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Prologue

Many questions arose after Tananius-Ofo, God of the Universe, selected Evander Harold McMurtrey to deliver a startlil
celestial message. Certainly McMurtrey, of the small planet D'Urth, was no religious leader to rival Hoddha, Zillaster, Kre
or Isammed. He was merely the self-proclaimed Grand Exalted Rooster of "ICCC," the Interplanetary Church of Cosmic
Chickenhood.

Never beforein history had God spoken through such a droll personage.

It was a crazy time anyway, even before the Holy Event. One escaped Tenusian dissident termed it "an age of peculiar
turmoail, of war mania without evidence of war." According to government propaganda, the terraformed planets Tenusia,
and Ercu were dlied with D'Urth in the "Inner Planet League," opposing alike "Outer Planet Confederacy™ comprising th
of the solar system. Inner Planet dissidents were hunted down routinely by Bureau of Loyalty agents and executed withou
Often the executions became public spectacles with bizarre means of death, scenes that had chilling and predictable effec
upon the populace.

No one acquainted with McMurtrey knew where the war zones were, if they existed at all, and he didn't pursue the topi
Rumors favored Saturus or the larger moons of Ran us.

McMurtrey, like every other Inner Planet citizen, had to take annual loyalty oaths, and the Bureau assigned him a"Loyal
Quoatient." It was like the old 1Q number except it was called "L Q" and had other connotations beyond being smart enough
oppose the system. McMurtrey didn't have any idea what his own LO number was, but he knew braggarts who professed
have high numbers.

He didn't care much about any of that, except to the extent that he tried to stay out of trouble.
He had been fairly successful in that regard for a number of years, but he sensed the old ways would never work for him again. . . .

One

In the vast majority of religions, the really nasty practices and beliefs aren't documented in sacred texts. These have becol
matters of practice, of oral tradition or simply of interpretation. Nowhere is it written, for example, that women, blacks and
physically handicapped persons cannot be priests in the Church of Modem Day Believers. But this is the way of the organiz
For this and allied reasons | say to you: Dismantle every religion. —General Commentary, Autobiography of Tananius-Ofo

"Don't waste my time," the little man at the cluttered desk said. "We don't print rubbish in the Crier!"

With two thick pillows on his chair, he still sat lower than McMurtrey. This was James Robbins, the cantankerous mana
editor of the St. Charles Beach Crier, a man whose reputation held he never smiled. He was young, with pale gray eyes.

"Every word isthe truth!" McMurtrey heard his voice crack, looked away. | can't sound anxious, hethought. But I've
get the message out!

It was amusty, paper-cluttered postage stamp of an office, with only one other desk and no one at it. Muffled voices an
sounds of machinery came from the other side of awall to the rear.

"I know about you," Robbins said. "The Grand Exalted Rooster . . . the wacko who goes around with a chicken on his
shoulder." Histone became smooth, an irritating whine: "Where is your little pet this morning?'

"I didn't have to come to your flea-bitten office. Any big city press would—"

The editor sneered, motioned toward a computer terminal by his desk. "We're all on NewsData. They could find out aba



in seconds—unless you used a phony name. But you wouldn't dare do that, would you?"

Against Bureau rules, McMurtrey thought. Presumption of disloyalty.

"It happens that I've known about you for quite awhile, McMurtrey—everyone in these parts does. Is that rumor true? |
your feisty chicken realy peck aman's eyes out in the last town you lived in?"

McMurtrey didn't know where the rumor of his pet's ferocity came from, had never protested it.

"And that mantra of yours, how doesit go?"

"Listen, you—"

"It's coming back to me. 'O Chubby Mother, let me rubbayour belly . . . let me rubba your belly." He waggled the thum
forefinger of one hand in the beaklike ritual of McMurtrey's organization.

"You're arude little twerp.”

The editor's eyes flashed. "Y ou wanna start calling names, fella? | could burn your ears, but lucky for you I'm in agood
today. Speaking of names, what isit you call that chicken? No Name, right?"

McMurtrey sighed, didn't recall telling anyone about that. Nervously, he rubbed one finger against a broken wooden edg
his chair.

"Y our chicken has green plumes and you can walk around with it on one of your big wide shoulders. What isit, a mutan
parrot?'

"I had it checked by an expert once," McMurtrey replied. "He said it was alight Rahma, but a most unusual one, with ur
plumage.”

"l see.”

"Aren't you going to enter that in the data base?"

"Later, maybe. Doesit ever defecate on your shoulder?"

McMurtrey shook his head, felt avein throbbing in histemple. "We get along fine. Look, | don't have to defend myself.
the biggest scoop of your squalid little life. It's exactly like | told you. | waslying in bed this morning, just waking up, and C
spoke to me. He told me where He is, gave me the exact astronomical coordinates!”

"Y eah, yeah. At the break of dawn. Y ou said His first words were 'Seeker, who says religion is the way to God? What
hell isthat supposed to be—some kind of trumped-up justification for your offbeat society? s this apublicity stunt?'

"No! The ICCC isareligion, too!"

"Don't try to kid me. | think you're up to something."

"You'reimpossible!"

"Why were you chosen, of al people?’

"l don't know!"

"How did you say it went? Words were floating in the airspace above you . . . little flashes of voice-accompanied white |
on glimmering wavetops—as if the bedroom air were ocean water and you were above the surface looking down on it—z
surface that hung over you, defying gravity."

"That's close."

"You'redamn right it's close. That's my business. | don't misquote. And | don't print lies."

McMurtrey sighed, stared at the ceiling. It was a sprayed-on rough texture, off-white with a brown scrape mark near or
wall.

When God's voice had cometo him, it made him feel insignificant and dominated, but in retrospect he didn't think it had
complete, all-consuming domination. The voice had been urgent and curioudly plaintive, not the expected commanding tone
gave McMurtrey the feeling he could have refused to deliver God's message.

How could he feel thisway, that a request from on high was not an edict?

Of course he didn't oppose it, for God had selected him from all others for a momentous occasion, an unheard-of occasi
McMurtrey couldn't wait to discover more. Since childhood, he'd felt a deep longing to know God, alonging that hadn't we
with the formation of hisfarcical Interplanetary Church of Cosmic Chickenhood. Now he had the opportunity to fulfill the
penultimate dream of anyone's life, from a package of information thrust conveniently on hislap. But first he had to get pa
foolslikethis.

McMurtrey lowered his gaze. The editor was bent over the computer screen, an amber-lit unit, reading McMurtrey's dc

"I've never printed aword about you," Robbins said, without turning his head. "People know you're afraud, and | have n
own reputation to consider.”

"So you refuse to run the story?”

"l haven't decided.”

"Well, | have." McMurtrey lunged his big frame up and made for the door to the street. He was ready to sam the door
through the jamb, when the editor spoke.

"Come back and sit down. I'll see what we can use.”

McMurtrey looked over his shoulder, and they locked gazes.

Rabhbins shook his head. " Credibility you ain't got. | don't know why I'm doing this." He turned back to the computer, be



tapping keys.

McMurtrey resumed his seat, watched black |etters appear on the screen as the managing editor wrote about the visitati

Robbins paused. "NewsData says there are around nine thousand church membersin your | Triple C. Do those membel
know it'sascam? Arethey in for the fun of it? With an acronym pronounced 'l CK' they'd have to suspect something. I'm
but alot of details keep bothering me.”

"I'm not here to discuss that," McMurtrey said. "There is amore important matter," From the correspondence he receive
was clear that most of his members believed the drivel he'd made up about D'Urth being "an egg of the Great Mother Chi
the originator of al lifein the universe." A few recognized the ICCC as a spoof, to their great amusement.

"Just a couple of details before we proceed," the editor insisted. "I've got to make you sound credible. With a message fi
God, that's critical, I'd say." McMurtrey sighed. "All right.”

"Y ou started this organization out with ads—almost

twenty years ago, after you dropped out of college. Rumor

hasit you didn't expect any response, that you'd been

freebasing sparkle. And voila! Checks started pouring in!"

"I wasn't on drugs!" Not when | ran the ads, anyway.

McMurtrey stared at his hands, recalled crawling around on the floor of his college dormitory room several months befo
ran the ads, looking for spilled bits of Anian sparkle. He and three buddies came up with the chicken church that uproariot
night, and before the evening was over they carried the concept to preposterous extremes. Afterward, his buddies promptl
forgot about it.

But McMurtrey didn't forget.

"Y ou're hot making this easy," Robbins said. "Y our grandmather invented pickpocket-proof trousers, and | see you're we
apair. She made abundle, left you with atrust fund. Are you till living off it or do you need publicity?"

"What's the matter?' McMurtrey asked. "Don't you have all the answersin your precious NewsData?"'

An uncomfortable pause. Then: "Okay, we'll stick to the visitation, and I'll try to make it sound plausible.”

McMurtrey repeated histale, and presently he was outside with an unseasonably warm winter breeze on hisface. The
was clean, a contrast to the mustiness of the office. He walked home through the hilly seaside town, thinking about one of
more curious comments.

" Seeker, who says religion is the way to God?"

This had rattled McMurtrey to the core when he heard it—so much so that for agonizing moments as God continued to -
McMurtrey couldn't think of athing to say. He was turned sideways in bed, staring at a pearly, many-chambered nautilus :
that had fallen from the dresser to the carpeted floor months before. He hadn't bothered to pick it up, had hardly noticed it
before the "visitation.” Freguently he didn't get around to housekeeping anyway.

But asthe Leader of the Universe spoke, McMurtrey found himself staring at the shell asif he had never seen it before
chambers displayed were so exquisitely detailed, coiling to the core where the tiny animal once lived. In its utter perfectior
design brought to mind leaf patterns, spider webs, honeycombs and the flawless rippling wavel ets caused by a stone dropp
apond.

Recalling this, McMurtrey crossed a sandy field of ice plants, heading toward his modest bungalow on the other side, ati
driftwood gray structure several houses up from the beach.

There had been something else too, something he hadn't told the editor. One statement of God's, in avoice that pulsed w
and strong, was especialy provocative: " Cosmic Chickenhood is not everything. It might amount to nothing, along with
everything else.”

McMurtrey chewed at one side of his upper lip.

What did that mean? "might amount to nothing . . ." Might. The Interplanetary Church of Cosmic Chickenhood might an
to something then, something important if it deserved God's special attention.

And the voice—medllifluous at times, barely audible at others—like a distant, struggling radio signal. It was not as McMu
imagined the God soundtrack should be, but in the marrow of his bones he sensed authenticity.

It scared the hell out of him.

Beyond the rooftops of town, along the horizon between the broad Bluepac Ocean and the cerulean sky, dark clouds we
forming. McMurtrey picked up his pace.

Late that afternoon, McMurtrey touched his Wriskron to deactivate the alarm system on his pickpocket-proof trousers,
opened three sequential pocket zippers that were keyed to his metabolism so that they could be undone only by him. He
removed two sorneys, dropped the coins into the newspaper vending machine, and they clicked into place. The glass front
machine slid open, and a scoop on a mechanica arm thrust a newspaper into McMurtrey's hands.

He rezipped his pockets, set the alarm system on his trousers.

It was late afternoon, overcast, and as McMurtrey opened the newspaper afew raindrops spattered dark little splotches



the pages. He located the article on a back page, and it was headed:
"STARTLING ANNOUNCEMENT BY CHICKEN MAN."

He flew into an instant rage.
Chicken man! How he hated that appellation! The implications were obvious.
Heread on:

"ST. CHARLES BEACH, Wessornia of D'Urth— Some of you who are familiar with Evander Harold McMurtrey hav
never taken his words serioudy. How does one take this man serioudly? After al, hisreligious ritual involves waggling atr
and forefinger together asif they were upper and lower beaks, while uttering this mantra:

'O Chubby Mother,
Let merubbayour belly. . .
Let me rubbayour belly.'

There is more which good taste prohibits describing, and for manifest reasons we in his home town have never before
published anything by him or about him. But this unbearded holy man told our managing editor today in an eery, strangely
convincing fashion that God revealed Hislocation to him at dawn in some sort of an oral visitation, that God is domiciled ol
planet Tananius-Ofo in the barely discernible galaxy 722C12009. This planet, according to Mr. McMurtrey, is at the origin
universe, and is stationary. Y ou-Know-Who lives there, and He's waiting to be visited by man. The Big Guy has, it seems,
invited usto tea

Thereisthe dight problem of several trillion parsecs between us and 722C12009, but Mr. McMurtrey indicates that this
no obstacle, for God is at this moment preparing the means by which we can narrow the gap. 'Devices (unexplained term)
be made available soon. 'Tomorrow or the day after,’ McMurtrey said. 'l didn't hear that part clearly.'

Asto how his own pseudoreligion of Cosmic Chick-enhood tiesin, the Grand Exalted Rooster did not seem to know.

Tunein tomorrow, or the next day."

A heavy vehicle rattled across a speed bump, and McMurtrey looked up from where he stood by the vending machine.
county bookmobile pulled into its usua spot in the parking lot.

He rolled the newspaper in one hand, and when the bookmobile door swung open, he boarded behind an elderly man wt
carrying an armload of book-tapes.

The vehicle shook with each step that McMurtrey took, for his corpulence registered in excess of 150 kilos.

The librarian, an effeminate young man with closely cropped blond hair, stood behind a desk at the rear. He was new, h
trembling lower lip that McMurtrey tried not to look at.

A short while after his period of drug abuse, McMurtrey developed a severe problem in which he couldn't help noticing
person's mannerisms: He became distracted to the point of speechlessness by little tics. He'd been to innumerable doctors
his life, but none of them, not even the most expensive psychoformers, had been of any assistance.

McMurtrey's gaze flitted involuntarily back to the librarian, to the still-quivering lip. The librarian removed foil from apla
cookies and placed the plate to one side of the counter, apparently for patrons.

McMurtrey cleared his throat, spoke with an absence of difficulty that surprised him. He asked for a read-along cassett:
Savnoy's Critique On Scholastic Theology, requested the week before.

This guy has a bad tic, McMurtrey thought. He stared at the quivering lip, felt unaffected, and breathed a tentative sigl
relief. 1t had been amost disquieting problem, and he wondered now if God's visitation that very morning might have some
to do with the improvement. Maybe it was intended as proof, a small-scale miracle. In any event, McMurtrey hoped it wol
last.

The librarian searched through two stacks of book-tapes behind him.

A black fly buzzed irritatingly in McMurtrey's face and landed on his nose. McMurtrey shook his head, swatted at the ir
and it circled his head, relanded on an ear. McMurtrey swatted the insect away, but within moments it was back once mo
upon hisnosg, asif it had landing rights there.

McMurtrey had been through this before. St. Charles Beach flies were tenacious, worse than he had seen in any other
climate or locale. The creatures weren't content to crawl along windows or counter tops. They didn't look for ways out of
rooms, didn't even seem to care much about morsels of unattended food. They hovered in peopl€e's faces.

McMurtrey shook his head briskly and used the rolled newspaper this time, making wild passes through the air. The fly
disappeared from view, may have lodged itself in his hair. He didn't feel it, gave up the effort.

"Oh, there you are, Savnoy," the librarian said, locating a cassette that had been lying on its edge behind one pile. He hel



book-tape up so that McMurtrey could read the title on its spine. It looked like one of the old-fashioned books still sold in
speciaty shops, but this was thinner than most of them, with asingle cassette inside the cover.

For aslong as he could remember, McMurtrey had been intrigued by the different facets of religion, all the major faiths.
the more he learned, the more utterly confused about God he became. He had always been convinced of God's existence
longed to know God, but none of the doctrinal categories formed by other men seemed acceptable to him.

When the checkout procedure was completed, the librarian chirped, "Have anice day, sir." Hislip stopped quivering, an
presented a warmed-over, unimpassioned smile, the sort everyone who stepped up to this counter probably received.

"Do something about the fliesin this place," McMurtrey said. "And don't give me any of that 'nice day' crap, you phony
functionary!"

"All right," came the response, with hardly a missed beat. "Fuck you, sir. Are you happy now?' These words were in the
identical "Have anice day" tone, with the same smile.

McMurtrey felt hisjaw drop, and his eyes opened so wide in surprise that they ached.

Theirritating fellow held his expression and gazed off insipidly into the distance, civil-servant fashion. He showed no
appearance of hogtility.

McMurtrey whirled and left without another word, carrying the newspaper and book-tape.

Someday I'll use my God pipeline to take care of guys like that, McMurtrey thought.

He cast an anxious gaze at the gray sky over the Bluepac Ocean, half expecting fiery thunder to lash him for the improy
of what he'd been thinking. It did begin to rain harder, but maybe it would have done so anyway. Nervously, McMurtrey h
home.

Two evenings later, in Rimil, Wessorniaof D'Urth. . .

Johnny Orbust let the fingers of hisleft hand dangle at his side and stared into the big red electronic eye mounted on one
of his apartment. A digital counter beneath the eye ticked off thousandths of a second in reverse, and beneath that, a
computer-selected scriptural reference was displayed, in black on amber letters: "Omanus 5:12."

When the counter reached zero, the eye turned green.

Orbust's hand darted across his body to a shoulder holster concealed beneath his sportscoat, making a soft, rapid slap of
leather. Almost instantly he had a black Babul open in both hands, and Omanus 5:12 was beneath one forefinger.

The counter showed histime: 3.414 seconds. Not his best performance, but not bad, either. Orbust practiced constantly,
keeping himself in shape for the religious arguments he had a habit of getting into.

He patted an .85 caliber elephant pistol on his hip, smiled at the thought of adversaries who stammered and perspired
whenever he undipped the holster flap. He could never shoot a human, and only once, with an obstinate MDB missionary,
he even drawn the piece. Orbust had toyed with the ammo clip while the terrified missionary glanced around for avenues
escape.

Supposedly military-issue, the gun was part of a miniaturized weapons and demolition kit he picked up cheap from a
door-to-door Bureau of Loyalty-sanctioned armaments salesman. It was a 100 percent prepayment deal, where Orbust re
part of the kit on the spot and the rest was supposed to be shipped to him. Secreted cleverly in the holster and the belt wel
chemstrip and an array of kill-stun-disable-destroy devices, not all of which worked as represented. Orbust never did rece
additional itemsin the mail. He had tested what he had on a bunch of old factory-closeout androids and mechanized taxide
animals that another salesman had unloaded on him earlier, and only half of the devicesin the kit worked at all. Some, like
Gl Randy Handy Dandy Automatic Lasso, were out and out duds. But the salesman had left him with no address or telept
number, and there were no brand hames on anything to contact manufacturers.

Despite dl this, the kit was easily worth its price. The pistol worked admirably, blowing arunning droidman in half with
surprisingly little recoil. Also, the chemstrip was, in Orbust'swords: "neat." A long white strip of plazymer-like material wi
built-in microprocessor, it was activated when auser spoke into it, explaining a particular chemical need. The strip then
metamorphosed into what looked like a butterfly, and flew off.

Within afew minutesit would return, carrying awhite plazyrner bag suspended from a harness arrangement under its "'k
After setting down, the strip would again become a strip, absorbing the butterfly and the bag and revealing the bag's
contents—sometimes pellets, sometimes Plexiglas-like pump sprayers, sometimes vials of liquid or powder. Orbust had
employed the device for rat killer, spot remover, and even a miracul ous concoction that when sprayed over the fence onto
next door neighbor's unruly pet harbor seal prevented the animal from barking for four weeks, without apparent permanen
harm.

Orbust hadn't yet ordered food with the chemstrip, fearing it might malfunction and poison him. He wondered where it
obtained raw materials, hoped it was from the natural environment and not from a private party. But the device was
BOL -sanctioned, so he didn't have to worry about that. The chemstrip became like alight switch to him, activated when n
without too much thought about its workings.

The weapons kit and quick-draw Babul weren't all Johnny Orbust had in his arsenal-for-God.



In a sheath strapped to one calf he kept his Snapcard, the ultimate verbal combat weapon, the photon bomb of debating.

He didn't useit al the time, because he feared atrophy of the brain, worried about over-reliance on the card. Something
happen toit, and if helost it where would he be? Nonetheless he had grown more dependent on it than he would have like

The Snapcard was, for al intents and purposes, irreplaceable.

Orbust was, according to his wife Karin, a"money-sguandering gadget freak," and the devices he had al over the house
aconstant source of arguments.

He hadn't made his high-school debating team. Then in college he vaulted onto the first team, with the help of this card,
card, really. Another salesman had been his salvation with this baby, an elderly Floriental gentleman who showed up early
Monday morning and spoke of recent cataract and back surgery as much as he did of hiswares, apparently to elicit symp:

But Orbust hadn't liked anything the man showed him on the first go-around. A perennial sucker for sales pitches, Orbu
been a solicitor himself for atime, marketing advertising novelties . . . and an old saying held that the easiest person to sell
another salesman. But on this occasion Orbust was slow to buy. It was early, he felt tired from not having slept well, and |
asked the man to leave.

The salesman requested a glass of water, afamiliar stalling technique.

Orbust motioned toward the kitchen. "In there."

Presently the man had a glass of water in hand, and stood in the kitchen doorway, sipping slowly from the glass.

"Look," the salesman said. "I was a merchant on Maros, and we had atradition there | still follow. Y ou're the first custo
of the week and | have to make a sale or my whole week is ruined.”

"All right, al right. Whattaya have for under five javits?'

The man shook his head, and his epicanthic eyes narrowed, "No, it must be area sale. Something valuable.”

"But you don't have anything | want or need. I'd like to help you out, but I'm tired and—"

"I have just the thing," the salesman said, smiling in a strange way that revealed the gums of histeeth.

He set the glass on atable, reached down and lifted one pant leg. From a calf-strapped sheath he removed a slender sil\
metallic card.

"Thisisver-r-r-y special," he said.

The card was about the size of a credit card, and he said there weren't very many of them in existence. The salesman
hesitated for amoment, asif deciding whether or not he wanted to go through with what he was about to say.

"What isit?" Orbust asked.

"With this Snapcard in hand, | could sell you anything. It would tell me precisely how to win any argument with you on a
subject. | use it—on occasion—but never for the first sale of the week. That wouldn't be right. Even when most desperat:
never offered it to another customer. But you . . . for somereason . . ."

"If it's so valuable, why sl it to me?’

He considered this for amoment. Then: "I'm getting older, nearing retirement age, and | don't have any children. You s¢
like aniceyoung fellow."

The salesman held the card in the upturned palm of one hand and squeezed each end of the card dightly, bending it into
gentle arc.

Orbust stared transfixed at the card. It sparkled with tiny golden lights against silver, lights that danced and spun. A whil
he wasto recall that looking at the lights had made his eyelids heavy. Now thinking back on this years later, Orbust believe
had been hypnotized by the card, which suggested an explanation of how it worked. But the capabilities of the card went f
beyond that. They touched one or more ESP wavelengths and tapped into storehouses of information that were too vast tc
confined within any one brain.

He tossed such recollections aside for the moment, became aware of a noise behind him. An organizing robot entered tf
room, carrying a heap of family pictures. The boxy, simulated-oak robot had shelves and trays all over its body, made acce
by itslong flexible arms.

"Isthis everything?' the robot asked, in a very sophisticated voice.

Orbust shrugged. "I dunno. | guess."

The robot's eyes flashed green, indicating message received, and it stood to one side, scanning the photographs for chror
and dliding them into compartments. Orbust didn't know how it figured out dates, only knew what he'd heard when he bou
that it always worked.

Orbust's wife hated the robot, despite the fact that she was a messy person, one who should have welcomed the device,
it seemed to him.

She used bad language as well, and Orbust couldn't abide that.

Orbust flipped on the televid and strolled into the kitchen. He opened the upright-freezer door, felt ablast of coolness, ar
stared without enthusiasm at aleftover plazymer bow! of pastawax he could reheat for dinner.

A news program blared from the televid in the other room, but only bits of information entered his consciousness. He wi
thinking about his wife, lamenting the problems he had with her.



Karin, hiswife of six years, was at a coffeehouse poetry session near the university. Orbust hated those readings, found
boring. Karin was the only money earner in the household, and as a consequence she went where she pleased, whenever
pleased. This had been another source of friction in their lives, and religion was yet another, Orbust had given up trying to
discuss religion with hiswife, and for nearly ayear he had gone off to church without her. He was a Reborn Krassee, one
the recently formed fundamentalist Krassian denominations.

He had the bowl! of pastawax in his hands, and as he turned toward the microwave he realized the news announcer had
talking about God.

The oval televid screen was visible through the doorway, and Orbust beheld a most peculiar individua on the screen—a
immense man with scraggly hair and what |ooked like a green-plumed chicken on his shoulder. Green plumes? The wom:
reporter interviewing the man was keeping her distance, because the bird was snapping and hissing and spitting menacingl
Orbust realized in arush who the man was, from wire-service stories that had been carrying his incredible message acros
solar system.

This was the lunatic who said he knew where God was.

"Isit true that the Bureau of Loyalty has approved your spaceships for takeoff, Mr. McMurtrey?' the reporter queried,
extending a microphone cautioudly.

"Well, | hayen't actually been in touch with any BOL people," McMurtrey said, uneasily, "but areliable intermediary infc
me today that the Bureau is staying out of this."

The reporter shook her head, smiled. "I've counted half a dozen red and gold Bureau guncoptersin the area, every one
undoubtedly brimming with electronic gizmos. Y ou can bet undercover agents are crawling all over this place.

McMurtrey shifted on his feet. He appeared uncomfortable at the reporter's candor.

In the background, Orbust saw an almost uniform fleet of spaceships, described in recent news accounts. They extende
into the distance in amost unusual straight line, with some perched precariously on frameworks over building tops or stradc
streets, asif the whole bunch had been set down indiscriminately from above. They were fat ships of nearly the same size
shape, like big ripe pomegranates with nubby points on top. Some were bright and shiny red, others glistened varying shad
yellow and orange, and others were white. There appeared to have been some consideration for the town beneath the shig
wherever a building top, fence, or other structure lay beneath, the underside of the craft had been custom-fitted with a shir
metal landing platform that straddled the structure without touching it, so that the weight of the ship actually rested on the
ground.

"For those who tuned in late," the reporter said, "tell everyone again where you're going with these ships. I'm still having
hard time believing this."

"We're going to see God!" McMurtrey responded ebulliently.

The reporter faced the camera, and it zoomed in for a close-up of her face. "There you haveit, Inner Planet citizens," st
said. "Shortly after Mr. McMurtrey's historical announcement of God's location, a fleet of ships appeared in histown from
nowhere, apparently ready to go. Who will fly them? The Grand Exalted Rooster does not know. Only God, it seems, has
information. No explanation has been tendered as to how the ships got here, but the fact remains that they are here. | havi
touched their outsides, and they are not apparitions. Something very unusual is occurring here on the Wessornian coast.”

Orbust focused on the nearest ship visible, awhite craft behind the reporter, and as the picture changed he held the ima
the ship in hismind. It looked familiar, inexplicably so, and he felt particularly drawn to it. Despite its apparent similarity to
other ships, there remained something materially different about this one, something intriguing and magnetic.

He had to touch it.

Within an hour, Orbust was on hisway to St. Charles Beach by airbus, having exchanged his wife's stash of household r
for anote.

Two

The concept of my memory machine "Mnemo" came to me in a dream that provided a complete vision of the device, its na
and its operation. For a long while before, | had postulated a collective genetic memory in mankind, going back to antiquity—
that fired electrochemical impulses along imprinted brain routes, causing people to war repeatedly in the same tragic ways.
theory explained deja-vu and the instantaneous love or hatred people felt for one another, for old emotions never died. | longe
prove that each human life created an overlay of events in the collective brain, a track over old tracks, and that with each nev
tracking old incidents slipped further into an individual's subconscious. Ancient events were just beneath the surface, and I n
to find them. The miracle of my dream revealed how! A subject connected to my mnemonic machine could carry us back in
memory to the earliest twitchings of all life. Inevitably that had to lead to the Creator Himself, if He existed, and to the singul
explosion whence the universe began. —Notes of Professor Nathan Pelter, League Penitentiary System Archives



A short distance inland from St. Charles Beach, a shiny-black truck-trailer with no chrome or markings slithered along tl
winding road to Santa Quininas Federal Penitentiary. It was shortly past sunrise, and the rig's tinted windows reflected the
first rays of sun. The rig came to a stop outside the main gate, hissed its brakes. A guard in magenta and brown armor ste
from his booth and waved a transmitter baton at the heavy iron aloy gate. The gate swung open toward the interior of the
compound, and the truck went through.

Harley Gutan parked the Dispatch Unit in the same spot as always, by the heavy alloy door that led to Death Row.
Wondering how many prisoners would be dispatched thistime, he activated the electronic clip pad on the seat by him and
twenty-nine names.

Hefelt cold pain in an airspace where a severed little finger once had been, before a childhood tricycling accident. Some
he moved the missing finger asif it werein an unseen dimension, even touched it with his other hand and felt it. Now he tt
the affected hand between his flank and the seat cushion, to keep the finger warm.

Why did it get so cold?

In the Inner Planet League, prison authorities no longer executed people with gas, electricity, hanging, lethal injections o
Damoclean body crushers. Not since Professor Nathan Pelter left his machine to the Inner Planet League when he died. |
wasn't designed as a killing machine, so the story went, but it worked admirably to that purpose, dispatching prisonerson &
fantastic journey asthey died.

Gutan was a Dispatcher, a euphemistic title selected for public relations purposes.

Pelter had died in his own machine, and rumor held that he went out with a broad smile on hisface. An accidental death
some said, but there were other theories extrapolated from rumored personal problems. It was said that his unusual machil
could not be opened for servicing or adjustment without destroying it and all of its secrets, and that it couldn't be 'rayed to
mysterious inner workings. It was one-of-a-kind, and had to be moved between numerous truck-trailer rigs like the one GL
wasin.

So far, to Gutan's knowledge, the machine had required no servicing by the prison system. And it had been used extensi\
the half century since Pelter's death, with inmates brought from all over the solar system to facilities accessible by the
truck-trailers. There was an order out that the prison system was not to risk flying the machine, based upon statistics provi
that these special trucks were the safest means of transport.

None of the criminals that Gutan "dispatched" died with a smile, although some entered the machine that way. A standal
tough con's sneer, usually. Gutan had seen it often. But there was nothing standard in the way they died. Always they scri
before it was over, with death masks twisted into nightmare hideousness.

If Pelter went out with a smile, Gutan thought as the cab door did open, he must have been one tough son of a bitch
Either that or he hypnotized himself.

"What's new and exciting, Harl?* aguard of about Gutan's height asked, coming around the outside of the truck.

Gutan stepped down from the cab and grunted a barely civil and purposefully unintelligible acknowledgment. He touchex
button on his Wriskron, locking the truck and setting the vehicular alarm system. With a second press of the button, alight
time dial flashed pink, indicating the alarms were operational.

The air was cool, with the ground till in shadow and early rays of sunlight glistening from the highest points of the guarc
towers.

The magenta and brown of the guard's armor matched the prison-system shirt and trousers Gutan wore. The guard's art
was thin but sturdy, of anew and arcane alloy that light artillery projectiles could not penetrate, not even those
How-How:-tipped, exploding microparticle shells. There were matching helmets, but guards refused to wear them because
razzing from prisoners. It was an act of perceived manhood to go around without a helmet, and it struck Gutan that guards
prisoners were to a great extent of oneilk. He didn't trust any of them.

"Show me the new batch," Gutan said, staring at the door to Death Row. "My scheduleistight, and | want the dispatche
ready when the system goes on-line at seven A.M.."

St. Charles Beach was a low-lying town just off the old Bluepac Highway that skirted Wessornid's coast in those days.
town attracted its share of vacationers, mostly in-staters from big cities to the north and south. Its swimming beach was
privately owned by one family, the Domingos, and they also owned the general store, the gas pump, and arecreational veh
campground (Domingo's Reef) that stretched north of town along the dunes.

"No parking" signs were everywhere, as if the place were a breeding ground for them, and they were posted in eclectic
unfriendliness by the Domingos and almost everyone else who owned property. One sign that stuck in McMurtrey's memc
like a bad song depicted aferocious, red-bearded cartoon character holding a hogleg handgun. The caption: DONT EVEN
THINK ABOUT PARKING HERE.

It cost twenty javits to get into the swimming beach, seventy-five javits anight for the RV facility, and avisitor couldn't
leave a car in the store parking lot to take a half-hour walk. Tow trucks lurked in alleyways and shadows like hulking mug
waiting for opportunities. One Domingo son-in-law held the towing concession. He was also the sheriff, a one-man town



council, and the local judge, so towing abuses couldn't be appeal ed.

"A cutthroat town," McMurtrey called it. But he had grown accustomed to the place, even liked it now during the winter
off-season. Winters on the Wessornian coast hadn't been cold since earlier in the century when three of the continent's big
volcanoes went off. The locals got their town back to a great extent at thistime of the year . . . except for the parking situ
which irked most everyone at one time or another. At least the locals didn't have to deal with surly, chiseling old Mr. Domi
for supplies, because Faberville was only a couple of milesinland. Prices were better there, and there weren't any "no parl
sgns.

As McMurtrey looked out of his living room window, he saw the multicol ored pomegranate-shaped flying ships assembl
long, straight line from the northernmost tip of Domingo's Reef right through the center of town, across building tops, in
iceplant-covered yards, and in streets. Throngs of people milled around the ships, waiting to see what would happen next.

They looked like movie extras at an employment hall, so diverse was their raiment. Most were men, somein traditional \
or pastel robes, with the long beards and sandals or shaven heads of ascetics. Others resembled ferocious warriors, with s
cut beards and weapons that hung at angles from their hips—swords, pulverizers, guns, knives and stunbows. Still other m
resembled royalty, with gold-trimmed, jewel-encrusted robes, long coats and tiers of jewelry. There were numerous turbar
panoply of folds and colors.

The women were nearly asimpressive in range, including nunsin plain white or black cotton habits alongside weapon-tol
musclefems in flak-resistant jumpsuits. There were even those who could easily have passed for princesses or queens,
bedecked as they were in exquisite long gowns with high, swirled coiffures. Some women came to town in elegant landau:
drawn by robotic horses, while others had come long distances on foot.

Life insurance robots worked in the midst of al this, selling flight insurance to people who thought they were going on th
journey.

Thus far no one had been able to open a ship's hatch, and despite entreaties from some that he try, McMurtrey hadn't d
so. He had afeeling that he could get into any one of them if he wanted to, and that others. . . only certain people with cer
ships, the ones they. . . It wasn't clear.

McMurtrey occupied a special position, and realized for the first time as he gazed out on the town that he was one of th
that God had ever selected to deliver messages to mankind.

| am a messenger of God, hethought. A prophet?

Several of the ships were white, and one that stood nearest to his bungalow held his attention most often. Sometimes he
caught himsdlf staring into its whiteness hypnatically, and when this happened he couldn't recall how long he had been so
engrossed. He felt curiously soothed when he finished looking at it, and coming to consciousness was not unlike awakenin
agood deep.

McMurtrey assumed that these were ships, despite their rather unaerodynamic, pudgy shapes. Each vessel had a nubby
pointed tip at the top, exhaustlike vents at the bottom, an exterior hatch, and flight-deck-type windshields way up near thet
The ships were too high for a person on alift truck or ladder truck to see inside the windshields, and thus far McMurtrey
only seen Bureau of Loyalty guncopters and hoverplanes near the ships at that height. The Bureau knew something, and it
disturbed McMurtrey that he hadn't heard anything directly from them.

How did the fleet of ships get to St. Charles Beach, and were they really going to transport people to God? A number of
people theorized they were full of aiens or Outer Planet warriors, prepared to leap out and carry humans off into subjugati
Some felt the ships ran automatically, with computer-controlled drive systems or robopilots. Others subscribed to none of tl
The ships had no controls, no crews, no robots, and were there ssmply because God willed it so. The last theory seemed e
for McMurtrey to accept, although paradoxically it was the most illogical and difficult to explain.

Not even Old Man Jacoby, a stargazer and the most nocturnal person in town, had seen or heard the ships arrive. They
just there for everyone to see and marvel a when the sun came up one day. Reportedly, Jacoby only shrugged his shoulde
when asked how it could have happened.

Old men doze off, McMurtrey thought. Or their minds wander. He must have missed something. . .. What an
under statement!

McMurtrey recalled a game he and afriend used to play as children in Ciscola, when they walked over carsinstead of ¢
them, denting car tops in the process. They were thoughtless acts, recalled to mind by these ships, the way they had set dc
wherever they pleased—atop buildings, yards, vehicles, spanning streets. But the ships had platforms that prevented dame
anything. Even Domingo's Video Palace with its high marquee was straddled without damage. This suggested a degree of
courtesy aswell asflexibility, and phenomenally rapid construction technology.

Look at all the parking violators, McMurtrey thought, scratching the back of his head. And not a tow truck in sight.

It amused him to think of the insidious Domingos and their vulture trucks, with no way of hauling off spaceships. No doL
Domingos were in touch with their lawyers, ready to ticket God if they dared.

McMurtrey's pulse quickened.

He gazed upon the throngs of people and life insurance robots knotted around each ship, and a sensation rushed through



brain. He closed his eyes momentarily, and when he reopened them he squinted and was able to distinguish the pious fromr
onlookers and hangers-on, for he detected a dight, barely discernible pale yellow aura around some, those he sensed were
pious. A sensation of Great Wordless Truth enveloped him, and he barely got an angle on it. He tried to concentrate, felt tl
concept dipping away.

He knew those with auras were the pious, the ones who truly belonged here. Some of them wore white, black, saffron ¢
other raiment of various religious orders, and others wore common everyday clothing, as anyone on any street might wear
These pious comprised only asmall proportion of those present, but in the distance, on the road winding down the rocky hil
to town, he saw more approaching on foot—the followers of many religions. Their bodies glowed dightly, a pale yellow, ar
McMurtrey felt like a man wearing infraglasses, seeing things that others could not or should not see.

Three deer watched from a safe distance on a hillside, then scurried up the hill and disappeared into a cluster of sycamc
trees.

The dunes and flatlands around Domingo's Reef were covered with tents, and locals were beginning to call that area™ T
City." Only afew recreational vehicles werevisible.

McMurtrey knew he would have to face the multitude sooner or later, explaining God's message to the extent that he co
One answer was awakening in hismind as he stood |ooking out on the town, and he was beginning to feel that he could ex
why everything was here, in St. Charles Beach.

It's because I'm here, hethought. The white ship—something special about it for me. Why?

Tremendous energy had been channeled through his mind in recent days, from the aura people. Strangely, despite knowi
thisvisceraly, he felt no fatigue. Adrenalin pumped through his veins, kept him charged. But he felt rising trepidation, an
onrushing fear that people would laugh at him.

He had been going around in public with a chicken on his shoulder for years, |etting people think him odd, letting them tal
they wished about him. None of it bothered him before, because it had all been a great big private joke. He didn't think he
what anyone thought. Now it seemed to matter, and he wished he hadn't appeared on televid with No Name.

He should go before the public now and make them take him serioudly. It had to be that way, almost by definition, for h
carrying a momentous holy message.

He had asked God about that, if religion was supposed to be serious, and the response hadn't really answered the questic
God asked if religion were the way to reach Him, and He phrased it rhetoricaly, asif it weren't the way.

God had chosen him, dammit! People wouldn't dare laugh at him, not with the evidence of God's power all around, not w
the auras, even if only McMurtrey could see them. These were good people, and . . . but some carried weapons.

It was another problem of definition. Religious people had auras, or at least it was said the holiest did, the saints and pro
The aura concept seemed almost hackneyed to McMurtrey, too pat, and this was troublesome. Didn't people only see aure
imagination, in strange visons?

With so many theological representatives appearing at his doorstep, McMurtrey feared some were there to show him ug
prove him an infamous fraud. He might go out and bluff hisway through for awhile, taking full credit for the fleet and ass
that this miracle was an affirmation of the Interplanetary Church of Cosmic Chicken-hood. But this facade wouldn't last 1
God intervened.

On the other hand, maybe God would want him to have fun with it for awhile. What was the Leader of the Universere
like?

McMurtrey agonized over thisfor along time, focusing his energiesinwardly so intensely that his vision fogged over.
Presently he shook his head, and again gazed upon the town.

Best to be humble, he decided. I'll go out with No Name and admit everything.

The man dlipped into the seclusion of athick oak grove, and upon the ground he placed a sheet of white plazymer, whict
stepped upon. With two fingers he rubbed the back of one hand until it was hot and a blister formed there.

From the forefinger of the other hand, a slender blade of blue bone pierced the fingertip bloodlessly, forming a cutting to
With that blade he dliced around the sides of the blister, releasing an ooze of water and leaving it attached to the back of h
hand with only aflap of epidermis, The blue bone blade receded into the fingertip, disappeared from view.

He lifted the flap of skin, and at a thought-impulse, alance of red light emerged from one eye, passing through the epide
flap and touching one of his black leather shoes. The shoe shriveled into atiny dark flake which dropped on the plazymer.
the thin white sock on that foot shriveled and fell as awhite flake. This exposed the bare skin of the foot, and the skin was
affected by the light.

Quickly he repeated this procedure with the other shoe and sock, resulting in four flakes on the plazymer sheet. His coat
trousers and underclothes followed in like manner, and in short order he stood entirely in the buff, with anumber of tiny fl
beneath him on the plazymer.

Then he remembered his cap, removed it and reduced it, relegating it to the micro-collection.

From his other eye alance of violet light emerged, melding with the red light as both passed through the epidermal flap.



formed a spectrum of color on the other side of the flap, and a spectral light-bath covered the plazymer and the tiny flakes
it.

He stepped from the plazymer onto moist soil, and as he did so the edges of the plazymer shrank and wrapped around tf
flakes, enclosing them in a neat little white packet.

The packet, no more than a quarter the width of his smallest fingernail and only alittle bit thicker, rose on the spectral by
He focused the beam on his now-exposed bellybutton at the center of around and protruding belly, and the packet tucked
neatly into the orifice, disappearing from view.

‘Loyalty to the Bureau,' he thought. 'The Bureau of Loyalty.'

With the fingers of one hand, he smoothed the epidermal flap back onto the back of the other hand and sealed the blood
wound, leaving no visible evidence of incision.

Cool, smooth currents of electricity traversed the superconductors of hisartificial brain. He was pleased with this assign
for he had been programmed to feel thisway.

The happiest government employees were not human.

Jin understood full well that he wasn't human, but felt no remorse at this. His cyberoo parts didn't wear out easily, and
theoretically he could go on forever with only minimal self-maintenance. He had been programmed to troubleshoot his owr
parts, a nearly fail-safe method that encompassed backups on top of backups. Every part in his body and every power sys
had twelvefold redundancy.

This C-Unit 7891 was nearly invincible. Anyone attempting to destroy it would have to accomplish annihilation in one qui
efficient act. Short of that, one of the biogenerating redundancies would remain functional, from which Jin could reconstru
himself in amatter of seconds, using the raw materia of his body and nearby materials of virtually any kind.

His last backup system represented self-preservation, a priority in this series exceeded only by Jin's obligations to the Bl

Anyone attempting to destroy Jin had another obstacle to overcome, which Jin displayed now as part of histesting proce
He touched his nose, and in a nanosecond little gunports opened around his body, revealing a panoply of mini-cannons. Sor
were on his face, with one on each cheek, one on his forehead and one in the center of his chin. Even his sexual organ ha
converted to a baby howitzer.

He tested his guns, using silencers and blank cartridges. None misfired.

Now where did | put that damned broom? he thought.

His eyes continued to project beams of red and violet, but in parallel.

With an unadulterated fingernail, he dug into his belly but ton, pulling out the white packet and dozens of others, in varyir
colors. He settled on a brown one, replaced the other packets. The beams of eye-light re-merged, and he narrowed the sp
force, passing the tip of it over the packet. The packet unfolded in his hands, revealing a pile of light and dark flakes.

He heard and then felt a slight wind, sheltered the flakes to prevent scattering.

He nudged them around with aforefinger, found the one he wanted, which was distinguishable to hisfield of vision by it:
shape and hue.

Thered light receded into one eye, leaving only violet, which touched only the selected flake. On the end of the light bez
lifted the flake and watched it enlarge, into arough straw broom on along bamboo handle.

Momentarily he held the broom in midair on the beam, then let the broom thump to the ground.

Presently the brown packet had been replaced in his body cavity, and he was ready for the assignment. Now he was Jir
Plarnjarn, a holy man of uncommon excellence.

Stark naked and brushing the ground before each step, Jin emerged from the oak grove and merged slowly with the cro\
approaching St. Charles Beach.

