness.
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Back in the training center, he squirmed across the slick pink nmenbrane of the sensor-effector
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sheath, clinbed into his cold coveralls, and scranbled down the flimsy netal |adder

"Good night, sir." The plunp young Techtenant | ooked bored and sl eepy now. "See you next shift,
sir."

He wanted terribly never to see the Techtenant or the trainer again, because they neant that he
was going to be wired for conmmuni on. He wanted desperately to run away—sonehow to get back to
Quarla Snow and the clean Reefs of Space.

But he was exhausted and guarded and inprisoned . . . he didn't know where . . . perhaps beneath a
mle of solid rock . . . perhaps beneath the sea. He did his stint of calisthenics and took a

st eam ng shower and sweated out the chow line and went to his tiny, tile-walled roomto sleep
Suddenly a gong was thundering. It was tine to get up, to |l et themshave his head again, to strip
and snear hinself with that sticky jelly, to return to the wonb of the Machi ne.

And a time came, in the trainer, when Julie Martinet —er the projected i mage of her—gave hima
test and, smiling, told himthat he had passed.

"You have earned communi on now. You are ready to be born again."

He al nost gasped that he didn't want comunion. But he bit his lip. He kept silent until Julie's
bri ght unage vani shed and air valves roared and a cold wind caught himas he was finally born from
t he Machi ne.

Hal f - dazed and teel ng—boped! his m nd whi spered despairingly to himhe found himself in his cot.
He did not know how he got there. He knew only sonething was wong: there was some new scent in

t he atnosphere, some hardly perceived whi sper of notion, as if someone were waiting outside his
room for himto be asleep

Then the anesthetic gas that had been piped through his pillow took effect. He slept. Deeply.
When he woke he felt a minor but nagging ache in the skin and the bone of his forehead. He was in
anot her room-green-wal | ed, surgical

He did not have to touch his forehead to know that while he slept the surgeons had been at work,
she hair-thin electrodes slipped into the mcronetrically |ocated
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centers of his brain, the bright badge of comrunion inplanted on his brow.

In the mammal i an brain exist bundles of nerves and specialized tissue which control npbod and
enotion, as well as those which control notor activities, homeostatic regul ati on, conscious

t hought, and the various other activities of that three-pound nass of hypertrophied tissue.

One such area is the pleasure center. Slip a fine platinumelectric wire into it by stereotaxic
surgery. Feed it a carefully neasured, mllianpere-tiny surge of electricity. The result is
ecstasy! Fit a laboratory aninmal with such an electrode and with a key it can operate, and it wll
go on pressing the key, pressing the key, pressing the key . . . it will not-pause for food or
drink or fear ... it will sear itself with delight until it collapses of exhaustion, and will
awake only to press the key once nore.

The jolt of ecstasy that tore through Boysie Gann's being in that first noment of awakening with
the conmmuni on plate in his forehead and the el ectrodes enbedded in his brain was |ike nothing he
had ever imagined. It was taste, feeling, odor, and light; it was the wild delight of sex and the
terrifying joy of daredevil sport; it was all the things he had ever known at once, magnified
unbearably. Tinme stopped. He was adrift hi a turbulent sea of sensation.... Eons and lifetinmes

| ater, he became conscious of humanity again. He was back in his body. The tides of quintessentia
pl easure had receded fromaround him and | eft himaching and dry.

He opened his eyes, and saw a Techni corps nedical orderly retreating fromhim the comuni on probe
wires in his hand. He had been cut off fromthe joy of the Pl anni ng Machi ne.

Gann took a | ong shuddering breath and reconciled hinself to being human again. He could
understand Sister Delta Four. He could accept his destiny hi conmunion with the Machi ne. No ot her
reward coul d be half-as great as this, no other purpose as inportant..

Dazedl y he becane aware that somethi ng was wong. The Techni corps nan's face was pale with fear
Voi ces shouted from outside, and one of themwas queerly faniliar.

Gann struggled to his feet, apprehensive and wary. \Wen the door burst open, it was Mchi ne
Gener al

25J

Wheel er who cane into the roomlike a raging typhoon. "Gann!" he roared. "Starchildl You devil
what have you done?"

"I ? Done? Nothing, General—-and I'mnot the Star-child, | swear it!"

"Filth!" howl ed tbe general. "Don't lie to ne! Wat have you done to the Planning Machi ne?"

Gann started to reply, to defend hinself. The general gave himno chance. "Lies!" he raged.
"Starchild, you've destroyed us all! Admit itl Admit that it was you who has driven the Pl anning
Machi ne hopel essly madl "
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The Pl an of Man had gone anok. All over Earth, out into the asteroid belt, in the refrigerated
warrens on Mercury, in the sunless depths of Pluto and on the slowy wheeling forts of the
Spacewal |, the terror had struck. Routing orders crashed one subcar ball into another two thousand
m | es below the surface of the earth. Six hundred persons died in a neteor-1like gout of suddenly
bl azi ng gases that nelted the subcar shaft and |l et the noblten core pour in.

On Venus a Techni oaptain received routine progranmming instructions fromthe Machine and,
obediently, set a dial and turned a switch. Jt flooded forty thousand hard-won acres of reclaimed
land with oily brine.

A "man of golden fire" appeared on the stage of the great Auditoriumof the Plan in Peiping, where
the Vice-Planner for Asia had been scheduled to speak to his staff. The gol den nman di sappeared
again, and twenty raging pyropods flashed out of nowhere into the hall, killing and destroying
everything within reach. The Vice-Planner, nminutes |late in keeping his engagenent, has his life
spared in consequence

In short, sharp words, Machi ne General Wheel er barked out the story of the catastrophes that were
overwhel mng the Plan. "The Starchildl Seen in the vaults of the Planning Machi ne—and now t he
Machi ne's gone nad. Its orders are wong! Its data can't be trusted! Gann, if you are the
Starchil d—=
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Boysi e Gann had been pushed too far, In a shout |ouder than Weeler's own he roared, "General! |I'm
not the Starchild! Don't be a fool!"

Suddenly the machi oeli ke face of the general seemed to wilt and crack. It was in a very human

voi ce that he said, after a noment. "No. Perhaps you're not. But what in the nane of the Plan is
goi ng on?"

Gann snapped, "I thought you were telling nme that. What's this about the Starchild being seen in
the Machine itsel f?"

"Just that, Gann. Guards reported soneone there. A squad was sent down, and they saw him He was
at the manual consol es—ehanging the settings, erasing mles of tape, reversing connections. The
Machi ne is nmad now, Gann. And the Plan is going mad with it. Al over the world."

"Never mind that! Wat did he look like, this Star-child?"

Machi ne General Wheel er squared his shoul ders and backed crisply, "A nan. Gol den, they say. Al npst
as if he were |um nous. Photographs were taken, but he was not recognized. It ... didn't resenble
you, Gann. But | thought—=

"You t hought you'd cone here anyway. Use ne as a scapegoat, maybe. Is that it? The way you did
when you pretended | shot Delta Four?"

The general tried to protest; then his |ips snacked shut like the closing of a trap. He nodded his
head twi ce, briskly, like a nmetronone. "Yes!"

Gann was taken aback. He had not expected so quick a confession. Al he could do was say, "But
why? Wiy did you shoot her? To get her out of the way as a w tness?"

"Of course," rapped Machi ne General Wheel er

"And pretend | was the' Starchild? To nmake yourself nore inportant to the Planner and the

Machi ne?"

"Precisely," the general crackled out.

Gann studi ed himthoughtfully, then said, "Sonething nmust have changed your mind. Wat was it?"
The general answered w t hout changi ng expression or tone. Only a faint color on the brow, a pale
bri ghtness as of perspiration, showed the strain he nmust have felt. "The girl recovered,” he
snapped. "She told the Planner the truth—that | had nerely found that docunent, and planted it on
you. The Pl anner reported to the Machi ne and—
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"And what ?" dermanded Boysi e Gann

The general's voice cracked. "And the Machine went mad. It ordered ny arrest. Then it began
ordering the arrest of Sister Delta Four, the Vice-Planner lor Central Anmerica, the guards in the

Hal | of the Planner, even the Planner hinself. There was confusion. | shot ny way clear. | secured
an aircraft, the one Sister Delta Four had cone to the Planner's headquarters in, and | escaped.
But | nust |eave Earth, Gann! | want you to take me to the Reefs, because .. . because | nust get
away. "

"CGet away? Why?"

The general's voice tolled out the answer. "In shooting* my way out of the Planner's headquarters,

1 killed two nen. One of themwas the Planner."
Boysi e Gann had never known where the training school was |ocated on Earth. As they energed to the
surface he saw for the first time the great sweep of nountains to the north, felt the icy sting of
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cold air, and realized that they were on the plateaus bel ow the Hi mal ayas. For thousands of years
only nonmads and warriors had shared this bl eak, desolate |and. Now a great hydroelectric plant
booned beyond the | evel sweep of a rocket-port hewn out of rock

There was sonet hing about the power plant that | ooked strange. As Machi ne General Wheeler led him
quickly to a waiting jetcraft Gann realized what was wong with the hydroel ectric plant. Even at
this distance he could see that it was a weck. Its great windows reflected no light; they were
shattered. There were cracks in its solid masonry walls. There had been an expl osi on w t hi n—sone
m ghty burst of short-circuiting energy, volatilizing all matter within its scope,

"Never mind that," rapped out the general "Cone aboard! There's soneone there you'll want to see."
Gann foll owed, staring about. If destruction had cone even here, it nust be radically nore far-
reachi ng than he had dreaned

Was it the Starchil d?

And who was the Starchild? Hurrying after General Weeler, Gann's mind was a vortex of thoughts,
menories, inpressions. The body-shaking rupture of his conmunion with the Machine. The terrible

fight in the Planner's hall, and the terrible shock that had struck hi mwhen he saw Sister Delta
Four—the girl who had once
254

been Julie Martinet, his | ove—shot down before him The long, dizzying fall through nonspace, from
the Reefs to Earth. The strange hernit, Harry Hi ckson ..

It was al nost nore than he couJdd take in. Benused, he was hardly aware when they reached the
waiting jet-ship. He followed General Weeler into the open hatch, and then he saw who it was who
awai ted themthere.

"Juliel"™ he cried. "Julie Martinetl"

But it was Sister Delta Four who answered. "Cone in. Close the hatch. W nust take off at oncel
have a nessage fromthe Machine."

General Weeler reacted at once. He turned and cl osed the hatch, then | eaped across the narrow
cabin of the jet-ship and snatched fromthe grasp of Sister Delta Four the black cube that was her
i nkbox. "Fool!" he rasped. "A nessage fromthe Machi nel Don't you know the Machi ne's gone nad?
The Starchild has been tanpering with it. It is no |onger functioning according to Plan. The

evi dence of your eyes should tell you that. Can't you see what's been goi ng on?"

The girl lifted her head, unafraid, and stared at himw th objective, renote eyes. The bl ack
fabric of her hood fell away, baring the bright nedallion of the conmunion plate in her forehead,
just like Boysie Gann's own. She said in her nelodic, chimng voice, "I serve the Machi ne, Genera

VWheel er. And you are a traitor, condemed to death.™

"So are you, for that matter," growl ed the general. He tossed the |linkbox to Boysie Gann. "Here.
Keep her quiet while | get us started. W've got to get off Earth at once." He dived for the
control cabin to set the automatic instrunents that would start the notors, take the plane off the
field, fly it straight and true to its destination, radio for landing instructions, and set it
down. Gann gl anced at the linkbox in his hands', then at Sister Delta Four.

The |inkbox carried its conmunion plug racked in a recess in its cubical bulk. Gann could see the
bright glitter of its rounded tips that mated so perfectly with the plate in his own skull

I f, he thought ponderously, he were to take that plug

off its clip and place it into the plate in his forehead

r if he were to conplete his communion ... he would once
again feel t hat total rapture, t hat al nost unbear abl e
255

ecstasy of soul and senses that he had tasted, just once, an hour before.

The tenptation was overpoweri ng.

He coul d understand Julie—er rather, Sister Delta Four —a great deal better now. There had never
been an addiction like this one, no drug, no narcotic, no nmere al coholic craving that was as
overpowering in its appeal

He coul d understand why Julie Martinet had given up fanmly, freedom the pleasures of the senses,
and hinmself for the shroud of an acolyte of the Mchine.

He coul d understand it, because he was all but at that point hinself, after one single
exposure. ..

Wth a swift notion, before he could stop to think, he lifted the Iinkbox and dashed it to the
floor. It crackled and sputtered. In its static-filled buzzing sound he could detect sonme of the
tonal norphenes he had been taught, but he did not give hinself a chance to puzzle out their

meani ng, did not allow the |inkbox the tine to beg for its preservation—+f that was its intention
He Iifted a foot and crushed it, stanped it again and again, |ike a noxious insect. Its buzzing
abruptly stopped. There was a faint blue flash of electric sparks; then it was only a nangl ed nass
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of printed circuits and crushed transistors.

"That's the end of that, Julie," he said. "And that's the end of our relationship with the

Machi ne. "

She was watching himsilently, her eyes dark and i ncurious.

"Don't you have anything to say?" he demanded.

She pealed, "Only what | aminstructed to tell youi Mjor Gann. The nessage that was given nme by

t he Machi ne. "

"Dam the Machine!" he cried. "Can't you understand that's over? It's finished. Gone! First we
have to try to straighten out this ness; then—saybe then!—we can think about using the Mchine
again. Using itl Not letting it use usl"

"I know not hing of that, Major Gann," she sang. "I only know the nessage. It follows: To Mjor
Gann. Action. Proceed at once to the "Togethershi p” on the Reefs of Space via Mercury Term nator
Li ne Station Seven. Message ends."

Gann shook his head dazedly. "Julie, Julie!" he protested. "That's ridiculous on the face of it.
Go to the Reefs by way of Mercury? That's like com ng across a roomby way of ... of Deneb. It's
not the way at all—
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"I don't know about that," rasped the voice of Machine General Weel er from behind him Gann
turned. The general was standing in the open door of the control cabin, sonmething hi his hand. His
expression was dark and fearful, |ike sone trapped and dangerous creature of the jungle.

Gann said, "But Mercury is near the Sun. Even if we wanted to go to the farthest part of the
Reefs, where we're at superior conjunction, we mght go near Mercury, yes, but we'd never |and
there. Not anywhere on the planet, nuch | ess at sone particular station on the termnator |line."
"Go there we will," rapped General Weeler. "Land there we will. And at the station. Major Gann! |
told you | intended to go to the Reefs at once and wanted you with ne. | had a reason. See here!
This dropped to the ground before ne as | was | eaving the Planner's chanbers after ny—ah—epi sode
with the guns.”

Wordl essly Boysi e Gann took the docunent It was a creany square, w thout signature, and on it were
t he words:

If you woul d save yoursel f, your people, and your worlds, bring Machi ne Maj or Boysi e Gann and
yoursel f to the Togethership on the Reefs of Space. The gateway will be found at the Plan of Man
sol ar observatory on Mercury, Term nator Station Seven

"The Starchild!'" cried Gann

General Weel er nodded with a harsh, nechani cal up-down, up-down.

"A nmessage fromthe Starchild, yes. And the same nmessage fromthe Pl anni ng Machi ne. Major Gann! Do
you realize what this neans? The Planning Machine is the Starchildl"

13

At some point they transhipped into a Plan of Man jetless-drive cruiser. Gann paid little
attention.

He was using the time in the best way he could, to rest, to try to recover fromthe shocks and
stresses of the | ast
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few weeks. And how , fast they had accumul ated, how violently they had drai ned himof strength,
and of peace of mind!"

He could still feel the distant ache in his forehead, in the bones of his skull, behind his eyes,
in his sinuses —the track of the probes of the surgeons who had inplanted the comuni on el ectrodes
in his brain.

He coul d feel the aches and bruises of his working over by the Planner's guards. How | ong ago?

He was exhausted still fromthe battle with the pyropods and the long drop to Earth. H s weary
nmuscles still bore the fatigue poisons of his fight on Harry Hickson™' s reeflet..

He cl osed his eyes, and Quarla Snow canme into his nind. He opened them and Sister Delta Four sat
qui etly unnovi ng, her eyes fixed on him before him

He was beginning to feel hinself again. Wth the return of strength there returned the question of
the two wonen, so unlike yet so nmuch in his thoughts. He said, "Julie, Sister Delta Four, if you'd
rather. Do you know that what General Weeler said is true? That the Machine is nmad?"

Her perfect face, half hidden in the cowl, did not change expression. "I know that is what the
general said," she sang.

"But it is nmad, Julie. The Starchild has wecked it Now it is wecking the Plan planets. Do you
still want to serve it?"

"I serve the Planning Machine," she chinmed sweetly, her dark eyes cool and enpty.

"Because of the bliss of communion? | understand that, Julie. Don't forget"—he touched the
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glittering plate in his forehead—1"'ve felt it too."

There was a flicker in her eyes, alnost an expression of indul gent anmusenent as she | ooked at him
But she only said, in her voice |ike the sound of bens, "What you felt, Major Gann, is only a
shabby imtation of what the Machine gives its true servants. For you are only half a servant The
Machi ne has not opened its mnd to you."

Puzzl ed, Gann asked, "You nmean . . . mind-to-mnd |inkage? Conmunication with the—what could you
call it?—ith the thoughts of the Machine?"

She only shrugged. "It is something of that sort, perhaps,
know. " She
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sang a quick chimng chorus of tonal norphenes. Gann tried to follow, but was |ost al nbst at once.
"You said sonething about the ... the soul ?" he guessed. "The soul of the Machi ne?"