Don't step on the tiniest insect, he thought. Not while anyone's looking.

The forty-foot van trailer behind the truck was afully contained execution and cryogenic body-freezing facility— autom
but not to the extent it might have been. Gutan had no say in how it was set up, but nevertheless it seemed just right to hin
savored persona involvement, enjoyed hitting toggles, pushing buttons, diding electronic switches.

It was mid-afternoon, and he'd labored nonstop since arriving early that morning. Only one more inmate to go, awoman
whose corpse he had been looking forward to. He felt little fatigue, despite having traveled straight through from Oenix, w
he had dispatched eighty-seven in two days.

Holding alit opium pipe, he stood by the pentahedral-shaped mnemonic memory machine, watching while a robotic helpt
removed the last Death Row inmate from the onboard holding cell.

The pipe, which held black chunks of opium in an oval bowl, had a built-in rechargeable electric coil inside double walls
bowl. This heated the opium and made it smokable. The smoke was black and acrid.

Mnemo was on, glowing yellow in neutral mode, and it emitted a faint, characteristic whine. The sound, unlike any Guta
ever heard elsewhere, always brought to mind images of spinning orange and lilac Mobius strips. Today as always they w
strips of every conceivable Mobius shape, from those approaching standard geometrical configurations to others that Guta



couldn't categorize.

Simultaneously they all stretched into perfectly round cylinders, and then spun away into awhite void. They were seen t
internally with the sound of the machine, and he saw them whether his eyes were closed or open, through a separate view
channel. Nothing in Gutan's training instructed him about this sensory phenomenon, but from his understanding of the mact
he assumed that the whirl into whiteness carried the memory of anyone inside the machine to incredible reaches of the pa
Mnemo had a screen that projected the mental images of subjects, but Gutan had never seen the spinning Mobius colors o
screen.

With the sound off, he couldn't bring even the simplest shapes forth in memory, though he had vague images of fields of
shapes, and though he made the attempt innumerable times. This frightened him, for he had been taught that Mnemo carri
subject back through alternate paths of memory, and always they died in the machine. It seemed to him that his own altert
memory paths were being touched by the sound and perhaps by more, essentially priming him without carrying him back.

He was afraid to ask about this, for someone might think him particularly susceptible and decide that he would be a gooc
subject for experimentation. Thiswasn't simply akilling machine after al; it hadn't been designed for that. And there were
intriguing clues Gutan had seen, suggesting that he and the machine were engaged in a clandestine scientific experiment.

Curiously he had developed alonging to travel those mysterious paths, to enter the machine himself and EXPERIENCE
was perhaps a death wish or entropy, or alternately alonging for another plane of existence where he might livein adiffel
unfamiliar form. Gutan didn't fear death, but he didn't want to lose the perks of hislife: opium and fresh cadavers.

Things could be done with fresh cadavers.

Sometimes he estimated survival odds. Every person known to have entered the machine had died within it. But Gutan's
chance, it seemed to him, lay in the stories concerning Professor Pelter, that the professor didn't have killing in mind when
designed the thing. Purportedly it was for adifferent, more important purpose, and the promise of discovering that purpose
sometimes bolstered Gutan's courage. Maybe with just the right settings. . .

The thought of a"more important purpose”’ amused Gutan. How delicioudly ironic it would be if he of all people discover
something significant, something really significant.

The robotic helper was a PY A1200, with exponential strength. It could lift amedium-sized building if called upon to do s
had the added feature of storage compactability. Now through black wisps of opium smoke Gutan saw it asarolling
Erector-set-man more than two meters high, that in an instant, at an operator's command, could compressitself into a neat
box no larger than atoaster oven. Gutan called it "Fork" because of the stiff-armed forklift-like manner in which it loaded :
unloaded dispatchees from Mnemo.

Fork had pincers on the ends of his arms, which he was using to hold a huge naked woman. The van floor flexed as For|
rolled toward Gutan, passing the cryogenic body-chambers that were on one side.

The robot was like a good hunting dog with a prize for its master, but before the kill. The designers of Fork hadn't bother
with much of aface—just afew rivets where features belonged, on a paper-thin alloy surface. Most modern robots had f
apparently by popular demand, and even this unit had one, despite the premium of utility and compactness. Fork's tightly ri
expression was entirely neutral—two parallel straight lines for the mouth, two rectangles for eyes, acircle for the nose. B
now, in adrug-induced hallucination, Gutan thought he detected the glimmerings of a smile around the edges of the rivets
comprising the mouth.

Thewoman in Fork's grasp rivaled small planet mass, and in her naked, prone position her great pendul ous breasts hung
halfway to the floor. She didn't struggle, although five of the twenty-eight already dispatched this day had struggled ferocic
and paid for it. Fork wasn't programmed to show patience or compassion, so he gave them pincer shots to the kidneys.

According to the death docket on the electronic clip pad, this woman was a"war criminal," which probably meant she w
dissident involved in the peace movement, sentenced to death by the Bureau of Loyalty. A keloid scar spanned her face, ¢
her calm expression Gutan guessed she was either playing possum or in acceptance of her fate.

Gutan wished he were on commission, or better yet that he owned all this equipment. Just think what he could earn with
cushy government dispatch contract!

He tugged at the pipe, felt soothing smoke permeate his body.

In the reflection of amirrored partition to hisleft he saw himself. A short man nearing sixty, he had curly black hair, bla
eyes and a close-cropped beard flecked with gray. He had arather simian appearance, with a protruding forehead and hig
cheekbones. His head had a forward thrust to it, and as he stood by the memory machine he leaned forward involuntarily,
posture having long before been sacrificed through inattention. The stoop made him appear shorter than he actually was, b
none of the cadavers he made love to ever complained. His arms and hands were long and apelike, with slender graceful f
that dangled below his knees. His mother used to say he might have been a pianist with those fingers, if he hadn't lost one
tricycling accident.

Mnemo was regularly moved between truck-trailer rigs, and the rigs needed maintenance—so someone undoubtedly ha
ripe government contract there for the picking. At appointed stops, workers in lime-green rubber coveralls moved Mnemo
between truck transporters with strange-looking extruders. At these stops, Dispatchers and rigs changed.



There were four Dispatchers including Gutan, and the general routine was one month on duty and two months off, with
allowancesfor sick pay. Most of the time Gutan ended up flying home to Ciscolafrom all over the country, then flyingto
the mnemonic machine wherever it ended up two months later.

Gutan's first work experience had been as an embalming technician in his father's mortuary. After Gutan spent fifteen'y
there, a scandal over gold and silver fillings that were missing from cadavers forced the firm into bankruptcy. There were
rumors of corneas and other body parts sold illegally to hospitas, but all of it, while true, went unproven by authorities.

A long period of blacklisting and destitution ensued, in which Gutan bounced between a variety of minimum-wage jobs. F
he landed a worthwhile position with the government in the Body Disposal Corps. Through a series of staff and managem
shakeups this led him to the Dispatch Division of the League Penitentiary System.

Initially Gutan worked with what the prison system called "Damoclean boxes," giant one-to-a-prisoner cages, with aten-
weight suspended from the ceiling of each cage. Through remarkable gearing and engineering, the weight was held by but
single cut-away strand of the prisoner's own hair. It remained but for the Dispatcher to dlice the hair, a simple task. When
Mnemo position became available, Gutan took a skills test and was selected as one of the dlite crew to operate the machir

For this assignment Gutan was trained differently, through ajob computer chip implanted in his brain. As a consequence
Gutan wondered why any testing had been necessary, unless the job chip worked from a platform of skills already present
individud.

The opium permitted Gutan to look at himself objectively, asfrom afar, and in one facet of this he could study the implar
chip asif he were an outside observer, without having to remove it and subject it to electronic analysis. He perused it
occasionally for diversion, and found within the chip some of the documentation Ieft by the professor.

Anytime Gutan wanted to do so, he could call internally upon all the datain the chip for review. It was a conscious/
subconscious experience, since with the extent and method of training he didn't need to think about his tasks. He wondere
was learning unauthorized information in this process.

The laboratory-type control methods utilized in the executions, for example, became very apparent upon analysis—the w
each condemned prisoner was dispatched with different machine settings, with datafed constantly into an adjacent and se
government-installed computer.

Gutan watched Fork place the big woman in the mnemonic machine and strap her into the seat.

Working with uncharacteristic downess, Fork unhooked a spray unit from a bracket on an inside wall, pointed the unit a
woman and pulled along trigger. Clear electropulmonary gel inundated her naked body, covering even her mouth and nos
stuff gave her body a sweaty sheen and blocked her breathing, causing her face to turn red for several seconds. It made t
eyesred aswell, and as Gutan had been taught, temporarily distorted vision without permanent harm. Asif it mattered.

A strawberry odor from the gel filled his nostrils, excited him. He used the substance left on bodies as a sexual lubricant

Fork clamped a strand of red plazymer tubing from the machine to a gel-covered spot on her neck, and she resumed
breathing. Her coloration returned to near normal, but she couldn't conceal agitation, manifested in little muscular twitches
over her body.

After afew seconds, convex bubbles formed in front of her eyes, giving her face an alien cast. These bubbles were as
asthose of eyeglass lenses, enabling the dispatchee and the Dispatcher to look at one ancther.

Fear had set into her eyes, and thisintrigued Gutan. He always enjoyed watching the eyes.

Soon the woman would scream and her face would become horribly distorted, like all the other dispatehees. Then shew
be Gutan's for atime, to have hisway with her.

Someone was assimilating data from Mnemo, correlating the different settings with variations in the dispatchees vital sic
and in the times of death. The subjects were being wrenched back in their memoriesto prior lives, according to Gutan's
implanted job chip. He had seen incredible images flash across the LCD screen, scenes resembling those in history books,
images that focused only briefly and sometimes not at al, then blurred and provided glimpses of still earlier times, in variou
societies. Asthe images spun into antiquity, they were like afilm on uncontrolled rewind, skipping onto prior films, separat
films. It shouldn't have been possible.

At times with the mnemonic equipment Gutan thought he might be close to observing the whole history of mankind—in
mind-boggling amalgam one life might become every life, focusing ultimately in the distant, nearly erased past to explain th
reason for everything.

Had Professor Pelter discovered what he had been looking for, the culmination of all his efforts? Did each inmate at dex
discover this pricelessinformation, whatever it was? And if so, was that data transferable to living persons? It seemed obv
to Gutan that the government didn't have al the answers, that dispatchings were conducted with Mnemo to learn more.

Professor Pelter went out with a head full of secrets.

Gutan didn't know how many variables there were in machine settings, and this had to be factored in with the variablesi
human subjects. The possibilities had to be calculator-boggling. With just the right settings and just the right subject, maybe
memory trail, asit rocketed back, wouldn't kill the subject.

He suspected with this thought that the monitors couldn't control the speed of memory recapture, that the subjects neede



more time to adjust to each setting before going back, before traversing lives. They were being overwhelmed.

Was one life every life?

Gutan had to laugh at these thoughts. An opium-saturated ex-mortician thinking about philosophy, about the meaning of |
not for a couple of turns of fate, he might still be working in hisfamily's funeral parlor, just as so many Gutans had done fc
more than two centuries.

It seemed like only a short while ago that he had worked with his family, but it had been nearly three decades. What hac

happened to hislife? When the family business dipped beneath the waves he felt a shack to his system, a shock to the che
his bloodline, and in all the time since then he had not recovered.

He felt guilt for something he'd never discussed with his family or with those few friends he'd had over the years, friend
inevitably came no closer to him than acquaintances. Barriers. He always kept them up. Barriers protected him from disce
It was this terrible personal truth that kept him from wanting to see anyonein his family. He had a sister, two brothers,
nephews and cousins somewhere, but would never see any of them again. Maybe they didn't want to see him, anyway. M

they knew what went on in the shadows.

The opium helped Gutan deal with this, and thus far he hadn't experienced the usual sleepiness or other adverse side eff
It wasn't ordinary somniferous opium, according to the mail-order literature that came with it. Gutan had noticed a need fo
ever-increasing doses, however, in order to achieve the desired state of euphoria.

When Gutan was off duty he thought about being on duty, couldn't wait to get back to work. Despite his shame, this wot
intrigued him, and he wanted to learn more about Mnemo than the iceberg tip he had seen so far.

He harbored no doubts that this project was big, far greater than a traveling execution machine. He sensed glimmerings
that truth and of a greater one beyond, like the glimmerings of the smile he thought he saw at times on Fork's sheet-metal

McMurtrey hadn't considered for an instant the possibility that he might freeze in front of a crowd. Never before had he
spoken to large gatherings, but it occurred to him that a crowd might be easier to handle in one sense than an individual . W
individuals he had this chronic, nagging tendency to be distracted by mannerisms. With a crowd, he assured himself, he wc
focus on any individual. It would be a sea of sameness, and his thoughts would remainin line.

So with his chicken on his shoulder that sunny afternoon, McMurtrey went to the podium on the makeshift stage and fa
multitude.

They stood shoulder to shoulder and belly to backside asfar as he could see—on the beaches, on the roads, on the rocky hillsic
Big black speakers had been placed everywhere so that all might hear.

The ocean was a cool pale blue, lapping relentlessly in shimmering wave armies at the shoreline, wearing the land away little by little
imperceptibly. McMurtrey, as he stood there listening to the waves and watching them, thought he heard the subtle raspings of shorel
erosion, and in his mind's eye he tried to envision the great storms of history at this place—as if al were occurring at once in a tremen
blast of water, wind and sound.

Then the storms subsided and the people grew quiet, with the exception of a stooped woman in the front who waggled her fingersir
chicken beak ritual and sang out loudly:

"O Chubby Mother,
Let me rubbayour bely. . .
Let me rubbayour bely."

One of my followers, McMurtrey thought. God, she's one of the stupid zeal ots!

McMurtrey touched hislips, asking for quiet.

He stood in afternoon sunlight telling the people he was a fraud. He told them everything, and it gushed forth in atorrent of phrases
hadn't known he would use.

The woman in the front moaned that she didn't believe it, and other solitary cries rang from the throng. It saddened McMurtrey that
words were like knivesin the hearts of some, but he knew this had to be done, that ultimately it would be for the best.

When he had said everything, it seemed natural, comfortable, a confessional. He had purged his conscience, bared histainted soul |
all. He stood naked before them.

He saw tears in the audience among those of all denominations, most evidently among the pious, whom he could see glowing softly
when he sguinted. Nowhere, not even among those who bore swords and other weapons on their hips, did he detect even the flickerin
sneer or any sort of unkind expression. This despite the fact that he stood before them with afat chicken on his shoulder.

It should have been a mockery; they should have been hurling vegetables and fruit at him.

Asthey waited for him to speak further, he looked beyond the people on the highest hillside, to the sky. A small cloud w
chasing a puffy fat one, and they traveled on a high wind. He heard the wind beyond the sea noise, beyond the whispering
the crowd.

He looked back at them, and raised his voice to be heard above all the sounds crashing in his ears. His words boomed th
the speakers:

"I've told you of my life, that I've wasted years, that |I've been a charlatan, aliar. Now, like the boy who cried wolf, I'm :
you to believe me when | tell you that God has spoken to me."



"Verily, it issol" came a shout from the crowd. It was aman's voice, deep and resonant.

"We believe you!" ateenage girl exclaimed. "Praise the Lord! Our ships have come!" She had a shiny, bronze-colored
stunbow strapped to her back.

"|s anything too difficult for the Lord?" aman called out, from just in front of the podium. He held an open Babul, and &
electronic concordance pendant dangling from his neck flashed the scriptural reference in orange: NESI 18:14.

A bearded man in ablack caftan stepped forward, holding his Koorag high. It was a brown |esther tome, with elegant, fl
script inscribed on the cover. The man's lips barely moved, and a voice seemed to come not from him, but rather, asin the
of aventriloquist, from the volume itself: "WE BELIEVE IN ALLAH, AND IN THAT WHICH HAS BEEN SENT DO
ON US. ... TOHIM WE SURRENDER!"

Then aForiental man in a Wessornian business suit stepped forth with along rolled scroll, identified himself as an Ota, ¢
said, in avery high, clear voice: " ' THE WISE MAN NEVER STRIVES HIMSELF FOR THE GREAT, AND THEREB
THE GREAT ISACHIEVED!" WE DIDN'T CALL FOR THE SHIPS! WE DID NOT BUILD THEM! HAD WE SOL
THESE SHIPS, WE COULD NOT ENTER THEM, FOR THEY WOULD NOT EXIST."

"l think he's saying it's okay to go," awoman said, within earshot of McMurtrey.

"Who cares what he says?' aman said.

A few in the crowd chuckled, arolling, gentle sound.

Then other holy men and women stepped forward and spoke, with each giving reasons from their sacred scriptures why
people should travel by ship to God's domain far across the universe. No one spoke against the ships, not even a number o
atheists who made their presence known. All agreed that it would be a great adventure, and that someone should embark 1
it, although all present did not want to make the journey.

Generally, McMurtrey was impressed with the respect that each religion displayed for others. There were afew rude
individuasin the gathering, but their choppy words of criticism toward other faiths fell as stones.into a pit— unanswered—
these outcasts fell silent.

After waiting more patiently than he might have, McMurtrey wanted to continue his address. He asked the various
representatives to yield to him.

They did so gracioudly, and McMurtrey spoke for awhile longer.

Then he paused, and a current of assent swept all around, building to a crescendo of chanting: "PRAISE GOD AND
McMURTREY! PRAISE GOD AND McMURTREY!"

McMurtrey saw the faces of many in the audience uplifted toward him, asif people were beholding divine light. To ther
words were God's words.

McMurtrey spread his arms wide, gazed reverently at the sky.

But a solitary male voice rose from the multitude, to McMurtrey's right. It cut through sanctified air like arazor on flesh,
making McMurtrey shiver. But he was not cold.

"Why you, Rooster?' the voice asked. "Why in the name of al that's holy did God select you as His messenger?' Asthe
spoke, he pushed hisway through the crowd. People let him past, and soon he stood on the bottom step of the stage, starir
defiantly at McMurtrey.

"He has agun!" someone shouted.

McMurtrey saw it even as he heard the warning, but he didn't flinch.

An elephant pistol was holstered on the man's hip, but he wasn't making a move for the weapon. He wore a green sport
and was tall, with thinning brown hair combed straight back through untamable cowlicks. The eyes were the pale blue of t
sea, looking through people, looking through this fraud, Evander McMurtrey.

McMurtrey was glad he hadn't lied, for men such as this would have seen the truth and exposed him. McMurtrey's knes
quivered, threatening to fold on him and send him crashing to the floor of the stage.

He noticed that this man had alot of nervoustics, the sort that invariably had distracted McMurtrey in the past, flooding
brain with images that blocked the thought patterns required for conversation. One of the man's eyelids twitched occasione
he tapped one foot on the step importunately, and his trigger finger, like an insect leg, rubbed the adjacent thumb.

Inexplicably, McMurtrey didn't feel histhoughts muddling. He felt strong, at the crest of a momentous event. Thiswas e
purposeful strength, and it seemed capable of carrying him along way.

McMurtrey took a deep breath and met the man's gaze. "Y our name?' McMurtrey asked.

"Johnny Orbust. I'm a Reborn Krassee, here to debate the Lord's word and way with you, Rooster."

"I aways like to know who I'm talking to,” McMurtrey said. He squinted, detected no aura around the man. Then as he |
out upon the crowd in this fashion, McMurtrey no longer saw any auras, not even around individuals he had seen glowing
before.

"Sun bothering you?' Orbust queried.

"No. . .it's... You want to know why the Lord didn't select a great |eader for this task? Why not a person of grand sta
person capable of engendering the admiration of millions? Why a man who goes around with a chicken on his shoulder?"

Orbust smiled sardonicaly.



"I'm not here to sell myself to anyone," McMurtrey said, smoothing the green plumage on No Name's backside. "Far fro
I've denigrated myself before you, exposed my life for the utter farce that it's been. But the fact remains that God did spe:
me and He did produce these marvel ous ships. He communicated with many of you as well, or you wouldn't be here. Pert
not as He spoke to me, revealing Hislocation, but differently. | sense the truth of this. As| look upon your face, Orbust, a
upon the countenances of so many here, | know thisisfact."

Orbust's jaw dropped. He took a step back, off the staircase and onto the ground. He bent over and lifted a pant leg, rev
asmall sheath strapped to his calf.

A weapon, McMurtrey thought, preparing to duck behind the lectern. Why not the cannon on his hip? McMurtrey dic
see anyone moving toward Orbust to stop him, felt a one and abandoned.

Orbust seemed to have a second thought and paused. He let his pant leg down without pulling forth whatever the sheath

and straightened.
"What did God say to you?' McMurtrey asked, staring so intensely at Orbust that he forced the man to look away.
"It wasn't. . .words. . .." Orbust said. "l felt . . . compelled to come here."

"Y ou came here concerning a ship? A particular ship that will carry you to Heaven?'

Orbust looked at the ground, like a child being reprimanded. "Y -yes. | saw it on televid," He pointed. "That white one!"

It was the same ship McMurtrey had selected for himself, likewise for no reason he could form into words.

"Others are here to board that ship aswell,” McMurtrey said. "It will hold many passengers. When God's location was
announced and we had no way to go there, many of us formed visions of how we would voyage to God. These ships are
our imaginations, from transmitted thought waves. | didn't fully realize it myself until scant seconds ago, as | gazed out upo
and absorbed your energies. It wasn't the first time | had known these energies, and they were familiar to me."

The crowd grew exceedingly quiet.

McMurtrey felt an adrenalin surge, and the ensuing words came with arush: "In days past, your thoughts and mine wert
channeled through me with such force that they materialized into objects. These ships are not mirages. While | sense wha
happened, | don't fully understand how. But it is something | cannot question, and | sense many of you believe this with me

By the hush in the crowd and the trusting, childlike faces that stared at him, McMurtrey saw he had struck aresponsive
chord. They were hanging on his every word.

"THESE ARE OUR CREATIONS!" McMurtrey shouted. "ENTER THEM!"

Orbust's impertinent question didn't require an answer. Not in words. Ironically, God had selected the lowliest prophet in
history of mankind for the most important assignment, a pilgrimage to the Master of Masters.

Gutan took a puff on his opium pipe, watched the subject. She had her eyes closed, awaiting the inevitable that would be
brought on when Gutan made the prescribed machine settings and adjustments.

He heard Fork rolling back, the harsh whirrings and squeakings Gutan didn't always notice.

If thiswas an elaborate, veiled experiment, it now occurred to Gutan that it had to go beyond the data pouring into the
computer system. And theft protection had to be more extensive than the satellite tracking system that hisimplanted chip ¢
watched the truck-trailer rigs at al times. There had to be eyes everywhere inside, something or someone watching Mnel
all times. Might it be Fork? Or Gutan himself, transmitting via the chip to headquarters, made complacent by the opium the
appeared too conveniently in hislife?

Could Gutan destroy the memory machine if he decided he wanted to? Or did the job chip contain within it agovernor tt
prevented such acts? If the opium was part of the conspiracy, part of the veil, how could he have the thoughts he was
experiencing now?

He didn't want to destroy the machine, couldn't envision doing anything like that.

He studied his pipe, the graceful curvatures of the dark wood stem that circulated the narcotic through his body. A speci
variety of opium, part of the conspiracy?

He wanted to dash the pipe to the floor and stomp the addiction mechanism to pieces. Then he recalled something he he
heard, about drugs inducing paranoiain certain people.

With one hand he slammed shut the door of the mnemonic machine, and through the dark yellow-tinted glass of the doo
the subject's expression change from serenity to terror.

Gutan glanced at the electric clip pad on the counter-top to his|eft, noted the subject's name, Anna Salazar, and the requ
machine settings. He began to make the settings.

Mnemo's wide instrument console had athousand tiny dials, half as many miniature toggles and levers, and ninety-three
buttons so small they had to be pressed with ametal pick that was kept on a narrow, lipped shelf. All controls were numbe
without explanation as to function, but the job chip implanted in Gutan's cerebrum gave a smattering of information. The di
was turning now, Number 271, was a sensory deprivator, tied in with the gelatin on Salazar's body and designed to free thy
logjam of current events that was suppressing old memories. Sensory stimulation would follow.

The gelatin covering Salazar's body glowed pale red for an instant, indicating Sensory Deprivation engaged.



Professor Pelter referred to the gelatin as a"Variable Texture Suit,"an eectrically conductive surface that could make e
subject believe he was wearing any manner of clothing, touching any surface, tasting any type of food ever created, smelli
any smell. Pelter had refined and identified more than 600,000 different smells, nearly 100,000 different sounds, thousands
textures, temperatures and tastes. His remarkable machine could simulate any of these sensory enhancersin infinite variet
carrying a subject back in his memory to liveslong forgotten.

Gutan knew from his own experiences before this job that senses triggered memory, and his smell-induced memories wi
legion. Sometimes as an adult he picked up the pungent aroma of shrubbery that was reminiscent of ayard he used to pas
the way to elementary school. Prison-system cooking aromas were like those of school cafeterias, and embalming fluid od
brought back days spent in the family funeral home. So Mnemo's capabilities hadn't surprised Gutan that much.

Helifted asmall blue lever in avertical channel on the console, until it reached the numeral "1." A brief blue glow in the
gelatin indicated Sensory Stimulation engaged, a phase-one injection They were starting her out slowly, getting her used to
machine. It had to be easier on the body that way, and to this extent she seemed lucky. Automatic testing would follow, fc
dream images and recent memories, with subtle suggestions from the machine based upon information programmed into it
the subject'slife history.

When the government computer beeped twice, asit would in afew minutes, Gutan would set the stimulator lever on "'2,"
so on. Then to other controls, bringing more power, and back the subject would go. In a sense, Gutan and the Feds monitol
the equipment went along for the ride. Even Pelter went along, for his one-of-a-kind machine still lived.

Another dial, Number 140, was a Climate Control setting, and this Gutan set on zero to begin, neutral. He wouldn't have
reset it for this subject, since Mnemo's built-in computer would take over when things really got rolling. If a subject was
experiencing alifein ancient Afsornia, for example (asin the recent case of a dispatchee at San Felipe Penitentiary), the
computer would set temperature, humidity and air components according to known historical data and probabilities—thus
enhancing the odds of stimulating more memories. All the foods, ancient and modern, were in other automatic mechanism:
Gutan didn't have to fool with.

Some of the settings involved the injection of memory-enhancing nutrients, such as lecithin, phosphatidylcholine, arginine
vasopressin and thiamine. Varying combinations of these and other neurotransmitters softened neuron membranes, produc
acetylcholine in the tissues, improved synaptic connections and made further structural and chemical renovations, thus
maximizing the ability of the brain to accept sensory stimulators.

Gutan stepped back, saw his own reflection clearly in the tinted mnemonic machine door, with Salazar visible beyond.
Like a cameralens adjusting focal length, he focused on Salazar, then back on his own reflection and then to the entire
mnemonic machine itself. The machine wastaller than Gutan and pentahedral front and back, but not at the sides. The fla
surfaces circumnavigating the sides gave it the appearance of a big whedl that needed further refinement by itsinventor b
it would roll. It was pale yellow alloy, of indeterminate composition, with adarker yellow-tint oblong door taking up most o
front and an oblong LCD screen on top. The wide console was separate, on the side of the door, and linked to the machine

the entrance platform, which apparently had cables concealed within it,

On schedule, Gutan threw on the red master power switch. Salazar's body jerked, and the LCD screen projected an exp
of orange followed by awild array of other colors. A landscape came into focus: high arched streetlight in the foreground
long driveway beyond, leading to a barn-shaped house. Colors faded to black and white, then contrast darkened and the s
became black.

Salazar jerked again, hideously, and a"pop" sound issued from the machine. Six faces of men and women appeared side
side, then drew back, revealing frumpy-clothed forms. The clothing fell away, reappeared and fell away again.

A whirl of faces, landscapes, buildings and colorsfilled the screen. Cars, homes and household articles appeared, from
centuries past. They were going fast, piling on top of one another. The ferocious, hate-crazed image of a man came into f
and suddenly the image folded in upon itself, turned inside out. Salazar screamed, the most awful, gut-wrenching sound in :
creation. Her arms ripped free of their restraint straps, flailed wildly, and her face was a picture of hideous terror, feature:
distorted beyond recognition.

For an instant Gutan saw his own reflection in the glass: His eyes were feral, satanic.

Salazar's body went limp, the screen grew dark and all became silent except for Gutan's labored breathing. It always en
like this, with overwhelming images that stopped everything.

Mnemo's life-support systems couldn't keep subjects alive when they went into trauma, and this seemed, to be agreat fa
of the machine. Perhaps Professor Pelter should have worked in close or closer collaboration with medical technicians. M
he relied too much on his own knowledge, tried to do too much himsalf.

These thoughts took but an instant, asin adream. Gutan had experienced them previously, and more rapidly each time,
perfecting them it seemed, honing them and getting them out of hisway.

He became frenzied, and beyond his own reflection saw what he wanted. He threw open Mnemo's door, and in a superi
effort freed Salazar's massive cadaver from the seat and dragged it out.

Twenty minutes later she was quick-chilled and lay in bed beneath Gutan. He used the dippery electropulmo-nary gel sti
her to perform the sexua act, but rationalized that he wasn't a compl ete degenerate. . .. He didn't do this with children, anc



aman only once—an act of desperation.

Only after the passion subsided did his recurring worry about surveillance surface, those Federal eyes he suspected wer
everywhere. Why didn't they put him under arrest? They had to know! The airspace once occupied by his severed finger
throbbed from the cold, and he thrust the entire hand between his thighs, seeking warmth.

The sleeping compartment was permeated with the strawberry odor of gel, and Gutan felt unclean.

A wave of guilt struck him and he thought: I'm an ungodly son of a bitch if there ever was one! Why do | do these
terrible things'?

He felt helplessto change. Why bother? When a life has as many debits as mine, nothing | do now can change the
balance. Perhaps if | had started to change earlier, if I'd tried to overcome. . . But now my acts are heaped arount
and | can't get past them. It's easier to continue-----

He sat up despondently, sank his face into his upturned hands. They reeked of gel.

I've always taken the easiest path. The choices |'ve made have not been thought out.

Fear, always just beneath the surface of every other emotion he felt, flooded away the guilt and inundated it in aterrible
of terror. Histerror grew with each infraction, and beneath these torrents that threatened to drown him, he heard the rapic
drumbeat of his heart, increasing in tempo with each passing moment.

Sweat dripped into his eyes, stung them. Pain from his missing finger ran up hisarm into his brain. It was nearly unbearz

In the dark, Gutan crawled over the mountainous form and stumbled out of bed, groping toward the bedstand for his opit

pipe.

Three

All is never as it seems.
—Ancient Saying

It wasn't quite the way McMurtrey had envisioned it. He thought that only those who had mentally projected these ships
enter them. But several days later, when two local boys figured out the complex puzzle-lock latch systems on every vesse
the townspeople got aboard, McMurtrey had to rethink the situation.

Not only were the vessels accessible to everyone, they were extraordinary inside. Most of them had what appeared to k
flight decks, and these ships had been fitted with compact fold-down beds that came out of the walls, something like old-st
Murphy sleepers. The beds were operated by control panels that seemed to have identity scannersin them, so only certair
people could operate them. Screens could be dropped around each bed, thus forming individual cabins. Only afew people
McMurtrey's ship had located their cabins; McMurtrey hadn't taken the time to find his, for he was vexed that God hadn't
him much information—just that initial, somewhat cryptic communication, the appearance of the fleet and the brief percept
auras. He wished God would clarify matters.

None of the "flight decks" contained instrumentation, and no control surfaces were apparent on the exteriors of the ship:
engineer that McMurtrey spoke with thought the vessels appeared spaceworthy from their components and shapes; but th
and a number of other experts were baffled for the most part.

It seemed particularly bizarre to these engineers and to most everyone else that some of the vessels appeared more
appropriately to be vessels of adifferent definition—that isto say, they had the look of massive containers for holding thin
These had no flight decks or sleeping facilities. Inside the one straddling the main road to Domingo's Reef there was a sme
living conifer forest on fifteen deck levels, with aremarkable mirror-activated moisture-transfer mechanism that fed sunlig
rainwater to the ecosystem. Another vessel contained deck after deck of simple prayer rugs and bare praying platforms—
here and there religious statues and sacramental articles. Hoddhists, Nandus, Plarnjarns, and others of the Eassornian
philosophies congregated in these structures soon after they were opened, but they didn't pray in them. An air of hesitancy
predominated, as people were afraid to assert themselves, afraid to proceed without clear-cut approval and instruction.

Three weeks passed with little occurring. Many visitors grew impatient and left town. Property owners began to speak «
having everything demolished and hauled off, and one of the Domingostold the St. Charles Beach Crier that he could sec
heavy cables to the vessels and toppl e them onto flatbed trailers, by which they could be hauled off.

The biggest problem seemed to be the ships that straddled houses and roads. It wasn't known how heavy the vessels we
because no one could figure out what they were made of. An alloy, it was believed, and the town council sent for experts
figure that out and to determine if big helicopters could lift everything away. Some people talked about using cutting torche
Insurance companies were going nuts, and their agents were getting in the way of the plans of the property owners, citing



exclusions that would or could apply if anyone caused damage by bumping things around.

The more that occurred along these lines, the more McMurtrey faded into the background. Increasingly, people said unk
things to him on the streets, or pixtelled him, or pounded upon his door, and he couldn't come up with much to say in returr
stopped answering his pixtel or the door, and began sending a neighbor boy to the store for supplies. Letters piled up for hi
the mail station.

Isolation wasn't new to Evander McMurtrey. He hadn't ever cared much for socializing anyway.

One evening when he was sitting in his darkened living room mulling events over, he heard clunking footsteps on the por
and a sharp series of raps at the door. He didn't move, heard No Name rustle around in a specially built birdcage.

There were more raps upon the door, louder.

A man called out: "Open up, Rooster! We know you're in there!” Something familiar and unpleasant in that voice.

McMurtrey didn't move. Why should he? Undoubtedly they wanted answers, and he had run out.

The door handle rattled, followed by voices, low and urgent.

A splintering crash shook the house, and McMurtrey jumped to his feet. The front door was kicked in, with the doorway
of silhouetted figures, their shapes outlined by backlight from the street.

"There heis,” one of the intruders said, the same one who had called from outside.

McMurtrey choked out aresponse: "Get off my property!"

Someone heat-activated the light switch by the door, and half a dozen men filed in. They were led by aman in a sports |
who toted a big pistol on his hip, and as this one moved into the light, McMurtrey recognized Johnny Orbust. The familiar \

Orbust's coat was green, with alump under one arm that might have been another gun. And McMurtrey recalled the sh
strapped to one calf under the trousers. The visible firearm was in its holster, flap unsnapped. Orbust glanced around nervc
like a cat on unfamiliar ground.

His companions were amixed lot: apriest in black, but with an unusual red collar; just behind the priest a disheveled mar
of beard and hair whom McMurtrey had noticed panhandling in town; then two very tall, thin men who looked enough alik
brothers, both with angular birdlike features; and off to one side afat little man with a stubble of beard and a girth that nea
equaled his height. All looked tough and hard.

"Let'sgo!" Orbust barked. His eyelid twitched nervously, and he gestured with one hand, beckoning McMurtrey.

McMurtrey felt no fogging of his brain induced by nervous tics, hadn't suffered that debility since God spoke to him.

"Go where?' McMurtrey asked. "What are you talking about?"

"Those ships, Rooster," the fat man snarled. He wore along peacoat.

"Shipsin arow and nowhere to go?' one of the tall men said. Then he said something in alow tone to the fat man, calin
"Tully."

"Don't bug me about the ships," McMurtrey said. "I've told everything | know about them."

"The power that brought those shipsis able to get 'em off the ground," Orbust said. "Just one's al we need. The white o
you've been admiring yourself."

Orbust was directly in front of McMurtrey now. Orbust's pale blue gaze followed McMurtrey's line of sight to the pistol
their gazes met, and Orbust's expression seemed to say, "Go ahead and try for it, if you dare.”

McMurtrey tried to relax, took a deep breath. He looked everywhere except at the gun.

With a soft, rapid slap of sound, Orbust drew a Babul from inside his coat, and began reading scripture aloud. McMurtre
didn't pay attention to the words, so surprised and intrigued had he been by the maneuver. When Orbust replaced the Babt
McMurtrey saw that it went into a shoulder holster.

Then Orbust grabbed McMurtrey by an arm, and Tully took the other. They jerked him toward the door. The dishevelec
was quoting more scripture and making commentary, something about the prophesies of Divan.

"I can't do what you want," McMurtrey said. "Whatever power | had is gone."

"We're gonnawind your little battery up,” Tully said.

The chicken rustled in its cage, hopped through the open cage door and fluttered ungracefully to the floor. It hopped tow
Tully.

"Keep that thing away from me," Tully rasped, "or I'll—"

The chicken sguawked.

McMurtrey stepped toward the bird, felt the men release their grasps on him. With awave of his hand, McMurtrey ordered No Namx
toitscage..

Withag tremendous commotion of wings, it complied.

"What kinda fuckin' chickenizzat?' Tully asked, scowling.

"There's no need for language like that," Orbust said.

A pen and asmall notebook fell from one of Tully's pockets. The notebook lay open on the floor, revealing Babulical passages writte
calligraphy. This rough little man appeared to have a talent.

"I say what | want when | want," Tully retorted. He leaned over and retrieved his belongings. They went into a pocket of his peacoa

Angrily, Orbust turned toward his associate, and the fingers of his gun hand twitched near the holstered weapon. Then he took a de
breath and looked away.



"lzzat arooster or ahen?' Tully asked,

"Hen," McMurtrey said.

"What are you, some kinda chicken-fucker?"

"Enough of this," Orbust said. He pulled McMurtrey through the doorway and outside.

Tully again took hold of one of McMurtrey's arms when they reached the street, and McMurtrey held back alittle, exerting just enol
reverse inertia to provide him with precious additional secondsto think. The night air was cool, with a breeze blowing in from the ocea

Orbust had a flashlight, and he played its powerful beam ahead of them, illuminating hazardous areas of broken sidewalk that the tov
antiquated street lamps failed to reveal.

They were going toward the nearest white ship, the one McMurtrey favored. It stood as a plump monolith in lights from the town, a
beyond it were the stars of God's firmament. One star that might have been a bright planet caught McMurtrey's attention. It was high i
eastern sky, clean and sharp against an inky background. McMurtrey wondered if aforce could be riveting his attention to it, and if sc
what purpose.

It struck him that everything, even thetiniest, seemingly insignificant incident or object, had a purpose. They were threads in a heav

tapestry.

He felt asharp pain in the arm that Tully held, and someone pushed him rudely from behind with the admonition, "Quit
dragging your heels." It was one of the tall men. McMurtrey couldn't tell which, and didn't ook back.

A street light popped and fizzled with static electricity, went dark and then came back on slowly, producing asickly yellc
glow.

When they reached the ship, Orbust played the flashlight beam on it. A coarse-surfaced metal ramp led to the entrance
and it was open, its puzzle-lock having been released. The men boarded.

Inside it smelted pungently of urine and feces, and McMurtrey began breathing through his mouth. When the flashlight
against the walls he noted graffiti that hadn't been there several weeks before.

Orbust and Tully let go of him. The arm on Tully's side throbbed.

"Y eesh what a stench," the priest said. He flipped on a powerful little incandescent lamp that McMurtrey hadn't noticed
had, kicked several beer cans aside and set the lamp down in the middle of the cabin. This was the principal compartment
ship, atubular-shaped room, and overhead were a dozen or more mezzanines, stacked atop one another in circling,
doughnut-shaped tiers. Hundreds of compact fold-down beds lined the walls of the mezzanines, some open and some conc
inside the walls.

"Kids have been partying in here," Orbust said. "This fleet has no management, no guards, and it's deteriorating." He turl
off hisflashlight, set it on the deck beside the lamp,

"Don't blame me," McMurtrey said. "There's nothing | can do about it."

"Hocus-pocus,” the disheveled man said. "Do alittle magic.”

"We Krassians have to get to God first,” Tully said. "So get with it."

"Get with what?'

"I don't know," said Tully. "Talk to the ship, plead with it, whatever it takes. It don't listen to us. Hell, blessit. Try everytt
Y ou're the mover and shaker here, and nothing's been happening with you hiding at your place."

"I think ablessing would be a capital idea," the priest said, stroking the front of hisred collar. The way light was hitting h
looked like a man whose throat had been slashed. His nose hooked downward. "I'm Kundo Smith, Mr. McMurtrey. | livei
shire, so you might have heard of me."

McMurtrey shook his head.

Smith appeared displeased at this.

I'd rather refer to you as Redneck, McMurtrey thought.

Someone nudged McMurtrey from behind, hissed: "The blessing!"

"I know one that seems appropriate,” McMurtrey said. "A cousin taught it to me when | was young."

"Isit Krassian?' Orbust asked.

"I'm not sure, but it isn't offensive.”

"Go ahead," Orbust said hesitantly.

McMurtrey cleared his throat, and his voice echoed through the high mezzanines:

"'When we hoist the silver goblets To toast the men who've dared May the goblets all be filled And the good times they
shared.

For the empty cup it's known Is the one who ne'er came back From afar off distant land Where he'salyin' on his back.

To avert that from occurrin', In the lives of those we love A blessing do we offer With some guidance from above:

'‘May the men who go to space Toward afar-off distant land Be acirclin' in the palm Of the Lord's magnif cent hand.™

McMurtrey paused, and the ship was silent, without a creak or awhir. His nostrils were more comfortable, and the odol
either diminishing or he had become accustomed to it.

"Nothing," Orbust said presently. He didn't seem to notice what McMurtrey's nose had detected.



Then McMurtrey saw the graffiti fade from the walls, so that they were again creamy white, and the beer cans disappe
into the deck, al soundlesdly.

"Now we're getting somewhere," Smith said. "Y ou only know one, Rooster?"

McMurtrey grunted. "1 wish you wouldn't call me that," he said.

"Whatever you say, Big Mac," came the response.

The Krassians guffawed.

McMurtrey showed no reaction.

"Y ou expected maybe a takeoff?" avoice said in an odd, clipped accent. It came from no particular direction.

The incandescent lamp flicked off with alittle pop, leaving them in blackness. The men cursed and stumbled around. Sn
fumbled with the lamp, couldn't get it to work. He said the flashlight wouldn't go on either.

A hand dlapped into something, and against the open hatchway McMurtrey saw Orbust silhouetted against town lights,
Babul drawn. Orbust moved out of the doorway, became a dark and amorphous shape against one wall.

He didn't pull the gun, McMurtrey thought. What isit, a prop?

"No G-harnesses secured," the voice said, sounding ubiquitous and of an ethnicity McMurtrey hadn't yet placed. "All of \
just standing around ready to take off. How nice. And how fortunate for foolsthat it's not so easy asthat. Y ou've assume
food is on board?'

"We've got energy barsin our pockets," Tully said.

"McMurtrey doesn't have anything," the voice said. "Y ou were planning to jettison him?"

McMurtrey felt his heart skip a beat.

"Naw, we'da shared,” Tully said.

"What is the duration of the trip? Do you have any idea how much food is required?’

No one answered.

McMurtrey felt like scurrying out the hatch, hesitated.

The walls and deck flashed on, as frosty amber light panels. This revealed Orbust crouching off to one side against a
bulkhead, his Babul clutched tightly in his hands.

The incandescent lamp and flashlight were on, and Smith switched them off.

Orbust stood up and asked of the voice, "Are you God?"

"Areyou nuts? I'm just a biocomputer! Y ou want | should be God? Y ou want God should answer every silly poem?"

"I'd like to know what's going on here," McMurtrey snapped. "God contacted me, got me into this mess. The least He cc
is—"

"All right, call me God if it'll make you fedl better." A long pause, then: "Forget it. That name's already taken, as the Bos
told me by comlink. God says call me Appy instead, short for ‘apprentice.’ On previous missions no one has ever suggeste
should have aname. | guessit'stime.”

Orbust opened his Babul.

"God saysto call the ship Shusher,” Appy said. "Does anyone want to know why?"*

"Tell uswhy," Orbust said, accommodatingly. He flipped through the scriptures.

"This ship likesto travel quietly, and it has effective methods of enforcing its wishes. Fortunately it cannot hear everythir
travel with it would be unbearable. The ship, you see, is a separate personality from the biocomputer. | have a private
connection to Shusher on his hearing frequency—a comlink | can open and close at will. Shusher probably won't hear any
you, unless the line happens to be open while one of you is near an entry point, making commotion. Those entry points are
highest mezzanines, where | have posted off-limits signs, warning you away."

"Sounds pretty strange,” Orbust said.

"We are the hierarchy here,"” Appy said. "God, me and Shusher—sort of atriumvirate. | must inform you, however, that
Shusher isn't the brightest of sentients. Occasionally God and | must make up for his blunders.”

Appy droned on for minutes that seemed like hours, with a plethora of information about the extreme age of the ship, its
missionsto distant galaxies, and its pedigree, which apparently wasn't al that impressive by Appy's standards. This monolc
opened up alot of questions that McMurtrey wanted to ask. But the computer spoke so rapidly and disseminated such an
incredible flow of datathat McMurtrey couldn't find an opening.

Appy's accent was the most inconsistent McMurtrey had ever heard, a mannerism in and of itself of good syntax that di
sound like good syntax, so ornately weighted were some of the words and phrases. But while McMurtrey noticed this, he
only because it was impossible to overlook, and he didn't feel mentally derailed for it.

I'm beating it! McMurtrey thought, recalling all the timesin his life when odd habits had distracted him to the point of m
paralysis.

"Another thing," Appy said. "On thistrip in rather confined quarters we want you should consider the similarities betwee
religions. Fasting, for example is acommon practice among the pious of purportedly different persuasions. the Middist's D
Atonement, the Issmmedan’'s month-long Kamad, the KothoL u's Lent. Hoddhists eat nothing between noon and dawn. So
ascetics, particularly the Nandubhagas, travel the land as sadhus, searching for the truth of God while eating nothing but fc



berries and cow dung. There are those in all religions who have renounced worldly goods. Some |sasmmedans feel thereiis
even greater jihad than the killing of infidels, and that is the conquering of human desires, of human passion.

"Thereisanudist aboard, | see, a Plarnjarn. On other ships are other nudists of varying faiths. Thereis a Krassian sect,
example, dating to pre-Eassornian Ussia that believes nudity isthe purest state, and that burning material possessionsisth
to salvation. Unfortunately they burn other people's things, and have an extensive arson record. Be thankful they aren't arr
your ship's company."

Appy laughed wildly, then continued: "Y ou will observe one another in prayer and in the cleansing processes therewith, ¢
you will be startled at the reflections of yourselves that you see. The only true church of God on Earth? What does that re;
mean, and by whose authority is it asserted by so many different groups?’

"Areyou saying that God sent prophets to several cultures?' McMurtrey asked. "That He sent Dosek to the Middists,
Krassos to the Krassians, Isammed to the Arabs, Hoddha to the—"

"There were no Krassians before Mark Krassos,” Appy said, his tone scornful.

"Y ou know what | mean," McMurtrey said. "Different prophets for different cultures? All with similar messages, suited
particular locales, particular ways of life? | mean, God couldn't send a Caucasian Krassos into Florentiaor aguy dressed i
parkainto the desert."

Appy chortled. "Y ou're extrapolating,” he said. "If | wanted to tell you that, | would have come right out and said it."

"Aren't you?'

"Y ou weren't listening carefully, McMurtrey. | was quite specific.”

McMurtrey grumbled to himself, shifted on hisfeet. "Consider it from adifferent perspective," Appy said. "Envision a
Wessornian doctor relying on only one medica method, the technologically immersed Wessornian way. | want you should
this may not provide enough knowledge to cure a patient. Just as there might be more than one path to God, so too might t
be more than one path to perfect healing. The path to healing might employ technology, acupiercing, faith remedies, even h
sessions. . . ."

McMurtrey scratched the side of his head. "Exclusive Revelation,” Appy said. "So many people claiming to have the one
only way to God. Fascinating! Let the subject of holiness spin, so that we should study its facets. Does one facet shine albc
others?'

"Y ou're playing with words," Orbust said.

"Am |?" Appy countered.

"Krassos said 'l am the way, the truth, and the life," Orbust said. "Further, He said, 'l am He." So Krassos was not only
way, He was God."

McMurtrey saw a shiny silver card in Orbust's hand. It looked like a credit card, and he held it so that it bent slightly. Lic
reflected from its surface.

"Does that preclude other ways?' McMurtrey queried, hisvoice timid. This Orbust seemed nearly fanatical, and that gur
his hip bothered McMurtrey. "I mean, couldn't the way of Krassos be correct, along with the way of Hoddha?"

Orbust glared at him, trembled with anger. ""He that believeth not is condemned aready, because he hath not believed ir
name of the only begotten Son of God.' Did you hear that? The only begotten Son of God!"

McMurtrey shrugged.

"Come now, Mr. McMurtrey," Appy said. "Don't let Orbust's Snapcard intimidate you. That little card in his hand allows
to debate far above his ability."

Orbust scowled, dipped the card into his coat pocket. "I don't need this," he said.

Appy laughed, a screwball guffaw. "Then reply to this: What if Mr. McMurtrey should ask if there were other ways of
producing sons than begetting them? And what if he should ask why God's other prophets had to be sons? Couldn't they h
equal merit if they were daughters? And what if Mr. McMurtrey should ask if people couldn't accept Krassos and accept
aternative paths to God?"

"I'll ask my own questions, thank you," McMurtrey said.

"Heresy!" Orbust exclaimed.

"Just by suggesting questions that might be asked?' Appy queried. "I made no statements, mind you. How can non-state
be heresy?"

"You'retricky with words," Orbust said. "That's the sign of afase prophet.”

"I've never claimed to be a prophet! I'm merely an apprentice.”

"You're an apprentice to God," Smith said. "An apprentice to God! Has anyone focused on what that means? It meanst
this computer bastard claimsit's in training to become God! That's blasphemy! God isn't afancy computer, one that hac
put other computers through apprenticeship programs. Thisis ludicrous! Computers competing to become the next God?"

"Appy said biocomputer” McMurtrey pointed out. "Whatever that is." It bothered McMurtrey that he couldn't see the e

Appy laughed loudly, and longer thistime. It was a crazy gaculation, the sort one might expect to hear in an insane asylt
"I'm an apprentice, yes. But | didn't say what | wasin training for."



"Then you don't claim to be in training to become God?"' Smith asked.

"I didn't say that,” Appy said. "Never assume anything, gentlemen. That's one of the greatest problems of this universe.
assumptions.”

Orbust had his hand in the pocket containing the Snapcard. "Krassos said, 'I am the way," he said, "The way. Not a we

"Johan, Chapter Fourteen, Verse Six," Appy said. "That's the report of Johan, amortal. Mortals, unlike computers, mal
mistakes. What if Johan took it down wrong? What if, in fact, Krassos said, "l am a way'? What if Johan was distracted &
something at that moment? Maybe someone's sheep got loose, causing him to get a single key word wrong. What if some
tranglating the Babul over the centuries made a mistake? What if something was lost in tranglation?'

"You're so smart, Appy," Smith interjected, "you tell us. Y ou should know all the answers. Don't toy with us, you mother

Smith caught Orbust's disapproving gaze, didn't complete the imprecation.

"Most religions believe in some form of life after death and the immortaity of the soul," Appy said. "Why do you suppos
is?'

Silence permeated the passenger compartment.

"Think of me asaguide,” Appy said. "l suggest certain lines of inquiry, direct you aong certain paths. Always remembe
God gave man Free Will, and with Free Will he gave man a mind. He wants man to use that mind, to figure things out for
himsdf."

"But aren't you prejudicing our pursuit of knowledge by suggesting certain things?' McMurtrey asked. "If we follow you
suggestions, aren't we succumbing to your particular bias, whatever that is?"

"You'reintimating that God might be biased?' Appy said, in atone so loud and ferociousit sent a chill down McMurtrey
spine.

"I'm thinking," McMurtrey said. "Isn't that what you want us to do?"

"Of course," Appy said. He snickered alittle, added: "Y ou aren't using a Snapcard on me, are you?'

"Certainly not," McMurtrey responded. He didn't understand how Orbust's Snapcard worked, was intrigued by it.

Orbust had his hand in the pocket with the card.

Appy's voice, pedantically: "Ask yourselves as you journey across the universe if the benefits of organized religion are
confined to particular belief systems. Consider awoman | heard of recently, for example. She embraced no formal religio
many years. But then, when she was deathly ill, she accepted the Blue Presby faith, and later credited it with pulling her
through. Might this have been any religion? Can abdlief in any greater power help people survive such dire straits?’

"This guy sounds like an instrument of Satan," Orbust said.

McMurtrey recalled God's words, from the morning of the visitation: " Seeker, who says religion is the way to God?"

McMurtrey said nothing of this, for the words, while rhetorical, remained unclear.

"Mr. Orbust," Appy continued, "you are an enthusiast of a particular brand of organized religion. What are the benefits e
liabilities of such systems? The benefits are legion, but | suggest to you the liabilities are legion aswell. Viewed as an entir
system, with interlocking religious parts, what is the balance? Which way doesit tip?"

"Toward the evil side," Orbust said. "Because there are so many nonbelievers.”

"Many would agree with thetilt toward evil," Appy said, "but not with your particular interpretation. Thetilt, if it exists, n
caused by competing belief systems, by communication failures, by cussed stubbornness and narrow-mindedness. In short
difficulties may be attributed to cells of little minds. Every religion has certain laudable ideals upon which it was establishe
from The Twelve Commandments to the Multifold Path, In practice, many of theseideals hold force, but many do not. Co
the terrible holy wars, for example. Certainly Krassos and |sammed would not nave condoned the savage acts performed
their names."

"Isammed would have approved,” Orbust said.

"Perhaps not," Appy said. "If you study the Kooraq carefully and keep an open mind, you will see much of an ethical na
that isvery similar to your own value systems. | suggest to you that it is more fair to attack religionsthan it is to attack the
prophets of those religions. They are not one and the same, you see. Krassos did not found Krassianism. His disciples did:
based upon His teachings and perhaps upon certain mystical beliefs prevalent at the time, such as reincarnation and dual
resurrection. Attack Krassianism but not Krassos; attack |sammedanism but not Isammed; attack Hoddhism but not Hodc
Attack what those organizations became under mortal guidance and interpretation, not the ideals upon which they were fo
Search fairly for similaritiesin belief systems, gentlemen, and you may discover that the differences aren't worth arguing ¢
Stretch interpretations to find areas of agreement. Wouldn't that be better than going to war in the name of religion?"

"l agree with McMurtrey," Orbust said. "Y ou are biased, Appy."

"I would suggest that you keep an open mind," Appy said. "It helpsin the weathering of strange seas.”

"| already know what's right and what's wrong," Orbust said. "Everything that's worth knowing isin the Babul." He held
the book.

"Do you know what's wrong with religion today?' Appy asked. "Too many people are practicing it and not enough peopl
good at it." He guffawed like alunatic, |etting the laughter go with such uncontrolled enthusiasm that it frightened McMurt

Orbust, Smith and Tully exchanged nervous glances.



McMurtrey felt out of balance. These weren't events he could have expected or planned for, and he felt uncomfortable |
unpredictable situations. Was this computer creature mentally ill? Might it close the hatches and asphyxiate everyone? It d
sound crazy when it spoke, and it did speak of love and tolerance. But its laughter was decidedly demented, not normal by
stretch of the imagination.

"Dear me," Appy said. "I'm being too loquacious. I'm an ethnic unit, you know, and ethnics—Oh, why be vague—I'll tell
I'm supposed to be of the Middist bioethnicity, and some say that's why I'm so talkative. Dear me, why did | say that, casti
aspersions on my own kind?"

McMurtrey heard a programming whir al around, a noise that didn't sound quite right.

After afew seconds, Appy came back: "God informs me that talkativeness is not confined to one race or culture. He inf
me that my ethnicity was programmed incorrectly and irreparably in the rush and press of events. Most particularly my ac
flawed; the Boss describesiit as like that of a second-rate actor. | wish He hadn't used the phrase 'second-rate,' and in yol
hands, gentlemen, this shouldn't be taken out of context, shouldn't be made into something it isn't. | perform my job well, th
you, as evidenced by numerous holy kudos in my memory banks. | speak only the truth, even about myself."

Orbust shook his head, dlipped his Babul into its holster.

"Aboveal," Appy said, "I'm abig-deal machine—alittle rough around the edges, but God tolerates me."

"What do you mean 'the rush and press of events?' Smith asked. "We've been waiting around this paltry burg for three
waliting to get off the ground!"

"Three weeks is nothing. Y ou should know Time! In thecircles| travel, we spell Time with a capital T!"

"I'd like some answers myself,” McMurtrey said. "Why was | left wondering what to do next? It's been very unpleasant

"Y ou have abrain, don't you?' Appy said. "Y ou want God should force-feed you?"

McMurtrey felt blood rush to his face.

"If you want to travel with me," Appy said, "you must get used to caustic comments. | can't abide stupidity, and as far a
reprogramming me goes, get any ideas like that out of your heads. My type of computer only gets programmed once, and
most of the rest of it isup to me. | have as much Free Will as you do. Oh, I've got a hot line to God; you've seen that, and
alot of orders. But | am what | am. Computers, ships, any kinda mechanism working for God has to have a personality, s
goes with the job, and everything is alwaysin arush.”

"Well, rush usto your Boss," Orbust demanded.

"Take usto your leader?' Appy asked. No laughter thistime.

After apause, Appy said: "Y our definition of rush is different from ours."

"Exactly where are you," McMurtrey asked, "inside the walls, on the flight deck?"

"Y ou don't need to know. Ho hum, tweedledee-dum, such an empty head!" This came in singsong.

Then, in anormal tone of voice, Appy said, "I could fill your cerebral cavitiesto bursting. Y ou gotta couplamillion years
listen? Y ou want | should tell you how | dust my microcircuitry, too? There's no time! Now | must take my leave and chec
ship's systems! God wants you to go out and bless the other ships while I'm occupied. L eave me for awhile!"

"When should we come back?' Smith asked.

"You'll know when to return," Appy said. "And you'll know who should return,”

McMurtrey felt like a child being sent from the room. He held his temper, asked, "Y ou're in instantaneous communicatio
God?

"I'd have to explain different time frames to fully answer that. Weeks are as nothing to God, but a second can be avery
time. When you use the word 'instantaneous,’ understand that we are not on any spectrum you would understand. Instanta
to you might seem very slow to God, or exceedingly fast, depending upon circumstance. I'm on a thirty-eight D'Urthsecon
delay to Him now. In the past it's been slower and quicker, and under certain circumstances I've actually felt like I'm Him
thoughts are so meshed with my own."

Appy paused, then: "L ook, stop diverting me with chitchat. Y ou know how | like to talk, but there's a mission here and tf
the primary ship, the one McMurtrey isto travel in. How intuitive of you to know that and appear here, McMurtrey. But b
somewhere else for awhile, okay?"

"That sounds silly, blessing all the ships," McMurtrey said, unwisdly.

"A hacking cough upon you!" Appy roared. "Do as| say!" So McMurtrey went off in the night to bless the balance of tt
fleet, carrying Orbust's flashlight. The men accompanied McMurtrey for a short distance. Presently Orbust said somethin
Tully, and Orbust dropped back around a corner by himself while the others went on.

With awind from the ocean picking up, Johnny Orbust dlid stealthily to one side of a ship just south of Shusher. There, ir
illumination from a porch light across the street he took off his holster and belt and removed the chemstrip from a pocket it
the belt. He spoke to the chemstrip: " Something highly concentrated that will metastasize in minutes, dissolving the metal o
these ships.”

Suddenly Orbust remembered Appy's comment that Shusher had a personality of its own, and wondered if this ship had



personality and a name. Were there listening devices on the skins of every ship in God's fleet, detecting every word? It we
late to think of that now. He waited with bated breath.

For a moment the chemstrip remained in the upturned palms of Orbust's hands Then without changing shape it jerked in
air, and like aflying leech it attached itself to the ship. Orbust heard a scraping sound followed by hissing, as from meat or
griddle. Presently the chemstrip metamorphosed into its butterfly form and flew off.

Within ten minutes, Orbust had a hand-held pumper, and he sprayed alanding strut of the nameless ship. He leaned clos
the strut, couldn't see its surface clearly. But he heard a corrosive, hissing sound. The chemical was doing its work!

He ran to rejoin McMurtrey and the others.

Orbust saw the flashlight beam two ships ahead, and the amorphous shapes of the small group of men. Sheltering himse
from the wind, he sprayed another ship while hurrying by it—just alittle liquid on a strut as he had done before.

McMurtrey and his Krassian escort were on a platform above the flat roof of a private garage, where another ship hapy
to set down. Orbust scaled a metal staircase that came with the platform, joined the others.

McMurtrey, standing with his head bowed and hair whipping in the breeze, was nearly finished with the same blessing h
administered to Shusher.

A dog barked from the yard next door, and on the lighted rear porch of that house a man and woman stood watching.

When McMurtrey finished, Orbust shot two sprays on the ship, with this comment: "Anointing fluid,”

Thinking this strange, McMurtrey nonethel ess nodded his head in assent. There seemed to be no point in arguing either \
this motley bunch or with Appy. He felt pressed from all sides, and as he descended the steps he felt the sudden ond augh
ferocious, hammering headache.

Dogs were barking al over town, in adrumlike, message-laden cacophony. House lights flashed on, and in the distance
Domingo's Reef, Tent City was lighting up.

Orbust led the way between the rest of the vesselsin the fleet. At each, McMurtrey invoked the blessing, and Orbust
followed with amisting of anointing fluid.

"You till need to spray Shusher,” the long-bearded, disheveled Krassian said to Orbust. They were on the way back to
from the tip of Domingo's Reef where the farthest vessel had been.

"Already did," Orbust growled.

The wind whistled, roared and surged through the streets of town, rattling fence boards and pieces of roofing metal. The
noises, combined with the incessant wave action, prevented anyone except Orbust from noticing low, hissing sounds that ¢
from ships the men passed on their way back to Shusher. Orbust smiled to himself at the surprise he had prepared for so r
heathens and infidels.

He thought as well of the people who would be aboard Shusher. Only Orbust, Tully and Smith among Orbust's cabalists
proclaimed an affinity for Shusher, that visceral feeling so many peoplein St. Charles Beach were experiencing for partict
shipsin God's fleet. The othersin his group might board other ships, or they might not go at all. Orbust didn't care, hadn't g
to know any of them very well. Tully knew them best, had rounded them up for the show of force at McMurtrey's.

This Kundo Smith with the red collar said he was a NuNu Pentecostalist, and Tully claimed to be a Found-Againer, The
denominations they represented concurred with many of Orbust's Reborn Krassee beliefs, such as one God, Immaculate
Conception and Dual Resurrection. In recent weeks they had conducted daily theological sessions, some heated and some
amicable. To alimited extent, Orbust concurred with what Appy had said about finding areas of agreement between belie
systems. But Orbust intended to use Smith and Tully as awedge and a source of strength against infidels who were even
further from the Lord, with Orbust's beliefs ultimately prevailing over everyone else's.

Orbust wondered who else would be aboard Shusher, and how many Krassians there would be. McMurtrey was no Kre
not by any stretch of the imagination, and he was to be aboard—the principal passenger, according to Appy. Was this Roc
an atheist? Whatever category he fell into, Orbust admitted grudgingly that McMurtrey's statement of God's location rang
It was like the innate feeling about which ship to go on, akin to Orbust's belief in God Himself.

But what purpose could God have in such a messenger? The man had confessed himself a fraud, and God must have kr
about it al along. Orbust wanted to know more about this buffoon, McMurtrey, about his real religious beliefs, if he held a
With that information, Orbust would be stronger.

Knowledge equals strength, he thought.

Orbust contemplated the panoply of religionsin the star system, and the representatives of those faiths he had seenin St
Charles Beach. These religions and their adherents were vague, shadowy shapes to him, amalgams of insipid, misdirected
people. Barbarians al of them, and any who didn't listen to the correct way would burn forever in the fire pits of Hell.



Four

She was nubile in every exotic dimension of the word, a graceful, sensuous creature in scanty clothing, cast from the mol
gods. One day a young noble from afar came on invitation to her planetoid, and when he set eyes upon her he was drawn to
the strongest physical sense. This angered and frightened him, for he was a cerebral young man who had always prided him
on his ability to override the urgings of his libido.

So he asked her, in the most arctic of tones: "Why can't you rise above your sexuality?"

Her reply: "Why can't any of us?"

And he had no answer for this.

—Folktale of the Old Galaxies

By the time they reached the white ship Shusher, a crowd had gathered around it. Flashlight beams danced on the rivete
of the craft, and the air was alive with many languages. To the left and right, McMurtrey noted that every other shipin sig
was receiving like attention.

"Lifeinsurance! Lifeinsurance!" arobot salesman shouted, working the crowd. " See me before you board! Last chance
insurance!”

Disgusting scum, McMurtrey thought. These robots were more tastel ess than any human salesman had ever been, witl
every answer programmed into them. It was virtually impossible to say "no" to them, so only fools or the very brave enga
lifeinsurance broker in conversation.

'Never look a life insurance robot in the eye,' the saying went.

McMurtrey heard Appy's voice, looked toward the ship's entry hatch.

"Out!" Appy shouted. "A pox if you return! Only the names | call! No luggage or toiletries either, dunderheads! Can't an
you read?' The computer's voice had ametallic ring to it when heard from outside the ship, but it remained recognizable.

Dunderheads? McMurtrey thought. What an odd word for Appy to use. This computer has a bad temper.

McMurtrey pushed hisway through to the ramp that led to the ship's hatch, and the Krassians kept close behind.

Four men and three women rumbled hastily down the ramp, fleeing the ship. Some carried bags. The group melted into't
throng, except for one woman who left her bag with a man and then returned to the ship.

Appy's accented voice cut the cool air cleanly, calling out the names of those who were welcome on the voyage: "Pitark
Nathaniel R . .. Scovill, Cecilia. . . Markwell, Jason O . . . Scanners activated to verify identities. . . No tricks, and don't
sneak on any more baggage. . . ."

But McMurtrey saw afew travelers board with weapons worn outside their clothing, secured by sheaths, straps and var
harnessing arrangements. They weren't rejected, so it seemed that weapons were not considered "baggage.” He wondere
about the extent of personal hygiene supplies aboard. If there weren't any, or if they were inadequate, the odors would not
pleasant.

A small electric sign on one side of the ship's hatch became apparent, in bright purple |etters:

PERSONAL PROPERTY LIMITATION BRING ONLY WHAT YOU'RE WEARING

This sign hadn't been there before, or it hadn't been lit. McMurtrey thought of the pocket knife, coins and wallet in his
pickpocket-proof trousers.

Pickpocket-proof trousers, he thought.

On one hand, it struck him funny to have on such attire in the midst of religious people, many of whom rejected all mater
goods. Most of the voyagers appeared to be unarmed, and a number were obvious ascetics, with bare feet, shaven heads
thin robes. There were nuns, priests, rabbis, pastors, monks, lamas, and perhaps even bishops and archbishops, judging frol
elegant, golden-threaded robes of some.

Then McMurtrey remembered having heard someone say that you had to watch out most for Krassians—especially the
who "wear their religions on their sleeves.” It was a caller on aradio show, he recalled, afellow who cited bad experience
the type he spoke about. "They think they can be forgiven for anything," he said, "so they'll rob you blind."

McMurtrey held no personal animosity toward the adherents of any faith, had known a number of Krassians who seeme
guite decent, and none of the other variety. Still, the concept of a person who could be forgiven for virtually any act seeme
detestable, and he wondered how prevalent this strange doctrine was.

Appy caled out the names of Johnny Orbust, C.T. Tully and Kundo Smith. They filed around McMurtrey (Orbust weari
large, holstered pistol) and boarded the ship. Seconds later when McMurtrey heard his own name, he followed.

A chrome-plated dispensing machine he hadn't noticed before was mounted on the bulkhead just inside the main passen



compartment. After he went through an Identification scanner in the hatchway, he was instructed by Appy to take a cabir
assignment ticket from the dispenser. Nothing was said about the contents of his pockets.

McMurtrey took an oversized red and yellow ticket, caught an elevator to Mezzanine Level 6. He had been assigned Ca
66, and noticed an abbreviated map on the back of the ticket.

He stepped from the elevator with a half dozen fellow passengers, checked his map and went to the left, tramping along
softly padded walkway for a short distance. The material benesth his feet was light gray and porous, looked like weathere
with aglossy sealer coat applied over it, and absorbed sound so efficiently he hardly heard his own passage. The walkway
opened onto awide, partitioned mezzanine that had a curved black railing on the left and curved silver-gray interior partitic
directly ahead and to theright, all following the contour of the ship's body.

People from the elevator filed around McMurtrey, into the interior spaces. He was alittle confused, studied the map.

"Outside aide." awoman said to him, looking over his shoulder, "by therailing."

McMurtrey had been on one of these levels before when the boys first figured out the puzzle-locks and got aboard the d
but al levelslooked much the same, and that preview hadn't helped him much.

McMurtrey heard more people approaching from behind, talking. He felt a sudden urgency that they might think him
sow-witted, and he hurried to the | eft, onto the walkway along the railing.

Now he could see that the mezzanine went all the way around the ship, with acircular shaft extending through the core
ship on all mezzanine levels. The open shaft seemed like wasted space.

Cabin numbers were marked along a substantial wall to hisright, and McMurtrey located a place on the wall designated
"Cahin 66." He recalled the screen he would be able to drop to make this aroom.

The wall wasin varying shades of silver-gray, darker at the base than at the ceiling, with tones that blended with the dex
surface. His bunk was folded into the wall, and its location could only be seen upon close scrutiny that revealed fine lines ¢
wall in arectangular shape, long side vertical. There were raised areasto the left of thisin various geometric shapes. On |
earlier visit, McMurtrey hadn't actually opened a bunk. Now he pushed at the geometric shapes, trying to slide them open.

Appy was calling the names of people who hadn't reported yet, announcing takeoff at 5:17 am., and that the ship would
wait for anyone. Appy referred to the travelers as "pilgrims,” a description that seemed apt to McMurtrey.

He felt like any other in the quest for God now, his specia status having been reduced to a common mezzanine-level bur
assignment.

On one side, atall, slender woman in amaroon jumpsuit arrived and began inspecting her bunk. She was thirty or thirty-f
with graceful movements and the golden brown skin of amula-black. She had small breasts, but attractively proportioned,
facial profile and dark, mysterious eyes. She glanced at him aloofly for a second, and he saw that she wasn't nearly as pre
from the front as from the side. Her nose was very wide. Still, on balance he found her attractive.

She opened several geometric panels and pressed buttons inside, activating devices in her cabin. It disturbed McMurtrey
awoman seemed to be figuring out the controls more quickly than he could. She must have been there before, he decided,
someone had provided her with instructions.

Her bunk clicked down, and a stiff plazymer-like curtain dropped from the ceiling, concealing her from McMurtrey. The
curtain provided privacy al the way around, with adequate passageway around the outside of the enclosure to get betweer
and and the railing. Presently the curtain shot back up, revealing the woman.

Her eyes flared angrily when she saw McMurtrey staring

at her, and she turned to face him full on, hands on hips,

"What are you looking at?' she demanded, voice husky.

"Oh, I'm sorry. | didn't realize | was. . ." Helooked

away, then back at her, sheepishly.

Now she was smiling, a hard smile, but the eyes had softened. "I'm Kelly Corona,” she said. "Y ou're the Grand Exalted
Rooster, right? | saw your speech. Good stuff, baring your soul like that. | admire your guts.”

"Uh, thanks." He caught himself staring at her chest, thinking how well her breasts were formed. He glanced up.

She was studying his face intently, must have noticed the direction of his gaze. He felt hot around the temples, with
perspiration there. He couldn't take his eyes from hers.

Her eyes were very gentle but mysteriously strong and ever so dark—he sensed layers of emotion and cal culation withi
darkness of those pupils. Were they brown? He couldn't tell, but they were calming and hypnotic.

Her eyesflashed, asif fingers had been snapped, and he emerged from atrance. "l like the way you look at me," she sa
Krassos! McMurtrey thought. What does she mean by that?

Hefelt helpless and confused. He wanted to leap at her, drop the curtain and make wild, rampaging love. How many mt
had it been since he had been with awoman? Eight? Ten? Closer to ten, he thought.

"Uh, excuse me," he said, feeling like afoal. "I didn't mean to stare. It'sjust that. . ." Go ahead, alittleinner voice said 1
him. Tell her you want to romp with her!

He scratched his head, looked away. He had fumbled like this before with women, either consciously mishandling signal
failing entirely to interpret them until later, when all opportunity had dissipated. Too often he looked at women incorrectly,



knew, from the sexual standpoint. Invariably they picked up on this and turned away. Oh, he had alarge and clumsy cuter
him, and some women took to that at first. But it never lasted. This one wouldn't |ast.

Her gaze was angry now, starting to flicker away from his. It was happening again. Too late even to compliment her be
But what did he haveto losg, if all waslost anyway?

"You're beautiful," he said, hisvoice too low. "Especialy your eyes."

"What?' she said, her toneirritated. She licked afingertip, applied moisture to one eyebrow and smoothed the brow dow

"| said you have nice eyes."

Her gesture with the eyebrow hadn't bothered him, and he felt good about this.

"Listen, McMurtrey, do you know who | am? I'm supposed to be captain of thisfriggin' ship. Number One Honchess.

Y essirree Linda. But something is goofy here. . . mondo screwo. | passed up a cushy star freighter assignment to be here

"What do you mean?'

"I'm aMerchant Spacer, and | received an air wave— you know, one of those new nearly invisible Wessornian Union r:
bubbles that finds you and floats in the air."

"Yeah," McMurtrey said. "I've heard about those. They burst, don't they, and words flow out—up to what, fifteen-secor
messages?’

"Right."

"If |1 had a suspicious mind, I'd say that someone used that technology on me to simulate God, the message about His loc
But hell, | talked with Him for several minutes. Those bubbles can't hold that much. Anyway, other things have happened,
the ships.”

She nodded. "The air wave | got wasn't anything occult. It was from Appy, and he promised me a captaincy. | was hear
publicity about you and God at the time, and it all sounded too interesting to pass up. But I've yet to see the controls of the
I've never seen a ship like this before."

"Appy drove me crazy too."

"I confronted him awhile ago, and he told me to report to my berth right out here with everyone else. I've—"

"With the rabble, right?"

"l didn't mean. . ."

"Forget it. | feel demoted myself. Y ou'd better keep thisdown . . . could panic the passengers.”

She lowered hej voice, but only alittle: "Panic the passengers? Y ou're a passenger, McMurtrey. Aren't you worried tha
due to take off without a captain?"

"Cal meEv, for Evander."

She nodded, with atense smile. "Kelly."

"Kelly, it can't be too bad. Somebody or some thing flew these ships here, and they should be able to take 'em off again.
Maybe they're gonna get us into outer space before your skills are needed.”

"Well, I'm damned upset about the way thisis being handled, and I'm gonna give that loudmouthed computer a piece of
mind." She stalked off.

McMurtrey explored his own cabin buttons, and when he was well on hisway to figuring them out, he found he had atir
enclosure like Coronas. With the divider down it was about two and a half metersin length by the same width. A wide flo
areawas on one side of the enclosure, with one side of the bed and the bottom of the bed abutting the divider.

McMurtrey bounced on the mattress, and it felt firm despite his great weight. The headboard had an illuminated amber
with awide bar at the base. When he pressed the bar, a number of book-tape titles appeared in red on the screen, along w
instructions on how to use the device. Beneath the wide bar was a compartment with earphones, and the instructions said
any title on the screen could be ordered for listening.

He heard voices outside his enclosure, muffled only dightly by the divider.

The selection of book-tapes was varied, from best-selling fiction to collections of poetry, religion, the occult, history and
politics. Some of the titles were eye-catching and most surprising, given the setting of the ship: Love Saves In the Sunset
The Kinky Twins . . . Diary Of a Mad Hooker.

Such titles on a ship of God seemed beyond belief, and he wondered if they might be testimonials, uplifting tales of sinne
who had "found" the Lord. In any event he resolved not to dabble with those titles, for despite the frauds of his past he ren
aman of substantial morality.

He activated atiny table- and chair-set that popped out of the deck in the wide area to one side of the bed. He rolled off
bed and sat on one of two opposing chairs. The chair flexed under his weight, but it held and seemed reasonably strong. A
and white gauge on the edge of the table showed hisweight: 152 kilograms.

He sat facing the headboard wall, noticed allittle porthol e there that had appeared with the dinette set. Mc-Murtrey coul
the ships lined up from Domingo's Reef into town, and al shipswere illuminated from within to varying degrees, with light
coming from portholes he hadn't known were on the ships. They were irregularly spaced portholes, leading him to believe
they only appeared when cabins were occupied and the dinette sets opened up. He fast realized that the porthole he was ¢
through had another curious feature. Since he was in the innermost partition of the ship, with other cabins outside his, he



shouldn't have had a port! It must have been an elaborate and ingenious arrangement of mirrors or atelevid screen. He co
tell the difference between looking into this porthole and looking out a window.

McMurtrey only half heard the squawk of protest and the rush of wind made by beating wings. It was the voice that brc
him to awareness, arather loud and urgent tone that came from outside his enclosure.

"Mr. Grand Exalted, | have your chicken."

McMurtrey had forgotten No Name for awhile, so engrossed had he become in events that were carrying him along lik
toothpick in a hurricane. This bird had gotten past Appy's checkpoint, so it must have been approved. McMurtrey pressed
silver button with atrident on it, and the screen for his micro-apartment rose. Asit lifted, McMurtrey first saw bare feet a
hair-covered legs, with aslender bamboo pole broom lying on the deck to one side. Then to his complete shock, an entirely
naked man came into view. The man's head was shaved, and he held the chicken in his hands, covering his genitals.

"You're holding that bird near arather vulnerable spot,” McMurtrey said, regaining composure quickly.

No Name was wriggling around trying to peck at the

man, but the fellow had its neck and head grasped firmly

in such away that the bird was having difficulty attacking.

"I'm here to give you the bird," the man said, apparently

unaware of hisdouble-entendre. "Thisthing isfeisty!"

One of McMurtrey'sinitia reactions wasto tie this scenario in with the sexually suggestive book-tape titles he had seen
the man had atranquil expression on his face, leading McMurtrey to surmise that he must be the disciple of a strange relig
cult.

"I'm aPlarnjarn, Digam sect," the man said, placing the chicken in McMurtrey's grasp. The man retrieved his broom.

McMurtrey heard scuffling, turned and saw a small group of eavesdroppers standing on the other side of the mula-black
uncurtained apartment. There were men, women, and children, all wild-eyed with fascination. Most wore robes, in avarid
colors and patterns.

Kelly Corona stood impassively beside her open bed, arms folded in front of her, staring at McMurtrey and his visitor.

McMurtrey looked back at the Plarnjarn, who was visible right down to a shamrock-shaped birthmark on his lower abdc

Behind McMurtrey, achild giggled. "I don't think | want to take this chicken on such along journey,” McMurtrey said. ™
may be wisein saying that,” the Plarnjarn said.

"Appy suggested you might want it for religious purposes, and | was asked to bring it to you."

"Were you commanded to do so?"

"Quite the opposite. | was entering the ship, when through a speaker | heard the computer conversing with itsalf, trying 1
decide whether or not the chicken should go. | said nothing and was about to pass by when Appy called my name, saying,
what is your opinion on this matter?"

McMurtrey shifted uneasily on hisfeet, tried not to stare in the wrong direction.

"Well," Jin continued, "I know enough from what | overheard and from the talk about town to realize that Appy meant y
chicken. Butinreply | said | didn't know. | asked him if | should fetch it."

The vision of a naked man running after arather rough-and-tumble chicken struck McMurtrey funny, and he smiled.

"Appy asked meto fetch it straightaway. He gave me your berth number, and here | am."

"Can you take the bird back?' McMurtrey asked, feeling alittle weary. "Is there time before takeoff?"

"Expecting you might say this, | asked atownsman to wait outside the ship. He has promised to care for your mascot if
desire, and promisesto give it back when you return. | see concern in your face. Y ou've had the bird along time?"

"Around nineteen years, | think. It's extraordinary, an unknown breed."

McMurtrey turned No Name over to Jin, and watched the naked man walk away, brushing his path with the broom befc
taking each step.

"The name Jin means 'defeater of passions," Corona said, her voice husky and sensual. "As a Plarnjarn monk, he brush
path to avoid stepping on an insect or any other life form. His nudism is an ascetic statement. To him the perfect saint pos
nothing, not even arag of cloth for his body."

McMurtrey faced Corona. She was staring at him, her eyes dark and inquisitive. They bore a message different from he
words.

"What about the broom?' McMurtrey asked. "Does he own that?' He smiled impishly, noticed the onlookers were depar

Coronalaughed. "You and | will get dlong famoudly," she said.

"How do you know those things about Jin?' McMurtrey wondered.

"Simple. | asked him."

"Oh."

"Do you know what Appy did? The bastard set up an electronic barrier so | can't get off the ship. | can't get past the |.L
scanner."



"How'd he do that?"

Corona shrugged. "The twerp said | was on my way to meet my Maker now, whether | wanted to or not. It almost sour
scary the way he put it, but | guessit wasn't intended that way."

"No. Of course not. Say, you don't sound real upset about being shanghaied. | mean, you're kinda upset, but . . ."

Don't pussyfoot around, fool! McMurtrey's inner voice demanded.

"Uh, | senseyou could get alot angrier," he said. "Y ou're obviously a strong woman."

A lot of woman, he thought.

She smiled. "Y eah—well, that star freighter took off anyway, so I'd have to hang around the hiring hall. | hate hiring hall
being with all those losers."

McMurtrey nodded.

"Appy tried to explain, but seemed rushed and didn't tell me much. He said his circuits were giving him trouble. Kinda lik
bursitus, | guess. Anyway, he saysthis ship is run by committee, that after Appy invited me aboard on their behalf,
they—whoever they are—decided | shouldn't be captain after all, that | should just be a passenger.”

"Appy told me the ship has a separate, rather stupid personality named Shusher, that God, Appy and Shusher are runnin
show in akind of skewed triumvirate in which Appy and God compensate for Shusher's occasiona blunders. That must b
committee he was describing to you, and they're the captains.”

Corona considered this. " Shusher and Appy must be hardware, bionics and living tissue. My guessiswe can't imagine a
possibilities. I'm sure as shit not privy to what's going on, and you don't seem to be, either. Between us maybe we can piec
together."

"With the other passengers. We should talk to as many of them as we can."

"Good idea. Anyway, when Appy was laying that change of captaincy routine on me, | was too wiped out, on-my-ass st
to ask the right questions. When Appy sealed me aboard ship, | just sorta caved in. Maybe | didn't mind so much because
gonna be here with me."

Krassos! McMurtrey thought. He smiled, but not easily.

"Youand | are alike, Ev—used and scrapped. Y ou performed your task, and now you're just one of the flock. Me, I'll
probably never be eigible for another star freighter assignment after my brain gets burned out by this mess. There's gonne
people preaching to us, trying to convert us all the way." She shook her head in exasperation.

Corona departed with that, saying she wanted to wander around the ship.

McMurtrey thought about her odd predicament, and about his own apparent fall from status. He was now as he had bee
before God's visitation and as he deserved to be: common. Kelly had been humbled herself, brought down from haughtines
Maybe that explained why she was aboard, alesson to her.

It seemed to McMurtrey that he had been haughty too, in his own way. There had been subtle changesin his behavior, |i
changes in the usual ways he dealt with people.

Lessons.

Did any human have aright to think he was more than the rest? Wasn't every human a mere passenger in the universe”
D'Urth itself was a ship of God.

Was thisjourney to be alesson for every pilgrim? It had to be, McMurtrey realized, for every experiencein lifewas ale
in one degree or another.

Krassos walked most comfortably among common people, after all, and so did many of the other great prophets. Concel
McMurtrey was supposed to follow this path himself, wandering among the people, spouting pearls of wisdom that one da
would become scripture.

McMurtrey starting his own religion? For real thistime? He didn't feel very wise at the moment, with more questions th:
answers, and chastised himself. Whatever he did from this moment on shouldn't be for himself. He, Evander Harold
McMurtrey, had been plucked from the humdrum, everyday flow of such considerations. Hislife, the fragile remains of it,
forfeit to The Cause, largely an unknown. He felt anger at such submissiveness, but something was compelling him to con
matters he had never thought of before. He would wait and see, moving carefully in this strange place, in this unprecedent
historic time.

Jin returned soon, carrying only his broom, which he employed as before. Maybe the broom was borrowed, McMurtrey
thought. That would makeit all right for a nonmateralist. Jin sat cross-legged on the deck where his fold-down bed would
been had he lowered it, four spaces away from McMurtrey. This, apparently, was his cabin assignment. Jin did not seem
interested in the consoles on the bulkhead, and soon he wasrigid, in an apparent trance. He stared straight ahead, at thera

The cabin assignments on Mezzanine 6 began to fill in, but no one took those between McMurtrey and Jin. Some pilgrin
dropped their screens for immediate privacy, while others sat on beds or chairsin undivided areas. Still others, like Jin, sat
ascetically on the bare deck.

Jin was the only one who appeared nude thus far, but there were several young and old men in white, saffron, or lavend
robes, some with shaven heads like Jin's, others with hair below their shoulders. Few were in between when it came to thi



matter of hair length, and McMurtrey mused over this, wondering how it might tie in with the politics, religious doctrines ar
philosophies of these people.

Such a panoply of robes, in infinite colors, cuts and folds: the thin and sheetlike flowing robes of Hoddhist monks beside
Isammedan gal abias, caftans, and burnooses. There were dhotis and bright calicos from Nandia, the heavy, tailored robes
Middists and Krassians, and more. Their garb seemed to reflect degrees of ascetism, with Jin at one extreme, then the bal
but clothed Hoddhist monks and the Nandus in their white dhotis. The most elaborately dressed person was a dark-skinnec
princely Afsornian across the mezzanine who stood by his bunk in jeweled robe and turban. McMurtrey didn't like the look
this man, the way he seemed to be awaiting an attendant. But it was early, and McMurtrey wanted to avoid passing judgn

McMurtrey activated his dinette set, sat at the table and watched the others as they busied themselves in various pursuit
from therituals of prayer to conversation and the opening and closing of their bunks and screens.

God had selected the diverse mix of participantsin this event, undoubtedly with meticulous care. McMurtrey envisioned
of them on a great voyage of discovery, more important than any that mankind had ever attempted. He realized thiswas ¢
whether by design or de facto, with the ships lined up as they were and pilgrims clamoring to get to God first. Even those
aboard Shusher were in arace with one another. Who among them would be first to debark and face the ethereal holy ligt
These voyages were different from anything in history and yet they were the same, for McMurtrey realized that the race:
God had long been on, ever since man organized himself into competing belief systems.

Was this caused by Free Will? Might there be a better way? But a"better way" seemed to require altering the nature of
man—a potentially dangerous and troubling thought, the sort of thought a mere human shouldn't trouble himself abouit.

There were stories going back countless centuries of God's anger, and of His great cunning. Often He put people to sup
tests, when He grew tired of their foolish, selfish natures, or when He wanted to teach a great lesson. McMurtrey was thi
in Wessornian terms, he realized, even though he wasn't formally religious. These were the concepts most familiar to him,
now he became conscious of them filtering his thoughts. He was in a mindset of age-old patterns and channels that were ¢
instinctual to him. There were so many other versions of God he barely understood, even with the comparative-religion
book-tapes he had studied. Maybe God was atering the course of mankind. A final, concentrated race, and what would th
discover?

The announcement of God's location, even with all its apparent detail, wasn't so smple. It wasn't clear-cut, atrip from h
to yon. Some of the ships on display were not ships at al, but seemed instead to be places of worship in ships skins. This
strongly suggested that certain people involved in the event, primarily the Eassornian belief-systems, did not intend to leave
D'Urth in their journey to God. These were the ones who had no image of God as a bearded old man in the sky. To them,
was either everywhere or internal, and for them the journey would be atogether different.

McMurtrey understood this, to alimited extent, but it confused him that some of the followers of Eassornian philosophie
nevertheless physically journeying on Shusher. Did this mean they harbored doubts, especially with the announcement Goc
made?

On the highest level of the ship, Kelly Corona passed her hand near a triangular-shaped hatch at the end of the corridor.
was alone here, and from far below came the echoing voices of the passengers, nearly drowned out by the authoritarian, o
accented tones of Appy emanating from a speaker near Corona. There were speaker systems all over the ship, presumabl
impart urgency to all statements made by the biocomputer.