"You see? | amsorry fo you, Major Gann," she said. "Mire for you than for nyself. Since you have
destroyed ny |inkbox | cannot reach the Machi ne, but some day perhaps | will find another Iinkbox.
You will never attain it"”

Machi ne General Wheel er had been dozing while they spoke. Now Gann becane aware that the genera
was awake and listening to them Wen he saw Gann's eyes on him the general sat up and | aughed
raspingly, like an ancient, ill-kept machine.

"A fool ," he said, hurling one bright, contenptuous |ook at the girl. "And you're another, Gann
You're not fit to survive, either of you."

"I survive if the Machine desires it," chined the girl clearly. "I will cease when the Machi ne no
| onger needs ne."

The general ticked off a nod and turned to Gann. "You see? And what is it that keeps you alive?"

she said indifferently. "You cannot

Gann said seriously, "I don't know. " He got up, noved restlessly about the cranped quarters of the
Plan cruiser, his step light and inprecise in the tiny gravity its jetless thrust supplied. He
said, "Qut on the Reefs they talk about freedom |I'mnot sure, but . . . Yes. | think it is that

hope that keeps ne going now, the hope that freedomis real, and good."

The general | aughed again. Wthout passion, as if playing back an ancient tape recording in his
brain, he said, "The Planner | just killed understood freedom He called it 'the romantic
fallacy.' Freedomis what permts the dirty, Planless nonads of the Reefs to eke out their
wetched lives. It is a nyth."

"I saw happy nmen and wonen on the Reefs," said Boysie Gann softly, less to the general than to

hi nsel f.

"You saw ani mal s! They believe that nmen are good. They believe that nmere human nmen and wonen, |eft
to their own un-Planned devices on any drifting rock somewhere in space, can sonmehow find within

t hensel ves the natural springs of norality and intellectual enlightenment and progress. They are

wrong! "

He blinked at Gann and the silent, conposed girl. "Men are evil," he said. "The givers of |aws
have al ways known
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that nmen are essentially bad. They nust be goaded into whatever good they display. Qur Plan of Man
was created to defend this classic philosophy—the cornerstone of all civilization. The Plan
recogni zes the evil in man. It forces himto goodness and progress. There is no other wayl"
Mercury, the hell planet, lay before them

The gui ding sensors of their Plan cruiser reached out with fingers of radiation to touch the

pl anet, the Sun; sought reference points by optical exam nation of the fixed bright stars; scanned
the Iinbs and poles of Mercury, and accurately fixed the proper point on the termnator |ine of
the sun's radiation. Then, satisfied, or in whatever state passes in a nmachine for satisfaction

it conpleted its landing corrections and directed the cruiser into a |landing orbit.

The great naked fire of the Sun hung only thirty-odd nmillion nmiles away—three tinmes as close as to
Earth, its mghty outpouring of light and heat nine tinmes as great. Its surface was nmottled with
great ugly spots, leprous with the scaly nmarkings called facul ae and granul ations. It was painfu
to watch, bright and blinding. Machi ne General Wheel er noved a hand angrily, and the vision screen

obediently blotted out the central disk, |like a solar eclipse; then they could see the sonber
scarl et chronosphere, the | eaping red arches of proninences, |ike slownotion snakes striking at
the void and, surrounding all, the white blazing radi ance of the corona.

In that m ghty furnace, each second, |akes of solar hydrogen flashed into helium pouring out
energy. Each second, every square centineter of its enornmous surface hurled six thousand watts of
power into the void.

On the sunward side of Mercury, nolten tin and lead ran |ike water in fissures of baked and
ovenlike rock. On its dark side the thinnest of atnospheres, boiled fromthe rock by the solar
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radi ati on, smashed free of it by the inpact of nmeteorites, carried sone tiny warnth to relieve
what was otherwi se a freezing cold nearly as absolute as that of Pluto.

On the terminator line the Plan of Man's string of observatories naintained a precarious

exi stence, the searing heat before them the killing cold behind.

"There!" rasped General Weel er, stabbing a finger at the screen. "Term nator Line Station Sevenl
Now we' || see about this Star child 1"
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The great Plan cruiser, dancing in the thrust of its re-actionless notors, slowed, halted, Kkissed
the seared rock, and canme to rest in the shadow of a silvery donme that reached out toward the sun
with the barrels of tel escopes and pyroneters, stared toward it with the great blind eyes of radio
tel escopes and nmasers. Over its entrance bl azed the sign:

THE M GHTI EST REWARDS THE MOST FAI THFUL

General Wheel er | aughed sharply. "Faithful to whom eh? To me, Gann! Trust in nme!"

Boysi e Gann gl anced at hi mwi thout expression, then at Sister Delta Four. She was mute and
uncaring, her eyes hidden in the folds of her dark cowl. Gann shook his head but said nothing. In
his heart he thought: Mad. He's as nad as the Machi ne.

Tubul ar entranceways were groping slowy toward them fromthe done, found the airlocks of the
crui ser, met and seal ed thensel ves.

The hat ches opened.

Gann stood up. "Let's go. Al of us. I... | don't know what we'll find."

He waited and General Wheeler stal ked past him el bows and knees stiff as the |inkages of a

reci procating engine. Sister Delta Four approached the |ock, then hesitated andj ooked at Gann

She threw a series of tonal synbols at him her voice crisp and pure as bells.

Gann said hesitantly, "I ... | don't understand. As you said, |'monly about half educated
Sonet hing about a ... a man? A relative?"
Sister Delta Four said in English, "I asked you to be careful, Major Gann. There is a brother here

who is of unstable enotion.”

"l don't understand," said Boysie Gann. The girl did not answer, only nodded renptely and passed
on into the en-tranceway, into Term nator Station Seven

As Gann foll owed her he heard General Weeler's rasping roar, "Hello there! Anyone! Isn't anyone
her e?"

The general was standing atop an enanel ed steel desk, peering around in all directions. Behind him
were banks of electronic instrunents, arranged in long rows |ike |ockers
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in a gymasiunm they purred and hummed and flashed with lights, ignoring the presence of the
general . The desk itself was part of a small office suite. It was deserted.

"I don't understand," rapped the general. He clinbed down, picked up a phone froma desk, and
stabbed circuit buttons at random listened briefly, then flung it down.

"There's no one here," he said, brows gathered in irritation and anger. "A joke? Wuld this
Starchild dare joke with ne?"

Gann said, "Wat about the rest of the station, General ?"

"Search it!" barked the general "You too, Sisterl There nmust be sonmeone! The doorway to the
Reefs—the key to the Toget hership—+ wll not |let them escape nel"

Gann | ooked forebodingly at Sister Delta Four, but she did not return his gaze. Cbediently, her
fingers telling her sonic beads, she chose a doorway and entered it, her dark cow noving as she
scanned the roons beyond for signs of life. Gann shrugged and selected an area of his own and
began the search

He coul d hear General Weeler's angry shouts, and the purr or whine or click of the autonmatic
machi nery of the observatory, keeping its instruments pointed at selected areas of the Sun
tabulating the results. He could hear the distant whine of punps, the sigh of air in the vents.
There were no ot her sounds. The observatory seened to be deserted. Gann noved through a chanber of
record storage, where stacked drawers of nagnetic tape reels held the infornation gl eaned from
count | ess machi ne-hours of solar study, glanced into what m ght have been a recreation room found
himsel f in the main observati on chamber.

No one noved. No voice chal |l enged him

"Hell ol he cried, echoing Ceneral Wheeler's fading voice. There was no answer.

The normal conpl enent of a nearly automatic station like this one was small —-half a dozen nen,
perhaps even fewer. Yet it was hard to believe that sonme disaster had overtaken themall at

once. ..

O so Gann thought

Then, turning, he saw the disaster
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There were three of them+three nen, piled |like jack-straws behind a work desk, before a closed and
| ocked door. They were unmni stakably dead.
The one on top, supine, sightless yell owed eyes staring
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at the ceiling, was a grizzled older man in the uniformof a Technicaptain. O the other two Gann
could tell little except for their insignia—a Techtenant and a cadet, one plunp and young, one
young and oddly familiar.

Gann bent and touched them There was no pulse. No breath. Yet the bodies still seemed to be warm
Perhaps it was only his imagination, he thought. Or the warmh of the room-€ool ed by the
circulating refrigerated air fromthe punps, yet still so close to the blazing Sun

He heard a faint sound, and jerked his head up, frowning, |istening.

It was not one sound. There were two. One he identified —the faint tones of Sister Delta Four's
soni ¢ beads. In her own search of the dome, by some other route, she was coning near.

But what was the other sound? It seened to come from nearby, though muffled. He turned his head
and stared at the |ocked door. Could it be frombehind that? It seemed to be a sort of closet or
record-storage chanber. It was nmassive, and the locks that held it would not respond to any

unaut hori zed key. Yet now he was sure of it: there were sounds behind it, sounds |like the distant
nmur nur of Hf e.

Sister Delta Four entered the room saw him hurried over to stoop swiftly over the three bodies.
When she | ooked up her eyes were dark. She sang. "You need not fear himafter all, Mjor Gann."
Boysi e Gann blinked. "Fear whon®"

"The brother,” the girl intoned. "He is dead. Hi s un-Planned enotions need not concern you any

| onger."

"Brother? But— Then Gann stopped in md-sentence. Understanding began to reach him He reached
for the body of the Technicadet, turned the flaccid head. The face was one he had seen before.
"Your brother!" he cried.

Sister Delta Four corrected him "The brother of Julie Martinet. The brother of this body, yes. As
you see, he is dead.” Her dark eyes were mld and unconcerned, as .if she were commenting on the
weat her.

Beyond the jackstraw heap of bodies the thick square door still hid the source of the tiny sounds,
but Gann put themout of his mind. Julie Martinet's brother! He could see the resenbl ance, the
sane grave eyes, the same shape O the jaw ... In Sister Delta Four, it conpleted a periect
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oval; in the boy it gave hima strong chin under a dreaner's face.

Boysi e Gann saw that, and he saw sonething nore. He bent close, incredul ous. But there was no
doubt. Under the pallor of death, under the uncaring vacancy of the face, there was a hint of
color. Golden color. Alnost |lumnous. Gann turned quickly to the other corpses. The sanel Like

Machi ne Col onel Zafar, |ike Harry Hickson, |like the beasts of the Reefs, the three dead
Techni corps nmen gl eaned faintly, goldenly, like a brass helnmet's reflection of a distant sun

He drew Sister Delta Four after him and sought and found General Wheeler, told himin short

sent ences what he had seen.

"The sane gol den col or, General," he said. "It's fatal. O . . ." He hesitated, renmenbering. Harry
H ckson had di ed of the disease, yes. But he had lived again.

He brushed that thought out of his mind. "Fatal," he repeated. "It's a fusorian infection,

think. If you put a drop of their blood under a m croscope you would see little fusorian gl obul es,
flickering with golden light. Sone sort of synbiosis, Dr, Snow said. But fatal...'

General Wheel er rasped, "Fusorian, you say? The Reefs, then! Do you know what that neans to ne,
Gann? It means the Starchild! My information was not wong. He's here!"

"But he can't be," Gann protested. "W've searched the station, the three of us, and we saw no

one."
And Sister Delta Four echoed him "W saw no one, General. No one at al!l but the dead."
"Dead or alive, he's here," growed the general. "I'Il find him 1'll nake himlead ne to the

Toget her - shi p!"

Boysi e Gann renenbered the sounds behind the door. He said, "There is one place, Ceneral. One

pl ace where . . . soneone night be. Behind the bodies was a door—

"Come on!" shouted Weeler, not waiting to hear himout, and led the way |ike an ani mated nachi ne,
arms flailing, harsh breath rasping. Gann and the girl had found himfar fromthe observatory
room down in the subterranean storage spaces of the dome, poking and shouting into recesses of
canned food and unused spools of tape. Even in Mercury's light grasp it was a |long, hard, running
climb back to the instrument room and even Sister Delta Four was gasping for breath before they
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made hal f the di stance
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back. Then they all stopped, panting, staring at each other. For all of them had caught the sane
sound—the distant runble of caterpillar tracks, carried faintly through Mercury's rock and the
structure of the station

It was the entranceways, the |long tubul ar protuberances through which their ship had been |inked
to the I ock of the observatory done. They were in notion. Either another ship had arrived ..

O their own ship was taking off |

"Let's gol" cried Boysie Gann, and they ran the remaining distance faster than before.

The great door was standing open and the bodi es were gone.

General Weeler and Gann turned wthout words and searched the room under desks, behind cabinets,
even inside the servicing hatches of the instrunents thenselves. "They're gone," said Gann at

| ast, and the general echoed his words: "They're gone."

Anot her voice said, "They've taken your ship, too."

Gann and the general spun around. Sister Delta Four had not troubled to search the roomw th them
She had gone through the door, into a tiny, steel-walled cubicle v that had evidently been
designed for holding the nost inportant records in safety in the event of sone disaster or

nm schance to the station. What it held now was another sort of treasure entirely. It was a girl,
her |ips white where they had been gagged, her arns still trailing ropes that Sister Delta Four
had not finished taking off her. "They took your ship," she repeated. "All three of them They
opened the door for ne—and left”

Gann hardly heard what she was saying. Sonething else was filling his mnd. Honey-haired, softly
tanned of skin, eyes blue and bright... be knew that girl.

The girl in the observation dome in Mercury was the girl he had left weeks and billions of mles
fromhere and now. It was Quarla Snow.
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In the bright, refrigerated done the punps poured cooling air in upon them but the great storm
racked gl obe of the Sun that hung in the view ng screen seened to beat down on themas if they
wer e naked on Mercury's rock

Quarl a Snow reached out and touched Boysie G'nn's arm "I thought you were dead," she said
wonderingly, and her eyes went toward Sister Delta Four, kneeling beside her, patiently, absently
rubbi ng Quarla's chafed wrists.

"Never mnd that," said Gann. "How did you get here? Was it—the Starchild?"

Quarl a shook her head, not in denial but in doubt. "I don't know After you di sappeared | set out
to l ook for you."
General Wheeler, at one of the optical telescopes, rapped angrily, 'Therel | see the villains!

Bet ween us and the Sun!" He studied the controls of his instrunments furiously, selected a switch
and turned it. The great inmge of the Sun hi the screen danced and dwi ndl ed as the field of vision
of a new tel escope replaced the old one.
They saw the Plan cruiser that had brought them already very renbte in the black, star-sprinkled
sky that surrounded the bl azing gl obe.
"I wonder who's piloting it," murnmured Boysie Gann
"Those crininals you saw here!" \Weel er barked. "Playing possunmi They fool ed youl Now they've
taken our ship and we're narooned."
"CGeneral ," said Boysie Gann earnestly, "I don't ask you to believe ne, but | was not fooled. They
were not pretending to be dead. They were dead."
"I npossi ble," rasped the general. "Look at the idiots! They're heading straight for the Sun. The
ship isn't designed for photosphere tenmperatures! They'll kill thensel ves!"
Gann turned wearily back to Quarla Snow. "You said you went |ooking for me. Wy?"
She flushed and | ooked away. She did not answer the question. She said, "Colonel zafar died. My
father reported it—+t was dangerous, you see—and he took the
266
body into Freehaven for exanination. He did not know what had becone of you. Neither did |. But

| thought | could find you."
Sister Delta Four got up quietly, crossed to the girl's Other side, began to rub circulation into
the other wist, Quarla went on, her eyes avoiding Boysie Gann's. As she spoke she | ooked
sonmetimes at Sister Delta Four, somnetinmes at General Weeler, sonetimes at the great hanging orb
of the Sun and the Plan cruiser that was noving slowy toward its |long, tentacle-Ilike prom nences.
She had gone outside, she said, and called her spaceling. Then she brought Harry Hi ckson's pyropod
out into the open air, released it, watched it circle themtw ce, then arrow off into space itself
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and, riding the spaceling, she had followed it.
"After you di sappeared and Col onel Zafar died, it seenmed to go crazy," she said. "Raced around the
house—J thought it was | ooking for you. And | thought it mght find you, if I set it free.”
"The Starchild!" boonmed General Weeler. "Get to the Starchild, woman! Did you ever find the
Starchil d?"
She hesitated. "I think | did," she said at last. "I think | net the Starchild in the heart of
Reef Wi rl pool . "
Reef Whirl pool —hot a planet, not a sun, not a comet. Not even a Reef in the true sense. It was
sonmet hing that partook of some of the elenents of all of them It had begun as a Reef, no doubt.
It orbited Sol like a planet, if a distant one; like a comet, nost of its bulk was gases. And it
burned with hydrogen-heliumfusion at its core, like a star
Basi cal |y Reef Wirlpool was sinply a bigger, denser cluster of Reefs than nost of those
stepchildren of Sol. Gven tine and additions enough, it mght sone day becone the heart of a
star.
Its angul ar nonentum was enor nmous; some stronger force than gravity kept its parts fromflying
into space. The Reefs that conposed it were older and . . . stranger than those outside. Pyropods
in queerly nmutated forns swarned in and around it. Its central portions had never been visited by
man, not even by the explorers of the Reefs.
It was a place of terror and |l egend. The life that it harbored had been a long tinme evol ving.
Straight as an arrow the baby pyropod that once had bel onged to Harry Hickson hurtled toward Reef
Whirl -
267
pool —and behind it pursuing, barely able to keep its glowing blue-white trail in sight, foll owed
Quarl a Snow on her spaceling.
"I was afraid," she said soberly. "W passed a mating swarm of pyropods. Then ten thousand of them
toget her, wheeling in space in a single body. If they had seen us and pursued we woul dn't have had

a chance. But it was too late to worry about that . . . and | was even nmore afraid of Reef
Wi rl pool . "
"The Starchild, giril" cried General Wheeler. "Now" His eyes were fixed angrily on the screen

where the Plan cruiser was coming closer and closer to~ the Sun, one great curved prom nence
seening alnmost to lick up toward it like a reaching tongue of fiane.

"W reached Reef Whirlpool," said the girl, "and there | lost H ckson's pyropod. But Bella—that's
my spaceling —Bella seemed to know where he had gone. W went in."

From nearby in space, Reef Whirlpool |ooked Iike a tiny galaxy, its separate reeflets gl owi ng each
with its owm hue, like bright, soft stars against the dark. The rimof the di sk was dar k—dead
rocks and fragments. There, Quarla thought, were the nesting places of the pyropod swarms. She
could feel the spaceling shudder, its linpid eyes wide and gl azed with fear. But it went on

"Bella didn't seemable -to help herself,"” said Quarla Snow. "She seemed to want to go right on—to
her own destruction—er to something she feared even nore."

"Li ke those fools in ny ship,"” rapped General Wieeler. "fa that where the Starchild was? In that
Reef ?"

Quarla Snow hesitated. "I don't know. Truly, General Wheeler, |I don't know what | saw in the Reef.
I know that | saw a great many things that weren't there."

"I'l lusions?" the general demanded. "You were hallucinating?"

She nodded uncertainly. "Yes . . . No. | don't know. | only know | saw things that couldn't have
been there. One of themwas Harry Hi ckson, and | knew he was dead. Another was Col onel Zafar. And
anot her —-why, Boysie, one of themwas you."

They were deep in the core of Reef Wiirlpool now The spaceling's frenzy grew. They were | ong past
the outer rimof rock where the pyropods nested, but there was sonething ahead that terrified
Bella nmore than the tunnel ed nests of the beasts.
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"It's all right, honey," said the voice of her father in her ear

She cried out and stared around her. He was not there. No one was there, inside the tiny envel ope
of air the spaceling carried with themas they fled through dead, airless space.

"CGo on, darling," said another voice. It was the voice of the man she had just seen disappear in a
whi rl pool of light, the man she was seeki ng, Boysie Gann.

And a third voice: "Quarla, girl! Don't hang back now" And that was the voice that terrified her

nmost of all, for she knew it, though she had not heard it in a long tune and knew its owner was
dead. It was the voice of Harry Hickson

I'I'lusion?

It had to be illusion. H ckson was dead. No one was there—no one in sight, and no possibility that
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sonmeone could be |urking out of sight, beyond Bella's envel ope of air. For outside that elastic
sphere there was nothing to carry a voice's sound.

Yet that illusion stayed with her. "Don't fret about pyropods, girl," advised the voice, slow,
rough, kind—Harry Hickson's own, she was sure of it. "Get on with itl W're waiting for you."

She renenbered sone words the dying Colonel Zafar had said: ". . . mnd trap . , . beware your
heart's desire ..." There was a warning there.

But she could not take caution fromthe warning; will she, nill she, the spaceling was carrying
her deeper and deeper into Reef Wirlpool, with the gl eam of |esser reef-lets darting past them as
they flew, glittering dianmond fungi, |um nous blue polygons, jungles of incandescent wire, glow ng

nightmare worldlets for which she could find no nane.

And then they were at what she knew was the core.

A great ship swung enptily about, huge as the whole Reef of Freehaven, giant, |ethal weapons
staring out of open ports. It was in free orbit at the heart of Reef Wirlpool. Its weapons were
unmanned. Its drives were silent.

"Great Plan!" shouted Machi ne General Wheeler, wild with excitenent. "The Togethershipl It had to
be the Togethership!"

Quarla Snow | ooked at him faintly puzzled. "That was the nanme it bore, yes. Your ship, General ?"
The general cackled with glee. "It is now M/ ship-nAy 269

Machi ne that's been locked in its holds—and ny worlds, as soon as | reach it! You'll take ne
there, wonman. You'll lead nme to the Togethership! Wen |I've nmade nysel f the master of the Pl anning
Machine it carries |I'lIl be back here on the Plan Wrlds. Not just a general —Aot even a
Planner—+' 11 rule the Machine itself! 1'Il—= He broke off, staring at Boysie Gann. "Wat's the

matter?" he rapped. Gann said, "How do you propose to reach it, General ?" The general's face
darkened. He scowl ed at the screen, where his cruiser, now hopel essly beyond his reach, seened to
be dodgi ng around the great solar flare that had devel oped in the nonents while they were

wat chi ng. AN"G on," he growed. "I'Il find a way. |I|'Il get the Togethership, and
then ... Never mnd! Go on."

Around that great battlecraft of the Plan, painted dead bl ack for canouflage in space, studded
with | aser scopes and bristling with mssile launchers, there was a queer gol den m st

Quarl a | ooked, and | ooked again. It was like a fog of liquid gold. Like a golden cloud.

I npossible that there should be a cloud in space, even here. Yet she sawit. And at its heart was
a great golden sphere, larger and brighter than the elfin Reefs, nore perfectly round.

Li ke a laser burst hurtling to a target, the spaceling drove toward it. Quarla cried out in
terror, for as they raced toward it its surface seened to |ift to neet them A bul ge appeared and
grew, becane a tentacle reaching toward them And the phantom voice of Harry Hi ckson said roughly,
"Quarla, honey! Don't be scared. Cone on!"

She coul d not have stopped if she had tried. Bella was out of control

The voice was surely illusion, yet Quarla found it reassuring. Her horror ebbed. Queerly detached,
she watched the bul ge on the gol den surface swell and divide into three parts. Each stretched out
until it becane a bright gol den snake. She watched them coil toward her

They struck.

Hot yell ow coils whipped and tightened around her

Yet there was no pain. There was even less fear. The living ropes of gold hauled her in like a
hooked trout, down to that gol den sphere, and her cal mand detachnent grew. Even the spaceling had
lost all of its fear. Nestling into the
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hot, contracting coils, Bella purred |like a huge kitten. She was drowsy.

Quarl a was drowsy too. She thought she heard Harry Hi ckson speaking to her agai n—almy but
urgently—telling her things of great inportance. You nust go, child, he seemed to say, you mnust
go to this place and do that thing. Yon nust avoid these. Then you nust return here.,

It was greatly soothing to hear his calm w se voice. Quarla Snow sl ept

She sl ept, and tune passed....

"And," she said, "when | woke up, | knew what | nust do. | had to cone here and fetch you. Al of
you. He wants you to cone to him"

General -Wheeler rasped, "The Starchild! He's the one you nean, eh?"

But she was shaking her head obstinately. "I don't know that. | only know what | nust do.

Onl y"—her expression becane worried—the nmen were here and they were afraid of nme. They | ocked ne
up. They would not listen."

Sister Delta Four sang, "Major Gann. Ceneral Weeler. Mss Snow. Have you observed the screen?"
They turned as one, startled, staring at the screen.

Up there hung the Sun. The bright proninence that had grown so swiftly was huger still. It

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...2001-03%20-%20The%20Starchild%20Trilogy.txt (126 of 206) [12/28/2004 10:49:11 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/L oPL %20f ul19620...chil d%20(3)/Starchil d%2001-03%20-%20The%20Starchil d%20Tril ogy. txt

over hung the shape of the fleeing Plan cruiser with the three men who shoul d have been
dead—everhung it like a crested wave, like the .hood of a striking cobra.

And |ike a snake it was striKking.

The Pl an cruiser had changed direction—+too |ate. Slow though the great, jetting tongue of flane
seermed in the screen, its novenent was mles per second. Twi st and turn though it would, the
crui ser could not escape. The promi nence touched it.

The tiny black shape di sappear ed.

Boysi e Gann found hinmsel f shaking, heard the nmetallic, nobnotonous steady cursing of the general by
his side. The cruiser had been swept out of space. Slowy the incredible tongue of flame began to
fall back toward the nottled surface of its star, the Sun

The general recovered hinself first. The coppery spikes of his hair, his flat bronze features, his
whol e expressi on showed resolution. "All right," he said. "W don't have to worry about trying to
get that ship back any nore. It's
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gone. Question is, how do we get out of here? Second question, how do we then get to the Reefs—and
t he Toget her shi p?"

Sister Delta Four sang proudly, "There will be no difficulty in that. The Machi ne has said that
the gateway to the Togethership is to be found here."

The general fixed his steel-gray stare on her. "But where? Qut that airlock? Onto the rock of
dayside Mercury? W'd fry in mnutes. O do you suggest we fly?"

He stopped in nid-sentence, bronze face frozen, then turned on Quarla Snow. "Those beasts of
yours! What becane of thenf? The spacelings, or whatever you called

t hem "

But Quarla was shaking her head. "This near the Sun, Bella would never live," she said. "The
radi ati on woul d destroy her—and us, too, if we were in her air capsule. And anyway, she's not
here. "

"Then how?" cried the general. "There nmust be a way! Both nmessages—the Starchild s and the
Machi ne' s—they both said this was the way."

Quarla said softly, "And so it is, General. That is why | came here, to fetch you to the Reefs.
don't know how. | only know it w |l happen."”

The room seened to |urch.

It caught all of them off guard. They turned to | ook at each other with varying expressions of
surprise and fear

"l think," said Boysie Gann grinly, "that we' ve found our gateway." He knew that sensation, had
felt it before, knew that in the powers it involved the long clinb outward to the orbits of the
Reefs was only a matter of nonents

He was not afraid. In fact, there was alnost relief in the know edge that soon they woul d be
facing the presence that had dislocated a solar system Yet sonmething was troubling him sone
question of the |last few noments, sonething that had been asked but not answered.

He felt the roomlurch again, and the lights grew distant and dim Then he renenbered.

"Way, Quarla?" he croaked hoarsely.

The girl of the Reefs |ooked at himaffectionately. "Wy

What, Boysie?"

"Way were they afraid of you? You said the nmen here

feared you. Why?"

The room seened to shake and twi st itself, as if viewed
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through a defective glass. The lights were |l eaving them—or they the lights, as if new quanta of
space were being born between them separating themw thout nmotion |like the recession of fleeing
gal axi es.

And then Gann saw the answer. Quarla did not need to speak. His eyes told himwhat had terrified
the three men in Term nator Station Seven

In the dwindling Iight Quarla alone stood forth bright and cl ear—her face, her arns, her body
shining brightly...

Wth a gol den gl ow.

15

They tunbl ed through space endl essly and forever, and then they stopped.

They had arrived. They were all together in a wondrous new worl d.

Al'l about them hung the slowy spinning worldlets of Reef Whirlpool, jewels of emerald and ruby,
gl owi ng gens of white light and blue. There was the slowy pul sing gol den sphere that had captured
Quarla Snow. And there the great battleship of the Plan, the Togethership.
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Quarl a Snow had described the ship, but she had not nmade them see its imrensity. The vessel was
huge.

Boysie Gann saw it, and saw too that they were not al one.

A ton of rushing mass hurtled toward them and stopped in mdflight, squealing happily. A glow ng
red nose nuzzled Quarla Snow. "Bella!" cried the girl, and patted the tawny velvet fur. She
murnmured to Gann, "My spaceling. We're in her envel ope of ah-, you see. Wthout it we'd not live a
m nute here."

General Weel er rapped, "Get your sentinmental reunion over with, woman! Can this beast take us to
the Toget her shi p?"

"We're going there now," said Quarla Snow. "See for yourself, General."

They were. Gann could see it now, see the great battlecraft growing as they drew cl ose. They were
in free fall within the spaceling's vital capsule, ail four of themin
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| oose and tunbling attitudes, Quarla with one hand on the spaceling' s coat, Sister Delta Four
proud and dignified even in the spraw of zero-G Machi ne General Weel er, carel ess of everything
around himbut his goal, his steel-gray eyes fixed on the | oom ng Together ship.

The battlecraft of the Plan was nore distant and nore i mense even than Gann had realized. It grew
into a long planetoid of sleek black netal, hangi ng suspended in the space between the gl ow ng

gol den sphere that doni nated Reef Wirlpool's core and the tunbling worldlets that brightened the
sky about them The four circled it and found the valves of a | ock yawni ng open at its base,
circlftd by the jutting black cylinders of the six great drive units that had thrust it up from
Eart h.

It did not seemto have been used in all those years. It had an abandoned and enpty | ook

The spaceling, without direction, seem ng conpelled by sone outside force, took themstraight into
t hose val ves, and halted.

The entry port of the Togethership was as big as a three-story house. As they entered, |uninous
rings around its walls sprang into soft gray light. The great valves noved silently, renorselessly
shut behi nd t hem

They were enclosed in a wall of steel.

Al'l around themthe walls were pitted and scarred, as if fromsone enornous battle of the past.
There had been no such battle, Gann knew. What coul d have done it? Could it have been neteorites,
over the decades that the | ocks had hung open?

General Weel er saw his | ook and rapped, "Pyropods! They've been chewi ng at ny ship! By the Plan
I"I'l root out every filthy one of them=*

The general was right, Gann realized. Not only right, but seething with anger. It had becone his
ship, containing his copy of the Planning Machine. And with it he intended to nmake all the worlds
of the solar systemhis planets....

Darkly, Boysie Gann realized that there were nore dangerous things in this ship than pyropods.

He becane aware of a sighing, rustling noise, and saw that the lock was filling with air. The
spaceling's vital capsule -no longer protected themfromthe void; they were in a breathable
at nosphere. The spaceling realized it even before he did. She flicked her seal-like tail and
darted away; raced back, her red nose glowing with joy,
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whi mpering with pleasure. She played games with the bright-1eafed vines she had carried in her air-
envel ope—the curious Reef plants that were part of the el aborate evolutionary device that enabl ed
a war m bl ooded oxygen-breather |ike herself to survive in naked space. She rolled the waxy,

| um nous tendrils into a huge ball, tossed it with her glow ng nose, chased it across the |ock
caught it with her broad velvet tail..

"Belial" called Quarla Snow, affectionately stern. "Cone backherel Behave yoursel f!"

But the spaceling was playfully obstinate. She flashed across the | ock and back, racing toward
themlike the charge of a pyropod, mnissed themby inches, returned to the inner wail —and there, at
the far end of the | ock, discovered a crevice that had not been there seconds before. Mw ng
excitedly, the spaceling slid its supple body through the narrow openi ng and was gone

A way was open into the rest of the ship. The sane machinery that had turned on the lights and

cl osed the outer val ves had now opened a passage inside.

"Hahl " shouted General Wheeler. "At |lastl The Machine is waiting for me!l" And he was gone al nost
as rapidly as the spaceling.

More slowy, the others foll owed—uarla Snow, on the track of her pet, Boysie Gann, Sister Delta
Four, a sonber figure in black at the rear of the procession. A pseudo-gravity field of a tenth of
a G or so gave themfooting but spared them nuch of the effort of noving their bodies up the

wi ndi ng shafts fromthe | ock. Even so, Gann was winded trying to keep up with the racing, driving

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...2001-03%20-%20The%20Starchild%20Trilogy.txt (128 of 206) [12/28/2004 10:49:11 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/L oPL %20f ul19620...chil d%20(3)/Starchil d%2001-03%20-%20The%20Starchil d%20Tril ogy. txt

gener al

They were in a shaft seenming to extend endl essly upward. Then they passed a point of change-of-
thrust of the pseudo-gravity and it becane a dizzy abyss into which they were falling, until their
protesting bodies oriented thenselves to the new ki nesthetic sensations and accepted it as a | eve
hall. A cold current cane along it, setting themto shivering, a breeze out of a cave, with a
faintly unpl easant reek, dusty and bitter and dry.

A faint murnuring vibration was borne by the air current along the tube.

Quarl a Snow noved cl oser to Boysie Gann. Unconsciously he touched her shoul der, hurried past her.
What ever the sound was, it could wait,

275

The general was out of sight.

Gann stepped up his pace, gasping for breath. The air was thinner here than he was used to, as if
the old refresher tanks were running dry. He glanced around and found hinsel f at a nunbered

| andi ng, where the gray light faintly showed a sign, MESS c.

Long tables stretched off into darkness, where crewren in flight nmust have stood to eat their

nmeal s.

Gann stopped and waited for the girls to catch up with him "The general's gone," he said. "After

his Planning Machine. | ... | think he may find it, and I'mafraid of what may happen if he does."
He gl anceS at Quarla, the concern on her face caused nostly by worry about her vani shed spaceli ng,
and at Sister Delta Four, whose hooded eyes showed no expression at all. He said, "If the Machine

on this ship is half as powerful as the one on Earth—and they say it is nore than that, an exact
duplicate—+then Weeler just mght rule the solar systemwth it."

Quarla Snow said only, "Wat do you want us to do?"

"Split up. Find him He's arnmed, of course. Don't try to handl e himyourself, either of you. Just
scream-good and | oud—so | can find you."

Sister Delta Four's pure, chimng voice was |ike a breath of reason. "You are not armed either
Maj or Gann. You will he no nore able to cope with himthan we."

"Let nme worry about that! Just find himif you can . . . Wat's the matter?"

"Nothing is the matter, Major Gann," said Sister Delta Four, her face still hooded.

"Not you. Quarla. Wat is it?"

Quarla said unhappily, "It ... it can't be dangerous, Boysie. | nmean, you don't have to worry."
Gann | aughed sharply, unable to help hinself; her reassurance was so pathetically out of place.
"No, | nean it, Boysie. After all, we're not here by accident, | was sent to bring you. Al of
you. The . . . the Starchild, if that's who it was that sent nme—he'll know how to handl e the
general ."

"I don't intend to take that chance," said Gann grimy. "Quarla, go on down the passage, lulie,
follow her, check all the side ways. I'll ook around here and follow "

He was hal fway dirough the ancient ness hall and the ghis out of sight before he realized
sonet hi ng.

276

She didn't correct me when | called her Julie, he thought. And wondered why.

Gann found hinself shaking as he foll owed the polished guiderails between the endl ess rows of

I ong, high tables —ot with fear but exhaustion. Exhaustion and sonething el se.