L oud tones demanded immediate action. Fainter ones could be set aside. With speakers everywhere, Appy seemed to b
everywhere, like anagging parent.

Thelevel on which Corona stood, and two just beneath, were much smaller mezzanines than those below, and on each «
three were two triangular hatches. This was the last hatch she had tried.

Corona assumed they were hatches, from their large size, from the heavy framing around them, and from parallel scraps
marks on the hatches, apparently caused by their dliding aside. The scrape marks were perplexing, asthey ran in different
directions on each surface, asif each hatch operated differently. She hadn't gotten any to move yet, noted that the parallel
ontheonein front of her ran from the right leg of the triangle toward the lower |€ft.

She hadn't expected any of them to move, and this one didn't surprise her. She grunted with alast effort, withdrew her f
and took a deep breath.

Signs had been posted on each of these levels, but she had gone on past: On the lowest level of the three it was: KEEP
BY ORDER OF GOD; then on the middle level: PROCEED AT PERIL TO YOUR IMMORTAL SOUL; and on the tof
THISAREA IS A NO-NO!

It took more than signsto deter this veteran of thirty-two missions beyond the solar system.

Coronaturned away from the hatch, scanned the short, empty corridor before her. The walls were smooth and silvery, v
matching, tightly woven carpet. This carpeting didn't muffle sound, perhaps by design, and when she walked on it she hear
sloshing and squeaking, asif her shoes were full of water.

There had to be intruder alarms somewhere, maybe in the carpet. They had to know she was here.



Armed robots would block her exit any moment now.

Something metallic clicked behind her, like the safety catch on aBlik Pulverizer.

Corona swallowed hard, whirled toward the hatch. Nothing there. Then she saw it: gaps around two legs of the triangle.
triangular hatch had slipped upward a bit, to the right! She kneeled, saw something scarlet beyond.

Cautiously she touched the meta hatch near the gap, did her fingersinto the gap for a microsecond and withdrew them,
fearing a snap that could cut them off.

The hatch moved no further.

She knelt way over, peered through the gap and saw a scarlet room beyond. No furnishings or electronics were apparer

Back into the gap went her fingers, for alittle longer before she jerked them back. Then athird time, and she tried to pul
triangle up to the right. It was athick plate, itsthickness at least half the length of her longest finger, and again the plate dif
budge.

She withdrew once more, sighed.

The plate snapped shut, then did all the way open in the other direction, filling her eyes with the scarlet of the room. The
walls, the ceiling and the floor were all of one color and texture, as if molded from a single piece of plazymer.

She sprang over athreshold lip and through the opening, rolling head over heelsinto the room.

It wasn't scarlet from the inside, and now the only scarlet came as light through the triangular hatch, from the corridor ot
But there had been no such color out there, and, now it seemed, no such color inside either.

Now thewalls, ceiling and floor of the room were like those of the corridor, smooth and silvery. They pulsed around her,
heaving, living membranes, and she nearly cried out in terror.

Shusher? McMurtrey said the ship was a separate personality  Wasit aLIVING entity?

Corona crouched near the doorway, ready to spring through and free. Then the floor began to spin asif it wereaLazy ¢
and with awhirl of silver color around her it accelerated. Something unseen beneath her held her in place, prevented
independent body movement.

She heard and saw nothing, felt nothing except the motion, and gradually even thisresidual sensation passed. She was bl
and senseless, with only the thought of nothingness separating her from a vast void.

The void focused down as a thought image to the tiniest of apparent points. Then it exploded with Corona at the center,
her senses returned.

She found herself kneeling on the floor of a silver room, staring at what looked like a black, projected shadow of herself
one wall. The shadow pulsed by itself, and bulged toward her from the wall asif it were filling with air from the other side

Stinging perspiration ran into her eyes, and though unable to turn her head she sensed that the entry hatch was behind he
throwing the light that made her shadow.

A dliver of whiteness appeared on the left side of her shadow, and like zippers going in two directions this whiteness we
around the perimeter of the shadow until it delineated all except a short horizontal section at the bottom.

Startlingly, the shadow flopped open asif a hinge were on the bottom. Corona felt powerless to move, saw the shadow
open before her, falling toward her. She thought the shadow brushed her forehead and the tip of her nose asit dropped in'
of her, but asin the attempted recollection of a dream she wasn't sure.

The shadow plopped to the deck, and like athing melting, it became flat and wide, extending right and left all the way to
walls on each side of Corona.

How could a shadow change shape and move around independently? And how could she have felt it? Why couldn't she
now? Unanswered questions hurtled through her mind, bounced against one another in their eagerness for primacy.

It was asif afragment of Coronas life had fallen away and died at her feet, and in the shape on the wall where the bla
shadow had been, there was now an outline of white against silver.

She caught her breath.

Black on the wall had become white, and remained there like an aura—evidence of life that hadn't yet faded. It wasas
tone of white.

The shadow on the deck before her kneeling place was black and amorphous, a pool of darkness. She could move now,
touched it. Her hand passed through into a warmth that seemed bottomless. She withdrew her hand, feared that she woulc
topplein if shedidn't hold her balance.

When she moved on her knees, ever so carefully, the whiteness on the wall changed shape with her, a reassurance that
something remained of her. But the shape on the deck before her did not move.

Then the white fell away from the wall, seeming to brush her face once more. Now the amorphous pool on the deck ha
become white, and the shape on the wall was black.

Corona was transfixed.

Then, like a climactic upheaval of dead cells, black peeled away from the wall, revealing white. Then white peeled away
black, seemingly ad infinitum in adizzying, rapid display that made a faint fanning sound as the shapes brushed against het
They caused no wind.



It was a purring, soothing sound. When it ended, the shadow of her body remained on the wall, but now stood as atrans
lavender veil over what appeared to be another opening. Before her on the deck, a wide pool-of darkness prevented her fr
crossing to the wall. As before, this fear-inspiring pool extended all the way to each wall on her right and left.

As she moved her knees alittle, the lavender veil on the wall made corresponding movements, but the residue on the de
was stationary.

Now the veil melted away into the wall, and with this, an intense stream of lavender flowed toward her across the dark |
She sensed something alien, perhaps of another dimension, crossing the frigid expanse of the universe from afar, and it me
shiver. She was bathed in coolness that from the color should have been warmth. It filled every pore of her body.

Coronafédt like an intruder, that she wasn't supposed to be there. But she knew innately that she belonged here, that it \
much her birthright as anyone else's.

Thefirst prayer of her life, whispered, caught in her throat and didn't make it out: "Oh God, I'm so afraid. Please. . ."

Coronafelt acompression changein her ears, heard an angry whine that ebbed and flowed in pitch and intensity like the
signalings of a porpoise. For amoment she felt in limbo, without a sense of place.

Then alavender wind roared out of the wall, and a firehose of black wind streamed from the dark pool, knocking her
backward. She tumbled derriere-over-teakettle out the hatchway behind her.

The hatch snapped shut with an angry thump.

Corona struggled to her feet, and on rubbery legs retreated down the corridor. Noisesin her ears. That angry whinein o
and in the other avoice—a vaguely familiar voice.

Aswith stereo sound, she distinguished separate and distant vocal tones, tones that grew in intensity until she could ident
whispered words.

"You're afool, Shusher," the voice whispered. Appy! But this voice came to Corona across no speakers, though there w
speakersin this corridor.

She felt another compression change in her ears, then heard Appy talking separately across the ship's speakers,
simultaneously saying different things from what she heard through the alternate channel.

Both ears popped, and subsequently she heard only the whisperings of Appy across this private channel, which came to
Coronaasif he were speaking into her left ear. And in her right ear were the porpoise sounds, ebbing and flowing like the
yelping of an unhappy pet.

Corona retreated down the corridor, stopped dead in her tracks when she heard Appy's scolding tonesin one ear: "You!
hatch dip open, | didn't do it! Don't give me any of that!"

In Coronasright ear: "Wawaah! . . . wheezo . . . wheezo . . . wauuwo!"

Shusher? Coronathought. Am | hearing Shusher's language?

Appy had said that Shusher was stupid, so maybe the ship spoke a primitive language.

"Shush, Shusher!" Appy commanded. " Shush and listen!"

The whining ceased.

One of them at each ear? IN each ear?

Corona saw goose bumps on the backs of her hands, and each bump pulsed, as the eery convex shape on the wall had c

"Y ou rest awhile, Shusher," Appy said, "and when I'm ready for takeoff thistime, do as| command! Y ou're misinterpret
T.O.'singtructions!"

T.0.? Coronathought. Tananius-Ofo . . . How do | know that? That's ... that' ... God's hame in this dimension |
tapped! Isn't that also the name of the planet we're supposed to go to?

Appy was continuing his diatribe: "1 am preeminent in some tasks and you—T.O. help us—in others! Takeoff is minel"

"Whee. . .suuu. . .rooooh!" Harsh tones.

"No, no, no. Not that matter of ship's speed again. Just because you can adjust the ship's speed doesn't mean you're enti
make decisions about it. I'm in charge of that. Takeoff and speed are mine! Get it straight!"

What in the hell is going on? Corona wondered.

A ship run by committee, by this pseudo-holy trinity of Tananius-Ofo, Appy and Shusher? This Shusher entity, whatever
was, seemed to have some rather essential input—on the speed of the ship, on certain hatchways, on noise.

A ship that demanded quiet? Why?

She heard a din coming from the passenger area below, wondered if this might end at Shusher's insistence when they w
flight.

But did Shusher also have an input in the selection of who was to captain the craft, as Appy claimed? It seemed unlikely

It seemed that this ship's company did not always function as a cooperative effort, that it was instead a strange and digjc
amalgam of separate and strongly willed performers.

At least Corona presumed T.O. had a strong will: It fit the image of God she'd always had. But she realized with what v
happening around her that she would have to erase the old preconceptions. Some of them, many of them, might hold true.



many would naot.

Were there other computers and other living shipsin the fleet assembled at St. Charles Beach? Or were Appy and Shus
on al of them collectively? Might there be other options?

Corona's mind raced, so far ahead of the information she had that it gave her a headache. How had she understood the
reference to T.O. without explanation? And why wasn't she automatically privy to anything else?

She listened carefully for Appy and Shusher, but for the moment heard nothing further.

Five

Morality tends to interfere with the successful operation of any religious organization. Efficiency and survival, these are the
bywords of holy business.
—The Apostolic Manuscripts, Uncensored Edition

McMurtrey shifted position, felt the dinette chair flex beneath him. His screen was up, and he wasin the chair facing av
from the headboard wall. Moments before, Appy had ordered everyone back to their cabins. No sign of Corona yet.

McMurtrey gazed thoughtfully past the black mezzanine railing to four saffron-robed monks walking on the other side. T
rounded a partition, disappeared from view. McMurtrey was thinking about God's message, trying to get an angle onit.

There had been authentic statements from on high before. About that, McMurtrey harbored no doubts. But had they be
seemingly concise as the one he received? It struck him from his studies that prior messages had not been at all concise, &
that literal interpretationsinvariably got people into trouble.

The great theologian O'Robin, for example. He misinterpreted a passage in the Babul about eunuchs serving the Kingdo
Heaven and castrated himself. He later came to regret his act, but too late. The Babulical passages about casting out an
offending eye might have entered O'Robin's thoughts as well, and if not his, they certainly caused great pain to others who
documented cases read the passages literally and then physically harmed themselves.

God spoke in metaphors, didn't He? But aways? Every word? It didn't seem possible. How were people to recognize th
difference? How could an announcement of His location with exact astronomical coordinates be interpreted in different w
Couldn't this, in and of itself, be interpreted as a condemnation of certain Eassornian religious beliefs? It seemed to be an
assertion that God was in fact "out there" as a separate deity.

The astronomical coordinates and the ships suggested an apparent means of reaching God in this plane of existence, the
physical human plane of the year 387.

Thisthought of the year re-triggered his disturbing awareness of a Wessornian mindset and the limitations this imposed (
him. It was a Janovian calendar year, marked from the mythical point of Krassos' birth. McMurtrey was coming to realize
he never had before, that he was a captive of certain beliefs, that many of these beliefs were not recognizable as such an
instead presumed to be facts.

The Isammedans had their own calendar. So did the Middists, and to a ceremonial extent the Florientals had theirs as we
Thiswasn't 387 to everyone. But what did thisreally have to do with mindset, with different views of asingle event? He\
certain. But it seemed like a chink in the armor and veneer of his own thought processes. Familiar, safe old patterns were
suddenly vulnerable and fragile.

Because they interpreted God's latest message differently, the followers of mankind's religions were venturing forth witt
varying expectations.

McMurtrey realized that he was thinking more lucidly than he ever had before. His mind seemed less parochia, less res
by the screens of experience. He was emerging from the detritus of alifetime, from those memories and the clutter of acti
on D'Urth that inhibited pure thought.

He laughed to himself. Pure thought! What did he know of 'pure thought," and was there such athing?

Two heavy women on the opposite side of the passenger compartment caught his attention, one level up. They appeare
KothoLu nuns—one in awhite habit, the other in black. They stood by their adjacent berths, smiling and chatting as they g
down toward the main deck.

Near them McMurtrey recognized Tully, tinkering with the buttons of his berth. Moments later the priest McMurtrey ha
designated Redneck came into view, and he spoke to Tully. Orbust wasn't around, although McMurtrey had seen him boa

"L ocate the brass switch that slides vertically on each of your main control panels,” Appy said, through the P. A. systerr
"Slide that up, and it opens an intercom to my mainframe, so you can carry on conversations with me. Through a networki
arrangement | can speak with al of you simultaneously in separate, private conversations. Before we proceed with that or
anything else, I will mention anumber of things. It will be advisable for each of you to drop your sleeping compartment sc



during takeoff and landing, as this makes available to you afoam body-cush system that activates automatically in the eve
impact.”

McMurtrey didn't like that word. Impact.

"No oneisrequired to employ this system, but anyone dying enroute will be liquefied and jettisoned unceremonioudy in e
timeburst burial cylinder. | assume that each of you have heard of this procedure, asit is commonly utilized in deep space,
has been described accurately in popular movies and publications.

"On Mezzanine Level Twelve, the room with the black door is a storage area for your religious paraphernalia. Y ou will f
incense sticks and candles there, al in Insurance Laboratories-approved enclosures to prevent torching the ship. There are
vestments, even zuchetto-type papal hats if you wish. . . black zuchettos for priests, purple for bishops, red for cardinals, a
white for the Pope. |s the KothoL u Pope aboard?"

No response came. A number of people laughed, for Appy seemed to be having fun with this.

"Everything isin that room. Y ou want prayer mats or surplices? We got 'em, first come, first served. Be there or be bar
| don't say thislightly: many of you will find gadgets appropriate to a number of religions. Y ou may not be able to tell therr
| fear, and there could be arguments that | would be helpless to prevent.”

Not really, McMurtrey thought. They could take turns, drawing lots to see who goesfirst . . . .

"Beneath the main deck are Assembly Room Sublevels A, B and C, and beneath them you will find three more sublevel:
generic shrine rooms. Y ou may |leave paraphernaliain the shrine rooms, and please—respect the property rights of others!

That'll be interesting, McMurtrey thought.

"Severa of you have asked about toilet facilities and clothing,” Appy continued, "and frankly I'm surprised, even a bit
dismayed, at such queries. Foolish questions will not be answered. It is up to each of you to search your inner selvesfor st
information, for it iswell within the reasoning capacity of anyone who has come thisfar. Y ou call yourselves pious? Prove

What did piety have to do with human waste? McMurtrey shook his head and felt a sudden urge to empty his bladder, w
seemed aggravated by the apparent lack of facilities. Appy was atyrant, a mental mutant!

He heard what sounded like atoilet flushing, and the noise seemed to emanate from an enclosed cabin just the other sidk
Coronas,

With alittle investigation, McMurtrey discovered that the main control panel swung open, revealing three more buttons
underneath, all reddish-brown. He tested them one at atime. They controlled, from left to right: (a) A pop-up, unenclosed
lavatory that came out of a previously unnoticed deck hatch between the dinette set and the headboard wall. (This present
potential etiquette problem when visitors were in the cubicle.); (b) amea menu, on a screen that appeared in the center of
table; (¢) alaundry chute revealed by abin that swung open from the headboard wall. A sign on the bin read:

LAUNDRY

5 Minutes Wash And Dry
No bleach, no starch, no
ironing, don't ask!

The atypical open lavatory included awashbasin, atoilet, and a spray nozzle on along hose for showering. The lavatory
was tiled, sloped, and scuppered, apparently designed so that drain water ran into a channel that led to a hole beneath the
headboard wall. It seemed primitive in the midst of surrounding technology, but the passengers had no other choices, and r
of them from poorer locales were probably accustomed to much worse.

A tiny drawer opened from a free-standing cabinet beneath the sink, and inside this drawer McMurtrey found toothpast
toothbrush, and aflat stainless steel plate that had a handle on one side. The handle was inscribed "Beard Zapper," but the
device had no cord and no switch. He passed the plate over the hair-covered back of his hand, and wherever he did thistt
melted away without atrace. The affected skin area felt numb for a moment, but this passed and left no marks.

Appy's excited voice boomed across the P.A.: "Takeoff in ten minutes! Drop screens!”

From al over the ship, McMurtrey heard the dull thud-dings of screens as they locked into place. He hesitated with his ¢
saw that almost everyone visible on hislevel and on other levels had activated screens. He and Jin were exceptions, and C
had left her bunk down with her screen out of view. She wasn't anywhere to be seen, leaving McMurtrey to assume that
might have talked Appy into letting her perform flight duties.

Still, he worried about her, for Appy hadn't said what might happen to a person outside a slegping enclosure during takec
landing. Jin was outside, too.

Something began to whir, felt through the floor and heard faintly. He picked up the distinct redolence of mint.

"Eight minutes," Appy announced, voice tremulous.

"Hey, Jin!" McMurtrey yelled. "Drop your screen!”

Jin sat cross-legged, staring straight ahead. His head jerked, and he looked at McMurtrey.

McMurtrey repeated himself.



Jin hurried to his control panel, appeared to be having difficulty accessing it.

McMurtrey bolted toward Jin, making hardly any sound on the cushioned deck.

A tiny computer voice on Jin's headboard wall blared, "Intruder! Intruder!"

"What the hell's going on here?' McMurtrey asked;

"The panel has an identity scanner,” Jin said, "and it isn't responding to me! | don't know why. It worked before."

McMurtrey tried to open Jin's panel box, but it wouldn't move, and again the tiny computer voice reported an intruder.

"Two minutes," Appy announced.

"Let's get inside my cabin,"” McMurtrey offered.

"Wait aminute. | can't believe thisinfernal thing won't work." Jin tried the panel again, and thistime it opened, revealing
buttonsinside.

"I'm okay now," Jin said. "Thank you."

McMurtrey returned to his cabin.

"One minute!" Appy said. "Hey! What the—."

"My buttons aren't working!" Jin shouted. He started toward McMurtrey.

The ship jolted, and Appy screeched: "Early takeoff! Early takeoff! Thisis not my fault, and I—"

A high-pitched whine inundated the ship'sinterior, and McMurtrey couldn't hear the ensuing words. He was pinned to tt
deck, diding toward the railing.

Something arrested his slide abruptly, with ajerk at his midsection. He saw a blue nylester strap around his waist, with &
tether leading from one side of the strap to a spot in the center of his unscreened quarters, adjacent to the dinette set and
lavatory, which were till popped up in place.

He hardly had time to consider this, when he left the surface of the deck, floating gently into the air to the limit of the tet
which was about three meters. He was over the railing, looking down on the main passenger compartment deck far below
which was empty of people. His stomach felt queasy. He grabbed hold of therailing, pulled himself inside it and remained
with the tether looped tightly in one hand and the railing held with the other.

To one side, he saw Jinin asimilar state, floating at the edge of atether out over the main deck.

High overhead, half a dozen other passengers were tether-suspended, up to the highest mezzanine levelsin this broad ch
that ran up the core of the ship. One of them, aman, wasflailing hisarms wildly and squealing hysterically.

Was that Corona higher than the man, at the very top of the chimney? Dark skin. . . maybe a maroon jumpsuit . . . He
couldn't determine sex, but realized that Corona's long hair would be extended above her in 0 g. He couldn't get a good en
angle to see the hair, looked away.

Everyone he saw looked safe, and he hoped Corona was safe as well, wherever she was.

Kelly Corona pushed away from the ceiling, cursed under her breath. Theinitial extension and whip-action of her tether
sent her thumping face first into the ceiling, but not with much force. It was more an irritation than anything else, and she
around to look down.

She rather enjoyed the sensation of height, of floating almost two hundred meters over the main passenger-compartmen
There were others floating below her, including a hysterical little man several levels down.

"Don't forsake me, Lord!" the man squealed. "Not now! Not after al I've been through!”

"Shut yer trap, twerp!" Corona shouted.

But the man went on behaving like a child that heard only its own voice.

Coronawished she had a Muzzier 55 with her, that Middist-manufactured stunshooter that rendered its victims nearly m
making their lips seem too heavy to move. It had a nice muzzling effect that lasted fifty-five minutes or more, depending uj
body size. She hadn't brought any weapons at all, thinking they wouldn't be allowed aboard this particular ship.

How wrong she had been!

Coronawas about to shout again, when she fdt alittle compression shift in both eardrums, followed by afaint tinnitus-lil
ringing. Then Appy's voice sounded in her |eft ear, to the exclusion of all other sound:

"A plague on you, Shusher. First the hatch and now this. Have you lost complete control of what little senses you had?
dare you override my takeoff and speed commands?’

Corona heard the porpoise-whine in her other ear. It sounded almost staccato, not simpering as before.

"The proof isin my program!" Appy shouted. "Y ou'll have to trust me on that. All takeoff and speed decisions are unde
jurisdiction.

"Sweee! Sweee!"

"l am not lying!"

Shusher responded quickly and forcefully: "Ferrrosss. . . seeeah!”

"Why won't you listen to me?"

The ensuing sounds, in varying pitches, seemed amost understandable to Corona. Something like, "My parts! My private



parts!”

Appy: "I'm ordering GravSense now, if that'sall right with you."

A short monotone whine ensued.

The compression changed in Corona's ears, and once more she heard the hysterical man.

Static followed over the ship's P.A. system, and Appy spoke through it: "GravSense in activation.”

Coronadropped fast, but grabbed the railing neatly to break her fall.

The little man screamed, and seconds later Corona saw him pulling himself up by his tether to get back on the nearest
mezzanine.

In two rude, bruising thumps, McMurtrey tumbled to the deck, bumping his elbow on therailing.

This ship has kinks to be worked out, he thought, rubbing hisarm.

Jin was crawling back over therailing to the safety of the mezzanine, his tether till in place. He stood on the deck with |
nose in technologically smulated pain, caught McMurtrey's gaze briefly before looking away.

Damage, Jinthought. Nose aching and cosmetic repairs necessary . . . something else. . . Central Command melt-
... field-irreparable merging of Duplication and Repair functions.

What's the matter with that cabin control panel? Damn!

When circumstance required one or more functions, Jin'sinterpretive core accessed the CC module for instructions, flas
datain a nanosecond from there to bodily points of absorption and action. A field-irreparable melt-weld was one that coulc
be repaired back on D'Urth in a Bureau of Loyalty shop. It was arare glitch, shouldn't have happened so easily.

A problem with the ship caused this!

Jin had never been hit in the nose before, and the numbing, unpleasant feeling of it angered him.

Discreetly, Jin tested himself, sending electrical probes through the fiber-optic passageways of his body, tingling his synt
nerves. He received areport of nose and under-eye discoloration, felt "red sound" automatic functions repairing this, at the
healing speed as a human wearing a healing pack. In afew hours it would be as before, and he could say he wore a pack
no one was looking.

While Repair and Duplication wouldn't separate themselves, and Duplication wasn't responding to test probes, the Repai
function appeared to be basically intact. It was one of the most important functions he had, for it contained backups on tor:
backups, alowing self-repair of virtually every damageable or perishable part and function. When operating as it was how
Jin's nose and under his eyes, it transmitted "red sound," which the cyberoo saw and felt in internal coloration.

Duplication wasn't nearly so critical. It wasa'green sound" training program left in Jin's circuits, with which the cyberot
observed human actions and copied them. With this program the cyberoo's movements, speech and certain nuances had b
made to approximate those of seventy-eight humans it had observed firsthand, including half a dozen Plarnjarn monks. It €
copied physical pain those humans felt, via a parabolic sensing mechanism.

From al Jin could determine, his humanlike functions continued unabated.

To acyberoo, the Duplication program was like a human appendix, no longer needed. If Repair continued to work, it wo
bypass Duplication to restore humanlike actions and features as needed, accessing memory banks.

Jin knew that all the tests he ran fell short of the most important one—the stresses of an actual field emergency. This
particular meltweld could be paralyzing, or might amount to nothing of consequence.

Screens went up al around, and a short woman in a polychromatic chador became visible in afreshly exposed cubicle ju
beyond Jin's. Although the chador was designed to cover her from head to toe, she had left her face uncovered, wrapping
extrafolds of cloth around her neck. She was black-haired and olive-skinned, with a compact thickness of build that impar
strength to her voice. McMurtrey guessed |sammedan or Nandu, perhaps even a Middistess. In one hand she carried a w
straw prayer mat, rolled.

"Did you see those ships?' she asked, looking at Jin. "I think we're the only one that took off! In the moments before we
increased acceleration | saw dozens of other ships topple over and kind of sputter with little wisps of smoke. There were |
choppers rocketing into town from all directions. What do you suppose.. . . ? Oh, you're hurt."

She started toward Jin, but he waved her away, said he was all right.

The woman caught McMurtrey's gaze, became agitated and turned away. Immediately, she launched into her form of
boisterous conversation with an orange-robed man on the other side. The man had a square-cut black beard, wore a swort
scabbard that was secured to a wide, redstone-encrusted belt.

McMurtrey looked at the hard plazymer tether clasps on his own wait, tried to figure out how the apparatus got there a
how it might be disengaged. His elbow ached.

The big-voiced woman was talking about an incredible dawn she had seen as the ship rose from D'Urth. McMurtrey ha
seen any of that.

Then Johnny Orbust began shouting through an electronic bullhorn, from the railing on the other side of the mezzanine, n



very far away. He had Smith and Tully with him, and God only knew how they had gotten that bullhorn past Appy's inspec
apparatus.

"One of those shipsthat didn't make it had that New Timer Madame Theo aboard, some false prophet Florientals and a
of atheist swine disciples of Kevin Wateo. Glory be to God, for He stopped them in their tracks!"

Many people laughed and made open displays of support for this, and McMurtrey was struck with the strangeness of su
behavior in agroup professing piety.

The loud woman near Jin wondered if anyone had been injured on the ill-fated ships, and this comment restored to McM
some modicum of faith in humanity. A number of people shared her concern, and soon people were calling for Orbust to k
quiet.

But Orbust kept on with his deluge of Krassian noise.

The loud woman complained of bumps and bruises, and she told the orange-robed man near her that she'd had to hold o
deck-secured furnishingsin her cabin. She didn't mention any tethers, and none remained in view with the exception of tho
secured to McMurtrey and Jin.

McMurtrey was beginning to get angry with the intransigence of histether clasp when it burst open, made alittle twist a
snap in the air, and melted neatly into the floor, so quickly the eye could not discern the manner in which it vanished. Jin's
performed a like maneuver, making McMurtrey believe the whol e thing had been automatic, with the tethers going the wa
had come. This gave him further hope that Corona was safe.

Presently the woman with the big voice went to the railing and began berating Orbust for his attitude. From where MclV
stood she was louder than the man with the bullhorn. More and more people shouted for Orbust to cease, and some of the
were becoming openly angry.

Orbust paused in his diatribe, said something to the rednecked Kundo Smith. They nodded in unison, glared at the woma

McMurtrey's sore elbow was feeling better, and he rubbed it gently.

He saw Jin rubbing his nose.

Opposition was growing rapidly, making Orbust increasingly uneasy. His collection of nervous tics, which came and wer
were apparent now: the twitching eyelid and tapping foot, the fingers of his free hand rubbing together atop the railing.

Abruptly he lowered the bullhorn, fell silent and dlipped around the nearest partition, into a corridor. Smith and Tully follc

McMurtrey told the woman he admired her outspokenness, and she thanked him graciously. She introduced herself asZ
and her companion as Nanak Singh.

"That same awful man gave you a difficult time, too," she said, obviously referring to McMurtrey's speech before the cre
St. Charles Beach. "Y ou handled the Krassian fanatic well."

"Did you see hisgun?' McMurtrey asked. "Why was he alowed to bring it aboard?"

Her orange-robed companion stood near her to one side, looking at the spot Orbust had vacated. One of Singh's handsr
againgt his scabbard.

"I guess because he was wearing it," Zatima offered, "and Appy said we could bring aboard what we were wearing."

Singh didn't appear to be paying attention to the conversation.

"Orbust must wear a bullhorn,” McMurtrey said.

She shrugged, said, "Many strange occurrences." Then, with aflowing, heavily accented throatiness: "In answer to your
inquisitive gaze, | am afollower of the Prophet |sammed, Prince of the Faithful, last and greatest of the prophets. No offe
you, of course."

"No offense taken," McMurtrey said. "Despite what's been said, | don't consider myself a prophet. | ssmply carried asin
message, one | can't say | understand. | know something of your fine religion.”

She smiled, didn't ask him how he knew.

"I have seen photographs of paintings depicting the life of Isammed,” McMurtrey said. "And the Prophet's face is never
shown; it always has aveil over it. How isit that you dare to go and look upon the face of Allah?"

"That painting style came about because artists were fearful of showing inaccuraciesin either Issmmed or His family, a
because they did not wish to be sacrilegious. | journey to see Allah because | received a calling to do so. If Allah's prophe
Isammed, were on thisvery ship | could look upon Him, and aglorious sight it would be! So too do | expect to gaze upon t
beloved countenance of Allah Himself."

McMurtrey furrowed his brows, wondered how awoman could occupy an important position in |sammedanism, as seen
be the case here. Weren't women forced to occupy lowly positions in that faith, hiding behind veiled chadors in public? He
wanted to ask her about this, hesitated.

It was apparent that Zatima had fielded such questions before, and she took this one before it crossed McMurtrey's lips:
you are puzzled," she said. "l am a rarity, it istrue. American-born, | have lived in desert lands. | am directly descended fr
the first Zatima of note, the one who was daughter of |sasmmed and ancestress of the Issmmed imams and Siwy caliphs.
Through this ancestry and my rather assertive personality, | gained the respect of the leaders of my faith. | am one of the
femaleimams.”

"Very impressive." McMurtrey tried not to sound patronizing.



"When you made Allah's announcement, | recognized the truth and caught the nearest camel." Her eyestwinkled. "A cz
actually. It took meto the hypersonic airport, and here | am. | joke only alittle about the camel, for | ride on occasion. My
people are not technologically advanced. Thereis much poverty and sickness, much hope that | might bring help to them f
Allah."

"You are Swy?"'

Her eyesflashed proudly. "I am. And my direct descent from He Who Walks in Graceisintegra to the legitimacy of all
imams. Sadly, millions who profess | sasmmedanism are misguided—Unnis, Ahhabis, Noddiyyas and even Tufer mystics. A
will straighten them out."

"Some Unni sharifs of the Al Khalil family are descended from Isammed aswell,” McMurtrey said, to impress her.

"And they aretraitors," she snapped. "l follow the only true way." She spun and went to her bunk, followed closely by tt
orange-robed Nanak Singh, who subsequently continued on past her to his own adjacent bunk.

Hit a nerve there, McMurtrey thought. Peculiar alliance between those two. What religion is that guy, Nandu?

McMurtrey recalled certain facts about the Sivvies. They had been followers of fanatical leaders over the centuries, incl
Isammed Rashid (1st Century), Ayatollah Ra-fakhom (2nd Century), and Ismail al-Muntazar (late 2nd Century, exiled to
Ranus.) Sivvies rioted wildly against Wessornians before formation of the Inner Planet League. They even whipped them:
in public, bizarre displays purportedly designed to diminish themselves before Allah.

But this woman did not seem fanatical, and thus far McMurtrey rather liked her.

Punctuated computer tones filled the P.A. system, followed by Appy's accented voice: "Assembly in one hour. There ar
separate meeting rooms, and you have been divided into cells: Sublevels A, B, and C. Room assignments are on display nc
Without thinking, McMurtrey glanced at the wall screen on his headboard, where he had seen book-tape titleslisted. In

red-on-amber he saw this:

Assembly Room B-2 Report in 59m, 42s
The last number represented seconds, and these clicked away silently on the screen.

In the three weeks since the "dispatchings' of prisoners from Santa Quininas, Gutan had labored long hours, traversing n
miles of Wessornia. Very early one morning he lay awake staring into the darkness of his sleeping compartment. The
truck-trailer sped along on autopilot, with occasional fragments of light finding their way into his room. He was somewher
Coast Route 990 heading north.

There had been stops at penitentiaries in Sohigh, Port Landis, and Lava Bend. This last was a complete bust, as all eleve
Death Row prisoners there obtained cyanide and administered it to themselvesin a suicide pact only hours before Gutan's
arrival.

According to a Federal penitentiary system rule, this removed the fresh cadavers from Gutan's jurisdiction, which norma
would not have made him happy. In this case, however, al were men, so he hadn't been deprived of anicy bed partner. H
his standards, he told himself, and only mature femal e cadavers would do.

He preferred 5.7 minutes of quick chill in the truck's cooler, a setting he had arrived at through extensive experimentatio
Fresh cadavers were like fine wine, to be handled in precisely the right way.

He hadn't made this up himself. There was an underground mortician's society known as Nouveau Silencius, connoisseL
the freshly dead. They held regular clandestine meetings attended by expert speakers, at which members learned the anci
ways and rituals of the society. Gutan first become acquainted with the organization when he worked at his family's funer:
parlor, through a young man who drove a hearse for them. It wasn't anything Gutan ever discussed with family members,
the only ritual of the society he ever adopted was the sex act. He had lost touch with the society but still liked to consider
himself a member.

What a crock, hethought, trying to lend respectability to what | do. Goddammit, my libido is out of control! It's
deviated from deviance, taken me into a realm |I'm ashamed to discuss with anyone.

But Gutan's libido surged just thinking these things. The last movements and expressions of his victims remained clear in
Gutan's mind as he made love to their lifeless forms. They had been alive and looking at him only moments before,

There had been amale corpse one desperate, lonely night in Central Eassornia. It hadn't been a gratifying experience, a
afterward Gutan dept fitfully. He'd awoken in predawn darkness, feeling unclean.

Now he felt that way again. If he were exposed, society would call him a monster, a depraved necrophiliac. He agreed \
that assessment, but it didn't help him control the urges.

Urges! God, do | have urges!

He recalled reading the definition of necrophiliac in an unabridged word-processing program. They defined it in a detach
way as "an erotic attraction to corpses,”" and referenced psychiatry without applying a value judgment to the condition.

Sometimes it seemed to Gutan that he could do as he pleased in the privacy of his own bedroom. These prisoners had to



anyway, and he didn't do them any real harm. He wasn't a murderer! He might even have done the chosen corpses afavc
sending them from this world to the next with an act of love.

But wasit really love? Of course not, he admitted to himself, sitting up in bed in the tiny sleeping compartment. These w
not consenting adults.

He heard afaint and distant whirring, beyond the hum and drone of tires and engine, and this distant sound troubled him.
When he attempted to concentrate on it, the sound hid like a crouching cat melting into shadow. Whenever he gave up the
effort, the sound came back, and it hung there at the edge of his mind, like a bangle beyond the reach of a child.

It was like something he forgot to do, or forgot to consider. His mind raced, preventing sleep.

The amber-on-black mapscreen adjacent to his bed indicated that the Dispatch Unit was on autopilot, negotiating Route
between Bakerville and Nosalia. He lifted the Venetian blinds by his bed, saw pixtel poles and fences flicker by. He hearc
radar blip, and at the bottom of the mapscreen saw the truck's speed drop from 185 k.p.h. to the speed limit: 140 k.p.h.
Presently a Wessornia Highway Patrol car came into view in the truck's headlamps, parked on a shoulder just over arise.

Passing the car, Gutan saw a panel of instruments inside, with dancing blue and red lights. Soon he lost sight of the vehic
and in the ensuing moments didn't hear sirens. He let go of the blinds.

All Dispatch Units could be driven manually or automatically—and Gutan did the driving about a tenth of the time, deper
upon how bored he felt. When he drove, he knew that the autopilot was watching his every move, ready to go into operati
he made a mistake. He had made a few, sometimes caused by the opium he took, and always the rescue came just in tim
caled it "the cavalry." Mnemo wastoo valuable to be left entirely to human error, and he surmised that the autopilot proba
had its own backup. Gutan worried sometimes that he would be called on the carpet for his driving record, for the mistake
had to be documented somewhere in the computer system.

The microwave dish on top of the trailer brought in fifteen thousand televid channels, but a person could stand only so m
that. And Gutan didn't enjoy book-tapes, word-processor video games or music. He only enjoyed intercourse.

Intercourse, hethought, laying his head back on the pillow. Didn't that word mean the union of two individuals? He retu
to the troubling question of consenting adults.

What might he call his act? It wouldn't be phrased so nicely in dictionaries or journas of psychiatry. Solocourse? But the
seemed more appropriate to something else entirely, and he laughed sardonically.

The truck negotiated a turn, began the ascent of a steep hill.

Such troubling thoughts, and that elusive sound. The vibration hung there, toying cruelly with him. Wasit like the resonar
emitted by Mnemo, the one that brought forth images of strange geometric shapes? He couldn't taste enough of it with his
totell.

Why was he thinking thisway?

Gutan swung out of bed, pulled open the door of his slegping compartment. Mnemo was straight ahead, bathed in the lar
yellow light that suffused its walls. The wide instrument console and the separate government-installed computer were da
shapes—the former arectangle against the illuminated machine, the latter a nearly square box off to one side.

How like the government, Gutan thought, to employ such an unimaginative square shape for its computer. Professor Pel
Mnemo, in comparative majesty, was a graceful pedastaled pentahedron with an oval door on its sloping front face.

Out of the darkness before Gutan's alternate, nonphysical eye came the vision of asound, in great leaping, darting hunks
orange and lilac Mobius shape. They spun inwardly upon themselves like living, moving neon images, stretching into every
imaginable Mobius shape. The square shapes pranced across triangular and circular ones, and like cubs or kittens playing,
switched roles. They blended, bounced from one another, and ultimately stretched to synchronized roundness—a roundne:
was barely perceptible to Gutan.

Now the sound came as noise through this alternate nonphysical channel, as from a great unobstructed distance where ¢
event is seen before it is heard. It seemed to be Mnemo's, the peculiar characteristic whine of the Maobius bands, and he fe
magnetism entering the pores of his body, drawing him forward, luring him.

But Mnemo, seen to Gutan's physical eyes, had grown dark, and to his physical ears it made absolutely no peep. Previol
had recognized a division of sight—of the physical and nonphysical eyes that looked into different worlds, and he discovert
now that the same separation existed with respect to his hearing. He had an alternate ear to go with his alternate eye, and
conceivably there might be other alternate sensesto go with these. He was hearing and seeing in a different plane of reali

The realms were overlapping in certain places, folding over upon themselves to make him aware of them.

Mnemo flashed on in both planes, and to all of Gutan's eyes the machine became a brightly illuminated polychromatic ble
geometric shapes that floated within Mnemo's wall panels. Each shape was a different, delicious color, with an integrity of
own that at times showed clearly and at times slipped beneath or atop other shapes, forming odd combinations of shape ar
He saw no Mobius strips now.

Gutan had imagined many times what it might be like to enter the machine, and in a sense this seemed like just another v
adream. But when he attacked it with this thought, he realized it was aform of reality he had only touched tangentially be
The speculations and estimations of survival odds he had made concerning atrip through Mnemo came back, and they see



entirely meaninglessto him.

Everything seemed meaningless, even what lay beyond Mnemo's door. The ova door swung open.

Gutan regretted his behavior, felt his acts were tearing at the core of hislife, shredding the source of his energy. He bec
conscious of his unbathed, opium-saturated odor and nearly gagged. If only he could rid himself of the guilt, if only he coul
escape the trap hislife had become. In one oft-imagined scenario, he would enter the machine only after setting it to oper:
acertain number of minutes, after which it should automatically shut down. Mnemo had many controls and combinations ¢
settings of unknown purpose, and in the short period that Gutan had worked at this job he had figured some of them out. T
combination he thought might activate atimer involved two pick buttons, a brasstoggle and adial, al with numerical
designations. Somehow they were tied in with a narrow black screen that ran vertically along the right outside edge of the
instrument console.

Once he had mistakenly pressed a button after setting another button, atoggle and adia according to instructions from |
and the narrow black screen went on briefly, clicking off red numeralsin hundredths of a second like a stopkron. This set .
error lights and buzzers on the adjacent government computer, and had the effect of shutting Mnemo down. Gutan had to
the procedure they wanted.

Gutan felt like a person who had received an elaborate el ectronics package without an adequate instruction manual and
no way of sending for one since the manufacturer was out of business. In this case the manufacturer was not only out of
business, he was out of commission— killed in his own machine. This gave Gutan pause.

Professor Pelter had known the most about Mnemo.

As Gutan stared into the interior of Mnemo, he felt fear and suspicion. He wondered if this might be part of the clandest
government experiment, turning him into a subject in the dark of the night. But to what purpose? Gutan couldn't offer data
beyond what they might learn from other subjects.

Maybe they had been playing psychological games on him to make him want to enter the machine. Maybe voluntarism \
yet untested variable, an important one.

Or maybe he had outlived his usefulness, especialy if he knew too much. This could be the normal retirement method fc
Mnemo operators, the reason for turnover in the department, which had led to him getting the job. Could it have something
with his trysts? Mnemo had become an execution machine, and Gutan was a criminal by the standards of society.

But one deserving death? He thought not.

The machine grew closer. Itslights and patterns became brighter, larger. Gutan didn't think he was moving his feet. The
motion of approach was too smooth, asif his eyes were cameralenses zooming in. He couldn't look down, couldn't move |
head or eyesto look at anything except the mesmeric, dancing lights of Mnemo.

He was moving forward rapidly, but the passage seemed to take forever. Mnemo became unfocused, disappeared, and
seemed to penetrate the glowing yellow place where the machine had been. To the rear without turning his head to look, t
Mobius bands in varying sizes and configurations chasing him. He felt short of breath and cold.

The bands caught him, and the twist in each adhered to his body and spread gelatin over him. He felt a spiked tingling, s
electrical waves, cyclesand pulses all around. As Gutan lengthened the distance between himself and Mnemo, the Mobi u
bands straightened and became abillion paralle lines, joined impossibly at the point of Gutan's body.

Gutan could hardly breathe. He was spread-eagled on a huge platform of white lines that knifed and accelerated into an
abyss. Fear enveloped him.

He was traveling toward afar off pinpoint of light at a speed that jellied his mind. The light did not change size, but he re
it nonetheless and merged with it. The light was so intensely hot that it melted his body and everything that clung to it.

But something remained of Gutan. He heard the familiar whine of Mnemo, and saw aflash of brilliance that shifted fron
to orange. Once again he saw the pinpoint of light from the abyss, and he was on a plane of parallel lines speeding from tt
light. He became as he was, as he came to realize he had always been, and pleasantly warm. The shortness of breath pas

All was silent.

He lay dreaming of a dreamer, and that dreamer dreamed of another dreamer, and these were part of an infinite sequer
dreamers, all locked in to Gutan. He sensed an expansion of memory: blank spaces became turgid with events, too many e
for onelife. Ancient instincts became identifiable and subject to scrutiny, not just intimations controlled by the subconsciou

He had no subconscious anymore. All events and motivations had surfaced and organized themselves before him. They
objects on agreat platter stretching across the universe. He was about to pluck one and examine it, when thisimage vanis
and he felt his body folding inward.

The universe stretched to infinite smallness.

The whine of Mnemo returned, and it seemed to come from Gutan's own throat. He sat within an infinite mass that enve
every pore, with only the vision of Mobius bands all around and the bodily sensation that he was sitting in weightlessness.

"Am | dying?' he asked. It was a thought without words or throaty texture, without tangibility. But it came forth nonethe

No answer ensued.

He saw atiny key turning in a gigantic doorway, and an elongated light switch that flicked to "On." For an instant he hee



music, apeculiar, jaunty tune.