The nore fatigue tried to slow himdown, the nore it weakened his control, the nore he renenbered
that one incredible nonent-long lifetinme of ecstasy the Machine had given himin those |last few

m nutes before it had gone mad. The | ongi ng was al nost physical. He understood Sister Delta Four's
addi ction. She nust be suffering far nore than he—her addiction |longer standing, and if what she

had said was true, at a far higher pitch. Perhaps that was why she had seened strained. . . . And
Quarla Snow. The girl was sick! That gol den gl ow had nmeant death to Machi ne Col onel Zafar and to
the three in the Mercury observatory . . . death, or something far nore terrifying than death.

He forced his nind away fromboth girls and onto his quest. It was vitally inportant to find the
general . Gann cursed hinself for not having anticipated the problem Yet there was little he could
have done; when all was said and done, the general had had the arns, not he, Not that the general
needed them as far as Gann was concerned, not as long as he wore the security collar. He touched
it absently. Freedom... a world without collars ... a world where nmen could five |ike nen, not

i ke the Machine's cogs ..

He jerked his hand away, appall ed.

He realized he had been wanderi ng anong these benches for minutes! What was the nmatter with hinf
Why was his nmind wool - gat heri ng?

It could be fatigue, he thought. O hunger. He glanced around; he was in the galley for Mss C
But no drop flowed when he tried the taps at die sinks. The pantries and | ockers gave hi mno nore.
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Neat | abels on bins naned the foods they shoul d have contai ned, but every bin was enpty.

No matter. Boysie Gann pushed that thought out of his mind, too, and resunmed his search

Mess B and Mess A were equally spotless and equally bare. There was nothing el se on that |evel.
The | evel above was crew quarters, enptied and aban-277

doned. No doubt Quarla or Sister Delta Four had already searched them Gann hurried on, back into
the queer gravitional inversion of the passage, to the next level. The distant nutter of sound was
| ouder now, but he still could not identify it...

Until he saw the [ anding where a | ocked door greeted himw th the sign, RESTRICTED TO MACH NE
PERSONNEL.

Behi nd those | ocked steel doors was the nuffled and nultitudi nous humm ng vi bration. The | ost
slave unit of the Planning Machine. Still running.

O running agai n? Had General Wheeler reached it, started it up? And what was it planning now?
Boysi e Gann hanmered on the door. "You, inside therel" he baw ed. "Open upl Let me in!"

Only the dull ed mechani cal munbl e answered hi m

"Qpen!" he roared. "I know you're in there, Ceneral Weeler!"
A great chuckling | augh sounded in his ear. "Not at all, Major Gann," boonmed the voice of the
Pl anner.

Gann whirled. The Pl anner here?

No one was in sight

"You might as well keep going, Boysie," advised the voice of Technicadet M Buna in a tone of
friendly concern. "You' re wasting tine, you know. "

Gann stood paral yzed. But M Buna was dead! And so, he renmenbered tardily, was the old Pl anner
General Weel er had shot hi mdown. "Wo's there?" he shouted. "Wat kind of a trick is this?"
Agirl's shrill scream answered him "Boysie!l Boysie Gann, where are you?"

The voice was Quarla Snow s. Unlike the other phantoms, hers seened to cone fromfar away. Gann
passed a hand over his forehead, sweating. It caught the netal plate of the comuni on badge, and
he felt the old ache rising in himagai n+he nmoment of infinite joy—the |l onging to experience it
again ...

He repressed the thought, but not easily. Wat was happening to hin? Was he | osing his nind?

He gazed enptily at the inpregnable doors. It all seenmed too difficult, so nuch trouble—so little
wor t hwhi | e anyway. Why had he bothered to conme all this way?

And that thought, too, he realized with shock and di smay, was a sort of del usion. Something was
inside his mnd. Sonmething ..

He renmenbered what Quarla Snow had said, what
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Machi ne Col onel ZzZafar had cried out in his delirium The mind trap. Beware of your heart's desire.
Sonet hi ng was aboard the Togethership with himthat could enter his mnd. Sonething that could
control himalnost as easily as it had directed Quarla Snow s space-Iing.

He heard the rapid approach of light, running feet and turned.

"Boysie!" It was Quarla, running toward him "Thank heaven | found you! The general -he tried to
kill mel™
Gann caught her in his arns. The girl was shaking, terrified. She whinpered, "I think he's insane,

Boysi e. He saw nme coming toward him He shouted sonethi ng—sonething wild, Boysie, all junbled up
about the romantic fallacy and the need for man to be controll ed—and | saw the gun and ran. He
al most killed ne."

Gann said stupidly, "I thought he was in here. Wth the Machine."
"No! He's on the next |evel —sonething called a Fire Control Stadium the sign said. It's al
bul kheaded conpartnents and safety doors. You'll never find himthere." She took a deep breath and

freed herself gently fromhis arns. "W ought to go on anyway, Boysie. Up to the control room"

' The control roon®?"

She nodded. "That's where |'m supposed to bring you. It's four levels farther up, down an access
passage marked

BRI DGE. "

"You've seen it? You've been in this ship before?"

"Ch, no. | just know Cone on, Boysie. W have to hurry now. "

He shrugged and turned to foll ow her—then slipped and al nost fell. He caught hinself easily enough

in the point-one gravity, glanced to the floor to see what had been underfoot.

A string of sonic beads |ay before the | ocked steel doors of the slave unit of the Pl anning
Machi ne. Sister Delta Four's beads.
Boysi e Gann stared at them knowing at that noment who it was who was inside those doors, striving
with what frantic eagerness he could very well understand to conme once again into conmunion with
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t he Pl anni ng Machi ne.

The door nmarked BRI DGE hung ajar. Frominside it a pale beam of yellow light fanned across the

| andi ng.

279

"Come on, Boysie," said Quarla Snow clearly. "There's nothing to be afraid of. He's waiting for
us."

Gann entered through the lighted door, his hand holding hers, prepared for al nost anything.
Beyond the door was a vast circular room which surrounded the shaft passageway. It must have
extended, Gann thought, to the hull of the ship. The floor was crowded with clustered gray-neta
cabinets, all linked with a many-col ored jungl e of heavy cables hanging fromthe ceiling. There
wer e obseravtion stations, instrunent technicians' duty posts, chairs for navigators and weapons
officers. Every station was enpty. Every station but one.

There was one human figure in the control room and it was the source of the Iight

"Harry!" cried Quarla Show.

And Gann echoed, "Harry Hi ckson! You! You're the Starchild, the one who sent that Wit of

Li berationl"

He gl anced up at themcasually, then returned to his work. He sat on a stool at a console near the
shaft. H s head bent over flashing scopes and screens. H s broad, stubby-fingered hands were
nmoving swiftly, tw sting verniers, touching buttons, clicking keys. And the golden |ight streaned
out of himas froma sun

He | ooked younger than when Gann had seen him no |onger wasted, no |longer worn. He had the sane
straggling beard, glowing now as if made of incandescent wire, and the sane bald head. And atop
that head there crawl ed the same infant pyropod, its bright eyes glaring at Gann and the girl.

At last he turned away fromhis instruments and regarded them "I do as | was conmanded," he said
casually. His eyes were golden too, glowing like the rest of him but he saw them and there was
sonething i ke affection, something like love, in his |ook. He raised one arm crooked the hand
and wist in the sign of the Swan, and said, "The Star tells nme what nmy work is. It is the Star's
pur poses which matter, not ne." The tiny pyropod hissed and squeal ed softly, glaring at themwth
its pulsing eyes. Casually and affectionately, the radiant creature that had been Harry Hi ckson
reached up and caressed the creature. It settled down.

"Did you put out the Sun?" Gann demanded. 'The stars? How?"

"Not |," said Harry Hi ckson, "but the Star." He nmade that serpentine, |ooping sign again. "Ten
years the Star
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has planned for ne. Ten years ago it sent the first star wink on its way to Earth, then a dozen
nmore, all arriving at the sanme nonent. | could not do that, Boysie Gann, but there is nothing

i mpossible to the Star. As you will know "

He reached out a hand as he spoke, It |ooks Iike a benediction, thought Boysie Gann; but it was
sonmet hing nore than that Fromthe end of the golden man's arns a cloud of golden light swrled,
shaped itself into a tiny pulsing sphere, reached out and lightly touched Gann

He junped back, his nerves crackling. But he felt nothing. Nothing at all. He said harshly,
"What's that? What are you doi ng?"

"The Star's will," said Harry Hi ckson, and bent again to bis board. His bright fingers flew again
over the knobs and keys, while the tiny pyropod scuttled to the back of bis head, peering at them
wi th pul sing yell ow eyes.

"Sister Delta Four has achi eved comrunion with the Machine," he said softly, not taking his eyes
fromthe scopes and screens. "She has programed it with sensing data so that it can link with the
old Machine on Earth. In thirty hours its signals will be received on Earth. In thirty hours after
that the return will be received here.”

Gann cried, "But the old Machine's gone mad! You should know You did it." The radiant man did not
answer, did not even look up. "We can't let her establish contact," shouted Gann. "And Genera
Wheel er—where is he? He's nad too—er mad for power, which is the same thing. How can you just sit
there? What's he up to while we're wasting tine here?"

"As to that," said the golden man, glancing up and around him "we will hear from General Wheel er
very soon."

And Wheel er's harsh |augh rang out. "Very soon in-deedl" his voice rapped, com ng fromnowhere. "I
have you now, all of you. | have mastery of the Togethershipl Its weapons systens are ni ne—and

that nmeans the worlds are mne! Al of them As soon as | finish disposing of you!"

A soft sliding sound of netal reinforced his words.

Behi nd the jungle of |ooped cables, behind the vacant stations for navigators and communicati ons
of ficers, portholes were opening in the steel wall. And though themthe slim bright snouts of
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energy weapons were lifting thenselves, precisely centering thenselves on target.

281

The targets were Boysie Gann, the girl, and the gl owi ng gol den creature that once had been Harry
H ckson. General Weel er had captured control of the Together' ship's arnmanents—both outside the

ship and in.

Their lives now rested in the crook of his finger on a renote-automated trigger. One man, with one
motion, could destroy themall. And that man was nad.

16

The radi ant man | ooked up. "Thrust and counter,"” he said gravely. "Action and reaction. Challenge
and response."” Hi s golden hand turned a | ever on the panel before him and one of the dozen bl ank
vi ewscreens over his head lighted up to show the hard, bronzed face of Machine General Weel er
his steel-gray eyes alight with the glow of triunph. "He is our challenge," said Harry Hi ckson
and returned to his screens and scopes.

Wheel er rasped, "You have no response! You are defeated. Al of youl You and the foolish, romantic
illusion of freedom"

He was glorying in his nonent, Gann realized. Quarla Snow crept close' to him Unconsciously he
circled her with his arns, both of themstaring at the screen and the deadly snouts of the energy
weapons that circled it

"You are victinms of the romantic fallacy," Weeler proclainmed, his bronzed hand stroking the
triggers that would destroy them "That is understandable. The animal part of nan always frets
under discipline. It seeks the nonkey goal of freedom and that cannot be tolerated, for the good
of all.

"Especially," he added, his steel-gray eyes gleam ng, "for the good of that nman who nust think for
all. Caesar. Stalin. Napoleon. M!"

Gann felt Quarla's slight body shaking, and tightened his grasp. If only there were sone way of
reachi ng Wheel er! Some weapon. Some hope of engagi ng him before he could touch the trigger. The
radi ant gol den creature that had been Harry Hi ckson was nodding silently, abstractedly, not

| ooki ng up but surely hearing Wieeler as he orated to his victins.

282

"You have been tolerated," cried Weeler, "because you could do little harm In the past one free
man coul d not prevail against the forces of order. A free savage with a stone ax can damage his
society in only a very linmted way before it reacts to control him But the advance of technol ogy
has changed all that.

"The twentieth century produced rifles too dangerous to be entrusted to individual nen; nuclear
weapons too dangerous to be entrusted to individual nations; then energy weapons. The force of

particle physics. One quantum junp after another . . . and as individual strength grew, contro
had to grow "
Wheel er's face was working into an expression of rage. "You threaten that control!" he shouted.

"The Plan of Man is like a balloon being punctured by a child with a needle. The Starchild w elds
that needle. The Starchild nust die!"

The gol den man did not ook up, nor did he speak. Hi s glow ng eyes remai ned fastened on his work,
whil e the infant pyropod crept about his head, hissing furiously to itself.

"Man created the Machine to automate that controlling response!" shouted Machi ne General Wheel er,
his eyes burning. "Now it is mine. My creation now. One nan to rule all Mankind, with the Mchine
that Man created!"

And at last Harry Hi ckson | ooked up. Hi s gol den eyes seened to stare right through the viewscreen
into the steel-gray eyes of the general

"And who," he asked, "created you?"

Machi ne General Wheeler recoiled. H's steel-gray eyes went blank and confused. "Wy," he shouted,
"that is an un-Planned question! It has no meaning!"

Then his eyes cleared. He nodded briskly, nechanically. Positively. "You are a random el enent," he
declared. "You nust be renpved. | renove you—thus!"

And his great bronze hand descended on the trigger of the guns that ringed them round.

But the guns did not fire.

Sl eek and gl eam ng, their nurderous snouts stared blindly at Gann and the girl, at the gl ow ng
creature who had been Harry Hi ckson, nodding over his dials and screens.

General Weeler stared out at themthrough the screen, his face a bronzed nmask, alight with
triunph. He seened

283

to be watching sone great victory. He said, half-voice, as if to hinself, "There's an end to
them" And he turned away.
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Quietly, alnost noiselessly, the steel-bright nuzzles of the guns slid back into their ports. The
screens cl osed over them

Boysi e Gann croaked, "Wat happened? Wiy didn't he kill us all?" Quarla Snow noved protestingly
under his arm and he found he was clutching her as if she were a lifebelt and he a drowni ng nan.
The room seened to be whirling around him

Harry Hi ckson | ooked up, but not at Gann and me girl. He | ooked toward the door through which they
had come. "General Weeler," he said, "did kill us. In his mnd we. are dead. That we exist hi the
fl esh does not matter any longer to him nor does he matter to us."

"Hypnosi s?" whi spered Gann. "Wat Col onel Zafar called 'the Mnd Trap'?" But Hi ckson did not
answer. Hi s golden, glowi ng eyes stayed fi xed on the door

Quarla Snow freed herself from Gann's grasp. "You're sick, Boysie," she said with real concern. "I
know how it feels. You'll feel better soon, | promse. Don't worry about it—er about anything.
We're in good hands now. "

Gann | ooked at her enptily, and found hinself shivering. He was sick. He could feel it, a flush
that had to be fever, a shaking that had to be chills. Stupid of nme to have caught some bug j ust
now, he thought dizzily. Thirty years without so nuch as a sniffly nose, and now at a tinme |like
this to pick up an infection. What kind of infection? he asked hinsel f, wondering why the question
seermed so inportant to him and his mind answered in the words of Quarla Snow. Don't worry about
it—er anything. He stared about him wondering how much of what he saw was delirium...

O illusion. Planted by the Starchild.

He becane aware of a distant chimng nusic, drawing near. Another illusion, of course, he thought;
some lurking nenory of his training course as an acol yte of the Planning Machine conming forth to
pl ague hi m here.

But if it was an illusion, it was powerfully strong. The sound was thin but clear, and, turning to
follow the gaze of Harry Hickson's gl owi ng eyes, Gann saw that the illusion—+f it was
illusion!—extended to the sense of vision

t oo.

Sister Delta Four was wal ki ng toward them t hrough 284

the door, her face hidden in the hood of black, the red |inked enblem of the Machi ne gl owi ng over
her heart. She was telling her sonic beads. And in her hand she cradled a construction of
transistors and bare- circuits, nodules of anplifying circuits and speakers.

It was a |inkbox! Not the sleek black box fabricated in the workshops of the Machine on Earth, but
a jerry-rigged, (Tastily assenbled contraption that Gann hinself could have built know ng what he
had been taught as a servant of the Machi ne.

Clearly a servant of the Machine had built it. That was what Sister Delia Four had been doi ng

behi nd those | ocked steel doors!

W thout haste, her perfect face enpty and pale, Sister Delta Four put away her sonic beads and
sang into the linkbox of the Machine. It answered with a rasping purr too faint for Gann to hear
and under st and.

She lifted her head and intoned, "This Machine is now nmy naster. It requires everything you know.
It knows why it was created. It recognizes its purpose as an adversary. It requires to be infornmed
what has becone of the Gane."

Adversary? Gane? Dizzily Gann turned toward Harry H ckson, hoping for sone answer, sone clue. But
Hi ck-son was no | onger even |ooking at Sister Delta Four. Nodding to hinmself, while the infant
pyropod squal |l ed softly and scuttled around his bare, glow ng scalp, the golden man was carefully,
meticul ously shutting down his control board. The scopes and screens, one by one, were turned off
and died. The racing lights ceased to flash, His hand did not trouble to adjust the dials and

| evers.

What ever his job had been, it was done. He folded his hands in his lap, |ooked up at Sister Delta
Four and wait ed.

The Iinkbox snarled at her. Before she translated Gann knew what it had said: it was demandi ng
that she state her question fully so that there could be no nmistake. Cbediently she trilled, "This
Machi ne wi shes you briefed on the background to its question. You are in hunman error as to its

pur poses and desi gns, and your thinking nust be brought into conformty with correctness so that
you can provide it with accurate statenents.

"The Machi ne here on the Togethership is not a slave unit of the Planning Machine on Earth. It had
a purpose far nore inportant.

"That purpose followed froma general |aw of intel-285

I igence devel oped by that first Planning Machine. Al though the vehicles of intelligence differ
vastly, intelligence realized in a machine follows the sanme laws as intelligence realized in an
organi ¢ brain. Challenge and response. Action and reaction. Wat the Machine discovered is that
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devel oping intelligence requires opposition."

Sister Delta Four paused to listen to the chirping box.

"Unchal | enged intelligence stagnates and decays," she sang. "More than forty years ago, the

Pl anni ng Machi ne found itself hi danger. It had becone so quick and powerful that the mnds of its
operators no |longer offered® it sufficient stinulation. Its further devel opnent required a nore
capabl e antagonist. In aninate terns, a nore skill-ful player to take the other side of the
board. "

Harry Hi ckson, seened to nod, his hands folded quietly hi his |ap, the pyropod hissing softly,

wat ching themall with blazing, angry eyes.

The box sang, and the girl hi black purred. "This great conputer in the Togethership was built to
be the antagoni st of the Planning Machine. It was given capacities identical with those of the

Machine itself. It was rel eased beyond the Spacewall, to challenge the Machine in its own way.
"But the antagoni st responded in an un-Planned manner," she chanted, listening to the snarl of the
crude link-box in her hands. "It released its human attendants. Sonme died. Al were cast out of

the ship. It broke all contact, and wi thdrew beyond the observation of the master Machine. Its
noves were made in secret and did not serve the function the Earth Machi ne had intended."

Boysie Gann, listening half to Sister Delta Four's translation and half to the whining, snarling
Mechanese that was the voice of the Machine itself, said wonderingly, "Is that what all this
means? No nore than noves in a great chess game? The cult of the Star. The Starchild here. H's
threats against the Plan of Man—the darkening of the stars—are they only chall enge and response to
hel p the Machine to grow?"

The |inkbox snarled angrily, and Sister Delta Four sang, "This Machine | acks the data to answer
that. It has initiated contact with the first Machine, on Earth, but due to the slow velocity of
propagati on of electromagnetic energies it will be sonme sixty hours before it can receive an
answer. It does not wish to wait. It has waited forty years.
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"Its tentative hypothesis is that there has been sone unintended nal function at sonme point. For it
did not fulfill its role.

"And as a result, it has reached the conclusion that the Planning Machine on Earth did indeed
stagnate and decay, and that it has now broken down.

"But it knows nothing of the Starchild. It is for that purpose that it w shes to question you."
Gann was shaking violently now Queerly, his mnd seenmed to be clearing. The false lucidity of
delirium perhaps, he thought gravely; but the missing bits and pieces in this great puzzle seened
to be fitting into place. Absently he touched the arm of Quarla Snow, reassuring her as she stared
worriedly at himand at the same tine gaining reassurance hinself.

He coul d understand-he coul d al nost enpathize with —the great, cold, netallic brain of the

Pl anni ng Machine on Earth, forty years before . . . calculating without enotion its own probable
di ssol ution, conputing a possible way out, [aunching the Togethership out toward the Reefs of
Space. And he could see the effects on the Machine when its carefully constructed plan had fail ed
to work: its growi ng disorganization, its failure to respond intelligently to its tasks.

Mal functions of schedul es that had caused subtrain crashes, disasters in its great industrial

conpl exes, catastrophes in space.

"Boysi e," whispered the girl at his side, "are you all right? Don't worry. It will be better
soon. "

He forced his chattering teeth under control and said, "W don't know your answer, Sister Delta
Four. There is a piece to the jigsawthat | can't fit in."

"Speak," chinmed the girl in black. "State your data. The Machine will integrate it."

"I don't think so," said Gann. "If the Machine is not behind the Starchild there is no explanation
for such fantastic things as we have all seen. The sun going out . . . this queer hypnotic

at nrosphere on the Togethership . , , the way we got here in the first place. Great Plan, it's all

i mpossible!l | too have been in comrunion with the Machine. And | know its powers. They do not

i nclude the extinction of a star, or a way of thrusting living human beings twenty billion mles
across space! Challenge and response, player and adversary—-yes! But the players nmust abide by the
rul es of the ganme, and we've seen all those rul es broken!"
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Sister Delta Four bent her hooded head and sang calmy, confidently, into the |Iinkbox. She waited
for its answer. Wited—and went on waiting.

The Machine was still.

Sister Delta Four, her shadowed face faintly perturbed, sonme of her vocal norphenes touched with a
quaver that distorted then- meaning, repeated her chimng tones into the box. Still no answer.
Agitated now, she cradled the |inkbox hi her lap, |ooking up at Gann and Harry Hi ckson
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questioni ngly. Unconsciously her hand crept to her sonic beads and she began to stroke them their
faint, pure chime sounding like a prayer for reassurance.

At last Harry Hi ckson stirred, seened to sigh, and spoke.

"When the Togethership cane to the Reefs,"” he said, "it was supposed to bring us free nen and
wonen into the Plan of Man—still free. Anong its crew were sone of the finest humans alive—a man
naned Ryeland and his wife; her father, who was then the Planner. Your father, Quarla.

"They were thrust out into space right here, in Reef Whirlpool. Sone died, |like Ryeland and those
with him Sone, especially those few who happened to be near the area where a few spacelings were
kept, were able to nake their way to habitable reeflets—+ike Dr. Snow-and lived

"But the Machi ne here has been kept out of contact with its ancestor on Earth. Its great gane was
not played —ot then."

He was silent for a nmonent, |ooking around at them Then he said, "It was not to be played
according to the rules set up by the Machi nes—not by either Machi ne.

"You see, a third Player has taken a hand."

Harry Hi ckson stood up suddenly, disconcerting his pet pyropod, which squalled angrily and
clutched at his bare scalp. He touched it absently and turned his gol den, glow ng gaze at Sister
Del ta Four.

"Ask of your Machine," he demanded, "the physical basis for intelligence!"

Sister Delta Four bent to sing into her crudely constructed |inkbox, |istened, and | ooked up as it
buzzed and snarl ed back at her

"Means of input,” she caroled sweetly. "Means of storage. Means of manipul ati on. Means of output.
In a
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machi ne, this is acconplished through nagnetic cores and electrical circuits. In animate life,

t hrough nerves and neurons."

Harry Hi ckson nodded his gol den head. "Informyour Machine," he said, "that a physical system
exists as follows. It receives radiation and stores it as charges. It is nade up of particles in a
charged state, of electrons and others, each of which has two stable states. In one state, the
spin of the electron is parallel with that of its nucleus. In the other state, its spinis
antiparallel. This very electron is a machine for nmenory."

The box growl ed. "The Machine is aware of these basic physical facts,
el odi ousl y.

"Add these further tacts," said Harry Hi ckson gravely. "Add a fusorian network, older than the

gal axy, nore powerful than any nmachine. Add that nasses of super-energetic gas display an affinity
to this fusorian network. Add that these masses of gas are those systens in which electron spin
can function as a storage capacity."

The girl bent to her |inkbox, then |ooked up. "The Machi ne states that you are describing stars,"
she i ntoned.

And Harry Hi ckson nodded slowy. His glowing, golden armlifted and nmade the | ooping, serpentine
sign of the Swan.

"The Star that | serve," he said softly.

The box snarled. "These being so," sang Sister Delta Four, "the Machi ne conputes that the gaseous
mass of a star, linked with the fusorian network you describe, is easily an available vehicle for
intelligence."”

She | ooked up at Hi ckson

Hi ckson nodded once nore, and said solemly, "All matter is now reveal ed to be an avail able
vehicle for intelligence. The whol e mass of the steady-state universe, infinite in both space and
time, is now revealed to be a proper vehicle for the mnd of God."

The |inkbox buzzed angrily and Sister Delta Four chanted, "The Machine requires an answer. Wat is
God?"

Harry Hickson rose slowly. Looking at his glow ng, golden face, Gann thought he saw the signs of
an ancient stress, a terrible burden, slipping anay. Watever his duty had been, he seened to have
fulfilled it. Mnitoring the machine in the Togethership, carrying out the terrible obligations of
his masters, the stars, he seened to have conpleted all his tasks.

sang Sister Delta Four

289
He turned to Gann, with sonething in his eyes |like synpathy. He said, "You have called ne the
Starchild, Boysie Gann. | amnot."

He took the pyropod fromhis head, stroked it gently and tossed it free. Squalling and hissing
angrily, it darted about on its flamng jet, trying to return to its perch atop his head. But he
rai sed a golden armand warded it off, and the tiny, ugly creature squalled again, circled himat
hi gh velocity, and shot away—eut the door, down into the |ong, w de corridor of the ship.
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Harry Hi ckson watched it go, then turned to Gann w*th untroubl ed eyes,
"The Starchild did not exist," he said. "Not before now But he will exist very soon. A man. A
bridge. A link between machi nes and the stars.

"Boysi e Gann," he said, his hand lifted in that strange, serpentine sign of homage, "you will be
the Starchild."

17

"Not" shouted Boysie Gann, tearing hinself free fromthe restraining hand of Quarla Snow. He

| eaped across the control room confronted the calm golden face of Harry Hi ckson. "I won't! |

want no.part of this insane business of mracles and intelligent stars!"”
Harry Hickson did not answer. He only stood | ooking at Gann, his gol den eyes gl owi ng. From behind
him Quarla Snow said softly, "Boysie. Boysie, dear. You have no choice."

Gann whirled. "What do you nean, no choice? | won't do it! | won't. " He paused, confused by
his own words. He would not do what? No one had given himan order
to refuse.

The control room seened to swing dizzyingly around him He reached out and caught the back of an
astrogator's chair, aware that his hands were shaki ng uncontroll ably again.

He | ooked up sharply and caught Quarla Snow s gaze on him steadily, conpassionately.

Then Boysie Gann realized what sickness had clained him He croaked, "That glowi ng stuff Hi ckson
t hrew at
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me. He's infected me. I'm. . . I'"mgoing the same way as he. As Col onel Zafar and the nmen on
Mercury station. As you, Quarla."

She nodded, with her heart in her eyes. "It's not so bad, Boysie," she whispered. "It doesn't
hurt. And it makes you part of sonething . . . huge, Boysie. Sonething that fills the universe."

"I don't want it!" he whispered desperately. Sonething huge! He had had one taste of sonething
huge when he had achi eved that one brief nonent of communion with the Machine, back on Earth; and
i ke an addiction, it had haunted himever since...

Unbi dden, the craving rose in himagain. He touched the netal plate in his forehead dizzily,

gl anced at Sister Delta Four.

The |inkbox snapped and snarled at her. Wthout speaking, obediently, she rose and approached him
hol di ng the box out to him Fromit depended a | ength of patchcord terminating in prongs

prongs that would fit the receptacle in the glittering plate he wore in his forehead.

"No," he whispered again, and turned to took at Harry Hickson

But Harry Hi ckson was gone.

In the air where he had stood was the faint snmoke-thin outline of a man, limed in the nost

wi spli ke of golden fogs. As Gann watched, Harry Hickson . . . dissipated. Tiny darting glints of
gol den light rose fromthat skeletal shape and darted away, to the walls that were the hull of the
Toget hershi p and seem ngly through them out into the void beyond, to rejoin that greater gol den
sphere that pul sed outside. And as each invisibly tiny spark of gold fled, the figure becane
fainter, nore like a ghost..

As he watched it was gone. Nothing was |eft of Harry Hi ckson. Nothing at ah"

"Quarla," he whispered, turning desperately. But she was going too. Already her gol den face and
hai r were shinmmrering, insubstantial. "Good-by, Boysie," she whispered gravely. "Good-by for now
By his side Sister Delta Four stood silent, dark eyes hooded, holding the |inkbox out to him
Boysi e Gann took a deep breath, squeezed his eyes shut for a nonent, then opened them

"Good-by, Quarla," he said, though there was not enough left to reply to him He took the Iinkbox
from Sister Delta Four
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. "Cood- by, Julie," he said, and carefully and without hesitation, picked up the pronged
communion wire and inserted it into the receptor plate in his forehead.

Communi on was ecstasy. Infinite and eternal. Gann waited for it while the universe seened to hold
its breath around him

The ecstasy did not cone.

He stared into the hooded eyes of Sister Delta Four, but found no answer there. Wat had happened?
Wiy was the conmuni on del ayed? ~

He renenbered what she had told him that the trenendous surge of ecstasy he had felt back on
Earth was only a child' s sweetneat conpared to the great communing fl ow of sensation that the nore
perfectly adapted communi cants m ght receive. Not just pleasure but a mingling of identity, of
questi on and response, a dial ogue between man and Machi ne. '

Carefully Gann framed a question in his mnd, phrased it in the perfect Mechanese his brain had
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| earned but his vocal chords could not reproduce: \Where are you? Why do you not answer me?

Qut of nowhere a single sound formed in his brain and gave his answer: Wait.

Wai t? For what?

Gaan felt hinmself shaking nmore uncontrollably still, and turned a hel pless | ook on Sister Delta
Four. Wthout speaking she touched him pointed to the astrogator's chair by his side. He fel
into it, arms dangling, waiting for the clarification that the Machine nmight bring, waiting for
sonme grand Sonething to speak to himand gi ve hi manswers.

And whil e he waited, he knew, the tiny fusorian clusters were multiplying in his blood. Wre
pervading his systemw th the synmbiotic cells that had ultimtely devoured Harry H ckson and

Col oney Zafar and Quarla Snow, replacing their organs of flesh and their skel etons of bone wth
I i nkages of fusorian notes.

Was that what he was waiting for? To be turned into a fusorian aggregate, a no-|onger-hunan
structure attuned to the minds Hi ckson had said dwelt in the stars? He | ooked within his own body,
saw the liny gl owi ng gol den sparks, realized they were multiplying rapidly.

And realized what he had done. He had seen his own body I Fromw thin
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He all owed hinself a thought to test it out..

And at once he was | ooking upon hinself from outside. Was | ooking down into the control room of
the Togethership froma point in space long mles away, from sonmewhere where the di anond-bright,
ener al d- hued, ruby-gl owi ng worl ds of Reef Whirlpool circled slowy about. He could see the

Togethership in all its vast, somber length . . . could see inside it, where bis own body and
Sister Delta Four's waited patiently hi the control room... could see down to the fire contro
station where the denented Machi ne General Weel er shrieked with [aughter as he rel eased i nagi nary
bolts of destruction at unscathed and nonexi stent enemies . . . looked farther still and saw the

m ghty sweep of the solar system spinning under him

He saw the infant pyropod that had bel onged to Harry Hickson, jetting across the black of space
toward the reeflet where it had been born, keening a terrible harsh dirge . . . saw that reeflet
itself, and the cave where he had lain while Harry Hi ckson fed and cared for him

He saw a chapel on a snmall and | onely rock, where dark-blue fusorian nbss held a scanty atnosphere
and twenty worshippers joined in a service of the Church of the Star, kneeling to blue Deneb

bl azi ng over head.

He saw the planets of the Plan of Man, torn by disaster, terrified by confusion, while the nad
Machi ne crackl ed out wild and contradictory orders and enforced them by hurling bolts of energy at
randominto the void.

He saw the enpty station on Mercury, with the hot gases of the sun roiling restlessly overhead,
and realized that it too had a life and thought of its own ... a life that had reached out and
swal l owed into itself those three lives of fusorian matter that had ventured cl ose enough for

I i nkage.

He saw stars and gas cl ouds, gazed at new matter springing into life like a fountain's play,
stared outward to the endless vista of Infinity, inward to the bright golden atonms at his own
heart.

And then, awesone and silent and vast, Something spoke his nane. Star spoke to Machi ne. Machine
answered Star.

And Boysi e Gann, nere human nan, shaped to the genetic code of carbon-based life, bent into the
formof an acolyte of the Machine, transformed by the fusorian globes into sonething bearing
kinship to the stars . . . Boysie Gann nedi ated then* vast and awful discourse
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It went on forever, a thousand years and nore, though in the scale of planets orbiting a sun and
light crossing a neasured track, it all took place in a few minutes or hours.

It went on and on ... and when Boysie Gann was no | onger needed and departed, it went on still.
And then it finished. Forever

Boysi e Gann opened his eyes and | ooked at the roomaround him Sister Delta Four stood notionless,
wat ching him

He stood up easily. He stretched, yawned, stripped the prongs out of the conmunion plate on his
forehead, wapped the wire neatly around the inprovised |inkbox —and tossed it away.

It sailed slowy across the control room in the light-Gtorpor of space, but when it struck the
steel wall at the end of its flight it snmashed into a hundred pieces.

Sister Delta Four made a newi ng cry of horror

Boysi e Gann touched her arm "Don't fret about it, Julie," he said. "You don't need it any nore."
She stared at him "I serve the Machine!" she cried proudly. "I am Sister Delta Four, not Julie
Martinetl I..."
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But he was shaking his head. "Not any nore," he said.
The hood fell unnoticed back from her head, revealing her dark, close-cropped hair, with the

bri ght badge of communi on shining out of her forehead. She touched it shakily. "I ... | don't
understand! " she whispered. "I... | don't feel the Machine's presence ...'

He nodded. "Not now, " he said, agreeing. "And not ever any nore." He touched his own comunion
pl ate. "Wen we get back to Earth," he said, "we'll have these out, and the el ectrodes in our

brains with them W won't need them No human will ever need them agai n.

"And then," he said after a monment, holding her with one armwhile Sister Delta Four, in the
terrible parturitive pangs of becom ng Julie Martinet once again, sobbed and shuddered, "and then
we'll start over where we left off. You and I... and all Mankind."

And he left her and went to the old comunications board, and began to set up the circuits for a
call for rescue fromthe dead Toget hershl p.
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18

That was the way it began, with the stars thensel ves winking a warning to Mankind and t he Machi ne
hurling its agents and its acol ytes about the solar system seeking an antagoni st, a purpose, an
instrument for its own salvation

It began with shadow spreadi ng across the worlds of the Plan of Man, and it ended with the bright
light of the mighty stars illunminating a new road for humanity.

The Machi ne had been playing a ganme with itself, for want of another opponent; then, in that |ong,
t hunderi ng di al ogue between stars and Machi ne, the gane ended forever. The Machi ne had cone |ate
to its game, and found the board filled.