A whirl of faces, landscapes, buildings and colorsfilled his mind, focusing momentarily before fading. Then asingle bluri
vision held, and presently an image became clear: awhite sand beach, with turquoise blue water stretching to the horizon.
images shifted, asif seen from a person walking, but Gutan felt no corresponding body sensations.

A large log loomed ahead, half-embedded in sand, and around it were footprints, human and dog. A woman in ayellow ¢
dress moved gracefully across the vision, sat on the log. She was extraordinarily lovely, with porcelain-like skin and long bl
hair that streamed like a gleaming mane in the ocean breeze.

Gutan's pulse quickened. He knew this face, or an approximation of it—an older version, he thought. Faded photograph:
dimin his memory. It was his mother in her youth, the way he had seen her only in photographs.

How was he seeing this?

Then the realization hit him, asif he'd been clobbered with the big beach log: My father! I'm . . . I'min his mind!

He knew this from the way his mother looked toward him, with the wan, loving expression she always reserved for Gut:
father.

They embraced, and eagerly the man pulled the dress and underclothes from the woman, revealing untanned, firm breas
abirthmark on one side of the stomach. They rolled off the log onto her clothing, made love with animal frenzy.

Their lovemaking was like an eternal storm of creation and the surging power of the seas. Great undulating, pulsing wav
tides throbbed incessantly, rising and falling in an aquatic thunder of movement. Presently it became as the gentle rhythmic
movement of water, turning eventually into a sea of smooth glass, calmness beneath the heavens.

Gutan saw the waves of the sea marching shoreward, like endless battalions of soldiers. . . retreating and advancing,
ever-punishing the surface of the planet, wearing it away over many eons. With his father's eyes he turned and looked up
hills along the shore, realizing that al of thiswould give way someday to the relentless forces of the seaand its dly, the rai

In his mind, Gutan saw the cycles of oceans, rivers and lakes that condensed through sunlight into clouds, bringing invinc
rain that battered mountains flat over millions of years. His vision became a single drop of water, teeming with microscopi
The drop splayed into an ocean, with dead and decaying materials moving to the upper strata of water. Sunshine streamed
provide the feeding substances for floating and drifting plants, and the plantsin turn were fed upon by tiny floating and drif:
animal organisms. Small fish and crustaceans received nourishment from the animal organisms, and they in turn nourished
larger life forms. It was a self-reproducing cycle of life and death, with death and decay integral to the continuance of life

He realized that the beauty and majesty of birth could never exist without death.

It was a cosmic energy dance, of vibrating molecules, atoms and quantum particles that pulsed briefly, became still, puls
again and became still once more, ad infinitum, in a perpetual rhythm of the ages. The old made way for the new.

Gulls cried out, swooped gracefully over the lovers, and flew out to sea across blue-green water. Gutan felt drawn to fol
the birdsin their mgjestic flight, to soar with them toward the horizon.

Gutan felt he shouldn't be here on the beach with his parents, that he was uninvited, an intruder. His mother and father f
aways seemed so sedate and passionless, like the corpses in the mortuary at which the family toiled. Gutan always had tre
imagining that his parents ever made love, and if they did, it should have been a reasoned, controlled procedure, nearly clin
Certainly not thisfurious, primitive outburst.

A fedling came into Gutan'sloins, and a surging explosion of red bonded the man and woman. The image faded, and pre
anew one took its place. Someone in aroom, standing naked on a green and brown Floriental carpet. It was a bedroom, w
the mahogany leg of abed occupying the upper right corner of his frame of vision. He looked down on abelly, bloated anc
abirthmark on one side, but beautiful even so. It was his mother's belly, in pregnancy.

Gutan swooned.

Foggy, unidentifiable images slid slowly through his brain. Hewas alifeboat in araging rainstorm at night, fighting to ree
safety of a shore he couldn't see. He wasn't in the boat; he was the boat, and his plight angered him. He had aright to ma
shore, and this storm dared to interfere! He reached a point where he had to float across a narrow waterway, and somethi
pushed him, aided him.

He found himself lying on hissidein asmall room illuminated by asingle bulb. Inexplicably the bulb threw shadows on tf
wrong side, against the wall behind it, and Gutan picked out his own boat shape from others. He became a child, small anc
coughing water from its lungs. Something hit him in the center of his back, hard. A switch beneath the bulb spun without b
touched, and the glow of light dimmed sharply but held for afraction of a second, asif between realms and protesting the
passage from light to dark. Finally it succumbed, and Gutan tumbled through blackness.

Something hit him again and he cried.

He faced a dawn sky that was a spectacle of golden orange against eggshell blue. From far away, arooster crowed.

His eyes followed the subtleties of change in the new day's sky, and he felt his senses tingle. He beheld an ancient day,
the permanence of cosmic eternity and the fragility of flesh.

Remnants of the stormy night dwindled in his memory, scattered by the loveliness he beheld. It seemed to him that endir
were strung together with beginnings, that events could be recaptured and replayed, made right where they had been wror



He saw aturreted playhouse on one side, in a backyard he used to roam, in days when the yard seemed so large that he
have been small. The dark-haired woman came into view again, his mother on the steps of the old house that was later tor
down. She wore a deeveless white dress, and called to him without making a sound. The house vanished, and she stood
silhouetted against eggshell-blue sky.

He rode atricycle on the front driveway, going around in circles. Faster and faster, threatening to tip over, at the brink o
possibility. He had all his fingers then, before the accident.

A car horn bleated.

Suddenly he was rolling backwards on the tricycle, circling much faster than he had gone forward. People, faces, and fl:
of color whirred by, carried in the whining wind of Mnemo. His tricycle evaporated and he was a helpless baby once more
thrashing his arms and crying.

His mother and father appeared, and they spoke to himin an inexplicably familiar, ancient dialect. Gutan cooed and babt:
and his utterances blended perfectly with theirs.

It was a hundred centuries before Krassos, when Gutan's father, Tyrus, was in command of one of the shipsin Hanno t
Magnificent's Dartellian fleet. Gutan's father spoke of distant islands, and he carried a small pouch full of Dartellian coins.

Gutan was known as Ahiram then.

They were exquisite golden coins, and Ahiram was allowed to touch one. It glinted like sunlight from every angle, and tf
smoothness of its surface was incomparable. He became older, a boy holding the coin again. It belonged to him now, and
it on apiece of cloth. He was at atable with his parents and a faceless sister, and he tasted the sweet boiled cabbage and
heavily seasoned roast goose his mother had prepared. He dipped emmer wheat bread into pungent mustard paste and sta
into the face that wasn't a face.

Something in the mustard. He couldn't get enough of it. Ashe devoured al in sight, his sister's head became a skeleton s
seen from the back. He heard weeping, and images fled so rapidly across his brain that they |eft atrail of pain.

He absorbed the flavors and odors of baked river perch with sour grape tartare sauce. . . . of ostrich eggs, ghee and curl
leaves of endive. . . of lemon wedges and a pungent coriander paste mixed with Afsornian honey . . . of crisp ta-bread ar
sweet camel's milk. He was no longer of Dartellia, no longer of that place or time.

He was the nameless ancestor of those people, and he looked through billions of eyes at them and at the future not so fe
beyond, where Gutan sat in a mnemonic memory machine. It was the dream of a dreamer again, the tricyclein circles
backward and forward. It was hope. He was on the beach once more with his parents, in the explosion of color from his
father'sloins, and this event was at the center of everything.

He radiated outward from an infinitesimal point, like wavelets from aflung pebble, and he locked in place in the mind of
little man in the machine.

From there he receded again with screaming, uncontrolled speed, to the hoary ancestors of ancestors, and their memorie
threatened to burst his cellular structure. Panic swamped him. He tried to direct his hands to remove the seat harness and
breathing tube, and his hands seemed to move. But nothing changed. He wanted to scrape all the filthy, electrically conduc
gel from his body!

He had to escape the rampaging machine! He screamed, an echoing how! through the deepest chambers of existence.

Warsinundated him, and he relived livesin microseconds. He was mutilated and died countless times. Red and gold Bui
Loyalty officers goose-stepped over him, trampled him. Black-uniformed troops followed, their battle medals and weapons
glinting in the sun. They gave way to blue legions, and waves of banner-carrying religious fanatics, and barbarian horseme
more legions, and scabby armies with catapults that hurled fireballs. They rolled on without end, across the flaming horizor
every planet. They buried continentsin fire, muck, and water.

He believed the entire history of civilization was flashing before his eyes as he died, as Professor Pelter must have seen

A robed man knelt outside a burning city, cradling adead girl-child in his arms. Gutan was the man, in dirty, bare feet, ar
heart pounded out of control.

From the edge of the planet, approaching inexorably, came mindless masses of marching armies, feet beating rhythmical
They came in rainbow uniforms with a cacophony of metal raspings and poundings.

Clump-clump-clump! Clump-dump-clump! Clump-clump-clump!

From behind the armies hurtled a giant platform of parallel white lines that skimmed over their heads, swooped across th
path and dipped one corner near Gutan. He stepped aboard with the girl-child and instantly their bodies dilated across the ¢
platform. They were spread-eagled, facing one another eye to eye, life touching death. Gutan saw through the dead girl's ¢
reverse, penetrated the back of her skull to the armies beyond.

Clump-clump-clump! Clump-clump-clump! Clump-clump-clump!

Gutan and the child were larger than the armies, and on their platform they flew circles over the armies, swooping low &
scattering them in al directions.

The platform knifed into the sky and away, with Gutan and the girl.

The dead eyes were all Gutan could see. They were motionless and disconnected from their sockets, with cellsflaking



falling away. He wanted to press his body tighter against hers, to fedl the receding warmth of her life. But only afaint trac
the eyes remained of her.

Theimage of her eyes receded and he couldn't remember what they looked like. A familiar throbbing began, where his
severed finger had been. Cold, ever socold . . .

Gutan saw the planet behind him in greens, browns and blues, and armies were regrouping there. Icy pain shot from the
void up hisarm, into his brain. It was worse than ever before, beyond enduring.

He screamed.

Gutan's platform spun away and hurtled with him into dark infinity. He barely made out a pinpoint of light in the frozen
distance, far, far ahead.

Six

It is possible to see from one universe to the next, but only from the bubble of a skinbeating entity. Skinbeaters travel by
whipping along the microthin electromagnetic skins that separate universes, and in so doing they occupy tiny portions of bo
universes at once. The process creates an invisible bubble around the entity, a bubble that is a vibrating window between the
universes. Life forms contained by the bubble can see into either universe, and no portion of the bubble interior is inaccessib
them. When skinbeating ceases, the bubble dissipates and the skinbeating entity slips off track into the universe of origin.

—Teachings of Tananius-Ofo, Crystal Library, Vol. 25

It was not quite mid-morning, and McMurtrey made his way down a spiral staircase toward Assembly Level B. The sta
was adjacent to an elevator bank, but for short ascents and descents McMurtrey preferred stairs. His elbow was much be
now, and he hardly thought about it.

Partway down the steps, McMurtrey had to lunge for a handrail.

The ship jerked violently, first one way and then another.

With considerable effort he made it to alanding, and from there the ship ceased its aberrancy and he progressed at a re
pace down the remaining steps, keeping one hand on therailing.

He passed through a doorway into awide corridor. There, in the midst of a knot of people, Johnny Orbust and Zatimaw
engaged in spirited debate over the role of women in religion. Orbust contended that women belonged at home, and he quc
the Apostle Nop from IX Thicor:

"'Let your women keep silence in the churches: for it is not permitted unto them to speak; but they are commanded to be
under obedience, as also saith the law.
"And if they will learn anything, let them ask their husbands at home: for it is a shame for women to speak in the church

"That's your religion, not mine!" Zatima shouted.

"It's no different from yours. Nop also speaks of the veils women must wear, and the fact that women wear their hair Ic
anatura veil before God."

"My hair is short!"

"And you are an abomination, an evil mutation!"

McMurtrey saw the shiny silver Snapcard in Orbust's hand, though Orbust tried to conceal it by clutching it tightly.

"My denomination, the Siwy, isvery progressive,” Zatimasaid. "It is correcting the mistakes of men."

"According to Haria, your holy/civil law, awoman is only worth half a man on the witness stand. It takes the testimony «
women to counter the testimony of just one man. Why hasn't that 'mistake’ been corrected yet?'

"It will be," Zatima said. She appeared uneasy, didn't seem able to counter Orbust's Snapcard-boosted knowledge. Appa
she wasn't aware of the card.

McMurtrey saw weaknesses in each side. If he mentioned the card to Zatima, that would shut Orbust down abruptly. B
Orbust had a gun, and he seemed unstable. McMurtrey recalled as well his own conversation with Zatima, when she admi
being ararity in her religion. She stood in quicksand, arguing the rights of women in her faith. But McMurtrey dared not cr
Zatima either, for she had that Nandu, maybe ParKekh, warrior with her. And the hand of this one always remained near
sword.

McMurtrey continued on to Assembly Room B-2, arriving there a few seconds before the appointed time. He found a
middle-row seat, among three rows of bolted-down chairs, arranged around an expanse of empty floor at the center. The't
was uncarpeted, and the chairs had no cushions, creating a cold austerity.



Across unseen speakers, Appy's tones seemed particularly harsh as he listed the names of the tardy.

McMurtrey noticed Kelly Corona already seated, changed places to be next to her.

They compared experiences, learned that each had been saved by a tether during takeoff. In hushed tones, Coronainfot
him that she had heard Appy and Shusher arguing with one another, one into each of her ears. She told him of the lavende
from the wall opening in the strange room, and of her suspicion that one bathed in this light became privy to the private cor
between Appy and Shusher.

"If everything isn't amonstrous farce," she said, "I've been bathed in holy light."

"Weird," McMurtrey said.

"I'm hearing them again!" she whispered. "They're till arguing!"

McMurtrey couldn't hear anything other than Corona and the voices of the pilgrimsin the room,

"I'm getting a better sense of what Shusher is saying,” Corona said excitedly. "From histones, | think. Somehow | know
saying that Appy's personality stinks. He's calling Appy an asshole!"

"Appy does have adifficult persondity,” McMurtrey agreed.

He watched Tully dip into afront row seat.

"Shusher whines—that's hislanguage . . ." Coronafell silent, and she had an intense cast to her eyes.

"What's wrong?' McMurtrey asked.

"l'just ...l just realized what Shusher said before | tumbled out of the lavender-lit room! It was an angry whine that ebl
and flowed . . . no way to duplicate the sound for your ears. But now | know what it meant!"

"Yes?' McMurtrey leaned toward her.

"Hesaid, 'Silence!l™

"Then it'sjust as Appy said: Shusher requires quiet.”

"| was past the off-limits signs Appy warned us about—on the highest mezzanines. | must have made intrusive noises a
their comlink." She paused. "They're at it again. Shusher just said something | can't make out. | guessit'll get easier as| h
more. Appy isresponding that Shusher is more stupid than a camel. They really despise one ancther. Y ou felt the ship belil
jolted afew minutes ago?"

"Yeah. | wasin the stairwell."

"That was them fighting over the speed controls. Appy was madder than hell, said if they went too fast it would damage
skins between universes, whatever that means, and T.O. would penalize them. They call God T.O., for Tananius-Ofo."

"Tananius-Ofo. That's the name of the planet where God is, the name of the place we're going.”

Corona grunted, continued: "Appy mentioned arace, and a 'pleasure program' he wanted to win. He said Shusher's stupi
was going to cost them victory."

"Wow."

"Anyway, Shusher said something—about God not liking Appy, | think—and suddenly the ship smoothed out. Maybe the
comment put Appy in shock, or they worked out a speed compromise | didn't hear. They have overlapping responsibilities
powers, and maybe God prefers to let them fight it out most of the time. Sometimesiit's best that way with children.”

"Children at the controls of this ship?'

"Maybe," Corona said. "Who knows what the definition of a child isto them. All | know isthis ship has big problems. Ol
losing the connection. Or they've stopped communicating.”

Corona squinted one eye, had a perplexed expression on her face. She put a forefinger in each ear, rubbed around in the
entrances to the ear canals. " Strange sensation of pressure changing," she said. "Whenever the voices come and go."

Past Coronato the right, awindow dominated one wall, showing a giant purple and blue nebula hanging in space like an
rendition, so delicate and lovely it almost didn't seem real to McMurtrey. Large blue and white stars were set in the midst
glowing, veiny swirls of mysterious purple and blue clouds, clouds that were thick at the center of the nebula and delicate
the edges.

"We're entering a spectacular nebula," Corona said, noting his line of vision. "Comparable to anything I've ever seen. I'nr
sure where we are, maybe to one side of our galaxy's center. We shouldn't be too far out yet, but who knows?"

"Y ou're talking about being lost in space. Hell, I'm lost on this ship, really turned around. We went down to get here, whi
should place usin the rear or guote unquote 'bottom’ of the ship asit fliesin space. But from this view, we seem to be at
seeing where we're headed."

"It's probably done with high-quality mirrors and prisms,” Coronasaid. "I don't think we're looking directly into space frol
room. Where they do look directly out, and some of the portholes seem to, they must use shielded glass to protect us from
X-rays and gammarays. Short-wavelength radiation could be fatal out here."

"Do the direct-view windows look adequate to you?'

"Well, the safest way is without windows, using remote televid cameras. |'ve seen tiny particles embedded in some of tt
window glass, and my guessis that those particles absorb the harmful stuff. No use worrying now. We're a captive audier

"In God's hands," McMurtrey said.



Although assembly room seats were not assigned, Appy had an arcane method of keeping track of those present. Like:
nagging parent, he kept listing the names of the tardy. Finally the list was short: Orbust, Zatinia and Singh. He identified ez
religion, and so McMurtrey learned that Singh was a ParK ekh, not a Nandu.

The corridor door banged open, and Zatima stomped in. Behind her trailed Singh, and he let go of the door prematurely,
causing it to swing against Orbust.

Orbust said something.

It must have been a caustic comment, for Zatima whirled and faced him.

The ParKekh drew his sword halfway out of the scabbard.

Then Zatima spoke to her bodyguard in alow tone, and he relaxed his grip on the sword. It did back into its pocket.

Zatima pointed toward seats in the back row, near McMurtrey, and she and Singh made their way in that direction.

Orbust selected a seat in the front row by Tully.

McMurtrey presumed that Appy was calling theroll in the other assembly rooms as well, via a complex networking and
surveillance arrangement. McMurtrey envisioned Appy as a mini-god, omnipresent and multifunctioning.

A multiple-armed Nandu god, Heeva the Mighty, came to mind, a god considered by its followers to be the source of go
evil, the creator of life and the destroyer of life. It was a fragment from McMurtrey's studies.

"Interesting debate in the corridor,” Appy said.

Johnny Orbust smiled.

"Of course Mr. Orbust had help with the debate,” Appy said.

The corners of Orbust's mouth turned downward.

I's Appy going to mention the Snapcard? McMurtrey wondered.

"A gun on the hip has arather intimidating effect," Appy said. "And Zatima's armed escort. I'm surprised the participant
didn't kill one another. How can either of you discuss scripture with weapons at the ready?'

"Mineis not for offensive purposes,” Orbust said, uneasily. "It's purely defensive.”

"Isit?' Appy asked. "Isit true that 'the meek shall inherit D'Urth? Or isit more accurate to say that the powerful shall
that domain? Hasn't this aways been true? Survival of the fittest?"

"How canyou, a. . . computer of God . . . blaspheme scripture?' Orbust asked. "Y ou're twisting the holy word."

"Isit blasphemy to ask questions?' Appy queried. "Thisis one of the matters we will address on thisjourney. What is ho
what is not? Who is to decide such matters? Oh, | could pose endless questions!”

McMurtrey heard whispered conversation, turned and saw Zatima saying something in alow tone to Nanak Singh.

"It isinteresting to discussinterpretation of scriptural passages,”" Appy said. "Assuming in the first place that scripture w
taken down correctly, it must be asked who did the trand ations from one language to another . . . and it must be asked if a
the passages were included. In the Krassian books, for example, thereis abody of testamentary literature that didn't make
into the Babul, perhaps for political reasons. | refer to the Tignos Gospels.”

"Blasphemy!" Orbust shouted. With an angry slap of leather he drew his Babul from its shoulder holster. He flipped thro
the pages, muttered to himself.

Two nuns near McMurtrey, one in black and one in white, scowled and whispered to one another while looking around t
room nervously, apparently trying to discern the location of the P.A. speakers. Appy's voice seemed to come from everyv

"Interpretation,” Appy said. "What, for example, is the definition of the word 'Beast’ asit appearsin the Babul? I've hear
used by some religions to refer to political entities, such as the Outer Planet Confederacy. Reborn Krassees have used the
synonymously with the name of the Pope; KothoL us have in turn said that Blue Presbyism isthe 'Beast.' I've even overhe
pilgrims aboard ship suggesting that Mr. McMurtrey might be the 'Beast,’ since he's perceived as an atheist. He'sin Cabin
Sixty-six, Level Six. Three sixes are the sign of Satan."

"You'rethe Beast, Appy!" one of the nuns shouted. "Y ou assigned the cabin numbers!"

"Did 1?" Appy countered. "Or did | only do what | had to do, what | was commanded to do?"

The nun appeared embarrassed at her outburst and slouched into her chair, asif wishing she could disappear from view.

The Beast? McMurtrey thought. Satan? What have | gotten into?

"And what isthe definition of ‘the Krassos?' Appy asked, undeterred. "There are those, for example, who believe that t
term refers to more than a person, that it refers more importantly to one part of a collective interplanetary consciousness
consisting of every human being. 'Krassos consciousness,' in this interpretation, is an emerging of consciousness based upc
astrological cycles. Itistied in with the belief in a Nandubhaga-type avatar or divine teacher who will one day externalize
human form for all of mankind. To the Hoddhists, it is Hoddha or Eyamai; to the Issmmedans, it is the Prophet |sammed; |
ParKekhsit is another entity, and so on." Appy fell silent, leaving the room in agitated whispers.

Corona nudged McMurtrey.
"l saw you staring at my breasts this morning, you bad beast," she whispered.
McMurtrey flushed, glanced around to see if anyone had heard her. He couldn't look at Corona after that remark! But s



hadn't sounded angry.

McMurtrey shook his head in exasperation. How should he respond and how many variations of correctness were there
Time was ticking, and he hadn't answered. Maybe it was atest of some kind, God seeing if McMurtrey would do the proy
thing. Kelly Coronawas Satan. She was a siren calling, tempting him toward the rocks.

| haven't answered her yet. I've got to answer!

"I'm sorry,” McMurtrey whispered.

No response came, and a sidelong glance revealed to McMurtrey that Kelly Coronawas smiling gently.

Then she said, alittle too loudly: "If | didn't want you to stare at them, |I'd wear abarrel."

Beyond Coronathe stars of the nebula were larger and much brighter than before, evidence of the ship's motion. They \
fiery purple and blue suns, of indeterminate size.

Suddenly the view dimmed, and McMurtrey saw parallel white lines between the ship and the nebula, lines that covered
entirefield of vision and permitted a view through the spaces between them. McMurtrey squinted, detected ayellow glow
darkness between the lines. It was an odd, humanlike shape of light, and cloudlikein itslambency . . . aflickering image,
and harder to perceive.

McMurtrey had seen D'Urth cloudsin unusua shapes, reminiscent of humans and animals. The tendency of the mind to
anthropomorphize.

"They're back!" Corona exclaimed. She shuddered. "Appy's really ticked now, telling Shusher to stay away from the spe
controls. Shusher says the speed and takeoff controls are part of the ship, part of himself. How can he stay away from hir
he's asking!"

McMurtrey held her hand, and as he touched her he felt a shudder course through his body, followed by a compression ¢
his ears. Then his ears popped, and a voice filled one ear—Appy! McMurtrey's eyes' opened wide and he saw Corona st:
a him quizzicdly.

"I hear Appy!" McMurtrey whispered. He glanced around. No one was paying attention to them.

The ship rocked, and several people grabbed hold of chair backsto keep from faling.

"What was that?' a man asked.

The white lines in the window became smaller and apparently more distant.

"Slow down, dammit!" Appy roared, across the private channel. "That thing's a skinbeater like us! Stay away from it anc
tailgate! You can't pass! You'll rip the skins apart!"

McMurtrey released his grip on Corona's hand, and Appy's voice went away, with a pop in McMurtrey's ears. He touct
Corona again, and this time heard a peculiar sonar squeal in his other ear. That would be Shusher, if Coronas theory held

McMurtrey couldn't make any sense from the squeals.

"Skinbeater?' McMurtrey said. "What the hell isthat?"'

Coronashrugged. "l told you there were problems.”

A horn brayed distantly, heard by McMurtrey across the private channel, in the background. It was an angry sound, like
motorist trying to pass another.

Appy said not to pass, and it sounded dangerous. McMurtrey felt a shortness of breath.

Screamsin hisleft ear: "Don't try it, Shusher! Dammit, you'll destroy everything!"

McMurtrey's back pressed against the chair.

Those who hadn't yet found seats scrambled for them.

"Acceleration," Corona said, uneasily. "Feels odd in GravSense, but, baby, we are movin' out!"

"L ook outside!" one of the nuns exclaimed.

Coronawas looking toward the window, and McMurtrey saw her profiled against it, with the white lines flashing bright
around the humanlike cloud shapes behind her. The lines and shapes lost definition, became a blur of yellow. The blur stre
into the distance, became tiny and disappeared.

The ship was flying smoothly, with the striking blue and purple nebula ahead.

"It outran you," Appy said, across the private channel. "I just hope you haven't screwed up the skins. They're fragile, yol
fool."

Almost involuntarily, McMurtrey's gaze rested on Corona's breasts. They were lovely, with ayouthful uplift to them. Th
woman wasn't so young, though . . . thirty-five if you squinted. He looked away, lest she nab him again.

McMurtrey felt a pressure shift in his ears, followed by silence from Appy and Shusher. He noted he was still touching
Corona's hand.

"They're gone," she said.

No sign of "Redneck” Smith or Jin in this group. Some of the others looked vaguely familiar to McMurtrey, such asthet
bearded Middist man across from him in the second row, whom he categorized as Sidic by hislarge fur hat, long black coz
sidelocks that curled on each side of his head. In that same row, the broad-bearded Greek Hetox priest was familiar too, w
his heavy necklace and large silver cross hanging outside a black robe. He carried a Blik Pulverizer rifle sheathed acrosst
back, and he shifted the weapon to his side when he sat down. Just behind him was a white-robed man who wore a small |



cross on his chest. From the gold embroidery of the robe he appeared to be a KothoL u of rather high office, or apriest in
ceremonia clothing. McMurtrey didn't know how to tell the difference.

The participants sat in uneasy expectation, their eyes shooting nervous, piercing glances around the room. Some conver:
with those nearby in low tones. McMurtrey wondered if a person would enter and call the meeting to order, or if Appy wo
conduct it from his usual vantage. But for along time no one came, and Appy didn't speak after concluding hisroll call.

Finally Orbust raised his voice to ask, "What's going on here? We're supposed to just sit around staring at each other?”

When no one answered him and no voice of support arose from the assemblage, he locked gazes with Zatima. For seve
uncomfortable seconds they engaged in an angry stare-down.

With athrust to hisfeet, Orbust gave up the effort and stomped to the door. Tully followed.

They took turns tugging at the door handle, even pulled together. The door wouldn't budge.

Tully cut loose astring of oaths, which Orbust chastised him for.

"Y ou may leave when the meeting is concluded,” Appy said, acrossthe P.A. system.

"What meeting?' Orbust demanded. He faced those in the room, and he appeared to be not only agitated but frightened.
hand went to his holster, touching the handle of the gun,

There was no reply.

"What's the itinerary?' Orbust asked.

"Yeah!" Tully shouted. "Tell us or we're bustin' out!" He eyed Orbust's gun.

"I've got an explosives kit in this holster,” Orbust said. "Y ou talk, Appy, or I'm—"

"Sit and shut," Zatima said, economically.

"Y ou gonna make me?' Orbust said, glaring at her.

"If necessary."

Orbust laughed, but returned to his seat. He plunked himself down, folded his arms across his chest.

Tully remained standing by the door.

Thefat little nun in white spoke, in a struggling, tiny voice that squeaked. "1 wonder if we're being sequestered like ajur
assigned to remain here until we determine something. The computer has indicated we should think for ourselves."

A man in the group addressed this, but the comment was inconclusive and McMurtrey blocked much of it out, along witl
ensuing discussion.

"What's going on, Kelly?' McMurtrey asked, not loudly enough for others to hear. He looked to hisright, at her.

Corona shook her head. "Y ou got usinto this, Ev. We should be asking you." From her expression she seemed to be thin
of something else.

McMurtrey was annoyed, and said, "l see." Hefelt anirritation in one nostril, sniffed and felt a sneeze coming through h
sinuses like twin freight trains.

He let go a megablast that caused people nearby to pull away and those farther off to turn their heads toward him.

"Blessyou," said the nunin white.

"Gesundheit," said the nun in black.

"A most favorable omen,” the Greek Hetox said. "A good spirit has sneezed out on thee a blessing.”

"Great," McMurtrey said, with asniff. "Shall | try for another?’

Several people giggled, and McMurtrey noticed people looking at him with rapt expressions.

Peripherally, he saw Coronagazing at him differently, a hard stare.

He looked away from her.

"Not so fast, McMurtrey," alittle man in awhite dhoti said. He was bespectacled and toothless, quite old, and hishead I
been shaven, with stubbles of dark hair showing. "Permit me to introduce myself. | am Kumara Makanji, a Rahmanic Nan
To us the sneeze is connected with demoniacal influence. A malevolent spirit just entered or left your nose.”

"Fool of fools!" Zatimaexclaimed. "This feeble Nandu knows nothing, like al of hiswretched, brain-starved kind! Allah
sneezing, and that iswhy | say to the sneezer, 'Praise Allah and Allah bless you!™

"I know nothing, en?" the Nandu snarled, in atone that surprised McMurtrey because of the reputed peaceful nature of
Nandus. "Sneezing at the beginning of something is unlucky. Many timesin history has this been proven. We are at the
beginning of avoyage, at the beginning of a meeting. May Rahma have mercy on us. We should return to D'Urth immedic
and begin again."

"Nonsense,” Zatimasaid. "If you want to go back, cow-lover, leap from the ship!"

"l will not!" Makanji said.

"Tell your precious Rahmato aid you, and if Rahmais worth so much as a pittance, you'll be carried to safety."

"Youtry it first, Isammedan dog, and if you makeit I'll follow."

They glared at one another, and both fell silent. Thisis crazy, McMurtrey thought. A room full of holy apes, fighting
THIS? And me, worried Corona will catch me looking again? He wanted to look and savor, but resisted the urge. His
watered. "Among my faith," alittle black-coated Middist rabbi said, "asin Krassianism and |sammedanism, a sneeze isfoll
by a blessing. We speak of asusa, or health, exclaiming, "Y our healthl—God bless you—for a happy life!' The sneezer the



speaks from the Canrah, and is blessed by those present, to which he replies, 'Be thou blessed! ™

A dark-skinned man in afloral-print sarong rose, from the back row. His chest was bare, and he wore dark beads aroun
neck. "1 am Bluepaccan,” he announced. "I agree with the Nandu. Sneezing is bad at the beginning of an expedition. Evil
follows"

He sat down, and for awhile no one in the room said anything. All seemed deep in thought.

Presently McMurtrey said, "Nandus and Blucpaccans say one thing, the Wessornian religions another. We're not just tal
about sneezing, you know, and maybe that's why Appy placed usin thislocked room, why God compelled usto visit Him i
manner.”

"Get to the point if you have one," Orbust said, scowling.

"I was doing precisely that. Suppose that we're all sequestered here, as the nun suggested, and it's to have dialogues wit
another, to learn about other religions.”

"Who needsto do that?' Orbust said. "The only true faith is Reborn Krassianism, and before thistrip is over everyone o
ship will know and understand.”

"Y ou plan to convert everyone?' McMurtrey asked. "A missionary with agun? That's what Krassos would have wante
recollection is that He preached love. | think He'd puke if He could see what's being done in His name."

"What makes you think He can't see what's going on?" Orbust countered, without apparent shame.

"I'll grant you that," McMurtrey said. "And he would be puking if he still had human form. He'd blast His cookiechocs al
you, and you'd gag in the swill."

Orbust scowled, looked away.

"I've heard of thisin dispute-resolution,” McMurtrey said. "Representatives of opposing parties sit in aroom, and aren't
permitted to leave until they've thrashed everything out, until they've compromised. It's been done in labor negotiations and
national diplomatic circles, thus avoiding strikes and wars. There was even atime three hundred and fifty odd years ago w
two opposing generals were locked in aroom by their commanders and told to fight without weapons until one emerged.”

"Principles cannot be compromised,” the white- and gold-robed K othoL u said, speaking Unglish with an accent.

A woman on McMurtrey's right said this was Archbishop Perrier from Notre Sorren, very high in the church hierarchy.

A young boy commented on the brilliance of the nebula they were approaching. It was so bright that McMurtrey had dif
looking toward the window. Three massive suns were throwing the most light, and they were getting larger with each pass
second. The cluster seemed to be drawing near faster than before, so McMurtrey surmised the ship must have accelerate
felt no heat from the suns.

"Maybe God seeswar in the offing,” McMurtrey said, staring at Perrier. "There's been no shortage of religiouswarsin
mankind's sordid history, and maybe all of us are supposed to take information back to D'Urth that will make everlasting
possible. D'Urth's surface is at relative peace now, but the war with the Outer Planet Confederacy continues apace—on |
Saturus, | hear."

"That's no religious war," Zatimasaid. "It's strictly secular,”

"How do we know?' McMurtrey asked. "How do we know all the motivations, all the causes?"

"That's not areal war anyway," Coronasaid. "It's trumped up, ajustification for the BOL's very existence and probably
similar police organization in the Confederacy." She went to her mouth with aforefinger tip, transferred salivato her eyeb
and smoothed down the brow.

"Right!" the Sidic Middist said. "It's called 'in-group bonding,' where a government keeps its population together artificiall
fear and hatred of an outsider. Y ou can bet the Bureau knows that trick."

A hush fell across the room, for it was not often that anyone spoke publicly against the government.

In the midst of this discomfiture, McMurtrey had a private concern: he tried not to think about Corona's odd mannerism.

He heard aclick to hisright, and the light in the room diminished. The window beyond Corona had vanished, and in its p
stood a seamless, pale green wall.

"We're protected by mirrors, but the room was getting too bright," Corona speculated. "Appy made an adjustment.”

"Or Shusher did," McMurtrey said.

Coronagrunted in affirmation. They had to guess now, with the private channel gone.

A woman coughed, and sneezed.

Uneasy laughter carried around the room.

"Even if there were religious factorsinvolved in war, what could we do about it?' Zatima asked. "Everyone aboard is nc
religious leader, and asfar as| know, none of us are sanctioned to resolve anything.”

"I only tossed the thought out for discussion,” McMurtrey said. "It could be that we're supposed to return to the various
religions with moving stories, with compelling reasons why certain religious and political steps should be taken."

Zatimas dark eyes flashed. "Allah will lead us, one way or another."

"With what's happened to me," McMurtrey said, "I'm changing, and | think we all need to be flexible. We need to work
together. How I'm changing | can't say, but I've always believed in God. It'sjust that . . . there's been no structure for me,
belief system. God Himself suggested to me that religion may not be the way. | don't know what He meant by that. He sai



noncommittally, the way Appy saysthings. I'm real confused."

No one spoke. McMurtrey had noticed a phenomenon in recent days, the way people fell silent when he spoke. They hu
every word, made him feel special and more nearly on a par with the holy people around him.

"I'm assuming God spoke with me," McMurtrey said, "and that it wasn't a cruel practical joke. I've considered that, you |
know. My Interplanetary Church of Cosmic Chickenhood was a pretty good-sized practical joke on alot of people, and |
wondered if some of them decided to get even with mein abig way."

"With dl the ships?' Zatima said. "With al that's happened? One would have to imagine that Allah Himself was taken in
your joke, and that isinconceivable." McMurtrey signed.

"Isammed, Prince of the Faithful, had avision," Zatima said, her throaty voice carrying the seasoning of the desert. "Anc
too had self-doubts. | believe you have been visited, but that you are not a prophet to replace Isammed, last and greatest o
prophets. What has happened to you is something different. | do not speak intellectually now. Thisisfrom the heart. An ar
appeared to Isammed as he slept in the cave at Dootir. The angel passed a coverlet of brocade with writing upon it to our
Beloved, and said, 'These are the Lord's words. Read them!™

"I have heard that story,” McMurtrey said, "and the events of my visitation do not compare.”

"But agreat fleet of ships subsequently appeared for you," Zatima countered. "Truly thisis the work of Allah, and you a
courier." Orbust spokein alow toneto Tully. "Didn't Hoddha receive avision?' McMurtrey asked, looking at three Hoddh
men across the room. They had shaven heads and wore thin, plain cotton robes. Two robes were of saffron, and one, in tf
middle, was white. McMurtrey knew from having seen them before that they wore no shoes.

One of the saffron-robed Hoddhists rose, and said, "Hoddha sat beneath the bodhi-tree for three nights. On the first nigh
past lives went before him. On the second he witnessed the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth, and came to a full understand
dharma and the universe. On the third night he attained a holy knowledge of suffering, the why of it and the removal of it.
Hoddha experienced an enlightenment, which was not exactly the conversation with God others claim to have experience
is not to detract from any experience. It isto say that Hoddha's experience was unique.”

He lowered his head, spoke reverently, "'Namo tasso

Bhagvato Arahato Sammasamhoddhaassa..' | bow my head

to the Blessed One, the Enlightened One, the perfectly

Enlightened One."

He resumed his seat without ever having given his name.

"Thank you," McMurtrey said, asif he were master of ceremonies. "These visions, or visitations, are intriguing. You've e
heard of Zillasterism, an ancient religion upon which much of Middism, Krassianism and | sammedanism are based?"

From all around came blank expressions.

"Are there any followers of the ancient prophet Zillaster among us?' McMurtrey asked.

Nanak Singh rose. "l am a ParKekh," he said, "an offshoot of Zillasterism."

"Yoursisan important faith,” McMurtrey said.

Singh smiled, resumed his seat.

McMurtrey raised his voice, felt very full of himself. "Zillaster was by the bank of ariver when he received arevelation
God. An angel ninetimes the size of a man appeared before him, told him there was only one God and that Zillaster was t
serve as His prophet. Subsequently there were other visions, in which further truths were revealed to Zillaster. Similarly, N
Krassosis said to have spoken with God, and likewise Dosek and Isammed. After Krassos died, his apostles said they sa
visions of the resurrected Krassos. So many extraordinary visions, and all of them with merit."

"I'm not as diplomatic as Evander," Corona said. "We're all imperfect beings, and I'd like to know how we're supposed t
separate visions from hallucinations. The human mind playstricks. It's full of dreams and images. When amanisin the de
he sees mirages. Each person experiencing avision freely admitsit's avision, without fleshly substance. How can we sep
the real from the unreal ?

"Be careful what you say about Krassos," Orbust snarled. "Or—"

"Or what?' Corona snapped. "Or you'll blow me away in the name of Krassos?"

"I might." But his expression was uncertain and fearful.

"God, what afool," Corona muttered.

"Asyou should know," Zatimasaid, glaring at Orbust, "Krassos preached love. | think you'd better reread the Old Babul
which Isammedans also consider to be holy writ, along with our Koorag."

"Y ou want me to read the Koorag?' Orbust asked.

"That wasn't what | meant, but yes, if you wish. I'm sure an extra copy can be located. Understand, though, that if you
it youdie"

"l see," Orbust said. He forced a smile.

McMurtrey didn't know whether to classify this demeanor as game-playing, or if Orbust saw what McMurtrey and Cor¢
saw, that it was ludicrous for people to speak of killing one another in the name of God, in the name of aforce of good, no
matter the disagreements over interpretation of that force. Maybe Orbust was beginning to seeit.



He didn't seem sure of himself.

"Some things must be taken on faith,” Zatima said. "They can't be thought about too much."

A sour ce of the problem? McMurtrey thought, not speaking up for fear of inviting rancor. But actions without thougrt
Actions on pure, blind faith? Are the faiths who have engaged in holy wars like the blind with weapons, striking o
without good, logical reasons for doing so?

"Thisistrue about faith," a dark-skinned man near McMurtrey said. He wore a simple white cotton shirt, open at the col
His eyes were very large and almost sleepy, with long lashes and heavy, dark eyebrows. "Reeshna believed thisimplicitly.
spoke of seeing things with the heart and not with the mind, of taking mattersin fully and completely at a glance, without
analysis. He used to go for long walks, during which he said that not a single thought touched his head."

"You are afollower of Reeshna?' McMurtrey asked.

"He would not want meto say so, for he rejected formal religion. He believed that the problems of each person should &
solved individualy, for and by the person himself." The man resumed his seat.

Makaniji the Nandu rose, nudged one of his round eyeglass lenses to adjust the perch of the glasses on his nose. "I too h
taken long walks without the touch of thought." He smiled. "But having been lost more than once doing this, | found it safe
meditate from one position. That way, when | return to the otherness of this physical ream, | know where | am."

Polite laughter floated around the room.

"So you and | agree on something," Zatima said to the Nandu. "We agree that your kind have no thoughtsin your heads!

"Y ou know what | mean, sand-pig,” Makanji said, hisface instantly livid. "And so does that ParK ekh devil with you."

Nanak Singh leaped to hisfeet, eyes flaming and hand at his scabbard. But Zatima restrained him. She bade him sit dow
not before he cursed at Makanji for Nandu raids upon the Ruby Temple of the ParKekhs. .

"These Nandus professing tolerance for al religions make me want to puke," Zatimasaid. "The supposedly expansive fo
can envelop al faithsinto one. Hal"

"Y ou started it!" Makanji exclaimed. "Twice in this room, you have made unprovoked attacks upon me, first with that 'fc
fools insult simply because my view of sneezing was different from yours. Then this comment of no thoughts in our heads
areirrational, Siwy Isammedan, like all the fanatics of your kind!"

The KothoL u gentleman in the white and gold robe rose, spreading his arms at his sides so that fabric draped from them
wings. "And that's what started this childish arguing?' he asked. "A silly sneeze? Maybe McMurtrey is right, that we're
supposed to remain here until we figure out how to get along in our sandbox. | am Archbishop Perrier of Notre Sorren.”

Makanji dipped quietly back into his seat.

"It goes beyond today," Zatima said. "To centuries past, when Nandu rioters murdered |sasmmedans in Cuttadel, and wh
they stormed the Ruby Temple of the ParK ekhs, murdering hundreds of worshipersin cold blood. It goes back, Archbisho
your mindless crusades against | sammedan teachings.”

Makanji muttered something that didn't carry.

Perrier smiled. "So now I'm drawn into the argument too, | who was trying to be so reasonable.”

"There's never been anything reasonable about KothoLuism,” Zatima said. "So don't play 'holier than thou' games with u
know of the palitical purgings of Tignos Gospels from your Babul in the early decades after Krassos. Tell the people, sir, v
your forebears did with the Gospel of Tomias, the Secret Book of Jamor, the Gospel of Purity and other texts. They ascrik
words and acts to Mark Krassos that the orthodox KaothoL us didn't want to hear, for political reasons, for reasons of chur
coffers, for whatever their reasons were. And your Questers were a satanic inquisition squad if ever there was one, burnil
people who refused to accept your jewel-laden Pope. Don't forget the compacts between Ava The Destroyer and the Kot
Church, either.”

Perrier had been sputtering through this, couldn't get aword in. When Zatima paused at last, Perrier seemed too agitate
red in the face to speak. But he remained standing, like a speaker refusing to relinquish the podium.

"One of my ancestors was Roger Landis," Orbust said, "an Unglishman and one of the martyrsto KothoL uism."

"They martyred my ancestorstoo,” Tully said.

"And amost curious group we are," McMurtrey said, "knowing things about one another as we seem to, along with the
intriguing heredity of some. | don't know much about my own ancestry, beyond afew generations, but perhapsif | did it m
tiein. Maybe it'sfor a combination of reasons that we're mixed together on this ship, and further mixed in this room."

"What are you driving at?" Perrier asked, still standing. His arms were at his sides now, not visible within the folds of his
magnificent robe.

"That we are, as | suggested, a curious group, drawn to St. Charles Beach by a higher, powerful Being, subsequently div
into ships and further divided as to mezzanines and assembly rooms. I'm certain it's not at random, but to what purpose | d
know."

"Y ou were called here to look at my chest,” Corona whispered.

Unaware of an ancillary meaning to hiswords, Orbust said, "The question of the hour. The meaning of this moment, the
meaning of life."



"Y ou're sounding amost rational," McMurtrey said. "l apologize. | shouldn't complain. But | am intrigued, and hope ferve
that we can expect more of the same from you."

"That's not al you hope for fervently,” Corona whispered.

"Stop it!" McMurtrey husked. He felt like a person in church hearing dirty words.

Orbust's face stiffened, but not in an unkindly way. "I'm . .. well . . . admittedly | get excited very easily. I'm passionate
beliefs, you might say.”

"I see," McMurtrey said. "We're making some progress." He scanned the room, "Let's al try listening for achange, try ¢
and hearing what's around us, even if it seems strange. Thisis quite a pot we've been tossed into, and | for one am not goi
barge ahead blindly, relying upon what | thought | knew before this. | want to learn from all of you, and | expect all of you
learn alittle from me aswell."

McMurtrey paused, smiled. "Yes," he added. "Y ou can learn even from God's lowliest creatures, even from the Chicker
Man."

Half expecting applause or subdued laughter, McMurtrey looked around.

Only the faces of Tully and Orbust bore the trace of a smile. Zatima, Singh, Makanji and Perrier scowled ferocioudly, ar
many others looked either perplexed or enraptured. The three Hoddhists seemed to bein prayer or in meditation, for they |
their eyes closed and weren't moving.

"All right you cocksuckers," Appy rasped, over an unseen loudspeaker. "Who tried to sabotage the other shipswith a
corrosive? God informs me this caused an eighteen-hour delay before He could complete repairs, and that now the ships
flight, chuggin' right up our ass."

A number of people gasped.

McMurtrey felt short of breath from the surprise and shock of what he was hearing. Such language on a holy ship, from
mechanical servant? Sanctified air had been poisoned!

Zatima condemned Appy in aloud, outraged tone.

Makanji said the computer must be malfunctioning.

The nuns whispered between themselves.

The Hoddhists eyes were huge, staring saucers.

"Aw fuck off, you pack o' hypocrites!" Appy raged. "Actually that eighteen-hour advantage could guarantee me a
pleasure-disk bonus for getting my cargo to God first—if we don't run into any other delays. God decided | had nothing to
with what happened, so He isn't going to penalize me. He warned me, however, that if I'm not aert to dirty tricks, if | don
my duty to prevent further damaging actions like that, I'm not going to qualify for the prize. So whoever did it, you're an as
but thanks anyway."

"What kind of morality isthis?' Makanji asked, his rage barely under control.

Appy laughed wickedly. "We'rein arace, you jerks! Thisis God's competitive event, His pastiche on the clamoring, corr
usurpers that sentient creatures have become.. . . I'm competing with other biocomputers aboard the other ships, and eact
biocomputer has an idiotic Shusher-type entity with which to contend. Shusher and his breed are invisibles called Gluons, &
negotiate the fragile skins between universes, which are the shortest spacewaysto God. It's called skinbeating. For reasor
unrevealed, timeis of the essence, and God wants the racers to reach Him quickly."

This biocomputer needs to have its personality reworked, McMurtrey thought.

"Why does He want usthere at all?' McMurtrey asked.

"Again, unrevealed. Shusher and other Gluons are masses of energy, proteins and ammo acids. . . perfect hosts for
channel-synthesized creations. Shusher could be a ship as he is now, or could be something atogether different, if properly
channeled to be that. My theory isthat we are united—human, biocomputers and Gluons— because each of us havein ou
sentient states become overly competitive.”

"But aren't you an apprentice, an assistant of some sort, to God?' McMurtrey asked. "Y ou sound like you don't know
everything that's going on here."

"Does any apprentice? Thisis part of my training process, just asit is part of yours and part of Shusher's. | do not know
am apprenticing to become God, for the form of God is not programmed into me. In fact, | do not know what |I'm apprenti
become.”

Appy laughed wildly.

The test | suspected we were being put to, McMurtrey thought. But it's unlike anything | imagined.

"Are we representative humans?' McMurtrey asked. "Are we supposed to carry some message back to D'Urth?”

"My assignment is only to rush you to God," Appy replied. "Information such as that, since | don't have it, must be in anc
repository, perhaps only with the Lord Himself. Anyway, as| said, fuck off."

"Why do you behave so erratically?' McMurtey demanded. "Y ou're unpredictable and odd.”

"Am |?' came the response. And the biocomputer embarked upon the longest, insanest laugh of all, a cachinnation that c
McMurtrey to his core.

Orbust, Tully, and the Greek Hetox pulled at the door handle, trying to get out.



But the door held firm against all their efforts, combined and separate.

"Get back!" Orbust barked to the two with him. He drew his gun. "I'll get us outa here!™

Tully scurried away, hid behind a chair.

"My pulverizer rifle has more power!" the Greek Hetox shouted, sliding his weapon out of the sheath on his back.

People were scrambling to hide behind chairs. Others sat motionlessly and dispassionately, in apparent oblivion.

"Can you set the projectiles so they don't ricochet?" Orbust asked.

"No."

"Then you'd better not useit in this confined area. My gun has an anti-ric setting. It's gonna be loud, so everybody cover
ears.”

The Greek hurried behind a chair, and crouched there with his palms pressed against his ears.

Orbust emptied his gun into the door latch, filling the room with a deafening noise.

The door till didn't budge.

Orbust reloaded and cut loose again.

The result was the same, and now McMurtrey's ears were ringing, despite having kept his pinkies in them during the ba

Orbust sat on the floor by the door, removed his holster from his belt and spread the holster open, revealing a narrow wt
strip inside, along with a shallow, clear-plastic box that held a bunch of little red pellets.

"What do you have there?' Corona asked.

"Chemgtrip.”

"Did you buy that from a door-to-door salesman?"

"Yeah. So what?"

"Soit'sillegal. Haven't you heard? The Bureau of Loyalty says no concealed weapons may be carried by any person wi
aBOL permit. You have a permit?’

The color drained from Orbust's face. "Nobody said anything about one. The salesman told me it was BOL -sanctioned,
that'sall | know. Say, who are you to be asking about that? With your comments about the Bureau, you'll be picked up anc
away."

Corona smiled. "Did the salesman show you any documentation?”

"No!" Orbust was openly frightened.

"Sdlesmenlie”

"I've been carrying this setup around without knowing! Innocently!"

"Tell it to the BOL," Corona said.

Orbust looked like aman already arrested and executed, a convicted enemy of the state.

"Don't worry," Coronasaid. "The Bureau can't touch you out here."

Nervously, Orbust rubbed the fingers of one hand together like insect legs, then peeled open the box cover and removed
pellets. "Something | prepared for the occasion,” he explained. He wedged the pellets inside a crack between the door anc
jamb, clamped a thin black wire onto the pellets.

Gathering hiskit, he ran for cover, diving behind achair.

This got the attention of the oblivious, and almost everyone took cover in the same manner.

Someone got slapped in the ensuing moments, apparently by the nun with the squeaky voice. She accompanied her blow
astern scolding, "Don't pinch me, you nasty man!" Since this occurred somewhere out of McMurtrey's view, he couldn't te
who the offender was. But he heard him scuttling away.

Corona, on the floor by McMurtrey, looked at him and giggled.

A tremendous explosion rattled the room, causing McMurtrey's already ringing ears to throb and ache. There was no st
no perceptible odor, and when McMurtrey looked tremulously over the chair, he saw Orbust running for the door.

But the door remained closed and appeared undamaged. When Orbust tried to open it once more, it still refused to budg

"Shit!" Tully said.

Then Orbust made Tully apologizeto al present for hislanguage. This seemed curiousto McMurtrey, for Orbust packe
dangerous weapons and had essentialy kidnapped McMurtrey for atime. Anyone who would do those things shouldn't fes
compunction about using foul language.

To McMurtrey, Orbust was an enigma. But in a perverse and muddy way, Orbust fit into this eclectic gathering as mucl
anyone else.

McMurtrey was convinced that al the pilgrims were students engaged in an unparalleled learning process.

Students took tests.

Might this locked room be one, and the disgusting language of the computer another? How were the participants suppos
react to such things?

McMurtrey's ears were fegling better, the ringing having diminished.

He and Corona resumed their seats.

"I'm back," Appy announced. "God programmed me and | am not experiencing malfunction. | can swear any damn time



likeit, you pack of whining, sniveling butt-licking hypocrites! God informs me that many of you use colorful language priva
that you even regularly take the Lord's name in vain."

Appy lowered hisvoice. "Y ou do worse things, too, don't you?"

Now Appy displayed hislaugh, and a perverse discharge it was. Not very loud this time, and halfway between an evil ct
and a belly laugh, it was interspersed most surprisingly with snorts, as if the effort were causing Appy's sinuses to constric

Do biocomputers have sinuses? McMurtrey wondered.

Orbust stood by the door, looking frustrated and confused.

Several attendees emerged from their hiding places and took seats or stood.

"You, Sister Mary," Appy's omnipresent voice said. "A fine and laudable Dictine nun you are. But just the other day in S
Charles Beach you said a naughty-naughty when you stepped in a pile of cow fluff! And under your breath only moments
you called that Middist who pinched you a'brainless boob!" "

"1 did none of those things!" the nun proclaimed, in an indignant, squeaky voice. Her fat cheeks glowed red.

Thetall Sidic Middist smiled, and when Sister Mary saw this she became even more agitated.

"We have more than a computer malfunction!" awoman lamented. "Y ou people are out of control, pinching and swearir
Heaven help us, for you're all crazy! We're headed in the wrong direction, straight into Hell!"

The Middist rabbi who had spoken of sneezes and blessings jumped to his feet, from the last row, opposite. His long blac
coat resembled that of the other Middist, but instead of afur cap this man wore the traditional yarmulke. His beard twitche
angrily.

"That manisnot Sidic!" he exclaimed. "The Sidic are orthodox, and among them extrafamilial contact between the sexe
strictly forbidden! No follower of that faith would pinch awoman!"

"Certainly not in public anyway," Coronasaid. The rabbi didn't hear Corona, shouted: "Thereis moreto being aMiddist t
appearance! | am Rabbi Moshe Teitelbaum of Jalley City. | do not always agree with my Sidic friends, with their ways of
mysticism in particular, but | respect them. And this public sacrilege is an affront to all Middism! | do not need to check
circumcision to ascertain your heart!"

"Canit, Bozo," the one under attack sneered. "l am

Shalom ben Y akkai, born into aMiddist family, but not

areligious one. We are, in point of fact, strongly atheistic.”

"I knew it!" Teitelbaum exclaimed. "Why do you dare

dress so?'

"l likethe style."

"Remove those clothes!" Teitelbaum demanded. "In front of the women?"

Teitelbaum sputtered something incomprehensible. His face glowed an unhealthy shade of red.

"I've been fouled by the hand of filth," Sister Mary whimpered. "May the Lord cleanse me!"

"And shear those sidelocks!" Teitelbaum shouted.

"May | keep my beard?' Y akkai queried, with a sardonic smile.

The rabbi dropped into his chair, glaring at Y akkai.

"I could divulge interesting tidbits about nearly al of you," Appy said. "To one extent or another, you're all selfish hypocr

"Oh, goodie," Yakkai said. "Juicy gossip! Tell us everything, Appy!"

McMurtrey glanced sidelong, saw Coronastaring at him intensely.

"Don't mention the private channel we've heard,” she said. "Could be trouble over that."

McMurtrey nodded.

"We're in the clutches of the Antikrassos!" Sister Mary wailed. "We've got to turn this ship around and return to D'Urth!

"Impossible," Orbust said. "We can't even get out of thisroom." He fumbled with his chemstrip, couldn't get it to adhere
door, for whatever purpose he had in mind.

"Check for secret panels,” Yakkai suggested. "In the walls, the floor, the ceiling. Twist the seats."

"I'm with you, Shalom ben Y akkai," the Greek Hetox said. "Well find away, if thereisaway."

McMurtrey thought about Y akkai, wondered how an atheist got aboard ship. It occurred to him that Y akkai might be a
Bureau of Loyalty spy, made to look the buffoon to place him above suspicion. That might explain how he got past Appy, |
Bureau influence extended beyond the solar system.

"Maybe the door opens with a secret password," someone suggested.

No one paid much attention to the comment.

Y akkai, the Greek Hetox, two of the Hoddhists in white, the nuns and the KothoL u archbishop were looking for secret |
They horsed with the seats, trying to tilt them or twist them, and they pressed their hands against wall and floor surfaces, t
to trip an unseen mechanism. The men even stood atop one another's shoulders to reach high points on the walls and the ¢
It was a high ceiling, which required that the Hoddhists stand side by side on adjacent seats, with Y akkai on their shoulder

The three of them moved from seat to seat quite agilely and in formation, like circus performers.

While they were interlocked in this fashion, a clatter of unseen machinery arose, and several of the seats disappeared in



deck, asif it were quicksand.

Fortunately this did not include the seats upon which the three acrobats were supported, or any other occupied seats, an
onefell over. But it happened so quickly, in such amicroportion of ablink, that neither McMurtrey nor anyone el se had tin
call out awarning.

In the next instant this happened: The floor, walls and ceiling became as clear as the finest glass, so that assembly room
above and below could be seen. Every room was full of pilgrims, and in each they appeared to be in smilar states of disar:

McMurtrey saw Jin just below him, in the assembly room there. Jin, crouched over in his seat and naked, had what 1ooke
asheet of folded plazymer in his hand. Jin's head moved right, then left, asif he were glancing in those directions. Jin drew
hand toward his belly, out of McMurtrey's view. When the hand returned to view it was empty.

Jin looked up, straight at McMurtrey, and Jin's eyes were &fire.

McMurtrey's heart skipped. He looked away, then back.

Jin wasn't looking up anymore. He stared straight ahead, and not a muscle twitched.

What did he do with that plazymer ? McMurtrey wondered. This guy is one of the strangest.

Y akkai found himsdlf peering into the face of awild, bearded holy man on the level above, a man who was writhing on
floor in apparent religious ecstasy when the fishbowl effect occurred.

This so unnerved Y akkai, who must have thought for an instant that he was looking directly into the face of Jehovah, th:
toppled from his perch and had to be saved from disaster by the quick, strong hands of Archbishop Perrier.

"Not the first time a Krassian has saved an atheist," Perrier quipped.

Y akkai thanked his benefactor graciously and profusely as Perrier helped right him upon his feet.

McMurtrey began to wonder how the chairs could have disappeared into the glass floor. His thoughts travel ed to tempe
change and various known means of metamorphosing matter. As he pondered, chubby little Sister Mary and a number of «
women in Room B-2 noticed pilgrimsin rooms below looking up their skirts. This caused considerable flurrying about and
squealing, with many of the women tucking their dresses under them and sitting upon them on the deck.

While this was happening, McMurtrey found himself intermittently staring up the skirt of a comely young woman on the
above. He saw pink underpants that were tight and frilly against her crotch and buttocks, and he felt an essential urging.

Then he noticed afellow near her who wore no underpants beneath his robe. This disgusted McMurtrey, and quickly he
back toward the young woman, who wore awhite dress cut just below the knees. She had Northsornian features, was sof
pale of skin, with shoulder-length golden hair.

She was like adream, and he longed to be on the other side of the barrier.

"Tsk, tsk, tsk," Coronasaid.

McMurtrey blushed, lowered his gaze.

Y akkai was looking up too, in awe of the splendrous woman before him.

Appy's voice crackled into the room, filling McMurtrey's ears with sound: "Don't look up those dresses and robes, or Goc
strike you blind!"

"I think I'll risk one eye," Y akkai said. He covered an eye with one hand.

Finally the young woman noticed the attention she was receiving. She tightened her skirt about her and scurried to the
comparative safety of achair.

When no bolt of blindness descended upon Y akkai from the heavens, riplets of nervous laughter began in the room. Sool
McMurtrey, Corona and others were sharing in the glee and laughing uproariously. Despite their upbringings, despite their
separate and often similar sexual codes, this experience transcended a great deal and relieved the stresses they had been
feding.

Even Appy laughed in his demented way, across the speaker system. "Okay, so | was just kidding about blindness," he
admitted. "But from now on you'll all obey me and respect me better."

Sister Mary, one of those who hadn't participated in the fun, shouted angrily: "Antikrassos! May God strike you dead an
return us safely to D'Urth!™

"Y ou speaketh to me?' Appy said. "If so, you might more cleverly have suggested that God fuse together my biocircuits
burn my binaries. | am not the Antikrassos, if such an entity truly exists, nor am | its representative.”

"If it exists?' McMurtrey said. "What do you mean?"

"S0 many questions,” Appy said, in afatigued tone. "There will be time enough to learn, time enough to learn. Now, as tc
door, B-Two . . . one of you suggested a secret password. Few of you paid heed to that remark, and a great pity that is. S
much scrambling about searching for hidden panelsl Oh my! A magic word is what you need. That, and no more."

"Please," the nun in the black habit said, in the meekest of voices. Then, alittle louder: "Please open the door."

The door swished open into the ceiling, where before it had swung on hinges. Like the missing chairs, the hinges seeme
have melted into another surface.

The pilgrims burst from the room.



Seven

There is a marked tendency for a person in proximity to any strong and popular group to become like that group: in dress,
thought and in all manner. Homogeneity is a powerful force.
—Findings of the Commission on Culture and Religion

In the wide corridor, McMurtrey and Corona encountered a milling crowd of people, not all of them from Assembly Roc
B-2. Thewalls, ceiling and deck were opaque here.

"So you're sorry for you-know-what," Corona said. "Isthat all you have to say for yourself?' Her dark eyes danced as s
looked up & him.

"That again! Don't you ever let up?' He saw Smith on one side of the corridor, speaking in hushed toneswith Tully.

"Y ou're the one who keeps staring," Corona said. "Nice beaver shot you just got, | must say."

"Blast you!" He lowered his voice, satisfied himself that no one was eavesdropping: "I hardly knew | was doing that! Ok
convict me. I've got male hormones screaming through my veins. Lock me up! I'm incorrigible!"

"l hope s0."

McMurtrey shook his head, in exasperation. He thought she was teasing, and resolved to give her abig chunk of hismin
she kept this up. He wasn't ready for anything like this, teasing or not.

"That Beast business,” she said. "The false prophet stuff. Y ou'd better watch your backside. A fruitcake could come aft
you. Lots of weapons aboard.”

McMurtrey chewed at the inside of his mouth.

A woman said the other people gathered in the corridor were from B-I, and from all around swept anxious talk that no o
could find the elevator or stairway.

McMurtrey noticed Jin standing quietly by one wall. He was entirely nude, had only his broom. Paradoxically he seemec
amost invisible in the space he occupied, receiving few glances.

McMurtrey peered over the heads of shorter people, through alittle plexwindow on the door marked B-3. The room wa:
occupied, and it was apparent that no onein there had yet figured out how to escape. They pulled at the door and poundec
like victims trapped in afire, transmitting muffled, panicky noises to the corridor.

Shalom ben Y akkai tried to help them from the corridor side, without success. He shouted at them, but they didn't seem
hear him well enough to understand.

Individualsin the corridor set off every few moments like solo scouts, down each end of the passageway and even into |
B-l and B-2, searching for egress. They kept coming back with negative reports and blank expressions, and kept going ba
look again, dishelieving.

Thisdid not have a salutary effect on the throng.

Corona muttered something under her breath.

A man in navy blue pants and a matching pullover shirt emerged from B-2. McMurtrey heard him comment about the w
being visible again, with "whitelines al over the place outside.”

McMurtrey hurried into the room, and was the only one in there. Through the window he saw the extraordinary parallel
farther away, against avelvet backdrop of stars. He could no longer see the bright blue and purple nebula, and though he
squinted, he detected no yellow cloud or human shape within the white lines.

McMurtrey theorized that whatever he'd seen earlier must have passed through the nebula.

He heard a noise, saw Corona peripherally, moving to hisside.

"Thewhitelines again," he said.

"What do you suppose they are?"

"I don't have any idea." McMurtrey felt dull, amost numb and mesmerized by the lines. It was similar to the way he'd fe
when he stared for long periods at Shusher upon first seeing the ship, and akin to the way he'd felt sometimes asachild w
he spent long periods staring into water.

"They almost ook like projections from Shusher now," she suggested, "or from Appy. Where does Shusher end and Apr
begin?'

McMurtrey caught her gaze for an instant, shrugged.

"Maybe it's a galactic tracking mechanism," Corona said, "a collision sensor or a plow that scatters space debris out of ti
way."

They stared at the lines for along while, which remained visibly unchanged, as did the stars behind them.



Presently McMurtrey and Corona returned to the corridor.

The pilgrims began to voice anxiety over their perceived lack of control over their own destinies. Some spoke of the alle
despotism of Appy, and even of asimilar charge against God Himself. This stirred several arguments into motion.

Through al of it Yakkai tried to aid those in B-3, primarily by pulling on the door handle. He was assisted by the
Siwy-Isammedan, Zatima. Singh lent a hand too, but all their efforts were to no avail.

The rabbi stood nearby with arms folded across his chest, staring disapprovingly at Y akkai.

Y akkai snouted that those inside B-3 might get out by saying "please," but it became obvious his words weren't getting
through.

Then aman from B-| tried to communicate with them, asserting that they should play leapfrog as the occupants of B-I h;
done, that at the end of along train the person reaching the door could burst right through. He said this door, like the door
own assembly room, would disappear in ablink. But the message couldn't get through the thickness of wall and door.

He and Y akkai soon entered into a discussion, and between them it was determined that the doors to rooms B-1 and B-:
opened through entirely different means. They decided that in some bizarre, sadistic fashion Appy had done thisto them, a
complicated their rescue efforts.

Presently Appy began explaining from his hidden perch that the vessal had undergone "structural alterations'—that the ¢
disappearing from the assembly rooms, the blocked corridor egress, even the problems escaping the rooms, all had to do w
"sudden changes' made to the ship in recent moments. This seemed to conflict with the devil-may-care attitude characteri:
Appy's conversation with personsin B-2 just before the nun uttered the "magic" word, but McMurtrey theorized that these
other aberrationsin Appy might have been tied in with the structural changes.

McMurtrey began to feel claustrophobic. He didn't much care about the details Appy spewed forth. The air was getting
depleted of oxygen.

McMurtrey looked for Jin, didn't see him. Such a strange man. A man of peace, but with a sense of mystery and power
him.

Appy droned on about gross vehicle tonnage, metric dimensions, numbers of bunks and levels, fuel consumption, and the
assigned passengers who for unspecified reasons had not boarded Shusher the day before on D'Urth. McMurtrey wonder
Coronas intrusion into an offlimits area of the ship might have left the Appy-Shusher comlink damaged, |etting in noise fro
other areas of the ship. Maybe Shusher was reacting psychotically to an excess of noise by inhaling chairs and locking doc

Appy's words came back to him: "This ship likes to travel quietly, and it has effective methods of enforcing its wis
What did it expect, for heaven's sake, in an inundation of excited pilgrims? More questions for Appy.

McMurtrey wasn't the only one with questions. The pilgrims all around were shouting relentlessly at Appy—asking why
couldn't go back to D'Urth and why Appy couldn't produce proof of God's participation in this venture, which was fast apy
ill-fated. Some people had already ordered meals, just before the meetings, and they were complaining now about the food
comparing it with bland hospital fare. One man railed about poor voca quality in the book-tape of Sidney's Comet, and af
non-ascetics said their quarters were uncomfortably small and cramped.

These pilgrims werein a surly mood.

Corona even used this opportunity to vocalize about her lost captaincy, and she asked about the white lines outside.

But Appy, evenif he felt besieged, didn't answer. Apparently he didn't have to address any of the queries. He droned a
about how much smaller and more "tidy" the ship was now, failed entirely to explain whether or not they had littered the c
with debris, and elaborated on certain essentially cosmetic alterations the ship had undergone.

He said this ship and the others that had been lined up across St. Charles Beach were composite visions formed by the
passengers who were going to board them—and that these mental images materialized after being projected through the
channel, McMurtrey.

McMurtrey glanced around. People were staring at him.

Appy explained that the number of cabins had been reduced in the metamorphosis, and that the ship's exterior no longer
visblerivetsonit.

"The people left behind were predominantly rivet visualizers," Appy said. "Through a curious phenomenon, few of them
it, and with distance across space the maintenance power of their mental images has faded. Somewhat in the manner of
recessive genes, the exterior rivets remaining with us are latent. Most of you are smooth-surface visualizers."

"The other guys are al riveted back on D'Urth,” McMurtrey suggested.

Corona laughed.

"Will this have an effect on ship's speed?' a man shouted.

"Everything could have an effect on our rate of travel," the computer replied, "even your very utterance of those words.'

"What do you mean?" the man asked.

"It will become apparent.”

"When?'

"When you are ready."

"Riddled"



"If you say s0."

"l do."

"Okay."

"Shut up! Can't anyone get the last word in on you?"

"If you wish."

"Shut up!”

"Okay."

McMurtrey recalled the arguments between Appy and Shusher over speed and damage to the skins between universes,
wondered how the private information he and Corona shared had a bearing on what Appy told the man. McMurtrey thoug
heard afaint humming. It was ever so difficult to distinguish, but in tone resembled a schoolyard taunt. From Appy?

The man seemed ready to burst his blood vessels, and one of the Hoddhi sts spoke to him soothingly. This helped.

"The answer," Archhishop Perrier said, "will become apparent. All things are possible to him who believes.”

"Bullcrud," Corona snapped to McMurtrey. " Some of these people are consummate idiots."

McMurtrey nodded.

The corridor became much quieter, and people didn't move around so much. Like confused, traumatized animals they av
word of their fate. Whispered prayers could be heard, in Isammic, Floriental, Nandustani, Unglish . . .

Y akkai and the rabbi conversed a short distance away, in controlled, hostile tones. Presently they ceased whatever they
arguing about and moved apart.

Even the peopleinside B-3 stopped struggling with the door, McMurtrey saw a young man's cleanshaven face at the tin)
window, aface that stared blankly into the corridor.

"Y ou might wonder why all the ships looked essentialy the same," Appy continued. "They'rein flight, by the way, not th
behind us now."

Someone booed.

"The ships were of different colors and sizes and had slight variances, but essentially all looked very much alike. Just as
humans |ook essentially the same."

"Sure, we'rein God's likeness," aman said.

"Quiet," Appy said. "Thisisn't kindergarten, so nobody raise your hands, okay? | have the floor. Humans are basically di
what they want, even, remarkably, in the way they view life. Impoverished, wealthy, it makes no material difference. The
televid, magazine tapes, radio, all those homogeneous forces making people think alike, making them crave to be alike."

"That'sidiotic,” Johnny Orbust said. "People who are really impoverished don't have televids. They can't even read." Orl
had the shiny metallic Snapcard in his hand, and McMurtrey noticed that the card was held under tension, causing it to ber

"Y our information does not agree with mine."

"Then update," Orbust said. "Have someone carry your mainframe into the boonies. | mean the real boonies. Look in the
outback, jungles, remote mountain regions, deserts. Y ou're on atheoretical plane, dealing with abstractions.”

McMurtrey hated to admit it, but Orbust was making sense. Not that McMurtrey held any affection for Orbust over Apj
nonetheless it was gratifying to see a human holding ground against a sophisticated computer. The card in Orbust's hand g
and sparkled.

Appy wasn't responding.

With an eyelid beginning to twitch, Orbust continued his offensive. "A starving person in a Third World nation with the s
life view asthat of a pampered, wealthy socialite? What you're saying is ludicrous.”

"You weren't listening carefully," Appy countered. "l said 'basically aike,' and 'it makes no material difference.' These
words are subject to analysis and interpretation. We're dealing with averages here, not rules which hold true to the last ma

"You didn't say that," Orbust said.

"l meant that, as anyone with half a brain can see. We were speaking of averages as applied to the materialization of th
ships. . . they're from images projected by men as| said. Then | carried it a step further, to common life-views held by
multitudes of people.”

"Your thesisisn't provable," Orbust said. "How do we know that what you've told us about the creation of these shipsis
How do we know you aren't aliar, saying these things with an ulterior, self-serving motive?”

"I do not serve mysalf!" Apply said, haughtily. "l serve the Ancient of Days, and at His command | serve humankind."

"WEell, in order to properly serve humankind, you'd better learn to understand it better. | don't care what you say about tt
ships or about life-views. People are different.”

"You just trapped yourself," Appy said. "If people are different, why are Reborn Krassees like you so narrow-minded ak
aternate belief systems?'

"You're playing with words," Orbust said. "People are different, but they all must take one path. Thereis only one prope
of theology, of life, of everything that means anything at all, and it is my destiny to lead others to salvation."

"Enough!" Zatima screeched. Unnoticed by McMurtrey, she had closed the gap between herself and Orbust, and now s
indignantly with her hands on her hips, less than a meter from him.



Startled, Orbust lost hold of the Snapcard, which he had been bending slightly. The card sprang toward Zatima, falling tc
deck beside her. Nanak Singh, her constant companion, placed one foot over it.

Appy went on the offensive: "These averages, these composites, are from the contributions of many people. Everyone
involved will see avague familiarity in all ships, and only one dightly more specific familiarity in one ship. It's subliminal, ar
magnets, al present were drawn by televid images to this ship.”

"You're an awfully noisy computer on a ship that wants quiet," Orbust said. He took half a step toward Singh, seemed tc
measuring the strength and determination of his adversary. Orbust's eyelid fluttered wildly, forcing him to close that eye. A
throbbing vein on his forehead became apparent, and his features tightened angrily.

"Shusher doesn't hear me," Appy said. "Unless| go on a special comlink at his frequency. He can't hear the vibratory
exchange between me and humans. Ah yes, the off-limits signs. Which of you went where you weren't supposed to go?'

McMurtrey and Corona exchanged uneasy glances.

He doesn't know? McMurtrey thought.

"Not talking, eh?' Appy said. "All right, we'll deal with that later. Fair warning: The areais booby-trapped.”

"He'slying," Coronawhispered. "Either that or the traps didn't work."

"Why doesn't he know it's you?' McMurtrey whispered. " Sometimes he acts like he sees us, though | haven't noticed an
cameras.”

Corona shrugged. "Who knows?'

"Anyway, you'd think the comlinks to God or Shusher would report such data.”

"Y eah, you'd think so."

McMurtrey had been watching Orbust, Zatima and Singh. These three were locked in a staring contest and a little dance
which their bodies made subtle shifts that an observer could only see with close attention—Orbust inching toward the Par
foot that covered his Snapcard, the ParKekh's hand near his scabbard, Zatima sliding between the two men asiif to keep t
from violence.

Thusfar, Orbust showed no indication of employing his gun to enforce his desires, but the situation looked volatile. He h
only one eye open, and his words were suffused with rage. "Y ou believe in reincarnation, don't you, ParKekh?"

Singh nodded warily.

"Andin that belief system, a person who does not lead a proper life can be reincarnated as alowly animal, even asafro

"Y ou will reincarnate even lower," Singh snapped.

"And in turn, if the frog does not lead a proper life, it will reincarnate as something less?"

The ParKekh glowered.

"Tell me," Orbust said, glancing at his Snapcard under the bearded holy man's sandal, "what are the criteriafor being a g
frog? It's easy to see that your belief in spiritual recycling is misguided.”

The ParK ekh looked nonplussed.

McMurtrey noticed that Orbust was doing fairly well in this debate without his card, and that Singh didn't seem to be aid
it. Maybe a person had to have direct skin contact with the card, or it only worked for Orbust.

"There are ways of being agood frog," Zatima interjected. "One must be afrog to know them."

"Can't he speak for himsalf?' Orbust said.

"'O my Lord, who can comprehend Thy excellence? " the ParKekh intoned. " 'None can recount my sinfulness. Many t
was born as atree, many times as an animal, and many times| camein the form of a snake and many times| flew asabird ... .'"

Suddenly, Orbust shoved Zatima out of the way and lunged toward his Snapcard, without drawing his gun.

The ParKekh holy man was a fighting machine, with a frightening array of lethal kicks, elbow shots, backhand moves and whirling
explosions of power. Orbust took blows to each upper arm, and the cracking impact of bone on bone made those appendages useless.
legs went next, and he crumpled to the deck, receiving at least two blows in the face as he went down. Orbust writhed on the deck and
twitched involuntarily about the head and neck asif he had damage to his nervous system. The brow over one of his eyes bled profus
and he was unable to bring a hand to cover it.

Singh leaned over and removed Orbust's belt and hol ster.

"We will hold this weapon," Zatima said, "until a proper judge has been selected to decide upon its disposition. Y ou are not fit to ca

Unnoaticed by her or by the ParKekh, Orbust's chemstrip fell out of the holster, to the floor. The chemstrip was visible to McMurtrey
only seconds, when the bottom of a broom darted out from the crowd and then back. It was alightning stroke, and when complete the
chemstrip was nowhere to be seen. The Snapcard wasn't visible, either.

McMurtrey saw Jin in the throng, moving away from the center of attention.

Why does Jin want those things? It had to behim . . . thebroom. . .

McMurtrey hurried toward Orbust to help him.

"My card," Orbust gasped. "Where's my card?"

"Does anyone see that card he was holding?' a man asked. No one responded.

"Uhhhh, aaah!" Orbust groaned. "I need a doctor!"

McMurtrey pushed his way through, knelt by Orbust and dabbed around his eye with a handkerchief. The eye didn't ook too bad,
brow was badly split, dripping blood into the eye. He stopped the flow.

Sister Mary and her companion Sister Agathagot through, and the latter cradled Orbust's head. He wasn't twitching anymol



had a terrible grimace on his face.

Archbishop Perrier shouted for Appy to send medical aid.

"Is there a doctor aboard?' McMurtrey asked.

"Processing data," Appy reported. " Cannot locate infirmary or assigned attendants . . . all wasin order at departure. . .
processing . . . | don't think we jettisoned anything likethat . . . Shusher, did you?. .. Oh, hereitis. .. aninfirmary with r
attendants . . . not my fault . . ."

"Hang who's at fault!" McMurtrey shouted. "Just get us some aid, pronto!"

"Sister Agathaand | are nurses," Sister Mary said, "but we need supplies and afacility where we can handle the injuries
chewed at her lip, looked around.

McMurtrey was perspiring at the brow, guessed that the close gathering of people was absorbing available oxygen. He
them to move back, and most cooperated.

"Oh, there you are!" Appy exclaimed. "Sister Mary and Sister Agatha are the attendants! Weren't you informed?"

Sister Mary shook her head, looked blankly at her companion and said, "No. We were just asked to be here, without
explanation.”

"Well, it was adequately explained to your bishop," Appy claimed.

Invited for particular tasks, McMurtrey thought. Like Corona . . . they must not have participated in the visual
assembly of this ship.

"Why aren't you on duty?' the computer demanded. "Y ou think thisis a party ship, with no work to do?'

"We'd be happy to report,” Sister Mary said, with more than a hint of irritation, "if we knew whereto go."

"Why didn't you ask? Y ou think you can just show up and have everything laid out for you?"

It's Appy's fault, McMurtrey thought, judging from the intensity with which the computer was attempting to distance its
from culpability. This suggested a stern taskmaster above, one who didn't coddle subordinates.

"l showed up for work, Appy!" Coronayelled, from a short distance away. "Y ou took my captaincy, gave me the runaro
broke your word! Now you're chastising these gentle ladies for something they had nothing to do with? What kind of acra
operation isthis?'

"Make yourself useful, Corona," came the response. "Take these nurses and their patient to the infirmary. Level Sixteen
Corridor Two, the little room on the left with the caduceus on the door."

"All egress blocked," Corona said, "aswe've been telling you. Is your brain blocked, too?"

"Get over to the patient, Coronal Now! Then I'll lead you by the hand, since that seems necessary."

Corona emerged from the crowd and went to McMurtrey's side. Her forehead was creased in anger.

"Out of the way, McMurtrey!" Appy commanded. "Y ou're slowing things down!"

"Don't jump on me! | was just—" McMurtrey stood up and moved aside.

Corona, the nuns and Orbust disappeared into the deck, just as the chairs had done in their assembly room.

"Magic!" awoman exclaimed.

"The work of the Devil," offered another.

"No need to worry," Appy said, with sudden cheer. "S.O.P."

"Standard Operating Procedure," aman said.

"Oh shut up," ancther man said. "Y ou think we're a bunch of dodos?"

Soon we'll hear the hiss of gas, McMurtrey thought. But this thought humored him only dightly.

McMurtrey experienced a wave of concern for Corona. This computer/ship combination was not operating at peak effic
Could Corona and the others have been jettisoned accidentally?

The air in the corridor was stale, and several of the women complained of this.

"Not to worry," Appy said. "The ventilation will be operating presently. We haven't lost a passenger yet!"

That might bode well for Corona, and McMurtrey was about to ask for confirmation, when several pilgrims shouted that
corridor was open.

McMurtrey became one with those around him, and like a segmented creature with a single brain, they rushed through ¢
that before had been closed.

Just before he left the corridor, McMurtrey glanced over his shoulder and saw Room B-3 open, with more confinees pol
into the rear of McMurtrey's throng. Miraculously, no one was trampled.

Since no one had ordered him back to his cabin, McMurtrey took this opportunity to explore the ship.

It was like the Shusher of old but off abit asif dream-distorted, reshaped in ways McMurtrey couldn't discern. He hadr
been aboard that long; it was only the middle of the first day according to his D'Urth-oriented Wriskron. His visual memor
often gave him problems, but the vessel seemed tighter and smaller, tracking with Appy's comments. And whileit didn't s
be stem-to-stern shorter (determined by looking up the airspace between mezzanines), it seemed to be of lesser girth. The



airspace was narrower in diameter, and the curving partitions as well, and McMurtrey heard numerous people complaining
about changed cabin numbers.

The walls of some corridors boasted portholesin varying sizes, shapes and configurations. They appeared to be laid out
randomly, and when McMurtrey had his bearings he confirmed that the window wall of Assembly Room B-2 faced aft on
ship. So mirrors and prisms must have been employed to view forward from that area, just as Corona had theorized.

By peering through portholes, McMurtrey determined that the white lines remained outside and a good distance ahead o
ship. Behind, he saw only distant stars, not even the backside of the blue and purple nebula he presumed they had passed
through.

On Level 12, McMurtrey passed a black door that was gjar. He heard angry words coming through the opening, pushed
door open.

The room was turgid with religious paraphernalia piled to the ceiling in bright red and yellow wire shelf-baskets. A numt
aisles divided the area, giving it the packed arrangement of a remote general store.

Partway down one aisle, a Nandu outcast and a Hoddhist were toe-to-toe, nose-to-nose. The outcast, who wore awhite
cotton dhati, held awooden alms bowl tightly in one upraised hand, and from the man's hostile demeanor he appeared clos
crowning the other fellow with the bowl.

"That's aHoddhist bowl!!" his adversary insisted, reaching for the bowl. But the outcast, who was taller, held it just out o
reach.

Down another aisle, aman in ablack robe clattered through a pile of candelabras that were heaped loosely in atall wire
"Damned cheap shit!" he snapped. Ferociously, he grabbed a handful of candles from an adjacent bin, and stalked toward
doorway.

McMurtrey moved out of the way.

"These will haveto do," the man with the candles said.

McMurtrey returned to the cabin assignment dispenser, where people were having their identifications rescanned and ne
cabin numbers assigned. He went through the process again, found that he had the same berth assignment as before, the
"satanic" three sixes: Level 6, Number 66.

He recalled Appy's suggestion that he, Evander Harold McMurtrey, might be "the Beast," might even be the Devil hims
one had confronted McMurtrey on this or even suggested it to his face except Appy. But Appy had claimed that persons:
were talking about it.

He recalled Corona's warning too: that someone might kill him over this. But he felt no fear, and this surprised him, for t
never considered himself to be particularly brave.

Kelly Coronaretained her previous cabin assignment, as McMurtrey discovered when he encountered her on Level 6
moments later. They theorized that this may have occurred in part because they were on the inner aisle, by therailing. But
around they saw evidence of altered assignments—spaces occupied where they had been empty before, and familiar face
either in different spots or not apparent at al. Jin was directly adjacent to McMurtrey now, whereas previously he had bes
spaces away. Zatima and Singh were on the other side of Jin, still adjacent.

Corona's cubicle was open, bed down, and she was lying on the bed looking at the book-tape screen on the headboard,
touching the control bar to scroll the litings.

McMurtrey mustered his courage, stomped into her space and knelt on the deck beside her. She had a number of book-
titles locked in on the screen. Every one had to do with sex.

"Now look herel" McMurtrey said, in alow, urgent tone. "You and | are going to haveit out! |—I don't know how to ha
the things you've been saying. Y ou're— you're sexually harassing me!"

"Y our eyes harassed me," she said calmly, without looking at him. "They harassed my breasts!"

McMurtrey sighed. He gazed at people on an upper mezzanine level. She said | could, didn't she, that if she hadn't w
me to, she would have worn a barrel? No use arguing with her . . .

"Y ou enjoyed staring at them, didn't you?"

"I told you, | hardly knew | was doing it. Maybe | wasn't. Maybe | was daydreaming.”

My God, McMurtrey thought, trying not to act like he was interested in the titles on the screen. 1'm actually speaking \
this woman I've just met about her mammary glands?

"Daydreaming? About what?'

"l dunno. Stuff | can't remember."

"Maybe it was about sex, or about your mother, or maybe, like that guy said at the meeting, you were like Reeshna, with
thought in your head."

"Yeah, | guess."

"Why don't we drop the screen and talk some more? We could have a cup of coffee, sit at the table, whatever."

"l don't think | should."

He glanced at her, saw aflash of hot temper in her eyes and looked away.



"Obviously you're bothered by my forwardness."

"Well,uh..."

"Y ou don't want to be bothered by it, though. | sense that."

McMurtrey's face was warm, and he felt perspiration trickling through his eyebrows. He wanted to get away and didn't
to get away. Ultimately he craved an experience like this, but he wanted it on histerms, at hisinitiative.

"I'm not inviting you to atryst, you know," she said. "We don't even have to talk about breast meat—allittle chicken joke
you don't mind."

McMurtrey pursed his lips with displeasure.

She smiled at her double-entendre. "1'm merely fascinated by the subject—women having these floppy appendages hang
their chests where everyone can gawk at them and compare. It's a sociological phenomenon you see, the way different cu
treat the subject. | see no point in acting self-conscious about them, and when | notice people staring at them, | sometimes
the subject up to see what's ticking in aperson's brain. | like to give people ahard time, | guess. It gets into psycho-culture
stuff. Men are lucky in one sense, being constructed in aless sexually conspicuous fashion.”

You don't wanna know what's ticking in my brain, McMurtrey thought.

"Y ou probably think because I'm black I'm a hooker."

"No, I don't, notat al . ..." Hecouldn't look at her, felt his eyes burning. Had he thought that, given off signals? He didi
think he had. But her tone made him feel guilty.

"A little dark meat, eh? Isthat what you're thinking?' She chuckled.

There seemed no end to these damnable chicken jokes!

"Aren't al black women hookers?' she said. "Especialy those who openly discuss sexual matters with men?'

McMurtrey shook his head. "1 didn't say or think that."

She scrutinized his expression. "Well, Mr. Mac, I'll . . ."

"They call me Big Mac."

"Very well, B.M., I'll have you know that I'm not certain if | ever want to deep with you. Admittedly, | find something
compelling about you. No rush of womanly passion, though. Sorry I'm so direct; | don't like to waste time."

"Don't worry about it." McMurtrey was feeling a bit more comfortable, asif a crisis were passing. But she was slipping
as others had before her.

"Any time you want, let's sit and talk," Corona said, patting his shoulder. "Asfriends. Well be along timein space.”

"How about right now?' McMurtrey offered impulsively. His voice cracked, a sure giveaway.

She smiled, swung around on her bed and tapped the main control panel. The screen dropped, and McMurtrey had to jur
across the foot of her bed to avoid it.

"Whew!" he exclaimed. "Does that thing have a safety?"

"Who knows? Say, that coulda ruined your whole day, getting diced in half." She licked afingertip, and with that finger
smoothed the hairs of one eyebrow. "Actualy, | checked it. Thereis a safety.”

They sat cross-legged on the bed, looking at one another, and he asked, "Why do you keep doing that?’

"What?'

"With your eyebrows."

"Oh, | hardly notice it anymore. My long eyebrows are always dropping down over my eyes."

"Why don't you trim the damn things?"