That was how it began . . . and that was how it ended. Wth the | egend of Lucifer, and the story
of pain and evil... and the eternal hope for good.

The Machine sat too late at the ganing table, and found all the places filled . . . with the
stars, linked in their fusorian net, and with then- Adversary. No |onger entrapped in the aninma
amiotic fluid of his birth . . . no longer slave to the Machine ... no longer prey to the
fusorians ... the Antagoni st was ready to play.

Long ages past, the stars had given himbirth, but now he was of age. He was ready to assune his
station, his rank and his nane.

H s station—Adversary to the stars thensel ves.

H s rank—equal of the universe

H s name—Manki nd.
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ROGUE STAR

The sudden light hurt his eyes and woke himrudely froma dreamof Ml ly Zaldivar. d utching
blindly for support, he found only warnth and yiel ding softness. A panic sense of dislocation
dazed him

"Moni t or Quanodi an! "

That sweet, synthetic voice restored his sense of place. The Exion research station. The human
habitat on the planet Exion Four. The cybernetic dwelling he had built to share with Mdlly, before
she went away. He was in it all alone, floating in the null-gee capsule of his sleeper, a naked
foetus in a pink plastic wonb.

"Moni tor Andreas Quanodi an!" The sl eeper's bright robot voice grew nore intense. "The speaker has
a transfac nmessage for you."

He grunted his hurt protest and clung to his fading dream of Ml ly. Sonehow he had found her. He'd
been fighting Aiff Hawk, to take her back. Sonehow, unbelievably, he'd been wi nning ..

"Monitor, please!"

He squirmed inside the padded cocoon, groping to 297

recover that good feeling. He wanted to recall his breathless sense of triunph over Hawk, his

bl ood-speedi ng certainty that Molly wanted himto w n.

But all the circunmstances of the dream vani shed as he grasped for them Painfully awake, he had no
i dea where in all the clustered galaxies Molly and diff Hawk had gone. He couldn't inagine any
real -life situation hi which he could hope to beat diff Hawk, nor could he quite believe that

Mol Iy woul d ever want himto.

Hi s squinted eyes canme open on his image in the sleeper's mirror. Too nuch belly. Too little
muscl e. A round bald spot on top of his head. He turned away fromhis soft plunp whiteness.

"l wish you hadn't waked ne," he nuttered at the sleeper. "I'"'mnot on duty. | don't want any
calls. Just put nme back to sleep."

"But, sir!" the machine reproved himsulkily. "You can't ignore this nessage. The sender rated it
urgent. The index code inplies crisis on an interplanetary scale, wth probable danger to billions
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of your fellow human creatures.”

"Great Almalik!" He blinked at the pink folds of pulsating plastic. "Were's the nessage fronP"
"The central zone," the sleeper said. "The | ocal address is Planet 3, Star 7718, Sector Z-989-Q
Galaxy 5 ..."

"That's Earth!"

"A local nane, perhaps," the sleeper said. "W don't record such unofficial designations."

"I should know. Earth's ny native planet. G ve me the nessage."

"I't's coded personal and confidential," the sleeper protested. "You'll have to accept it fromthe
speaker."

"Get nme up," he said. "I'Il accept it."

Whil e the nmachine was getting himup, he tried to i magi ne who on Earth the nessage could be from
Not his parents, certainly. They had accepted the synbiotic way of life while he was still a

child. Lately they had migrated to a human colony in Galaxy 9. Secure in the Starchurofa, they
woul d never need anything from him

Mol Iy Zal di var?

W1 d hope struck hi mwhen he thought of her. Though he had never |earned where she and Hawk went
from Exi on, he knew they were both natives of Earth. Perhaps she had cone back hone. Perhaps she
was through with Hawk. Perhaps she really wanted him
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He snmiled fondly at his recollection. MIly Zaldivar, five years ago. Atall lively girl, who sang
and acconpani ed herself on an Earth guitar. A girl loved by many a being on the planets of Exion
where they first met—even though they both had conme from Earth.

It was easy for himto know why he | oved her: the laughter in her voice, even when she sang the
saddest ballads of the old nother world, the skin tones that changed oddly from warnest ivory to
tawny gol d under the queer shifting light of the triple star. But—half the students did not
"hear," at |east on the audi o frequency range used by human beings; many of themdid not see with
"visible" light. Yet all were fond of Mdlly Zal divar

The three had been together in the tiny group of Earth people Dr. Scott had gathered to work in
his stellar section. Andy Quanodi an, already serious, already pudgy, dark and slow. Mlly

Zal divar, like a golden flame, her bright hair catching ruddy glints fromthe red gi ant conponent
of Exion, her dark eyes flashing the violet light of the dwarf. And—€iff Hawk.

Even after five years, Quanodi an scow ed at the thought of Hawk. He was a rogue in the society of -
men, stranger than any alien at the research station, solitary, brooding, angry. He sel dom washed,
sel dom conbed his shaggy bl ack hah-, sel dom spoke a civil word. Yet sonehow Ml ly had chosen him
Waiting now for the nachine to steamand rise and dry and clothe him Quanodi an darkly pondered
Hawk. Both human, both had drifted all the way fromEarth to Exion, this farthest outpost star of
the whol e galactic cluster. But they were different in nearly every other way.

Before the fusorians came, Quanodi an's commonpl ace parents had toiled for their living in a
comonpl ace clothing shop in a commonpl ace city, but Hawk's ancestors were bold outlaws who roved
the reefs of space and defied the old interplanetary enpire called the Plan of Man. Middl i ng
through his dull career, Quanodian had relied on logic and nethod and sheer persistence. Scornfu
of everything systematic and academnmi c, Hawk played brilliant hunches. A half-trained technician
he had finally challenged Scott for |eadership of the stellar project. Though he sonetines |acked
the words to frame his daring intuitions, they were usually correct.

Hawk | oved Mol Iy Zal di var—arel essly and roughly, certain that she would sacrifice her own career
for any
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of his whins. Quanodi an worshi pped her nore hunmbl y—al ways aware that he was only plodding little
Andy Quam When the tine came for Molly to choose, she really hadn't a choice. O course she took
t he dark, dangerous man who knew t he borderl ands of space.

Her choice was not surprising, though the actual sequence of events still puzzled Quanodi an. Hawk
had sonmehow quarreled with Dr. Scott about the direction of their efforts in the stellar section
to contact rogue stars. Wien Scott won their final battle, Hawk di sappeared, |eaving MIlly behind.
After a few unhappy nonths, Mdlly was willing* to sing her sad ballads to Quanodi an. That was when
he pl anned the cybernetic house to share with her. Before it was finished, she heard from Hawk.
Just what she heard, Quanodi an had never |earned. The news, whatever it was, had seened to bring
her more terror than gl adness. Yet, w thout explaining anything, she left at once to foll ow Hawk.
Now, five years later, her abrupt departure was still a painful riddle to Quanodian. It kept
throbbing like a bad tooth, something he could neither understand nor forget

"Ready, sir?" the nachine droned. "Up you cone!"

Wth a peristaltic thrust, the flotation field popped himout of his warm cocoon. He swayed for a
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monent, adjusting to the planet's gravity, and turned to the speaker
"Ckay," he said. "I'lIl take the nessage."
"Standard voice identification is required, sir.
"Great Star! You know who | am"

"But you know our procedures, sir," the speaker said. 'The full standard voice identification
pattern is required before delivery of all transgal actic comunications."

"Ridiculous!" he muttered. "Silly red tape."

The machi ne humed quietly inside its black synthetic skin. Wth a scow of annoyance, he caught
his breath and recited the fornula:

"Name: Andreas Quanobdi an. Race: Human. Birthplace: Earth—eorrection, that's Planet 3, Star 7718,
Sector Z-989-Q Galaxy 5. Organization: Conpanions of the Star. Status: Monitor. Address: Human
habi tat, Exion Four, Exion Extragal actic Research Station."

"Thank you, Mbnitor Quanodi an."

The machi ne clicked and ejected a narrow strip of yellow film He snatched it eagerly, and peered
to see who it was from Mdlly Zal divar
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"Dear Andy— The filmbegan to quiver in his sweaty fingers. "I hope you can forgive ne for

| eavi ng you so rudely, because |'min desperate trouble here on Earth. It's all too conplicated to
explain by transfac, but | need your help because the Conpani ons here don't believe in rogue stars

Rogue stars! The phrase brought Quanodian to a painful halt. He wanted Mblly to be sending for him
because she'd decided that she loved himafter all. Not for any other reason. e

Besi des, he didn't really understand rogue stars. Neuro-plasmic theory was famliar to himin an
acadenm ¢ way. Theoretically, he knew how the sentient stars perceived, renenbered, thought, and
act ed—how nmass effects induced transci ence energy, how bits of information were stored in states
of electron spin, how scanni ng waves fl owed through chains of electron in transflex contact, how
transci ence i nmpul ses i nduced magnetic and el ectrical and gravitic effects. He respected their
tremendous mnds, the nost retentive and nost conplex in all the galaxies. He felt a vast
admration for the nellow wi sdomof A nmalik, the stellar conponent of the synbiotic citizen that
so many human bei ngs had joined. But the rogue stars were sonething el se.

G ven its unthinkable intelligence and power, how could a stellar being refuse all fellowship with
any other nmind? What sort of obsession or psychosis could cause it to close all comrunication and
choose to go its own | onely way?

Quanodi an had often listened to debates about that riddle, which was anong the basic research
probl ens of Exion Station. He had even discussed it with Molly and diff Hawk, in Scott's graduate
semi nars. He had never heard an answer that made real sense

"Are you ready to reply, sir?" the speaker was purring. "The sender wants an answer."

"Wait," he said. "Let nme finish."

"I'f you have ever wondered what becane of me," the transfac continued, "diff Hawk asked me to
join himhere on Earth. | canme because | |love him-Andy, | can't help that. | cane because | was
afraid of what he night be doing here. And |'ve just discovered that he's doing what | feared. He
has | earned too nuch about rogue stars —er nmaybe too little. Andy, would you believe he's trying
now to create a rogue of his own? | need help to stop him
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"Here's what you must do, dear Andy. Get Solo Scott —Hawk's old eneny. | don't know where he is—+
tried to reach himat his old address in the stellar section, but he didn't reply. Andy, | want
you to find himand bring himto Earth. He's the great rogue star specialist. He'll be able to

stop diff-and diffs dangerous new rogue—if anybody can
"But hurry, Andy! This is a terrible thing, and | have no hope but you."
Quanodi an finished reading with a tired little sigh. Mlly's feelings for himhadn't changed,

after all. He was still only Andy Quam a useful little tool when she happened to need him
"Now, sir?" the speaker droned inpatiently. "WIIl you reply?”
"First," he said, "I want to nake a local call. To Dr. Sol onbn Scott. He used to be director of

the stellar section, here on Exion Four."

"Yes, sir." The speaker hummed silently for three seconds. "Sorry, sir," it purred. "Dr. Scott is
not available. He left Exion four years ago on a research expedition fromwhich he did not return.
He is presuned dead, sir."

"That's too bad," Quanodi an said, but a thrill of irrational hope was tingling through him If
Scott was not available, he could go to Earth alone. Little Andy Quam mi ght at |ast becone Mdlly's
rescui ng hero! He caught his breath. "Send this answer:

"Dearest Molly, | want to help you but | have bad news. | can't bring Scott. He left Exion Station
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a year after you did. He was attenpting a transflection flight to the vicinity of a rogue—the sane
one Ciff had discoveredj out beyond Exi on. He never got back

"But 1'Il come, Molly. Because | still love you—+n spite of everything. Jf you want just ne,
answer at once. |'lIl get there as soon as | can.

"End of nessage.”

H s words flickered across the visual panel as the speaker read them back. He snatched a |ight-pen
and scribbl ed, "Your devoted Andy," before the small blue tongue of plasnma began to lick the
synbol s away, storing themas variances in electronic spin.

Waiting for Molly's reply, he scowed inpatiently. He knew that his signal was al ready reaching
the far-off Earth, as its invisible inpulses autonmatically sought the shortest route along the
transcience |inks between the
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shifting convol uti ons of hyperspace, where long light-years were reduced to microm crons.

The plasma tongue fini shed and vani shed, |eaving the nessage panel blank. The speaker clicked off.
The house hunmmed qui etly around him hushed and tense. He wal ked the floor around the speaker

wat ching the flickering synbols of the universal clock

Pani ¢ whi spered that Mlly wouldn't want him Not wi thout Scott. She knew that little Andy Quam
had never been an actual menber of the Exion research staff, but just a sort of guinea pig, Scott
had brought himalong to test a hunch that his odd | ocation sense was a transcience effect, but
dropped himfromthe project when the rogue star research becane nore exciting ..

"Monitor Quanodi an!" The machine's droning tone startled him "W have a status report on your
trans-gal acti c nmessage.”

"What —-what does Mol ly say?"

"There's no answer, sir. W can't contact the addressee.”

"Way not?" His voice cracked. "Has sonething happened to Mdlly Zal di var?"

"W have no information, sir."

"Take anot her nmessage." He tried to swallow the squeaky quaver in his voice. "To Mdlly Zal divar.
Sanme address. Message follows: On nmy way to Earth. Sign it, Andy Quam"”

Hurried but nethodic, Quanodian prepared for his trip to Earth. He called his supervisor for
emergency | eave, left instructions with the speaker for care of the house, and asked the flyer to
stand by. His spirits soared with the levitator which lifted himto the roof pad, but fell again
as he stepped outside.

As al ways happened whenever he left his cybernetic shell, Exion gave hima queasy shock of

di sl ocation. The place was too far fromall the other worlds he knew, too alien to any sort of
life. Some freak of cosm c chance had flung the triple star far outside the galactic cluster, and
the university had chosen it for the research site be-
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cause no spark of native life or sentience had ever appeared on any of its bodies.

The station staff had reclained and terraformed its twel ve dead planets to fit their several ways
of life. Those sister worlds were strung across the black sky now, |ike beads on an unseen string,
each aglow with the color of its own synthetic biosphere: supercold liquid helium frigid nethane,
hard vacuum hot carbon dioxide, boiling sul phur

Exi on Four was for the oxygen-tol erant. The human habitat where he lived was only a hasty
afterthought —a cragged scrap of crater floor, tenporarily pressurized, heated, and hunidified
enough to allow human survival. Still too thin and cold, its artificial atnmosphere was al ways
tainted with hydrocarbons and amoni a escaping fromthe rocks. Too snall to seemli ke hone, the

pl anet turned too slowy.

Shi vering, Quanodi an hunched hi nsel f against the bitter oxy-heliumw nd. Fighting that first giddy
shock of disorientation, he stopped to search that queer sky above the crater cliffs. A tight
constriction in his chest relaxed when he found the gal axi es—a fuzzy patch of pale light, bitten
off by the southward cliffs, fainter than the di mmest planet of Exion.

"Ready, sir?" The flyer opened itself. "Were to, sir?"

"To the regional transport center." He scranbled inside. "I'min a rush."

The flyer clinbed until the violet dwarf peered over the sawtoothed east horizon, dropped back
into the dark, and settled toward the lighted ranp outside the transfl ex cube. The control done
flashed a signal

"l dentification, sir?"

He let the flyer hover while he recited his standard voice pattern and sorted out the docunents of
his citizenship. The done extended a long, ninble finger of pale plasma to scan his passport disk
with its endless rows of binary synbols and its hol ograph of his dark, round head.

"Destination, sir?"
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"Earth. That's—wait just a second—that's Planet 3, Star 7718, Sector Z-989-Q Galaxy 5. Route ne
through the Wsdom Creek station, Cctant 5. I'mon enmergency business. | need passage at once."
The plasma tendril w nked out. Quanodi an caught the passport disk as it dropped, stowed it away,
then resuned his inching crawl toward the lumnous iris of the transflex cube. A long silver tank
no doubt filled with, a liquid
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citizen, was vani shing through the closing gate. Behind it x cane a nultiple creature, a horde of
smal |, bright, black things, hopping and tunbling inside a comunal cloud of pale blue nist. A

gray-scal ed dragon shuffled just ahead of Quanodi an, burdened with a heavy netal turret on its
back that probably housed unseen synbiotes. Wnking crystal ports in the turret peeked out at
Quanodi an and shyly cl osed agai n.

"Sir?" The control done flashed again. "Have you a reservation nunber?"

"Great Starl" Inpatience exploded in him "lI've got to reach Earth at once. | just received an
energency call. | had no tinme to arrange a reservation."
"Sorry, sir." The dome's droning regret seened entirely mechanical "Intergalactic travel is

restricted, as you should know. W cannot approve transit w thout a reservation based on
acceptable priority."

G unbling, he held up the nmessage from Mdlly Zaldivar. The slimplasma finger reached down to scan
it, hesitated, recoil ed.

"Sir, that docunent is not in the universal |anguage."

"Of course not," he snapped. "It's English. But it ought to be priority enough. Just read it!"

"We have no equival ence data for English, sir.”

"Then I'Il translate. It's fromEarth—that's the nother planet of nmy race. The sender is a girl—+
mean, a yout hful fenale human creature—naned M|y Zal divar. Her nessage is addressed to ne. She's
beggi ng for hel p. She gave the nmessage an urgency index that inplies danger to the whole

pl anet..."
"Sir!l" Ahead of him the multiple creature had di sappeared into the transflex cube. The dragon was
I unmbering toward the opening iris. "You re delaying transit. | - nust ask for an actua

reservation nunber now. "

"But this is my priority!"™ He waved the yellow scrap of transfac tape. "Mdlly Zaldivar is in some
kind of trouble with a rogue star "

"Sir, that is not an acceptable priority. Please |eave the ranp."