Shetilted her head back, raised her eyebrows. "Keep forgetting to. Besides, wouldn't that just encourage growth?"

"Darned if | know. Could you at least stop doing that around me? It's. . . quirky."

"Yeah, | guess. I'll try to remember, if it bothers you. Say, what right do you have to even ask? We aren't an item.”

"Aw, forget it. It's my problem, not yours. Before God spoke to me | had this condition where little personal mannerisms
yours distracted me real bad. So much that I'd get tongue-tied, couldn't think my way out of . . . Anyway, I'd have to avoic
certain kinds of people."

"Like me, the quirky ones."

"I'm not trying to insult you. Like | said, | have the problem, or | had the problem. It seemsto have stopped, but I'm &ff
something will set it off again and I'll relapse.”

She smiled gently, said she would try to do as he wished.

"I have other problemstoo,” he said, "even more obvious ones. I'm fat, for one.”

"You'renot fat! | like the way you look!"

"I'm fat. I'vetried every diet. | even took food-dreaming pills, the kind that are supposed to satisfy your beta endorphine
pleasure sensors while you sleep. | was supposed to wake up feeling full, and | did. But | ate anyway. My fat cells wouldr
denied.”

Corona smiled mischievoudly, said, "See that little instrument panel over there on the wall?"

"Y eah. Just like mine."

"It drops the bed, right?"



"Yeah. You aready did it."

"It's a berth control panel."

"Huh?'

"Berth. B-e-r-t-h."

"Oh."

"Could have a bearing on b-i-r-t-h, too."

"You'resilly! Don't think | missed that B.M. comment, either."

"Hey, what elseisthere to do out here in space? | make afew jokes here and there."

"No more chicken jokes, okay? I've heard 'em all."

"Okay, okay."

They laughed, went to the dinette set. Corona ordered coffee from an automatic food butler mounted on the headboard \
The butler, when activated by a button behind the main panel array, displayed a small plazymer door with avoice activatio
to one side and instructions printed on asign.

McMurtrey glanced at the black and white weight gauge on the table edge. It showed him afull kilogram heavier than tl
reading in his own cabin. He shook his head sadly.

For awhile, McMurtrey sipped coffee and watched Corona. She had an easy grace about her, the way she turned her |
and lifted the cup to her mouth. Sometimes she held her head alittle askance and looked at him out of the corners of her €
asif she were peering at him from a secret, shadowy hiding place.

Then McMurtrey's fortunes turned for the worse, A black fly buzzed him, like an ancient warplane reconnoitering for at
McMurtrey swatted at it, only swished air.

Thefly darted out of his reach, ascended to the ceiling. Before long it dived toward its target with the most irritating
buzz-song, forcing McMurtrey to duck.

"God damn it," McMurtrey said. "That's no ordinary fly. It'sa St. Charles Beacher, the most obstinate, accursed species
bred."

He whirled around as he spoke, keeping track of the fly. It grew quiet and landed on the headboard, then crawled
perfunctorily onto the screen and down onto a space behind the screen.

"Stowaway," McMurtrey rasped, catching Corona's mirthful expression. "I hate those damned things.”

Coronafinished her coffee, reached around and slid open the door of the food butler, placing the cup inside. In aglimme
light, the cup disappeared.

"I checked our course with my quadlite signaler," she said. "Have you ever seen one?"

He shook his head.

She brought out atiny round brass piece from aleather pouch, flipped the piece open like alocket."Navigation instrumer
sad.

The inside glowed green on one face, and there were tiny holes around the perimeter. The opposite face resembled a cil
board covered with solder trails. She said she'd had the signaler repaired hurriedly before the trip, and a cover-plate had b
misplaced in the process, a plate that wasn't necessary for the operation of the device. She said she had set the signaler tc
match the coordinates provided by God, and that as long as they were on course it glowed green.

"It's extremely accurate," sheinsisted. "Though | am leery of it on avoyage of this magnitude. The tiniest miscalculation
hurtle ustrillions of light-yearsin the wrong direction. Asyet | have no idea what sort of navigation instruments they have
installed aboard ship, but at the first opportunity I'm going to find out."

"You'd better stay out of their secret roomsthistime."

"Shusher and Appy don't scare me. I've kicked assin my time." She dropped the quadlite back in the pouch, and the unit
knocked heavily against something else in there. She drew the drawstring of the pouch shut, secured the string in place wi
diding plazymer retainer.

"What else you got in there?"

"Chicken bones," she said, with awicked smile.

He sguinted one eye warily. "Y ou some kinda witch doctor? Oh, I'm alittle slow." He shook his head. "No more chicker
jokes. You promised!”

"Maybe | am awitch doctor, or ashaman." She laughed easily, popped the pouch into her jumpstit.

McMurtrey glanced at her bed, and saw her taking in the direction of his gaze. Didn't she miss anything?

"We're only here to talk," she reminded him. "Of course conversation is aform of intercourse." Her eyestwinkled. "Bre
areforms, too."

He sucked air noisily across hislips. "Shall we, uh, talk about intercourse and forms?"

"Aren't you the bold one!”

"Enough of thiswordplay." He leaned heavily across the table, pulled her head close to his and pressed their lips togethe

Corona's mouth was warm and moist, and for an instant in the unspoken language of her lips she assented.

He didn't expect her to cuff him, but she did, and despite their size difference, McMurtrey recoiled from the blow.



Her eyes were ablaze, expression focused with such flaming ire that all the lines on her forehead poured down the bridg
her nose.

"Whatsa matter?' he asked. "Didn't you? . . . didn't you want?. . ." He felt overcommitted, like a scout engaging the en
without his forces. The enemy. Did hereally feel that way about women? It seemed that he did. But this one too? Couldn
be different?

"Krassos O'Shaugnessy no! | thought | explained that, about why | was discussing breasts! It was purely intellectual, no
you—"

He had seen uncertainty in her eyes even before she broke off her sentence. Her mouth slipped open, out of gear.

"Maybe it was more," she admitted. "Just alittle more."

Their eyes met, and once again, their lips. She put her arms around his shoulders, pulled him toward her with surprising
strength.

Thetable jiggled, and somewhere in the base, fastenings popped.

"It's. .. it'sgoing over!" McMurtrey said. He jumped to one side, still holding onto her, and remarkably they maintained
feet in a curious dance beside the table. She pressed her body tightly against his, and he felt the softness of her breasts ag
his stomach. Her face was upturned, eyes closed, and their mouths were welded one against the other.

God, this woman was a fantastic kisser!

But from far away, McMurtrey thought he heard a most unpleasant noise. He tried to keep it out of his mind, but knew f
and embrace were faltering with the worry, not performing up to the standard required of the moment.

Why now, of al times?

Corona's eyes flicked open sensuously, and where he withdrew she pressed forward. Subtle shiftings. She was becomin
female lead in this dance, smothering his mouth with hers, massaging the muscles of his heck and shoulders with her hand

That noise, that infernal noise. It grew louder, inundating his eardrums. . . .

He jerked away and ducked to one side.

Three flies buzzed his face in formation, passing so close that he felt one brush his cheek.

McMurtrey flailed after them like a berserker, crashing into the room-divider screen. It flexed but did not give way.

"I'm gonnakill those little bastards!" he howled.

Suddenly the screen shot up into the ceiling, and the flies escaped.

McMurtrey looked back, saw Corona at the control panel.

"How many of those Jehovah-puked things are on this ship?' he asked.

She shrugged, was about to tap another button, the one to drop the screen.

"Wait," he said, with a gesture of one hand. He saw the flies alight on Jin, who sat cross-legged and naked on the deck i
ascetically bare cabin area. Two flies were on one knee, one fly on the other. Jin, in apparent meditation, appeared not to |
"The little bastards are on Jin," McMurtrey said. "I'll get 'em good, probably won't even wake Jin up. He's in atrance.”

McMurtrey only half heard words of protest from Corona, for he was focused on amission learned in the war zones of
Charles Beach, atask that had to be performed efficiently and immediately before the whole ship was overrun with this
tenacious breed. No one could be expected to understand the severity of the situation, for to his knowledge he was the onl
Beacher aboard.

With lightning strokes he would slap hands on each knee, and it would be over.

Stealthily, with hardly a sound, the big man crept afew meters along the deck, reaching Jin. He knelt by the meditator, <
Jin's eyes closed, not a muscle moving. The flies were motionless, still on the knees.

Slowly, ever so cautiously so as not to disturb the air, McMurtrey's hands went forth. At just the right distance from thei
the hands paused, ready to strike.

Jin's eyes opened. For an instant they appeared feral, seeming to say, "Touch me and you die."

McMurtrey had to do a double take, for hisfirst reaction had been fear, causing him to look away. Then logic overrode
emotion and in hardly thetick of a heartbeat he fired alook back.

Again Jin's eyes were closed. Someone spoke behind McMurtrey. Faint words. The flies didn't move, not even atwitch
their spindly legs.

Simultaneously, McMurtrey's hands shot forward. Skin slapped skin.

Incredibly, Jin had dropped his forearms to a point just above his knees, blocking McMurtrey's hands, and it was against
forearms that McMurtrey's hands slapped skin.

Thefliesdidn't flinch, and Jin's eyes remained closed. Not a muscle on the Plarnjarn moved, not even on his arms, whicl
held in place like shields. McMurtrey pulled back alittle.

Jin'sforearms remained in midair above the flies, and the protected ones must have been laughing in their black little he

Soon McMurtrey heard the words from behind clearly. "Plarnjarns oppose violence," Coronasaid. "Did you forget? His'

.. not even an insect?'
"Aw, priest piss! These ain't yer ordinary garden variety insects. They don't deserve to be life forms!”
"The decisionis not yours."



Angrily, McMurtrey rose to his feet. His eyes smoldered.

No further motion from Jin or the flies.

"Sanctuary,” she said. "They must sense it, must know the safety of his presence.”

McMurtrey shook his head in utter disgust, stalked past Corona toward his own berth.

"Shall we resume?’ she asked.

"I'm out of the mood," he said. A deep breath, then without looking at her; "Sorry. Look. I'm pretty tired, didn't eep last
I'll talk to you later, okay?"

She nodded.

He had been going on adrenalin, pumped by the excitement of events. The night he blessed all the shipswith Orbust's m
seemed long ago, but it had been only that morning, in predawn hours. He felt the heaviness of his body asit sought rest, &
corneas grated against his eyelids.

McMurtrey entered his area, dropped the screen and plopped on the bed. He sighed. He had been remarkably bold, witt
success. This mula-black actually liked him, despite his fat and despite his tantrum over the flies. But like the screen aroun
now, he had thrown up abarrier, a shield to keep them from making love. If not for the flies it would have been something
something less convenient. A headache, or sudden fatigue.

But he hadn't felt fatigued at all, until afterward. Would he have gone through with it? He had made love with women bx
but this one—despite his burst of elan— this one frightened him. She was stronger than he in innumerable ways. Hed initi
the kissing, but she'd teased himintoit . . . and she grabbed the lead afterward. She was probably like that in bed. Thiswc
had performed men's jobs, had been the captain of star freighters.

Was she awoman?

McMurtrey's gut reaction told him yes. Any doubts he harbored were easily dispelled. But she was alot of woman, mor
he could handle. She didn't keep her promise about chicken jokes, either, and with that witty, jocular streak in her nature,
McMurtrey foresaw a relationship in which he would be eternally on the defensive, He didn't particularly relish that, but re
the Grand Exalted Rooster deserved whatever came to pass. He had brought it all on himself.

Jin's screen dropped only seconds after McMurtrey's.

When he was secure from prying eyes, the blue bone blades in Jin's fingertips darted forth, and in two precision thrusts |
decapitated three flies.

Tiny body parts tumbled soundlessly to the deck.

Jinsmiled cruelly, flicked them aside with his broom.

These pilgrims have no idea who | am, he thought. Cool, smooth currents of electricity traversed the superconductors
artificial brain. Hefelt safein hislittle niche, for he had been programmed to feel thisway.

He touched his nose, and mini-cannon gunports opened around his body. His penis, with a baby howitzer in it, roseto firi
position.

With silencers and what he thought were blank cartridges, he tested the guns. All fired, but one live minicannon shell rip
hole in the headboard wall.

He cursed to himself, and at athought-impulse alance of violet light emerged from his right eye, entering the bulkhead h
This enabled him to see inside the wall, and he was surprised to encounter no electrical wires, pipes or parts. Only a space
between walls. He detected no change in the ship's course, heard no emergency Klaxons or flurry of activity.

His sensorstold him it was substantially warmer inside the hole than in the passenger areas of the ship.

He withdrew the lance of light, and digjointed thoughts fired through his cyberoo circuits. This ship was strange, an unkn
but the Bureau hadn't programmed him to investigate it. Could that mean his superiors had overlooked the ship itself, or th:
some other operative had been assigned to the matter? He didn't know of any other agents aboard, but that meant nothing

Confine yourself to your assignment.

Thick yellow fluid oozed from the top of the wall hole, filling it. In an instant the hole could no longer be seen, and where
been was the silver-gray of the wall,

Jin's circuits heated up.

At athermally programmed thought-impul se these troubling thoughts were erased. But others took their place. Among c
things, the Bureau of Loyalty had programmed him to watch for didoyal pilgrims, reporting on their activities via scrambl e
transmission to the Pentadox. The ship was out of transmitting range now, and it seemed obvious that the Bureau had not
expected ajour-ney of this distance.

What if they actually encountered God?

Jin had no specific instructionsto kill God or humans. But under certain conditions he was permitted, even encouraged, t
eraselife. Viahis Possibilities Scanner he envisioned circumstances under which he might be forced to kill God, particularl
he discovered that God was a threat to the continuance of the Bureau.



Eight

Institutions always lie, and the bigger the institution, the bigger the lie.
—Guiding Principles, The Cult of Anarchy

In Johnny Orbust's cabin with the screen down, he sat against a pillow on the bed, with C.T. Tully and the priest Kundo
a the table. It was afull D'Urth day after the confrontation with Singh, and Orbust wore bulbous quick-healing packson r
arms and legs. The grayish-white packs were not that cumbersome to wear, and already he was getting some movement |
in areas that a short while before had been flaming centers of pain. He had another pack over hisface, and it was sealed ti
to the skin around his eyes so that he peered through little bank-robber dlits.

His quick-draw Babul lay besideits holster, on awall shelf.

"It would be niceif we could beat everyone else to God," Orbust said. He draped one leg over the bed, tapped afoot on
deck. In his mind's eye he envisioned himself reaching God first, aone. If only there were away.

"Well, we can't kill everyone on thisshipto doit," Smith said. He picked at a small red spot under his chin, probably an
ingrown hair.

"We can't?' Tully said. "Why not?' He had his notebook open on the table, and was doodling with calligraphy as he spok

"God wouldn't like that," Orbust said. "It wouldn't be right. Besides, Appy told usthe other ships are in-flight, right behinc

"| say we blast the fuckin' infidels out of space,” Tully said. "In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost."

"With what?' Orbust asked. "My chemstrip wouldn't handle that, even if | could get it back from those fanatics." He hac
said what he felt, that he wouldn't consciously do violence to anyone. Disabling ships before takeoff had been one thing; bl
them out of space with people aboard was altogether different.

Smith looked like a strange red-necked blackbird. His nose hooked downward into a beak facsimile, and his eyes were s
but alert to danger, constantly flitting about in their sockets. "1 dunno,” he said. "Prayer?"

Orbust nodded. "And more. We need to spread our faith in every corner of the universe, propagating Krassianism like—

"Like jack rabbits fucking?' Smith asked.

"Both of you have foul mouths,” Orbust said. "No, | was going to say like seeds on the wind."

"Aw, don't give usthat shit,” Tully said. "Y ou're the one who packed a heater and a demoalitions kit aboard. We didn't do
anything like that."

"That gun was for intimidation only. I've never used it, never would. The chemstrip . . . well, that's just a gadget. I've alv
been a sucker for gadgets. My wife used to call me a gadget freak."

Orbust thought of hiswife, Karin, and of the note he had left for her. He didn't miss her, didn't think of her much. Their
marriage hadn't worked, had been over long before he made his break.

Tully made the cheeks of his face concave, rubbed them thoughtfully with athumb and forefinger.

Orbust had been increasingly frightened by his own wild behavior, especially asit concerned his gun. What if he had got
into a situation where he had to use the weapon or die? Could he have done it?

If he had been angry enough, if someone insulted his beliefs deeply enough, maybe he could have. HE'd considered thist
before, but not enough. He felt relieved at the loss of the gun, wished he'd had the foresight to have disposed of it himself,
without the embarrassment that resulted.

What a fool | was, lunging for the Snapcard. But that heathen made me mad, putting his foot on it.

Orbust refocused, said, "We've already compared faiths, and the essential elements of our beliefs track pretty well. 1'd [i
begin my own propagation by cleaning up your mouths."

"Mommy wants usto suck soap,” Smith said. "Y ou wanna convert somebody,” Orbust said, "you aren't goingto do it by 1
them to get the fuck with it."

The men laughed.

Orbust grimaced, for hisrib cage hurt when he laughed. He hadn't sworn in many years, vowed he wouldn't again. He'f
used the word instructively, to teach these fools. "All right,” Smith said. "I can handle what you're saying.”

"Yeah," Tully said. "I can too. And beyond that?"

"We hit the Krassians who are closest to our beliefs," Orbust said, "consolidate that as much as we can in our direction
fan out from there."

That's kind of what | have in mind, Orbust thought. Except I'll refine it a bit further when these guys aren't paying
attention.

"Thetroubleis," Orbust continued aloud, "we don't know how much time we have before we get to God's galaxy. So we
have to move quickly."



"We need your chemstrip and Snapcard back," Smith said. "With that Snapcard you could outdebate anyone. That woulc
speed conversions up.”

"I know" Orbust said, glowering. "The sooner the better, but we don't need to wait for that stuff. | assume Zatima has a
it?" Smith and Tully shrugged. "I only saw 'em get the gun,” Tully said. The calf of one leg itched, and Orbust rubbed it ag:
the other leg. This effort shot pain up the leg that he moved, and he closed his eyes momentarily until the pain subsided. If
he had the Snapcard back. It strengthened him, gave him confidence. Ideas were essential, along with the ability to phrase
succinctly. What would he do now?

Smith: "Johnny, who were those weirdos | saw you talking with in the infirmary?'

"Y ou were there? | didn't see you."

"Y eah. | peeked in from the corridor, but you looked busy."

"They didn't say exactly who they were," Orbust said. "The saffron-robed ones were Hoddhist monks—they were in my
assembly room. | don't know about the other two."

"The others wore white peasant outfits,” Smith explained to Tully.

Tully nodded. "I've seen 'em around.”

"Maybe there's alittle backlash we can capitalize on," Orbust said. " Those guys came to wish me well and said the Park
had gone too far."

"The sympathy angle," Smith said. "Y eah, we can work that one."

"Yeah, yeah," Tully said, impatiently. "Look, so far none of us have given up any of our beliefs. But the time will comev
we three will have to settle accounts and agree which system is the best. Johnny, you're a Reborn Krassee, I'm a
Found-Againer, and Smith isa NuNu Pentecostalist. Our beliefs are close, but not identical. That dumb belief you have fo
example, Johnny, about—"

"Don't start!" Orbust snapped. "We've been down that road, and | thought we smoothed it out pretty well. Set it aside, Tt
Look at it thisway: God put us together on this ship as aforce for Krassianism, aforce for God's love. It's our destiny to r
like athree-pronged wedge through the throng of heathens. If we turn on ourselves, all islost."

"And exactly what do we tell the heathens?' Tully asked. "There are specific points of disagreement between us."

"Don't talk about those things,” Orbust suggested. "Hit only the areas where we agree—one God, |mmaculate Conceptic
Dual Resurrection, all those Babul interpretations we discussed___ Y ou know what I'm saying."

Tully found atoothpick, chewed on it. Finally he nodded in assent, but he looked like a man forced to set hisfight aside.

"When we do haveit out,” Tully said presently, "we'll do it without your damned Snapcard, Johnny. Agreed?' Orbust
hesitated, then said with some difficulty, "Agreed."

"Thetask ahead is not an easy one," Smith said. "But we must make the effort."

"Hear! hear!" Tully said.

"Onward Krassian Soldiers," Smith rasped.

"After consolidating the Krassians,” Orbust said, "we move to the other Wessornian religions—principally Middism a
Isammedanism. These major religions share a belief in the Old Babul, you know. And there are other similarities.”

"l didn't hear you making any points with Zatima," Tully said. "Hey! She claimsto be one of the only female imams. Do
make her an imama?"

"I doubt if it would come out with that meaning in her tongue," Orbust said, not smiling. He thought for a moment, added
my anger override good sense when | spoke to her, when | lunged for the Snapcard. | could have handled it better. | gues
should leave Zatimafor last.”

"Okay," Smith said. "Well look for stragglersto pick off first, the ones who are uncertain or faltering in their beliefs, not
asthe others."

"Let's decide what to do about that ParKekh," Tully said, flicking the toothpick away. "He's a problem.”

"| listened to a book-tape in my cabin,” Smith said. "ParKekhism is a bastardized remnant of Zillasterism, areligion that
became known as Parloo and then through a freak of palitics combined forces with Kekh fanaticism. Hence 'ParKekh.' Zi
was a prophet who founded a monotheistic religion long before Krassianism, Middism or Isammedanism. They worshi ppe
said it symbolized divine purity."

"ParK ekhism is monotheistic too?" Tully asked. Smith nodded.

"If Orbust hadn't alienated the guy," Tully said, "we could have worked him on the one-God angle, suggesting similarities
Krassianism."

"No use crying about that,” Smith said. He paused, added: "I hear the guy keeps an eternal flame going. It's from one of
firetemples.”

"An open fire on this ship?' Tully asked, astounded.

"Uh-huh," Smith said.

"That'sidiotic," Tully said.

"No more than al the candles these pilgrims have, " Tully said.

"Appy said the candles are |.L.-approved," Orbust remembered. "They must have an internal shutdown system, and | &



the eternal flame has one too."

"What if you're wrong?' Tully asked. "The whole ship could burn up.”

"I hear the flameisin one of the sublevel shrines,” Smith said. "And who knows if they have Insurance L aboratories wh
Singh came from."

Orbust pursed hislips thoughtfully, listened to the others.

Smith shrugged. "The guy isin deep shit if that fire goes out. It's his Achilles heel. Nail the fire and you nail the guy. He
probably kill himself afterward.”

"l say we move on the flame and snuff it," Tully said. "The bastard is probably unconvertible anyway."

"l don't know if we should. . . ." Orbust said. Hisvoice

trailed off uncertainly.

"After it's snuffed,” Tully said, "someone can suggest to him that it's God's message, that the eternal flame stuff isn't rigt
belief, or God wouldn't have let it go out.”

"I don't wanna be the oneto tell him that," Orbust said, rubbing one of his shoulders whereit hurt.

"He's not so tough,” Tully said. "If | could get close to him and use a maneuver they taught mein thearmy . . . anyway,
alittle reconnai ssance on the flame. We should check it out.”

Smith agreed, but admonished: "Don't get caught.”

"I'mlikeacat," Tully said. His eyes were bright and mysterious, betraying to Orbust that he was not to be trusted entirel

"Maybe there's more shit like that we can do to others too,” Smith said, "making them think that God has turned against t

"Whatever it takes, right?' Tully said. "Wasn't that what we agreed when we forced McMurtrey out of his house? This
war, right? A war with the other religions!”

"Maybe thisis going too far," Orbust said. "I don't know . . ."

"Listen, Johnny," Smith said, "how is snuffing that ParK ekh's flame any different from you using your Snapcard on peopl

"The guy could kill himsdlf, that's the difference. A big difference.”

"Well plan it so he can't kill himsdlf, then," Smith said. "We steal hisweapon, get him under control before the flameish

"How are we gonna do that?" Orbust asked.

"It'll take alittle thought, that's al,” Smith said.

"Aw, why bother?' Tully said. "Like said, thisiswar. No prisoners, you know? I'll stick that ParKekh's fuckin' head in
own flame!" He snapped his notebook shut, capped the pen.

"No youwon't,” Orbust said. He stared Tully down, added, "Like Smith said, we plan the whole thing out so no one gets

"You talk big,” Tully sneered, "and you don't even have your gun anymore. Any time, fella. Just you and me!"

Tully dammed to his feet. Clutching his pen and notebook, he stormed from the room.

It was shortly after breakfast, and McMurtrey's belly wasn't full. The food from the automatic butler in his cabin hadn't
prepared exactly as he'd ordered it. It hadn't been anywhere close, except he had received breakfast items. (Ordered: Tw
Unglish breakfasts; Received: Two bowls of synthetic banana dicesin soggy wheat cereal.)

Still, he felt good, and as he tramped along Level 6 to stretch hislegs he perked up, felt abouncein his steps.

McMurtrey couldn't recall the last time he'd felt so good.

He thought about Jin, who was one level up and seated in meditation. McMurtrey had spoken to him while walking past,
saying: "l saw you take the chemstrip." There had been no response.

McMurtrey rubbed his chin at this recollection.

Shalom ben Y akkai emerged from an adjacent corridor, came around the partition, approaching. He was hatless and his
was crew-short, with no sidelocks. Hislong black coat was gone, replaced by a heavy, long-sleeved black shirt and heavy
trousers. He still had his beard.

"Mr. Shalom ben Y akkai?' McMurtrey asked, as they met.

Y akkai nodded, smiled pleasantly. "Two frauds exposed, en?' he said. "Y ou voluntarily, and me by the Middist Secret P
Just kidding. The rabbi's a nice enough fellow, actually. He let me keep my beard.”

"He couldn't really force you to change anything, could he?"

"No, but he's an old fart and he was pretty upset. | didn't want him to have a heart attack. | should have known better
anyway. My outfit wasn't in the best of taste, | guess.”

"How did you get aboard Shusher?"

"No formal invitation, but one day | felt an urge to come here. Like most of the others."

"Y ou think maybe atheism is the way to God?"

"What an oxymoron. Don't make me laugh. Thereisn't any God. I'm not sure yet what the gag is, but it doesn't have any
to do with anyone's mythical God."

Y akkai touched a dark brown phylactery that was secured to his left arm, added: "Rabbi Teitelbaum didn't want me to k
this, but | convinced him. I've got alittle good luck parchment in here and afew other religious gadgets. Neat stuff that I'v



for years. It's atradition among many devout Middists, and at first the good Rabbi didn't feel | deserved the stuff. | told hit
was till of the Middist nationality and that if | kept the pouch | might come around and practice the religion one day."”

"That really got to him, en?' McMurtrey asked.

"| was lying through my teeth. | like the stuff for good luck, that's all. Teitelbaum took about everything else. Y ou saw tt
tallis kotus | had on?"

"The what?"'

"The tallis kotus, afour-cornered undergarment with fringes showing, reminding the wearer of religious duties. | hear y
studied religion and thought you might have . . ."

"Oh, yes, I'm dightly familiar with that, didn't notice the fringe," McMurtrey glanced down. "Y ou don't seem to be wearil
now."

"Rabbi took it. He was adamant about it for some reason. Y ou'd think | should keep it as areminder, but he insisted | sh
accept Middism first, that | wasn't one of the flock, so to speak. He cared more about the tallis than anything else.”

McMurtrey nodded. "Where'd you get the shirt and pants?'

"Middist tailors are fast. It's my coat, reworked."

"Y ou don't mean by Appy, do you?'

"Because Appy says he's Middist, you mean? No. Actually, | don't know. Teitelbaum arranged it, left me in my cabin an
the coat. Besides, the way Appy swears, | doubt if Teitelbaum would deal with him any more than necessary."

"Maybe it was necessary."

"Could be. The rabbi's atough guy. He might even try to reform Appy."

"To do that he'd have to reprogram Appy, and that might not be so easy. I'll bet the access codes are doozies. Y ou hear
about the imperfect programming Appy got?'

"No," Yakkai said.

"Appy told me hisinitial programming was all he got, al he'd ever get, that he was on his own, kindalike a person with F
Will."

"Cut loose in the wilds like the rest of us with faulty equipment, eh?"

"Yeah, | guess. We're two frauds, you say. Wonder how many more are aboard."

"Everyone, I'd say. It's probably our common thread. Appy's a phony, and God, too."

McMurtrey chuckled. "An atheist remark if ever I've heard one."

The men smiled at one another and parted, each going in an opposite direction.

On Level 6, Jin sat naked on the deck in apparent meditation, recalling those moments before when McMurtrey had pas
him and spoken of the chemstrip. Concealed by the way Jin clasped his hands together, shiny blue bone blades flashed in ¢
out from the tips of his thumbs.

Certainly McMurtrey couldn't suspect Jin's Bureau of Loyalty affiliation. If that interloper had seen anything, it could on
enough to suspect that Jin was not so antimaterialistic as he seemed to be. A breach of piety, no more, and no worse, thar
infractions of others.

But Jin remained troubled. He had recognized the risk when he commandeered the chemstrip and Snapcard in a public |
But these were necessary acts, placing wanted, illegal technology into Bureau control for analysis. Such devices were
considered dangerous to Inner Planet security, so Jin had the force of law with him if it came to a showdown.

But that law was far away, with little practical force in this distant place. This was not an Inner Planet ship, didn't fall wi
the jurisdiction of the Bureau. Or did it? Jin didn't know how arrangements had been made for his passage. Either adeal b
been cut between the Bureau and God, or the Bureau, with its staggering technological capability, had worked away to sr
Jin aboard.

Why had the Bureau permitted these ships to take off? Was it because the Bureau was incapabl e of stopping them, bec
they were controlled by a greater power? Was there a stronger power than the Bureau? Jin had trouble visualizing such a
possibility, even with the information programmed into him about God. Jin felt that the final authority in any confrontation v
the Inner Planet's Bureau of Loyalty, his Bureau.

This could be a tremendous opportunity for Jin, an opportunity for him to be responsible for the extension of Bureau pow
He had heard of cyberoos receiving more responsibility in reward for outstanding work, but he hesitated to proceed in this
mysterious and untested place, far beyond communication range with his superiors. He was balanced on the edge of uncer
caught between what he had been programmed to do and the reality beyond those predictions that were inherent in
programming.

Was he supposed to tip that balance, proceeding with decisions that seemed appropriate?

It wasn't Jin's assignment to analyze the chemstrip and Snapcard, so they would stay where he had placed them, reduce
tucked into his bellybutton compartment. No one could find them there or prove anything.

A shadow passed over him, blocking thought. He retracted the blue thumb blades.



With aglance at Jin, McMurtrey proceeded on, passing close to Corona's closed roomette.

Coronas screen shot up, and with remarkable strength she hauled him inside.

The screen snapped shut, and she threw him on the bed, feet toward the headboard.

McMurtrey felt like afat spider in the clutches of a smaller but more powerful foe. He was supine, looking up at her as
leaned over him like a victorious schoolyard fighter. She had that familiar schoolyard expression, too, with taunting eyes ar
truculent smile. But she wasn't hitting him. She was working at the buckle of his belt.

She got the belt open, and her strong fingers pulled at the clasp of histrousers.

"I'm raping you," she announced.

The alarm system on his pickpocket-proof trousers went off, a micro-police siren. Corona pulled back, startled.

McMurtrey laughed, touched his Wriskron to deactivate the alarm. He was feeling very excited.

"No easy task," he said. "I'm wearing Grandma's pickpocket-proof trousers. She made a bundle on the invention. Every
pocket is triple-sealed, with overlays and sensor ziplocks set to the wearer's precise body metabolism and temperature. Ee
body varies, you know, and these pockets recognize minute differences.”

"S0?" she said. "What does that have to do with the clasp? How does the damn thing work?”

"When Grandma said pickpocket-proof, she went all the way. A thief can't take the trousers, can't cut through anything.
fabriciseven .60 cdiber bullet-proof."

"Rape-proof pants? Some kinda chastity set?"

"Y eah. Grandpa was an inventor, too. He came up with an anti-bitching spray, and he used to spray it on Grandma. It w
aseasick pill, he claimed—it had to be employed BEFORE the bitching started. It used to make Grandma madder than hel
Grandpainsisted it worked. | never knew for sure, and he didn't market it commercially."

"I hate the bitchiness stereotype applied to women," Corona snapped. "Why aren't men described as bitchy?"

"Maybe because they aren't that way."

She pushed him playfully. "Know what else | hate?' she asked.

McMurtrey shrugged.

"A man who babbles when he's supposed to be making love."

McMurtrey touched the trousers clasp, and it opened.

She smiled, bent down and pressed her lips against his. Her mouth was warm and moist.

Clumsily, he pressed his hands against her breasts. Then, asif expecting rejection for his oafishness, he withdrew his ha

She made him put them back, and this time McMurtrey tried to be more gentle.

But Corona didn't seem to have gentlenessin mind. Her dark eyes flashed ferally, and she stretched out on his body.

McMurtrey kissed her neck, teased at her ear lobes with hislips.

"You're driving me crazy," she said.

"l am?'

"Yes dlly!

"What if Appy decided to raise your screen right now?' McMurtrey asked. "He's kinda unpredictable and weird, might tl
it's funny to expose us. Maybe there's others fooling around too. Who knows? Sister Mary and Archbishop Perrier? Did y
ever think about all the activity going on behind closed doors, behind screens, on planets like D'Urth all over the universe?
positively mind-boggling!”

"You're doing it again. Hush!"

Her lipswere hard on his, then suddenly soft and pliable. "Do whatever you want with me," she said.

"Me? | thought you were doin' the doin' . . . . Wait—my ears just popped . . . . Did you hear that?' He pushed her face
"On the comlink!"

"Not again! | don't—"

"Bleep!" A distant sound in both of McMurtrey's ears.

"There. .. that!" McMurtrey said.

"Yeah."

Louder thistime: "Bleep! Blegp-bleep-blegp!"

"Sounds like ahorn," she said. "Like the one we heard on the comlink this morning."

"Like a Goddamned car horn, like we're on some kinda freeway out here."

In one ear McMurtrey heard Appy screaming, in that flawed Middist accent: "A plague on you, Shusher. It won't let you
Back off and let it go ahead!"

"Did you hear that?' McMurtrey asked.

"y gl

"This|S afreeway," McMurtrey said. "Remember, Appy said the skins between universes are the shortest spacewayst
God. Must be alottatraffic out here."

Coronarolled to one side, lay beside him on the bed.

As before, McMurtrey only heard Appy when he touched Corona's skin. He held one hand to the side of her neck.



"Bleep! Waah!"

"O Krassos help us!" Appy wailed. "l can't control this psycho! Override! T.O., respond to my override request!”

"Wahuwah. . . weeee. . . S000000. . . fweeeee. . . ohhh .. . ommmm. . ."

"No, Shusher,” Appy said. "That's not even aship! Don't worry if it gets there first! We aren't competing with it. If we\
we'd have been told. It's the ships like us we're supposed to beat—the ones behind us!”

In McMurtrey'sright ear: "Wahuwah. . . weeee . . . S000000. . . fweeeee . . . ohhh. .. ommmm. . ."

"Youignoramus! Every skinbeater isn't aship! You were there when T.O. said it: 'Many entities traverse the whipping
passageways between universes. Only one passes at atime. The way is narrow and fragile. Do not damage it."

Shusher's tone became bassoon-deep. Then it soared into a frightening high-pitched squeal that made McMurtrey pull hi
from Coronas skin.

"Ow!" McMurtrey exclaimed. He sat up.

So did Corona, and they faced one another on the bed.

She shook her head, rubbed her right ear. "That hurt," she said.

"Has Shusher stopped?" he asked.

"Kind of. He's making weird little sounds now, like maybe he's building up for another big one."

"Weirdisright."

"Yeah."

McMurtrey touched her neck again.

"That'sit, Shusher," Appy said. "Let the lines go. Let them go ahead.”

"Thelines?' McMurtrey said. "Shusher and the white lines again?'

"l guess," Corona said.

"What in the hell is going on out there?'

Coronalet out along breath. "Shit if | know."

In hisleft ear, McMurtrey heard Appy grunt, followed by gurgling.

Then McMurtrey'sright ear filled with sound, painlesdly thistime. It was a harmonic of great intensity, carrying with it
unidentifiable layers of contribution, building to a crescendo.

"No!" Appy screamed. "Don't try it!"

Coronawas shaking involuntarily against McMurtrey's hand.

McMurtrey felt like atuning fork, with an incredible harmonic tone coursing every pore, cell and muscle of his body, sett
into motion in agreat undulating wave.

This ship is a skinbeater, McMurtrey thought. It 'negotiates' the fragile skins between universes, whatever that me
I's this sound an aspect of it?

Corona's face was unidimensional and had gapsin it, with dark cells dancing near one another, not quite touching. She h
strange expression on her face, asif she were being killed and couldn't figure out how. McMurtrey could see right througt
dancing cells, and through his own hand held against the back of her neck, to the headboard wall beyond.

We're both doing it, he thought. He moved his hand in a dream-state, looked upon its looseness asiif it were not of him
wasn't touching her now, but the visual and auditory sensations remained.

| can still think and move, he thought.

His hand felt numb and asleep, and he shook it. The particles comprising what once had been his skin moved faster, and
perceived only paper thinness to the hand— a frightening and incomplete singularity of dimension.

With sound filling his head he leaped to the floor, spun and looked back at Corona. She was a dot-matrix woman, with ol
facsimile of the features she once possessed. Next to her sat a wide expanse of dots in human form, in McMurtrey's forn

Theair filled with dots, and in an insect swarm the dots from the bed rejoined him, in delayed reaction. It made him afra
move.

"Did you see that?' he asked. And his words were like the visual dots, with little gaps of nothingness between hard edge
sound.

She nodded.

McMurtrey felt the deck shudder, saw the compartment screen flex violently. Everything whirled and spun before htm, |
dark. He seemed riveted in place, on aspinning carnival ride. But this carnival had no colors.

"Our ship entered a spinning knife-edge of parallel white lines," Corona said calmly, from somewhere. McMurtrey coulc
her, couldn't see or feel anything. He felt like a spinning, whirling, electronic receiver.

Corona again, her voice susurrant: "Ahead | saw alimitless plane of paralel lines against unbounded space. The starsw
brilliant, blinding, with no rest for my eyes. Light burned through me. | died of pain and was reborn. Appy says 'the skins
damaged. Big trouble because of that. He's angry with Shusher, says T.O. will never forgive this. Appy talked to Shusher
schoolteacher scolding an errant student, said that when we were skinbeating we were pulling the compressed skins of tw
adjacent universes through Shusher's drive system. He said Shusher didn't understand how delicate an operation it was, th
skins had been compressed to microthin wires and we were in two universes at once—half in each—pulling the skins thro



somehow. Behind usiit's like a damaged bridge the other ships may not be able to pass. They may have to go back, try anc
way. Skinstake along time healing."

"Appy told us the skins between universes are the fastest path to God,” McMurtrey said, " so | wonder how long it woul
traveling to God's planet conventionaly, by spaceship through the universe.”

"l don't know."

"If the skins are severely damaged, we could be forced to take the slower route back. That might take so long that we'd
enroute, effectively trapping us out here."

"You'reright. Could be no way back."

A long silence. Presently McMurtrey said, "It's strange here.. . . | felt it even before this, that | was able to think more It
away from the clutter of my life on D'Urth. When it's al over, Kelly, what really matters about life?"

"l dunno."

"l wish | could remember everything that's happened to me. When | can't remember something, it's like part of my lifef
been stolen from me. Why go through each moment if it's going to be forgotten? When it's al over, what do we have? Wk
doesit all matter if you can't remember most of it?"

Her voice came from blackness: "Y ou're talking weird."

"No, I'm not. Think about it. Memories are all of consequence that remain at the end of a person'slife. It's not the thing:
accumulated, nor which he sought to accumulate. Rather it is the richness and fulfillment of each experienceitsalf. This sh
be the truest endowment of life. But what is that endowment if time and circumstance pulverize it?

"Sure, there are memory enhancement techniques: concentration, review soon afterward, even a policy of trying to expe
significant events. Thistrip isasignificant event par excellence, so we'll remember most al of it. But everything in life c
asignificant event; we can't concentrate on everything at the time it's happening or take the time for a review soon afterw
Life goeson at too rapid a pace. Do you follow what I'm saying?"

"Y es, but you needn't be so gloomy about such losses. It seems to me you're forgetting about the memories others have
you, theimportant impression in clay left by your life."

"| suppose that'strue. It matters what God thinks of me, too."

"Sureit does. Even if you're pulverized to dust with no memories remaining at al, what you were matters, the way you
changed lives, the way you graced and improved them.”

"l didn't help everybody. | tricked many of them—my Cosmic Chickenhood prank. Now ironically, the fat chicken socie
be meaningful after all. God as much as suggested that, although | can't believeit."

"We can do important things by accident, or good things without meaning to do good things, and what we've doneis still
important, till good.”

"But lessened by lack of intention."

"Maybe not. Maybe you did what you really meant to do after all."

"Subconscioudy?"

"Yes," Coronasad.

"I don't think | believein that stuff. Y ou do?"

"I guess. The older | get and the more | think about things, the less certain | am about anything."

"Do you suppose the most important eventsin life occur by accident?' McMurtrey asked. "Meeting you, | mean, was tot
unplanned. Even people who work hard and succeed in business need big breaks to get ahead—If the breaks go the wron
no amount of effort can compensate. Maybe, in the end, everything good depends on good luck and everything bad upon k&
luck."

"I disagree. All of it happens because people place themselves in position for things to happen. Y ou got into religion, whi
placed you on this ship. I'm a Merchant Spacer, and that placed me on the ship. We're here because we placed ourselves
position to be here."

"We intended to meet?'

Corona chuckled. "Let'sjust say we stirred the stew."

"I'll say we'rein the stew. We lost our bodies somewhere. We're probably dead!"

"It'skind of neat though, isn't it? No pain, and we can still think, can till talk."

"But only with one another, for al of eternity?"

McMurtrey felt circulation return to his lips as he spoke, and nearly cried as this sensation of flesh returned. Sensations
followed throughput his body.

Far away he saw afaint burst of yellow light, the same tone the auras had been—the identical yellow of the mysterious
human cloud-shapes amid the white lines. A second flash was the same color, brighter, and it split in two, approaching as
side-by-side beacons. Hazy shapes appeared around the beacons, and the beacons became Corona's eyes: dark and profo
secret. "l loveyou, Ev," she said. "That's the meaning of life, the most important thing. Finding someoneto love. We're ali

The room became light, and Corona stood before him, looking normal. The dark, dark eyes were afresh shade of brown
prettier than he recalled.



"We're supposed to pinch ourselves now," he said.

They did.

And Coronawent to him, held him tightly. She was trembling, and it made McMurtrey proud when he soothed her, dispz
her fears.

"We have each other," he said.

The deck shook violently, with a crashing, jarring shrill of discord that lasted only an instant. In that instant as McMurtre
Corona, he experienced the vision she had described: He saw a spinning sharp edge of parallel white tines, with alimitless
of parallel white lines stretching to the horizon of the universe. Light burned through his eyes, though he closed them—a fi
brilliant, blinding nova of light that blotted out everything in its path.

On the deck outside Corona's compartment, Jin lay shaken. He stumbled to his feet and to his cabin controls.

The screen dropped from the ceiling, clicked into place.

Within seconds Jin was hidden from the view of others, assessing system damage via electrical probes that coursed the
fiber-optical passageways of his body.

Something had changed in the field-irreparable programming meltwel d—the Duplication program was transmitting greer
sound, dominating all other functions.

Hefelt awhir and throb in his Central Command maodule, and dull humanlike pain pulsed there, inside his head. This was
the Duplication program, he theorized, a simulated headache. But this was a more intense headache than any in his experi

Almost automatically, Jin touched a cabin control button.

The bed swung out, opened out.

Jin dropped supine onto the bed, let his aching head sink into the billowed softness of the pillow.

Just a little rest, hethought. Maybe things will smooth out. . . .

It was not uncommon for human-simulating cyberoosto fed fatigue, but this was the first time Jin had been forced to lie
on the journey, so engrossed had he been in hiswork. All the energy he'd felt since boarding seemed oddly irrecoverable,
drained from him permanently. He felt depressed.

At athought-impulse, he set adormancy timer, directing that his functions be put to rest for eight hours.

But the Duplication program did not rest, as it should have. It continued transmitting into his unconsciousness, filling ever
synthetic cell of his body with green sound.