"Confound you!" Quanodi an shouted. "Can't you get anything through your neuroplasmc wits? This
nmessage i nplies a danger to the whol e human racel”

"Sir. The human race is identified in nmy files as a little breed of barbarians, just recently
admtted to the galactic citizenship and still devoid of interesting traits, either
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physical, noral, or intellectual. No human being is authorized to issue priority for interstellar
travel . "

"But Molly says we're in danger
"Sir, please | eave the ranp. You nmay apply to any acceptable source for a transit priority, on the
basi s of which we can issue you a reservation nunber."

"I have no time for that..."

The done signaled no reply, but om nously the plasnma tendril thickened and began to spread.
"Wait!" Quanodi an cried desperately. "I'ma nmenber of the order of Conpanions of the Starl Surely
you know of them Qur mssion is to protect humanity, and other races, too."

"My indices do not show any authorization issued to you for this journey by the Conpani ons of the
Star, sir. You are holding up traffic. Please nove off the ramp.”

Quanodi an gl anced bl eakly at the citizen crowding up behind him forty tons of sentient nineral
granite-hard, jagged and black, afloat on its own invisible transflection field and inpatiently
extending its own passport at the tip of a blue finger of plasna.

"Don't shove, Citizen!" he barked. "There's been a ni sunderstanding. Listen, Control. Check your
records. W hunmans are allied to the multiple citizen named Cygnus, which is a synbiotic
associ ati on of fusorians, stars, robots, and nen. Its chief star is Almalik—er don't you find
sentient stars any nore interesting than nen?"

H's irony was wasted on the done. "Get out of the Iine," its signal flashed inperatively. Then, a
split second later, "You may wait on the side of the ranp. The nmultiple citizen Cygnus is listed
on our indices. W will call the star Almalik, in Galaxy 5."

Di sgrunted, Quanodi an switched his flyer out of line, giving up his place to the granite citizen
who passed himwith an air of disdain. He hovered inpatiently at the edge of the ranp, watching
the gate ahead expand as it swall owed the gray-scal ed dragon and its turret of synmbiotic fell ows.
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For a monment Quanodi an thought of neking a nad dash for the iris aperture, but there was no sense
hi that However fast his flyer noved, the donme would be faster, and he woul d reduce bis narrow
chance of getting through

He sat for a tine staring blankly out at the horde of beings slowy noving past himon the ranp.
At | ast he shook hinself.
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"Divert nme,
somewhere inside the flyer: "M, m chiamano Mmi ...
"No. Not opera."

The voice fell silent. A holograph of a chessboard appeared on the comruni cati ons panel, the

pi eces set up for a ganme; White's King's Pawn slid forward two spaces and waited for his reply.

"I don't want to play chess, either. Wait a minute. Set up a probability matrix for ne. Estimate
the chances of the star Almalik granting ne a priority!"

"Wth running analysis, or just the predicted expectancy, M. Quanodi an?" asked the flyer's voice.
"Wth anal ysis. Keep ne anused."

"Well, sir! By gosh, there's a |lot of stuff you got to consider, like ..."

"Wthout the conedy dialect”

"Certainly, M. Quanodian. These are the mgjor factors. Inportance of human race in universa
civilization: low Approximtely point-five trillion humans, scattered on nore than a hundred
stellar systenms in three gal axi es; but these represent only about one one-hundreth of one per cent
of the total popul ation of universal civilization, even counting nultiple and group intellects as
singles. Concern df star Almalik with individual human Andreas Quanodi an, negligible."

"What about the concern of Alnalik for the Conpanions of the Star?" cried Quanodi an angrily.
"Coming to that, M. Quanodi an. Concern rated at well under noise |level on a shared-tine basis,

but inserting the real-time factor nakes it | ow but appreciable. So the critical quantity hi the
equation is the relevance of the term'rogue star.' | have no way of estimating the star Almalik's
reaction to that, M, Quanodian."

"The rogue stars are anong the nost inportant phenonena in the universe,” said Quanodian, staring
out at the ranp. "Exion Station was set up largely to study them"

"In that case—hum-allowing for pressure of other affairs; you haven't kept up with the news, but

t here have been sone unpl easant events reported on Earth—tet's see, | give it point-seven
probability, M. Quanodian. One hundred fourteen variabl es have been considered. They are
respectively ..."

"Don't bother."

"lIt's no bother, M. Quanodian," said the machi ne, a 307

little sulkily. They were all npody, these conpani onship-oriented cybernetic nechanisns; it was
the price you had to pay for free conversation

Quanodi an said soothingly, "You ve done well. It's just that |'m upset over the danger represented
by the rogue star,"”

"l can understand that, M. Quanodian,” said the nmachine warmy, responding at once. "A threat to
one's entire race..."

"I don't give a hoot about the human race!"

"Why, M. Quanodi an! Then what..."

"I't's Mlly zafdivar | care about. Make a note of this, you hear? Never forget it: the welfare of
Mol Iy Zaldivar is the nost inportant thing in the universe to nme, because | love her with all ny
heart. In spite of .".."

"Excuse me, sir,"

he said harshly. At once a nore than humanly soprano voice began to sing from

the flyer broke in. "An approaching craft is hailing us."

"Who is it?"

"The operator is your fellow human, Sol onbn Scott."

"Scott?" He squinted into the glaring, terminal lights but saw no approaching craft. "It can't be
Scott."

"He's Solonmon Scott,"” the flyer said flatly. "W have positive indentification through his
standard voice pattern. He entered the air space of Exion Four w thout official clearance, and the
robot guardians are after him But he says he has an urgent nessage for you."

The hailing craft dived into the terminal |lights, grazed the flyer, and crashed to the pavenent
near the ranp. Jolted out of his seat, Quanodi an recovered his bal ance and blinked at the strange
machi ne.

It looked |ike something a dragon had naul ed. A great steel globe, battered and fused and

bl ackened. A few twi sted projections |ooked |ike stunps of lost instruments or weapons. Wt hout
wings or jets or landing gear, it seened entirely unfamliar until he found traces of a synmbol he
knew under the scars and rust—the triple-starred enbl em of Exion Station.
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"It is Scott," he whispered. "That's the environnental pod he left here in. O part of it."
"Stupid human!" the flyer huffed. "He nearly wecked us. I'mcalling the guardi ans."

"Waitl He's the man Ml |y Zal divar needs on Earth. Read himthe nessage fromher. Ask himto help
us stop diff Hawk from whatever he's doing to create a rogue."

The flyer hunmed quietly. Waiting for Scott to reply, Quanodi an began to feel ashamed of hinself.
He couldn't help a dull regret that Scott had turned up to rescue Molly. His own chance was gone,
he thought, to be her solitary chanpion

"Scott's speaking," the flyer whirred at last. "He says he has an urgent personal nmessage for you
He wants you to cone aboard his machine. He says he can't stand outside exposure here."

"What about diff Hawk and Mol ly Zal divar?"

"He says diff Hawk's an arrogant fool. But he says Molly's wong it she thinks Hawk's research is
dangerous. He says the rogue stars are a harmess nyth."

"That's not what he thought when he was putting arnor plate around that research machine,”
Quanodi an rmuttered. "Tell himMlly is terrified."

"Scott says she's another fool," the flyer purred. "He says he won't waste tinme on any crazy chase
to Earth. But he's anxious to see you. WIIl you visit his machi ne?"

Quanodi an's hopes had soared again. |If Scott wouldn't cone to Earth, perhaps there was still sone
wild chance for himto be Mdlly's |one rescuer.

"Uh?" He sank back to hard reality. 'Tell Scott I'm conmi ng now. "

He scranmbled out of the flyer. The terninal was niles above the altitude of the human habitat, and
the bitter chill of the thin oxy-heliummx at this |evel took his breath. He ducked his head and
ran for the damaged craft. A valve opened as he reached it, and a tall stranger reached down to
haul himinto the shadowy air |ock

"Scott?" The wind had taken his voice. "I was |ooking for Solo Scott..."

"“I''"'m Sol onobn Scott," the stranger rasped. "Cone inside."

Quanodi an recoil ed. The stranger hi the lock |ooked as tall as Scott, but with that their

resenbl ance ended. Scott had been a dark, aggressive vital nman, as strong and ruthl ess as anot her
adiff Hawk. This man was gaunt and
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gray and slow, oddly clunsy in the way he reached out of his steel cave, somehow nore nechanica

t han human.

H s dress was equally perplexing. He wore a nonkish cow of thick gray stuff and a | ong gray robe
gathered with a golden chain around his waist. Slung fromthe chain was a thin gol den dagger

whi ch gl owed queerly in the dark of the | ock.

Quanodi an wanted to turn and run. He couldn't understand anything about Scott's arrival. He didn't
like the flat glitter of Scott's haggard eyes, or even the greasy spots on the clerical robe. A
sour whiff of sonething inside the gl obe al nost gagged him

"Andy!" the stranger shouted into the oxy-heliumw nd. "Come on aboard."

He tried to get hold of hinself. After all, he saw no actual danger, and he wanted help for Mlly.
He grasped the reaching hand, which felt colder than the wind, and scranbled up into the dimstee
cell.

"Solo!" He tried to force his stiffened face into a grin. "It's great luck you turned up just now,
because Mol ly Zaldivar is desperate for your expert aid. If you'll read her nessage ..."

"Forget it!" Scott's gray claw slapped carelessly at MIlly's transfac tape. "Cone out of this
cold, so we can talk."

But Quanodi an hung back, his stomach turned by one glinpse of the gl oony space beyond t he haggard
man and the inner valve. Filthy rags and torn paper. Tunbled piles of broken scientific
instruments. Enpty plastic food containers. Dust and rust and human dung.

"What's all this?" He couldn't help shivering. "I—+ hardly knew you, Solo. What has happened to

you?"
"l suppose | ama changed maa." Scott's quiet voice seened al nost rational. "Wat happened is that
I learned sonething. | |learned the nessage | bring to you."

"What ever happened, it's great good |luck you cane al ong." Quanodi an raised his voice to hide

revul sion, "Mlly says the Conpani ons back on Earth don't believe in rogue stars ..."

"They're right." The gray cow nodded solemly. 'The rogues are a nyth—that's sonething

| earned." The gaunt man bent nearer, and Quanodian tried not to shrink fromhis breath. "Andy, the
great thing | learned is that we human bei ngs have al ways foll owed a fal se phil osophy of life."
310

The words seened comonpl ace, but Scott's hol |l ow voi ce gave them a hypnotic power that Quanodi an
knew he woul d never forget.
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"We tried to make conpetition the basic |aw of being. | guess we cane to nake that blunder because
our forefathers had lived by hunting for too many nmillion years, killing for survival. Anyhow,
Andy, the rogue star is the nythic ideal of our killer kind. The perfect individual. Absolutely
free. Omipotent as anything. Inmmortal as the universe. Nothing anywhere can curb a rogue star."
"I know." Quanodi an nodded uneasily. "That's why I'mafraid ..."

"The rogue was once ny own ideal." The gaunt man ignored the interruption. "Hawk's, too, | should
i mgi ne. When | canme here to set up the stellar section, | was conpeting with everybody else in ny
field of science. 1 was a man and that was the gane. | had to challenge the best brains from al
the gal axi es, gathered here at Exion. 1 had to beat the robots, all |inked together in their
transfl ex webs, sharing nenory banks and prograns that united theminto a single nonstrous mnd.
had to match all the nmultiple citizens, pooling their |ogical processes as the robots did. | had
to conpete with all my fellow human beings who had given up their individual freedomfor synbiotic
union with the fusorians." The gray cow tossed. "That was the rogue ideal, which pitted nme
against diff Hawk, and led me out to the runaway star he found."

"Sol o, what happened there?"

"I found Hawk's so-called rogue." Scorn chilled the grating voice. "No rogue at all. A sentient
sun—but born so far fromall the galaxies that it had never encountered another intelligence. A
feeble thing, ignorant and afraid. In flight fromthe whole universe. Its untrained nind was
weaker than ny own. It was afraid of nel"

He cackled into shrill laughter that bent hi mdouble and becane a paroxysm of asthmatic wheezi ng.
Quanodi an caught his bony armto steady him and peered unconfortably into his dark lair beyond

t he val ve.

"That was ny |esson," Scott gasped when he coul d speak. "I never cane back to the stellar section
because |'ve | earned a higher principle. The |law of association. That's the |aw that drew the
first cells of life together to begin the evolution of man. The sanme | aw the plants obey Wen they
exhal e oxygen for nen to breathe, and the | aw we obey when we exhal e carbon di oxide for them
That's
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the law that ties nmen into famlies and clans and nations. Andy, that's the sane universal |aw
that is now knitting men and fusorians and sentient stars into the synbiotic citizen called
Cygnus. "

"Maybe so," Quanodian nmuttered. "But what has this to do with ny trip to Earth ..."

"Forget the Earth." Scott's hoarse voice had become a croaking chant. "Forget diff Hawk and Mdlly
Zal divar. Forget all the false concerns of your msguided self and all the worthless goals you' ve
been striving for. Forget the fool's |law of conpetition. Try association.”

Quanodi an was edgi ng warily backward.

"Listen, Andy." Scott's cold claws gripped his shoulder. "I've given up the rogue ideal. |I'm
telling the association story. That's nmy nessage for you. | beg you to join us in the universa
fell owship of Cygnus."

Swept with a sudden panic, Quanodian twi sted free. He retreated to the outer valve and stopped

there, frowning, grasping for sanity. "I guess everybody has to nake his own terms with society,"”
he said at last. "But | don't want synbiosis. As a Conpanion of the Star, |I'ma useful citizen
Al I really need is MIlly Zaldivar "

H s voi ce caught when be saw the gray claws on that thin gold blade. He dodged back to get a
breath of clean

air.

"Watch it, Scott!" he gasped. "Don't touch ne." "My touch is eternal life." Scott's flat, bright
stare and his holl ow voice held no trace of warnth or reason. "This syringe is |oaded with
synbiotic fusorians." H's bloodl ess fist poised the glowing point. "Alife-form ol der than our
gal axy. A d enough to know the | aw of association. Flowing in your blood, the mnicroscopic

synbiotes will keep your body new. They'll nmesh your mind with all of theirs, and with many
billion human synbiotes, and with the

sentient suns."

"Hold on, Scott!" Quanobdian raised his enpty hands and tried to calmhis voice. "I can't quite

i magi ne what you're up to. But | do know the citizen Cygnus—y own parents belong. | know that it

all ows no evangelism People nust ask to join. So | know you're sonmehow phony." He peered at the
gaunt man. "If Mlly didn't want you ..."

"Let's forget our lonely selves," Scott was creaking. "Let's rejoice in everlasting union ..
As he spoke, the gold needl e jabbed. Quanodi an grabbed his sticklike wist and felt a surge of
nmetal force beneath
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the dirty robe. The needl e quivered overhead, dripping yellow drops. Savage power forced it slowy
downwar d.

Quanodi an gasped for breath and caught a nauseating reek. He lunged for open air. The gray robe
tripped him Falling against the wall of the lock, he clung to that twisting stick, fought it off
his throat.

"Forget the roguel" Scott was wheezing. "Forget . . ."

Hi s mad power died, and his rattling voice. The stick-wist bent with a brittle crack. The | ank
frane slid down inside the dirty robe. Drops of gold fire spurted fromthe broken needl e driven
through the cow .

Quanodi an | ooked once, and staggered out Into the icy wind. Hovering near, the flyer picked himup
and carried himback to the edge of the ranp. before the robot guardians arrived. He |ay
gratefully back in his seat for a long tinme, shivering in the flyer's warnth and gaspi ng for good
air, before he started asking questions.

' The guardi ans are unable to discover how Scott survived his encounter with the rogue star," the
flyer informed himthen. "They cannot determ ne how he got back to Exi on Four, or why he | anded
here. But, they report that he is dead.”

"I guess— Quanodi an gul ped uneasily. "I guess | killed him™"

' The guardi ans .observed the incident," the Syer said. *They saw himfall against the hypodermc
needl e which pierced his throat and caused his death. They will file no charge agai nst-you."

"How coul d the needle kill hinP" Quanodi an asked. "If it contained benign fusorians?"

"But it didn't," the flyer said. "The |um nescent.fusorians in the syringe are not synbiotic. They
are a related type, found in the reefs. of space, which act as a virulent toxin in the bl ood of
your species. The guardians infer that Scott cane here to nurder you."

"Why?" Quanodi an shivered again. "Wy ne?"

"The guardians | ack adequate files on the irrational patterns of self-destruction preval ent anong
your species," the flyer droned. "They can only .answer your question with another. Wo has any
reason to stop your trip to Earth?"

"Ciff Hawk, perhaps." Quanodi an scow ed. uncertainly. "I can't think of anybody else. But he's a
good many gal axi es away from here. The whole thing baffles ne."

The flyer hurmmred for two seconds. 313

"The guardians will continue working on the case,” it said. "They report many factors which still
resi st logical resolution. However, they do have advice for you, based on a first analysis of the
avai |l abl e data."

" So?"

"I'f you return to. your dwelling and remain inside, the conputed probability of your premature
term nation is only point-o-two. |If you continue your trip to Earth, however, the. conputed
probability of an illicit termnation of your life is point-eight-nine. The guardi ans advi se you
to go hore."

"Thank the guardi ans,"” Quanodian said. "But MIlly needs help." He sat up straighter. "Call the
done," he said. "Ask about nmy priority to Earth,”

The control done reported that his priority request had been duly transmtted to. Al maliKk,
spokesman star for the citizen Cygnus, No priority had yet been issued.

"Be patient, sir," the flyer added synpathetically. "The sentient suns are hard to hurry. Wth
life spans of many billion years, they have then- own scale of tinme."

Quanodi an grunbl ed and wai ted, watching the robot guardi ans renove the dead nan and his rusted
spacecraft. Contenplating the conmputed probability of his own early termi nation, he grappled with
the riddl e of Solo Scott

Scott's little sernmon about association, taken by itelf, made a weird kind of sense. Thinking back
to his boyhood, Quanodian could see its truth in his own experience. The arrival of the fusorians
on Earth had ended ages of conpetition and opened a new era of association. Ah" his life,
Quanodi an had been torn between the two.

It struck himnow that Scott was probably right. Self-interest may have been a necessary | aw of
the jungle, but even the nost primtive hunters had | earned to work together. Conpetition had
becone a deadly sickness of higher civilization. The harshest therapy of the old Plan of Man
couldn't cure it—ot even with an explosive iron collar around the neck of every self-directed

i ndi vi dual . Wen the fusorians cane, nost nen wel coned them
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But Quanodi an had p elected not to join his parents in the new synmbiotic union. G owing up in the
di sturbing transition years, he had cone to | ove both ways of life. He yearned to keep his own

i ndi vidual freedom however dangerous. But he al so yearned, just as keenly, for the absolute
security and peace the fusorians had brought.
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Wth a sharp conflict of enotions, he had watched the end of man's old civilization. Sometines
sadly, he had seen al nost every feature of it—eligion and phil osophy, politics and business,
social custom and private habit—proved needless or silly or just plain wong. Oten approving, he
had observed the end of war, of want, of nman's old cruelty. He found that he | oved both the old
and the new too nuch to abandon either.

Forced to make his own decision when his parents accepted nenbership in Cygnus, he chose at first
to conmpete. Struggling for academ c marks, he won a Starscout scholarship that lifted himoff the
confused, and crowded Earth into a nore intense and conpl ex existence in the transgal actic
civilization—that rmust have .been twenty years ago, if he converted universal time into the old
sol ar peri ods.

In his own life, .he reflected, the old jungle |aw had clearly gone wong. Conpeting with robots
and nultiple beings and hunan synbiotes, he had failed his graduate finals. He had failed in a
dozen pathetic little business enterprises. Reaching Exion as a sort of experinmental animal, he
had failed to beat Ciff Hawk, failed to win MIlly Zaldivar..

Only now, working with the Conpanions of the Star, had he found his own snall but satisfying place
in society. Not so final as the total self-surrender of synbiosis, it was still a useful socia
service. It was association enough for hi munless MIIly changed her m nd

"Attention, sir." The flyer's drone broke into his brown introspection. "The control done is
calling us back to the ramp."

"Ch, .sorry." Relieved, he gave instructions. The flyer swam back into the streamof traffic. A
stal ked horror of a citizen with nmenbers |i ke banboo shoots and a,frond of brain tissue like a
skirt around its waist had paused to et himnove into the line of traffic on the ranp.

"Traffic control to Andreas Quanodi an," the dome was flashing. "The multiple citizen Cygnus is
fully qualified to issue priorities for intergalactic transit. Al malik, spokes-
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man star for the citizen, has approved your application for a reservation number. You may enter
the transfl ex cube."

Quanodi an grunbled his thanks, and the flyer carried himtoward the cube. The veteran of a good
many inter-galactic transits, he had never |learned to enjoy them The effects of transflection
varied with the individual. Some felt nothing; a few reported pleasure or exhilaration. Mst, to
whom transit was unpleasant or terrifying, eased the strain of passage with drugs or hypnosis.
Quanodi an nerely endured it.

Bef ore they reached the cube, the. flyer paused.

"Sir, the guardians are calling again. On the basis of a new analysis they have reconputed the
probability of your early termination at point-nine-three. They still advise you to go hone."
"Thank the guardi ans,"” Quanodian said. 'Tell themI|'mgoing on to Earth—and Ml ly Zal divar."

"At least you are statistically safe until we reach our destination," the flyer assured him
brightly. "A billion passengers arrive safe for only six who don't. Three of the six suffer
not hi ng worse than dinensional rotation, with | eft sides exchanged for right. Two others undergo
di spl acenment of body tissue or prolonged psychosis. Only one passenger per billion is
unaccountably lost. Even that one is statistically replaced. One passenger per billion is
physically reduplicated through anonal ous subspace refraction, so that the net loss is zero ..."
"Shut upl" Quanodian growed. "I"'mquite fanmiliar with those statistics. As a nobnitor, 1 was once
assigned to discover what becomes of that one | ost passenger. | never solved the problem and
prefer not to think about it now. "

Sulkily silent, j the flyer swaminto the cube. Quanodi an wat ched the di aphragm contract behi nd
him shutting out the endless file of waiting citizens. At once the flyer rocked and veered.
Rot at ed out of space and tine, routed by conmputation through a dozen or a hundred congruent folds
of hyperspace, he felt as he always did: |ost,,stunned, and queasy.

The blue walls flickered and dissolved into a darkening, grayish haze. A queer roaring cane

holl owly from nowhere, swelling in his ears. Numbing cold drove through him as if every tissue of
hi s body had sonehow been
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pl unged into the dark zero of the space between gal actic clusters.

Quanodi an sweated and suffered. Transcience flight always did sonmething to his location
sense—+esearchers had experinented with the effect, but never explained it.

"Here we are, sirl" the flyer piped at last. "Was that so bad ..."

Its cheery voice was cut abruptly off. It spun and pitched and Tell. Quanodi au saw streaks of

bl ood-colored fire. He buried his wet face against his quivering knees and waited for his sense of
place to adjust itself, it didn't. But after endl ess sickening seconds, he felt the flyer break
out of that wild dive, and into level flight.
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"Reporting trouble, sir," it whined. "Ml function in all conmunication and navigation gear."'" It
whirred and clicked and added bl ackly, "If sonebody wi shed to keep us off the Earth, they have
scored a point."

Quanodi an rai sed his head and saw the sun. An unfamiliar star, blood-red and huge, too dull to
hurt his eyes. It floated low in a dead-black sky, swelling across many degrees. Dark spots and
streaks and convol utions covered its two enornmous hem spheres, with al nost the pattern of a naked
human brain. Thick ropes of red plasma coiled away fromboth its polar coronas, brighter than its
nmottl ed face.

"It's sentient!" he whispered to the flyer. "I'msure it's sentient. Wen neuroplasnic structures
interfere with nornal energy, flow, a star gets that bloated |ook."
"No data," the flyer answered. "lI'mscanning all my stellar files, but observable indices don't

identify this star on nmy conplete file of galactic charts. Possible inference: its location is
outside the charted cluster."

Wth a spasnodic effort, Quanodi an broke away fromthe hypnotic glare of that snake-w eathed star.
He caught a rasping breath and gl anced at the world beneath.

"It certainly—ertainly isn't Earth." He gulped at a great lunp of terror in his throat. "It |ooks
Iike we were caught by that billionth chance!"
317

The .flyer hung high above a fiat and endl ess beach. To the north—er was it north—a vast sea |ay
flat and thick as bl ood beneath that dreadful sun. To the south—if that was really sout h-bl ack
cliffs rose above the level of the flyer

That endl ess nmountain wall was curiously sheer, curiously uniform and curved very slightly toward
the sea. Perhaps, he thought, t it was an ancient crater rim a thousand-mle bow for that flat
sea which seenmed so dead that he wondered when its tides had ever,worn its beaches snooth.

Al'l around the twilight horizon, red auroras played. They withed and coiled |ike bl ood-col ored
snakes, and struck their red reflections in the glassy sea. They sifted red fire beyond the
wal | i ng peaks. .Wth an unpl easant start, Quanodi an found that he could trace the star's plasma
tentacl es across that sullen sky, all the way fromthe polar coronas down to the little nisty
fingers reaching toward the beach, as if the sentient sun held sky and sea In a visible grasp
"Lower," he told the flyer. "There's sonmething on the sand | want, to see.”

Fl akes of lighter color sprinkled the wide black beach, taking formas the flyer sank. Gay of
weat hered nmetal . d eam of fading paint. Wite of naked bone. Dead citizens and their wecked

machi nes cluttered a three-nile circle of sand.

"1 think we've found what beconmes of those m ssing passengers,
f\leta report”

"Sir, I'"ve been calling!" The flyer's shrill tone seemed deeply aggrieved. "l1've been calling on
all the transgalactic channels, with full energency power. For sone reason, | can't get a reply."
"Keep on calling. By the way—dh—how is our power supply?"

"Qur emergency power pack is half depleted, sir,” the flyer reported. "Shall we |land to conserve
it?"

"Not yet," He shaded his eyes against the cold red sun, to search that endl ess beach. "There
Toward the foot of the cliffs. Sonmething | want to see. Alittle to the right. Those four queer
towers. Land as close as you can."

The towers intrigued him Spaced at the corners of a square, they were half crude masonry, built
of unsmoot hed rocks laid together with clay. The hi gher hal ves were sal vaged netal fromthe

wr ecks, wel ded crazily.
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As the flyer settled, he discovered a web of cables stretched between the towers: a skel eton cube,
outlined in taut bright wire; a second, smaller cube, suspended inside the first with tight wires
whi ch thensel ves outlined six tapered hexahedrons.

"A tesseract!" Whnder hushed his voice. "The essential circuitry of a transflex cube. What woul d
that mean?"

"Rel evant information unavail able. Data observable on this planet shows no logical relationship to
any systemor programof action in ny files." The flyer hummed for three (seconds and added sadly,
"I'msorry sir. | was not prepared for this."

"Keep trying," Quanodian said. "W've got to reach the Earth and Mdlly Zaldivar, in spite

of «whatever it is!"™ He glanced at that surly sun and tried not to shiver. "How s the air?" he
asked. "Fit for me?"

"Oxygen, thirty-point-seven-nine per cent," the flyer said. "Diluents, noble gases. Helium neon
argon. Tenperature and pressure toward the lower linmts of human tol erance. You won't like it, but
it won't kill you."

he said. "Call the guardians and
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' Thanks," he said. "Open—ho, wait!"

An odd little procession canme marching down the beach froma bl ack round cave which he saw now
above the rubble at the foot of the cliffs. Half a dozen tattered citizens. Three of themrobots,
badly damaged. Two yell owcrusted multipeds with nmissing | egs. A single hunman being, |eading them
all, waving a white rag on a stick.

The human was visibly a woman, in a faded garnent nmade for a larger citizen of a very different
race. Her thick dark hair had been clunsily haggled off, and black dirt splotched her visible

ski n.

Quanodi an scranbled out of the flyer, ran a little way to nmeet her, and paused in wonder. Beneath
the alien garb and the grinme, she was not only beautifully human. In sone way her |oveliness was
hauntingly famliar. He nailed her breathlessly, in old Earth English.

"Hello..."

"Stop!" She cut himoff sharply, in the universal tongue. "Stand where you are. ldentify

yoursel f."

Her voice was brisk and cold, but sonmething in its rich tinbre rem nded hi m+eni nded himof Mlly
Zal di var! That was what had teased his sense of recognition. The |ikeness sent a chilly prickling
down his spine. Scrub off the dirt, replace her butchered hair, put her in hunman
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garb, feed her a few square neals, and she would be a dead ringer for Mlly Zaldivar.
"I"'mwaiting:" Sternly, she raised that tantalizing voice. "Let's have your standard
identification code."

He made sone vague, bew | dered sound.

"Speak outl" She waved a signal, and the robots darted out around him "I'mthe authority here."
Stanmmering a little, he recited his universal identification

pattern.

"Thank you, Mbnitor Quanodi an." She nodded briskly. "I amalso with the Conpani ons of the Star

Seni or Minitor Clothilde Kwai Kw ch." She stressed the Senior. "Wat's the date, outside?"

He gave her the universal date.

"Thank you, Mnitor." Calculating, she made an appealing little frown that bel onged to Mlly

Zal divar. "That neans |'ve been here five years—five years too long!'"

She nodded at the bl oated sun

"Time's hard to foll ow here," she added. "Because the day and the year on this planet are the
same. The sun never nmoves in the sky. W can't even count the |ocal years, because we can see no
stars for reference points.™

Li steni ng, Quanodi an closed his eyes. Except for its brisk authority, her rich voice was

al toget her Mdlly's.

"Wake upl" she snapped. "How did you get here?"

"I was in transflection transit fromExion Four to Earth," Quanodian said. "Wth travel priority
from Cyg-nus to answer a trouble call froma girl named Mol ly Zal divar." He saw no change in her
dar k- srmudged face when he spoke the nane, but he couldn't help asking, "You don't happen to have a
twin named Mol |y?"

"Certainly not. Don't waste ny tine with idle talk. Mnitor, you'd better wake upl W' ve al
faci ng unprecedented problens here. Every effort nust be directed toward their solution. As your
superior Conpanion, I'Il require you to cooperate. My subordi nates may now identify thenselves."
Speaki ng in unison, the three robots intoned a voice pattern which identified themas traffic
safety inspectors. Curiously, all three gave the sanme serial nunber. The two yell ow shell ed
mul ti peds spoke in turn, but they were both assistant traffic safety inspectors and then-
identification codes were identical

"They arrived a year after | did," Cothilde Kwai Kw ch explained. "I had been assigned to
di scover what becones
320.

of the statistically small nunber of passengers lost in transflection transit. Their assignnent
was to find what becane of ne. They entered the headquarters term nal as a team of two—an

i nspector and his robot assistant. | had been in route to Exion Four, and that was their
destination." Staring at the three danaged robots and the two crippled multipeds, Quanodian felt
cold breath on the back of his neck

"You see what happened,"” she went on. "The inspector was duplicated in transit. The robot
assistant was triplicated. Wiat is even nore confusing, their identities were switched.,All the
robots now have the mnds and nenories of the original inspector. The duplicated origina

i nspector has the |ogical prograns and the nenory banks of the robot assistant. Finally, they were
all dropped here."

file:///C|/2590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%20...2001-03%20-%20The%20Starchild%20Trilogy.txt (149 of 206) [12/28/2004 10:49:12 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/L oPL %20f ul19620...chil d%20(3)/Starchil d%2001-03%20-%20The%20Starchil d%20Tril ogy. txt

Her brisk voice cracked. "And that— For a nonment, beneath her commandi ng sel f-assurance, he heard
the quaver of naked terror. She stiffened at once, recovering herself. "Mnitor Quanodian, that's
the sort of problemwe face here.”

"What about you?" He couldn't stop that inpetuous question. "Did you notice any change in
your sel f ?"

She flushed and trenbled. Fanmiliar auburn lights glanced in her short dark hair as she turned to
gaze al ong that endl ess beach. Abruptly she swung back, her chin lifted in a small gesture of
anger that stirred his nost painful recollections.

"l resent personal questions," her voice was strained and quivering. "If you want objective

i nfornmati on—+ have seen evidence of sone slight physical anomalies, which | prefer not to discuss.
Let's get on to questions of survival."

"Agreed," Quanodi an said. "Can you explain how we got here?"
"We've been collecting facts and putting hypot heses together.'

Uncertainty seenmed to sl ow her

voi ce. "OF course you understand that any firmconclusions will have to wait for the full analysis
of data that 1 still hope to nake when we get back to headquarters—f we do get back."

She shrugged angrily in that grotesque garb, as if to free herself fromclutching fear

"Il tell what our evidence suggests." She nodded toward the dark-nmottled sun, "I think that's a
rogue star. | think it is systematically tanpering with transflection traffic. The dated docunents
in the ol dest wecks show that they were highjacked many centuries ago, but the rate of this
activity
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seens to have increased recently—about the sanme tinme that Sol onon Scott set up his stellar project
on Exi on Four to investigate rogue stars."

"So the rogues are watching us!" He shivered in spite of hinself hi the steady wind that blew
across the black beach toward ihat sullen sun. "Has Sol o Scott been here?"

"No," she said. "W've checked all the wecks and made up a register. Al except a few very early
victinms have been identified. There are a few humans on the list. None that could be Scott." She
gave hima probing | ook of Mdlly's. "Way do you ask?"

As he showed her Ml ly's transfac tape and told her about his encounter with Scott, the nultipeds
began chit-tering at the robots in sonme | anguage of their own. Cothilde Kwai Kwi ch paused to
listen as the three robots squeal ed back in unison

"We've seen a strange machine," she told Quanodian at last. "Half a dozen tines. Flying fast and
Il ow, just off the beach, as if spying on us. The inspectors informme that it appears to fit your
description of Scott's damaged craft”

"What do you make of that?"

She waited for the robots to squeal and the nmultipeds to

answer .

"Scott was attenpting to reach the vicinity of a rogue star," she translated for Quanodi an. "The
i nspectors suggest that this was bis rogue, that it sonehow captured hi mwhen he arrived, that it
sent him back to Exjon Four as a sort of slave nachine."

"That m ght account for the change in him" Quanodi an nodded. "But why did he try to kill ne?"
The robots squeaked and the nultipeds stridul ated.

"They suggest that the rogue has a friendly interest in Ciff Hawk's experinents on Earth," said
Clothilde Kwai Kwi ch. "They suggest that it does not intend to allow you to intervene."

"Ml ly wants me there," Quanodi an nuttered stubbor-ly. "I don't intend to stop."

"You have a nut to crack before you reach the Earth.” The girl's hollow eyes held a faint sardonic
glint. "Because our isolation here is conplete. Nobody answers our signals. If this is really
Aiff Hawk's rogue, we're sonewhere out between the galactic clusters. Qur register lists a good
many thousand citizens who have been marooned here. Not one has ever got away."
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Quanodi an frowned inquiringly at Cothilde Kwai Kw ch and pointed at the wire web stretched

bet ween those four rough towers.

"Sonmebody neant to get away," he said. "Sonebody was setting up a transflection termnal..."

"And there it stands." She shrugged disdainfully. "It was standing there when | arrived. The

engi neers who built it were already dead and forgotten then. Their names are not even on our
register."

"l studied transci ence engi neering once." Quanodi an neglected to add that he had nuffed his
finals. 'That tesser-act circuit |ooks like a good copy of the working nodel we put together in
the I ab." Eagerness took his breath. "Maybe—waybe | can finish it!"

"I't's finished now," she said. "Re