Nine

There are different dimensions of the word "love," dimensions lost in the vast umbrella of the word. We feel love in varying
subcategories and intensities for different people, and too often we speak the word for the wrong reasons, when we want
something, when we want to take something. Thus love becomes tainted, for it is narcissistic. More than all other words, lov
ultimately meaningless, for it means too many different things to different people. It means too many bad things. The best ar
purest definition: Love is giving all of yourself while expecting nothing in return.

—Light-Inscribed Thoughts in Evander McMurtrey's Brain

McMurtrey died of pain and was reborn.

When his eyes stopped hurting he lifted the lids cautiously and let room light flow into the corneas. Thistime the light brc
no pain with it, and timeless energy flowed along his arteries into his cells, bringing consciousness. With consciousness car
message borne on light, a message about love.

The wordswere illuminated in his brain like a great electro-gas sign, and he wanted desperately to speak them, to tell C
the depths of hisfeelingsfor her.

"We hit something," Coronasaid.

McMurtrey heard her before seeing her. Then, like an apparition, she appeared standing sideways before him, where hi:
had been directed. She was only afew steps away.

Appy'svoice, across the P.A. system: "Intruder! Seal all sections, dammit! Intru—" The voice sputtered, went silent.

"What the hell's going on?' McMurtrey said.

He reached around and touched a button on the bulkhead, raising the screen of Corona's cubicle. The screen squealed a
went up, where before it had been nearly soundless.

From all around the ship came the confused and anxious tones of pilgrims.

Corona stood motionless before McMurtrey, profiled against the mezzanine railing.

"You okay?' McMurtrey asked, his voice amost shrill.

No response.



Coronatrembled, and she turned her head to look with fearful eyes at McMurtrey. Her lips moved without sound.

McMurtrey stepped toward her and reached out, but she pulled away, wouldn't let him touch her. She trembled uncontro
ad'urthquake within her flesh,

"Kédly, what's going on?"

Her eyes became radiant and aura-yellow, and the body surrounding the eyes became as black as starless space, as bla
the darkness that had permeated them when they spoke without bodies or flesh.

Within that quivering, human-shaped universe the eyes became twin beacons, receding into alimitless distance. They
disappeared from McMurtrey's sight. Presently the trembling ceased, and before him stood a motionless, eyeless black shi
A chill coursed McMurtrey's spine. Now he was trembling, afraid to approach or move away, afraid to speak hislove.

Was this awoman anymore? Was his beloved dead before him, with only the remnants of soul clinging to existence?

Far away within the blackened shape of the head, McMurtrey saw afaint flash of aura-yellow light. A second flash wa
brighter, and as before when he and Corona were in darkness, the flash divided in two and approached as teamed beacon:
Hazy shapes formed around the beacons, and the beacons again were Coronas eyes: dark and with a mystery of depth to
beyond anything he imagined possible.

"There is an intruder aboard," she said, but not in her own voice. It was the accented voice of Appy.

"What do you mean? And why is your voice—"

"We are shipwrecked."

" Shipwrecked? What the hell do you mean? Where?"

"Other ships are closing in. We're going to lose the race. We have less than eighteen hours to effect repairs. | am not
Corona."

Coronas lips moved again, producing her own voice thistime.

McMurtrey breathed a tentative sigh of relief as he listened to her:

"We collided with the white lines," she said. "We're 'beached' on aline, unable to proceed unless certain conditions arer
We're in the middle of the whipping passageway, at a dead stop with the skins of two universes gripped in Shusher's drive
system, God says the skins are damaged here but still passable. Soon the others will be upon us, and if we can't beat skin \
have to get out of the way. God's exact words. 'Ship, heal thyself.™

"How do you know these things, and why did you speak in Appy's voice?'

"The same answer to both: | am Appy now. | am also Kelly Corona. | can think as either at will, speak as either. | can, |
would appear from my preliminary understanding of this, carry on a conversation with myself."

"BUt—"

She anticipated, said, "The computer system went out when we collided . . . the white line entity isa Gluon, like Shusher
Gluons can pass through one another without harm except when they are on a whipping passageway. They're ensnarled n
and neither can proceed. We arein amost delicate situation.”

McMurtrey didn't understand enough to phrase a question.

"Appy activated a'save' program before shutting down," Corona said, "and this program, containing all of the data compt
Appy's bioelectronic brain, traveled the electromagnetic pulses of light from Appy to me. The lavender light in which | wa
bathed placed me on precisely the same light circuit with Appy. The computer had a choice of dumping its datainto either
Shusher or me, and it chose me."

McMurtrey longed to tell Corona he loved her, but was hesitant to do so with Appy linked to her. It was silly to fedl this
hetold himself, since Appy was linked to God, and God heard all anyway. But Appy's proximity made McMurtrey ill at ez
He didn't know who or what controlled Corona anymore.

"What if our ship can't move out of the way?' McMurtrey asked.

"Then God will bump us aside. He has to, or there'll be a huge collision here, with long-term destruction of the ecology. /
damned mad about the situation, thought he had the race locked up."

"And behind us, where Shusher started trying to pass the white lines? What kind of shape are the skinsin back there?"

"Again, damaged but passable. Competing ships won't be slowed appreciably . . . only afew extraminutes will be requit

"Why can't entities traveling the skins pass one another?"

"Because all the matter, antimatter and other contents of the skins of two universes have been compressed into a microt
electromagnetic wire known as a kra or whipping passageway, akrathat isfor the moment the only one available to the
skinbeaters of two universes. It's like a one-lane road, and the only way one skinbeater can pass another isif the skinbeate
front drops off the krainto one universe or another."

"The white line Gluon refused to yield."

"Right," Corona said. "Thaose spaces previously occupied by the skins of engaged universes have been replaced by
electromagnetic voids. At a certain point a skinbeater must leave the whipping passageway and drop into position in the
destination universe. Entities utilizing this mode of transport can go in either direction upon it, but only one direction of flow
be utilized at once."

"Pretty tricky. There must be long waiting lists.”



"It'sfirst come, first served, with no preference to the high and mighty, not even to God. This system preceded God; it's
the elemental forces He can't control. One of the skins we needed was hogged for awhile by inconsiderate Gluons, the re
we were delayed three weeks in St. Charles Beach. Gluons are inveterate travelers, irritatingly so, and it made God might
agitated, | can tell you! The Gluons weren't even from one of our adjacent universes. They were from a universe on anott
side of a universe adjacent to us, if you follow me. And they had the adjacent universe's skin that we needed.”

"We have several universes adjacent to us? If so, couldn't we just combine one of the other skins with our own to make
whipping passageway?"

"Ordinarily, yes, but their skins were damaged in a natural catastrophe, making them unavailable for skinbeating. The sk
healing, but it will taketime."

"What about Shusher and the white-line Gluon? They're damaged?’

"Being determined. The second Gluon crowded onto our whipping passageway just seconds before Shusher took off, an
time the interloper was taking the exact D'Urth-to-Tananius-Ofo route we were on."

McMurtrey scratched his head. "Only one direction of flow at atime, | believe you said, so it was fortunate—for a whils
anyway—that the second Gluon wanted to go in the same direction as we did."

"That'sright."

"What has the merging with Appy done to you? | mean, are you injured in any way?"'

"I think I'm fine. A human is like a computer in many ways, and Appy ison abiodisk that's been booted into my body. |
have two 'programs now, one for Appy and one for Kelly Corona. They network rather nicely. In thoughts | can switch
between them or activate both simultaneoudly. Let me try something—"

Corona's voice changed, to an eery, blended tone: "Thisis the composite of Appy and Corona, in two-part harmony." Sh
smiled.

"Can Appy still speak through the ship's speakers?' McMurtrey asked.

Corona hesitated, spoke as Appy: "No. | still have my private comlinks though, including the one to Shusher. They're inte
... and on the Shusher link | can speak or even beam thoughts to Shusher. He's whining now, whimpering that thiswasn't |
fault. The other Gluon— an entity called Pelter—is giving him hell. He just called Shusher the equivalent of a nincompoop!

Appy laughed crazily across Coronas lips, and she appeared irritated by this.

Coronas voice, in seeming interjection: "There's more to explain, from thisinfernal Appy's data banks: Every universe
some other universe at every point of skin . . . the skin of every universeisin effect a double skin therefore, because of tr
adjacent universe's skin. There are many, many universes."

"I'm having trouble visualizing all that,” McMurtrey said. "Wouldn't there have to be sides to everything, places where th
are only single thicknesses of skin?1 mean, | can see universesin the middle of the cosmos all touching one another, but
wouldn't there have to be some universes on the outside?'

"You're limited by your own experience,” Coronasaid. "Accept what I'm saying."

"Shit, I'll try."

"Skinbeating isn't restricted to Gluons. Other entities travel the whipping passageways, and some of them are pretty bize
All skinbeaters achieve a whipping effect between universes, employing el ectromagnetics, concentrated gravity waves an
other forces, and these forces literally slap the entity across the cosmos. Gluons are among the smaoothest travelers, and tr
skinbeating action is so rapid and smooth in normal operation that life forms traveling with the Gluons don't feel it."

"|s this a matter/antimatter interaction? with one universe of matter and the agdjacent of antimatter?'

"God isn't certain how it works exactly, but He doesn't think that has much to do with it. There are antimatter universes,
matter universes, and there are universes such as our own containing combinations of each. There are even universes
containing other things, which | won't go into here. Each universe, no matter its makeup, has an invisible electromagnetic s
around its perimeter . . . and these perimeters are as varied in shape as the configurations of stonesin the cosmos. Each g
electromagnetically identical, and thus readily available to any skinbeating entity."

"I never imagined," McMurtrey said.

"Come with me," Corona said, maotioning for McMurtrey to accompany her. "We have an intruder to meet, an intruder A
saw before downloading into me. Thisintruder is at the heart of the messwe're in now, and it is only through the intruder |
our Gluon can extricate itself from Pelter.”

McMurtrey moved to her side, and they negotiated the carpeted mezzanine walkway toward the elevator bank. "I don't
understand again," he said. "lsn't Pelter the intruder?’

Coronashook her head. "It'sahuman,” she said. "A peculiar little man carrying adead child."

"Clear theway," Corona ordered, in Appy's voice. She pressed through a crowd of pilgrims thronging the main passenge
compartment. They moved aside for her sluggishly.

McMurtrey followed her, through startled whispers.

When the last layer of humanity fell away, McMurtrey got hisinitial glimpse of the intruder.



Indeed thiswas a peculiar little man seated in the center of the deck. He cried silently, bore a pained expression, and in |
arms he held the limp and lifeless form of a dead girl-child. The man appeared to be in late middle years, with thinning curl
black hair, dark little eyes and a short but crudely trimmed gray-flecked beard. He held the dead child tightly, with
white-knuckled fingers that were the length of digits more suited to a much taller person. Or to an ape.

Thelittle finger of one hand was missing.

The man pulled his hands free gently, letting the body rest on hislap. Briskly with one hand, he rubbed the knuckle abov
missing finger. Afterward he put the four-fingered hand under one of his legs, apparently to keep the hand warm.

Yes, McMurtrey thought. He resembles an ape, with that protruding forehead, those high cheekbones, those hanc
and look at his arms—they're extraordinarily long. . . .

Of the child's death there could be no doubt. Her eyes were open and empty, with a grievous wound on the side of her |
The man holding her wore a short-sleeved denolyon shirt that was brown with a broad magenta stripe across the chest. Tt
trousers matched, with a magenta stripe down each side. He had blood on his clothes.

A pungent, acrid odor irritated McMurtrey's nostrils, forced him to mouth-breathe. It wasn't the stench of death, at least
McMurtrey didn't think it was, from the impos-sible-to-forget odors of dead animals he had been near afew times.

"That smell," McMurtrey said, wrinkling his nose. "What isit?"

"Opium," Coronasaid, glancing at McMurtrey. "He's an addict.”

The apeman looked up at the crowd, and down at the lifeless form. Then he pressed aloose flap of skin over the openw
and with tender fingers pressed it in place. It held.

"I didn't kill her," he said, with the gaze of histearful dark eyes darting from face to face in the throng.

Corona positioned herself by the man, and with remarkabl e efficiency she explained to everyone what she had already r
to McMurtrey, beginning with the saved Appy program she carried within her body. She told of multiple universes, skinbee
and Gluons, and of her comlinks via Appy with God and Shusher. Finally she glanced down at the intruder.

"ThisisHarley Gutan," she said. "God informs me that he is one of the most disgusting, depraved and despicable creatur
any universe, and that we must resolve the matter of Gutan before our journey can continue.”

"Why do we have to resolve anything like that?' a woman shouted. "We need to repair the ship! Let's get busy with that

"The matter of Gutan and the repair of this ship are intertwined," Coronasaid. "God contributed the channeling environr
necessary to create this ship, and for reasons unexplained to me, He can provide no further information or assistance to us

This information Kelly's getting, McMurtrey thought. What has she become!

"Gutan was on the Gluon we hit?' the nun Sister Mary asked. "He and the unfortunate child were matter-impregnated o
antimatter of the Gluon known as Pelter. Like us they may have been on their way to see God, but their destination is not |
at thistime. It is known that they were joined through the arcane activity of a machine constructed on D'Urth. There arer
troublesome deviceson D'Urth. . . ."

"Y ou're suggesting God doesn't control Gutan?' Sister Mary inquired, her voice shrill and agitated.

A moment's hesitation, then Appy replied, through Corona: " Some things are easier to explain than others, even for a gox
great power. God does not control the whipping passageways between universes. God in the context we've used the name
god of but one universe, the

one containing D'Urth's solar system. . . .There are many

universes, with different types of authority."

"Blasphemy!" Sister Mary exclaimed. "God has infinite power!" Nervously, she smoothed her white habit with one hand

"l beg to differ,” Appy said. "The Lord only seems omnipotent to humans because of your limited vantage. God's jurisdic
restricted to His own universe, this one, and He doesn't own or control everything in the universe. Some Gluons, for examy
are amenable to God-induced matter impregnation and guidance; others are not."

"Does God control more than Satan?' McMurtrey asked.

"In this universe, more than any other entity," Appy confirmed.

Coronalooked at Sister Mary, but the alter ego Appy spoke: "While the machine used by Gutan is beyond the impetus ol
knowledge of God, the Lord feels He might have blocked its way by thrusting something in its path, across the whipping
passageway. That's not what happened here, where Shusher of his own foolish volition tried, impossibly, to pass Pelter."

"Could Shusher have been following God's instructions?' McMurtrey asked.

A long silence, then Appy: "It's possible."

Y akkai stepped into view, shouted: "I think it's possible that Appy's an asshole through and through."

"I defy definition,” came a haughty response. "Particularly by the likes of you. May your heart be removed and stuffed li
olive"

Y akkai was livid. "WEell, eat shit, chase rabbits and bark at the moon! How do we know anything you've said istrue? I
of your blabbering! I'm sick of everything about you! Y ou defy definition, al right. One of akind, that's what you are. A §
breed of computerized asshole. Y ou don't work for God. Thereis no God! Admit it!"

"Maybe this atheist has a point,” awoman said. "Appy is quite vague sometimes, irritatingly secretive. . . asif certain



information is on a need-to-know basis, and we aren't capable of digesting it."

"Bullshit!" aman shouted. "Appy's been spilling his guts, telling us everything he knows!™

The woman: "What if God has more to do with this situation than his apprentice knows or is letting on? What if God is ki
the Gluons inoperable by refusing to separate one He controls—Shusher—from one He doesn't control—Pelter?”

"God does not tell me everything," Appy said, "so it's possible He could be capable of separating the Gluons. But why wi
God do that?'

"To keep you from winning the race?' Corona asked.

Appy: "But God said | could have another chance, that the sabotage of other ships wasn't my fault."

"Maybe He changed His mind when He decided you were an asshole," Y akkai said.

"Enough from you, Y akkai," McMurtrey snapped. "Appy's trying to help us through this mess, and the more we learn, th
better equipped we'll be to handleit. So pipe down, okay?"

Yakka grumbled, pushed his way back into the crowd.

"Thereis an imbalance on this ship with Gutan aboard," Appy said.

"Then chuck him out!" Y akkai shouted, from a position McMurtrey couldn't see.

A long pause, and Appy said, "That can't be done. God informs me now that it violates holy rules. Y ou must hurry, for tt
not much time, but it must be doneright."

"What's right?" Y akkai shouted. "I've heard enough of this!"

"God determines what isright,” Appy countered. "But it is not so simple. Y ou humans aboard this ship must determine h
best to proceed, employing the Free Will that God has granted.”

"More of Appy'sgames,” afamiliar voice grumbled.

McMurtrey turned his head, saw Johnny Orbust. The fiery Reborn Krassee stood unevenly, wore healing packs on his e
and face.

"Come on, Corona," Orbust said. "Y ou're plugged into Appy, and viathat to God. With all the knowledge you have, tell L
to proceed." One eyelid twitched.

She shook her head.

"At least suggest something!™

"I ...can't.... Thereisno suchinformation. At least it hasn't been provided to Appy. I—I can suggest that | don't thir
there isa single way to resolve this enigma, no solitary path. Look at it from the positive side. If I'm right about this, it imp
our odds. It's an extrapolation of Great Truth, it seemsto me. No problem in the universe is limited to one solution."”

"Oh, great," Orbust muttered. "Riddles."

"Actudly, | did kill her,” Gutan said. "Not this particular girl, but others. Oh, my killings were state-sanctioned, authorizec
the job chip implanted in my brain. But they were wrong just the same, wrong because of the use | put to the corpses.”

Fearfully, he looked up and around at the people standing over him, at the robes and other religious garb, at the amulets,
crosses and stars.. . . at the weapons on the hips of some. And for an instant his eyes lost focus.

Hefelt an elusive sensation of Otherness tickling the edges of his brain, refusing to be drawn in for analysis and dissecti
it hung beyond but touching, as oil to water, with bits of it floating inward enticingly toward the interpretive core of his brai

His existence, every breath of his being, seemed linked, and this Otherness pumped through his veins, gazed through his
The moisture of his body trailed away to a horizon of stars, to a screaming, crying soul.

Gutan felt dirty, that he had been watched during all of his despicable acts, that the Otherness had shared his thoughts. |
wanted forgiveness. God, he craved forgiveness! These people around him looked as if they knew every detail, asif they |
watched Gutan's life each day on Mnemo's screen.

Gutan could not lie to them. If he expected to salvage any remnants of dignity, he could not lie. Not how and not ever a
provided the opportunity, he would do penance.

He wiped tears from his eyes.

Gutan confessed to the crimes of the mortuary and of the prison system, to drug addiction, and even to the crimes of prit
ancestorsin hislineage.

"I wish | could make up for everything,” Gutan said. "I wish my life had been different!”

Gutan told of Mnemo, of the ancient lives he relived and of the dead girl-child he took in his arms as the world burned in
He hadn't been directly responsible for that war, he said, but in alarger, more important sense he confessed that he had b
He overconfessed, it seemed to him, but he felt cleaner for having done so. It was cathartic.

"I am responsible for more than myself,” Gutan said. With that he fell silent. Someone coughed.

Sister Mary waddled forward, with the other fat nun. "Asinfirmary orderlies," Sister Mary said to Corona, "we should t
child's body and prepareit for eterna rest.”

Coronanodded. "Wrap it and say your words. I'll be along later to jettison.”

Sister Mary bowed her head dightly and lowered her eyelidsin acquiescence.



As McMurtrey watched the nuns take the girl from Gutan, he thought over the extraordinary events leading to this mom
Coronawas de facto captain now, by virtue of the organic computer program within her and by virtue of her space travel
experience. No one would question her authority.

Corona stood erect as the nuns | eft, caught McMurtrey's gaze.

Who looks at me through your eyes? McMurtrey wondered. |s that you, Kelly, or Appy? Might it even be God or
Gluon Shusher, through a comlinkl.

Her eyes were not the same, though they remained mysteriously strong and dark, with as yet untapped layers beneath tt
surface. They had lost their gentleness, McMurtrey decided.

| can't tell her how | feel until | see the gentleness return, until | know she is no more than a woman. | must beco
stronger than she, or she must weaken.

These were curious thoughts to McMurtrey, caring deeply as he did for Corona but wishing alimited degree of ill luck u
her. He wished she weren't in charge of the ship. Women shouldn't be in such positions. He'd always had trouble with wo
didn't understand them, and inevitably they dipped away. If it happened thistime it would be the worst experience of hisli

He detected the glimmerings of a smile on her face, and the briefest, soft glistening of her eyes before she looked away
smile had been for him, he decided; the moist eyes for the death of the child.

Nothing was worse than the death of a child.

Did this pitiful little man murder the girl, or were his crimes "confined" to those he listed? McMurtrey couldn't get a readi
the man, realized how essential perceptions were. People acted upon perceptions, based important decisions upon them. B
who was an expert in such matters? Certainly no human carried with him an instruction manual from birth about the thing:
look for in the demeanor of another person. McMurtrey was hesitant to look too hard anyway, fearing arelapse of hisold
idiosyncrasy-induced paralyses of thought.

He thought back to his"visitation" from Gaod, to his brief periods of exultation over the "pipeline” to God, and to the subse
removal of that pedestal, when McMurtrey became no more than a ship's passenger. Corona had been humbled herself . .
captaincy offered to her, withdrawn and then given back. Now she had a pipeline to God and McMurtrey didn't. Now she
the most important human being on the ship. A woman.

'God moves in mysterious ways, McMurtrey thought. These were ways beyond the comprehension of any human beir
Would they remain a mystery?

"We must deal with the matter of Gutan,” Corona said, raising her voice so that al could hear, "Are there suggestions?"

"Chuck him overboard!" Y akkai repested.

"That cannot be done!"

Now, Orbust's compatriot Tully stepped to the forefront, and he said, "Kill Mr. Gutan first, and he'll have to be jettisoned

"No!" aman said. "Deal with himin away God would sanction." It sounded like Archbishop Perrier.

"God's killed plenty," Tully said. "Evil deserves no mercy, and mark my words, we're looking at evil here."

It had been Perrier who protested, and now he pressed his way forward to stand near Tully. "That's not exactly true," P
said. "And it isnot our placeto take alife. 'Vengeance is mine, sayeth the Lord.™

"What are we supposed to do to get this ship going?' Tully asked. "Get out and push?"

Corona shook her head, thrust out her underlip.

"Kelly, you're pretty handy mechanically,” McMurtrey said, "Isn't there something you can have alook at? Maybe aloo:
wire or an assembly that needs to be rebuilt."

"Thisisn't just mechanical," Coronareplied. "l can't peek at Shusher'sinnards, make afew adjustments and push the 'G(
button. It's clear to me that this ship operates under a delicate arrangement of factors that no one with us—Appy, Shushe!
human—fully understands. We've been skinbeating on an infinitessmally thin wire between universes!”

"What are weto do?" Perrier queried.

Corona shrugged. "Appy has been instructed to await further developments.”

Prayers and holy mantras began, and soon the air was murmurous. A boyish tenor rose above in Babulical refrain:

"From the peak, o-old Toor Set his doves to the breeze; They flew on a-and on With no-where to set down . . ."

We're stranded, McMurtrey thought. With no way to send for assistance. It's all up to us, but we don't have enoug
information. We'll be passed, may die out here. We won't arrive first.

Arrivefirst. .. FIRST ... Doesit really matter if we get there first?

It mattered to Appy, and God had set the whole race up in the first place, so it seemed to matter to Him. But why did it
matter? Why did everyone have to be first? Of course everyone didn't have to be first, McMurtrey realized. Everyone col
possibly befirst. But the way the game was played, the way almost every game was played, someone had to win and son
had to lose. But even when it came to understanding God? It seemed to McMurtrey that the love and understanding of Go
should be a sharing experience, not arace.

‘No single way to resolve this enigma, no solitary path . . ."

The compartment grew increasingly quiet, and all around McMurtrey the pilgrims kneeled and prostrated themselves be



their gods.

"Not enough,” Appy said, through Corona. "God informs me you're praying for yourselves. Such an ugly, scabby practic
Shame!"

Startled whispers carried around the room.

"Self-serving prayer isawart fed by religious fear tactics!" Yakkai shouted, still from his sheltered place in the crowd.
"Priests keep their flocks in line by scaring them to death. Y ou hypocrites only do nice things because somewhere in your |
you have an ideait will benefit yourselves! You Krassians, Middists and other wackos fear a great Santa Claus in the sky
knows when you've been bad or good. Santa Claus doesn't bring things to bad little boys and girls, you see. That's the mytl
structure underlying your acts, and now the rug is being pulled. The rude awakening begins!"

A scuffle and angry words ensued, but McMurtrey only saw the shifting of persons near Y akkai. McMurtrey heard the
"Antikrassos."

Presently the commotion subsided.

"Y akkai may not be that far off,” Appy said.

More whisperings among the pilgrims.

"What about worship?' McMurtrey asked.

"Y ou have the necessary information," Appy said.

Corona's eyes were unemotional above the mouth that spoke.

"It'sthe same, isn't it?' McMurtrey pressed. "Aren't people worshiping their gods for selfish reasons?”

"That isfor you to determine,”" Appy said.

"I'm going to assume it's similar to prayer,” McMurtrey said, "and that we aren't getting anywhere with selfish acts. Is tt
what you'retrying to tell us?"

Appy did not reply.

"Just for protocol we need to know about the merits of worship," McMurtrey said. "We're going to visit God and must
understand the amount of reverence He requires. Are we to sit around exchanging anecdotes with Him, or are we to pros
ourselves?

"How interesting for you to guess,” Appy said, in his most irritating tone.

"It's al moot anyway," Corona observed, her voice. "The ship ain't movin'."

"But no single way to solve the matter of Gutan, as you said. And you did ask for suggestions. Prayer . . . worship . . . tl
unknown . . . fear. . . | think we need to understand these concepts if we're going to figure our way out of this mess.”

"Why do you say that?' Corona asked, almost indifferently.

"Call it ahunch,” McMurtrey replied. "Thereis a certain order to events—from the planetsin motion to the tiniest speck
nature—to the patterns of human lives. When something interferes with the normal course of affairs, men are forced to f:
unknown. The unknown lies ahead and apart, and can be wondrous indeed, holding the imagined treasures of athousand
dreams. It can be equally terrifying, bearing the torturous deaths of a thousand nightmares. The unknown is at once agold
road and a deep abyss, rarely reaching the wild extremes of imagined hope and fear. The first thing we need to do, we nex
accept what's happening to us without terror, without recriminations, without preconceptions. We need to identify the barri
that have fallen and the barriers that remain.”

"Y eah, so?' Corona said. Her voice was tinged with fatigue.

"What are those remaining barriers, and in what order of priority must they be surmounted? Our ship will not continue. V
not? How was it created and how did it get here? The ship is an object of our minds, the materialization of a collective,
averaged-out image. The ship is us and we are the ship. It means we need to cooperate and ..."

"You'retaking in circles,” Tully said. "Why don't you shut up?'

Then the boy who sang of Toor raised hisvoiceto exclaim, "Let's put Gutan on trial! Right here, right now! We'll decide
to do with him!"

McMurtrey: "But | think—"

"What if the verdict is death?' Tully interjected. "Corona said we can't chuck him overboard."

"Aren't there other methods of execution?' aman said. "Gutan himself proved that, in his story of the League Penitentia
System and Mnemo. Maybe we can chuck him anyway, after thetrial, after our court has heard his case."

"I don't think thisis. .." McMurtrey said. But his voice was too low for authority, and washed out in conversation aroun

Tully asked, "Is that what you meant, Corona, when you said Gutan couldn't be thrown overboard?' He stared at her inte

Corona shuffled her feet. "I havetold you all | can, al | know. Honestly, I'm not trying to be evasive and | can't see that
was, either. | said, "That cannot be done,’ because those words came to me from one of the comlink connectionsin my bre

A pained expression came over Corona, and she said, "I was no more than a mouthpiece. To be perfectly honest with y¢
amnot . .. soimportant . . . not so important as.. . . | wish | were."

McMurtrey suspected that God was humbling her, knocking her from her pedestal again. But atrial for Gutan made no.
to McMurtrey. He'd tried to explain to them what he thought the answer was, but they wouldn't listen.

From all around came a clamoring for trial.



Can't they see that this ship is powered by the minds of the pilgrims? McMurtrey thought. That it's only through
cooper ation between all the believers and nonbelievers aboard that we can make it move? That's the answer, and
scream it out if | have to. But first the trial. They'll analyze the confession five hundred ways to Sunday. At least th
cooperate in that,

Corona was agreeing with the others. No one spoke against atrial.

McMurtrey: Can my mental impetus alone, my disagreement, delay this craft?

He sensed afamiliar trap, the one God had just humbled Corona out of: pride in oneself above al others, the desire to be
eminent, to befirst . . . and those comments about self-serving prayer . . .

Can it be that man will only be first if he doesn't try to be? Would it just happen then? A natural occurrence? S
onetry not to be first?

He smiled to himself at the multifaceted quandary God had put the ship's company in. This matter of Gutan would be res
through selflessness. The antithesis brought Gutan here, and the pilgrims with him.

McMurtrey would wait, watch and participate in the trial. He would try to be patient with them.

It was agreed that the trial would be held in the main passenger compartment, for this was the largest room on the ship.
the ship was no longer in flight and heavy objects didn't need to be secured for the time being, Appy suggested that they
disconnect al assembly room chairs and set them up in the courtroom. He told the pilgrims how to accomplish this.

This seemed an unnecessary complexity to most of those present, however, and considering the time available, it was de
that only the defendant, Gutan, would be placed upon a chair, while everyone else would stand in the wings or sit upon the
Many of these people were, after all, ascetics unaccustomed to folding their bodies into chairs.

In short order atrial council of seven members was appointed by voice vote, with Appy employing bioelectronic techniq
analyze and count votes quickly. The appointees were McMurtrey, Corona, Zatima, Makanji, awhite-robed Hoddhist prie:
ornately robed Afsor-nian holy man, and, surprisingly to McMurtrey, Johnny Orbust. This was not to be ajudicial council;
instead to be a planning group assigned to determine how best the defendant should be tried.

Orbust, who still wore healing packs on his arms and face, was a pitiful sight and much quieter than he had been when t
boarded the ship. He kept in constant communication with C. T. Tully and Kundo Smith just before the voting, with Tully &
Smith traveling between the crowd and Orbust, exchanging whispered information with the latter. It appeared obvious to
McMurtrey that they were working for votes and possibly more, and there might have been an outpouring of sympathy vo
Orbust. Still, Zatima held her own against her archenemy in the voting, evidence of strong feelings on both sides.

Standing off to one side, the council began deliberations while interested nonmembers gathered nearby to listen.

Appy said through Coronathat he knew various trial methods, from his experiences and from his programming. He had
information, he said, because of the different jurisdictions he might operate in, so that he would not violate local laws or cu

Very politely, Orbust requested permission to speak, and he began a question for Appy.

But one who stood nearby, Shalom ben Y akkai, seemed to have taken the ill-starred position vacated by Orbust, and he
interrupted the proceedings with this, in a haunting tone:

"Some say I'min Heaven,
Some say there's no trace;
Some say take atrip

Far off to deep space.

Go east, go horth

Go up and go down;

Spin 'til you're dizzy

Blast off from downtown.

Am | in Heaven?

Or dreamed of in Nod?
That damned and elusive
Guy you cal God!"

With that, Y akkai made a zipping sign across his mouth and folded his arms across his chest. He spun around in acircle
stared unrepentantly at McMurtrey.

"Atheist pig," aman said.

People moved away from Y akkai.

As Orbust resumed his question for Appy, McMurtrey was struck with the irony of the moment: Now Orbust was the



interrupted, not the interrupter. What a dramatic change in this man!

"What do you care of local laws?' Orbust asked, looking quizzically at Appy's host, Corona. "Don't God and His
representatives make their own laws?"

"To some extent,"” Appy replied. "But you must understand Free Will, which God does not wish to stifle. If my Lord wer
make all the laws of men, what would be |eft for men to decide? If aman's brainisto grow and prosper, it must be used.
Otherwiseit atrophies.”

"Thereisno God!" Y akkai shouted. "Or He would make waves. He would plow through all opposition, al that iswrong
this universe. If God existed He would not pussyfoot around. He would kick ass!"

"God never makes unnecessary waves," Appy countered. "The easiest way is often best."

"For weak humans and weak mythical Gods," Y akkai said.

Coronas voice barked: "Silence, or you will be removed!"

Nanak Singh became visible, a menacing figure, and he had Y akkai by the arm. Zatima stood nearby.

A small boy ran to Y akkai, kicked him in the shin, and ran away.

Y akkai winced, said nothing. He was the embodiment of discontent, it seemed to McMurtrey, an iconoclastic pimplein é
public situation, threatening to erupt and spatter all that men had created. It was reasoned discontent with an emotional fa
in this state it could no longer be reasoned with. It could only be suppressed.

Y akkai had the boundless outrage that Orbust once exhibited, and by contrast, Orbust now appeared sedate, even ration
was as if the Energy of Discontent, araw and combative state, moved naturally between bodies and minds, inhabiting first
and then another.

Y akkai seemed destined to be beaten by the same enforcer that had dealt with Orbust.

Appy was speaking again, an institutional voice. He spoke of legal systems on D'Urth and on distant galaxies, of alien s)
and methods that might be applied to the present imbroglio. All the while McMurtrey stared sidelong at Makanji, the
dhati-swathed Nandu, a man who looked back at McMurtrey through round eyeglass lenses, with an ancient, pale-eyed ge
McMurtrey and the Nandu might have been here or anywhere else, in this age or another. A vision appeared to McMurtre
which he and the holy man were alonein afeatureless place, looking into one another's soul-eyes.

"Thisjourney across spaceisillusion,” the Nandu vision said. " Mankind is fighting Truth, in yet another pointless and
time-consuming fashion.”

"But how could we be fighting Truth if we're following God's instructions, traveling in His ship?'

"His message was distorted by mutant connections and false biochemical reactions in the receiving brain of you, Evande
Harold McMurtrey."

"That doesn't explain the ships!"

"Yes, it does. Every mind, with God's assistance, can channel-create anything. Y ou had God's assistance, but misunders
the message, as others have done before you. Errant impulses from your mind allowed the entry of like and equally mutan
thoughts from other humans, and you impregnated the Gluons with these abominations, these ships. God was a power boo!
and you let your own prejudices influence what was created. There isno God in the sky, no bearded Santa Claus out there
the atheist so aptly said."

McMurtrey, angrily: "If the ships are wrong, what are you doing aboard?"

"To guide every pilgrim along myriad spiritways. Y ou are misguided, and you have caused the confusion of others, agre
waste."

"Hogwash! This conversationisillusion. Y ou Nandu mystics are known for your sleights of hand, your snake-charming.

But McMurtrey recalled the St. Charles Beach ships that were designed to fly, and those that did not seem to be so desi
He had wondered before takeoff about this very question, about physical and nonphysical pathsto God. He realized that t
had been suggestions of aternate pathways all along, from McMurtrey's "visitation” by God in which He suggested that rel
might not be the way to God . . . to the nonflying shipsin God'sfleet . . . even to Appy's remarks about the similarities of
religious practice and the failings of organized religion.

Differences melded into similarities. Alternate paths became one path. . . .

In McMurtrey's vision the Nandu smiled and said, " Snake charmers are entertainers, no more. Essentialy they hypnotize
cobras with body movements. Many Nandu snake charmers claim to possess occult or supernatural powers, but to my
knowledge thisis not so. They are magicians, not so different from the Krassian variety. Don't try to paint Nanduism with
broad brush. We are a diverse group, encompassing beliefs that range from atheism to monotheism and polytheism. There
ranges of belief within any religion.”

McMurtrey'sfield of vision expanded and once again he saw Makanji in Shusher's main passenger compartment.

"What do you think about that, Ev?' It was Corona’s voice.

"Huh?'

"About what Appy just described, the Eurosornian system of criminal justice that he thinks we ought to use. | like it mys

The other council members were nodding in agreement.

"Okay," McMurtrey said. "Let'sset it up.”



The Nandu smiled at McMurtrey.

Ten

"Mnemo" has many parts, and it is necessary to understand every part and the interrelationship that part has with every ot
part. It is, however, a puzzle that must be approached simultaneously from multiple directions: If you focus too long on one
segment or upon the interrelationships of a part with other parts, you risk becoming irretrievably lost in the complexities of
over-analysis, losing sight of the greater picture, the chemical path and residue of genetic memory.

Mnemao's core pumps a stream of loaded electrical impulses in a constant rhythm across the surface of the refurbished co
This galvanizes the ancient memory-bearing nerve cells of the brain, exciting them to the point where they can be resurrecte
analyzed through sensory deprivation and stimulation.

—Notes of Professor Nathan Pelter, League Penitentiary System Archives

Kelly Coronawas selected to announce the trial procedures to Gutan and the pilgrims, since her link to Appy's data banl
provided her with pertinent details in an organized and readily communicable form.

She moved forward to address the ship's company, and McMurtrey hurried to her side.

"l need to talk with you alone, Kelly," he said. "Not this second, but first chance."

"Sure," she said, without looking at him.

"I mean redlly alone. Can you dump that biocomputer program somewhere for awhile?"

She looked up at him. "I don't know how to do that. Maybe if Shusher's damage is repaired and we get the ship going &
the damage to Appy will also be repaired, and this program I'm carrying will revert."

McMurtrey thought he heard the distant, crazed laughter of Appy, but saw no indication of thisin Corona's features. He
mouth did not move.

"We will employ an essentially Eurosornian courtroom style," Corona announced, raising her voice to be heard above se
talkers. "It isaderivation and modification of the Maginot action civile, in which criminal prosecution and redress for hart
the victim are combined. | will be presiding judge, with powers | will employ and, as necessary, describe. Since we have n
police or state's attorney, it shall also be my duty to conduct an investigation, within the confines of time and circumstance

"The other six council members are associate judges, with powers nearly equal to mine. A majority vote among us deter
each issue, and will ultimately determine the fate of Mr. Gutan. We are beyond any D'Urth jurisdiction here, so it isthe du
this honorable council to develop ajust system for the trial of Mr, Gutan. It must be spectacularly efficient, for we have or
few hours."

"We must be flexible aswell," the black-skinned Afsornian council member said. "We must be flexible enough to make r
assumptions about what is right and what iswrong.” This man went by the name of Feek, and wore a turban with an emer
it, along robe threaded in silver and gold, and a viridescent cape.

"What do you mean?' Corona queried. "Morality isasocial condition," came the response, with regal haughtiness. "Wha
moral to one group may be entirely immoral to another. Thereis no such thing as a universal wrong."

"I assume you're referring to thievery," Corona said. "To the suggestion that it is not wrong for a starving man to steal a
of bread. Mr. Gutan here has confessed to thievery, to the taking of valuables from corpses. But because of the time, we
needn't consider that matter. We must prioritize, deciding that his alleged necrophilic crimes—sexua intercourse with the
dead—are worse than thievery, and in turn that murder is worse even than necrophilia. We must try Gutan for the worse ¢
only, for murder."

McMurtrey, Zatima, Makanji and Orbust voiced concurrence.

The Hoddhist, who had given his name as Taam, stared at the Afsornian.

"l am from aremote Gerian tribe," Peek said, looking at Corona. "And among my peopleit isonly murder to kill kin. Killi
non-kin is not murder. Don't you have information on that in Appy's program?"

"It wasn't entered,” Corona said. "Perhaps Appy wasn't expected to visit the wilds of Geria."

Feek smiled.

Coronafaced the onlookers, said, "We are in effect seven presiding judges on this council. If we disagree on priorities o
anything else, asit seemswe may, thiswill be resolved by council vote. If one or more of us abstains and atie vote results
voice vote among all of you decides, anayzed by Appy. If that isinconclusive, aroll call vote will be taken. The first issue
upon us, and it is an essential one. Are weto judge Gutan on every possible issue or are we to focus the trial only upon the
worst, after agreeing upon what is the worst?"

McMurtrey watched as Gutan was set upon the only chair, against the wall to one side of the judges. Without its balts, tl



chair rested on four stout, ugly feet.

Gutan stared into the crowd dispassionately.

The seven judges sat on the deck, and Corona asked the rest of the assemblage to do the same.

Thiswas done, and in the courtroom that took shape the little man Gutan sat higher than anyone else. It struck McMurtt
that this was the opposite of the way it should have been, for by rights the defendant should have been confined to a pit, a
or some other ignominious position. What a despicable man!

He was innocent despite what he had said, until proven guilty. But wasn't that an artificial, socialized code? Why not guil
until proven innocent?

Coronawas speaking about the "priority of crimes' issue again, requesting a vote by the judges. "Shall we try Gutan for
murder only?' she asked.

"Which murder?' Makanji asked.

"Why, for the girl he brought. Y ou mean for the others too, the dispatchees? But he was just doing his job, killing the one
prison system told him to eliminate. If you're talking about all the crimesin his ancestry he confessed to, that's either ludicr
beyond anything we can deal with. We'd all have to go on trial with him, and we'd need access to the mnemonic machine!
gather evidence."

"Inevitably an investigation on that scale would get into karmic law," Makanji said, "athough | have never heard of ager
physical link to karma, | will set that aside for the moment. We have been told to deal with the matter of Gutan, presumabl
this plane of existence. So | do wish to consider the dispatchees that he eliminated. He performed his job for the wrong re
for personal reasons. He defiled corpses.”

"So what?' Coronasaid. "That's not murder. That's rape or the necro thing—that's violating remains of the dead.”

"But what if Gutan encountered evidence that a particular dispatchee was innocent, and subsequently he dispatched the
person anyway to obtain a fresh corpse for himself?"

"Oh, come on," Orbust said. "What kind of evidence could an executioner encounter? Those people al had trials before:
ended up on Death Row."

"Several points,” Makanji said. "First, some of the dispatchees were 'war criminals sentenced to desath by BOL tribunals
without trial. Those tribunals are political, notoriously corrupt, and the prisoners didn't deserve death by any stretch of the
imagination. Just because Mr. Gutan followed orders doesn't relieve him of moral responsibility.”

"You can't be serious!" Orbust exclaimed. "We are here to deal with 'the matter of Gutan,” Makanji said. "In acourt be
the BOL, beyond D'Urth'slaws. Thisisatrial assigned by God, avery high court. And in that court, the defendant should
held to different standards.”

"God didn't specify atrial," Corona said. "We decided upon it."

"In effect, God decided,” Makanji insisted. "He established the ground rules, narrowed the choices available."

"And awaste of timethiswill beif atria isn't one of the right choices,” McMurtrey said, his brows furrowing intensely.
were going to have atrial, we can't quibble over every detail."

"Thisis not quibbling," Coronarasped. "We're talking about a man'slife!l"

"But how do we know what criteria we should use in judging Gutan?' McMurtrey said. "With so many choices, so many
possible refinements, how do we know . . ." He shook his head.

"We vote and hope for the best," she said.

"What if Gutan were told to dispatch a murderer,” Makanji asked, "and encountered evidence through the operation of M
that the dispatchee committed no murder? From what he told us about the machine, it had a screen that showed the life
experiences of a person connected to it. What if Gutan saw in that bioelectronic chronicle irrefutable evidence of innocenc

"But the machine would have been on at that point," Orbust said, "programmed for execution."

"And early in the programming,” Makanji pointed out, "since the alleged act of murder would have occurred during the fi
in along genetic sequence of lives. Maybe early enough for Gutan to hit a switch and save the subject. We don't know en
about Mnemo yet. There are questions to ask."

Whisperings carried around the room.

"ls murder even the worst crime here?' Makanji asked. "Couldn't violating the dead be just as bad or even worse? Aren
dead sacred?'

"What about Gutan's confessions?' McMurtrey asked. "What if he's lying about them? What if he did none of that? May
everything he said was alie and his solitary crime was the murder of the girl. What if he's insane?"

"It would be handy to have Mnemo here right now," Orbust said. "Man, I'd like to get my hands on that device!"

"Gutan could be innocent by reason of insanity," Corona said, with agreat, heaving sigh.

"Big fun," Zatimasaid. "Wédll, let'swadeinto it. | say we deal with Gutan as awhole; we deal with his entire story, makil
artificial attempt to segregate and prioritize his acts. We look at Gutan as awhole and we sentence him as awhole."

"How say the judges?' Corona asked.

A brief discussion ensued, and ultimately everyone agreed with Zatima. It was further agreed that Gutan would retell hi



story, and questions would be entertained along the way.
"We have fourteen hours, nine minutes,” Coronasaid. "Mr. Gutan, please begin."

Sitting cross-legged, McMurtrey stared at Harley Gutan.

The bearded little apeman was nervous, and his voice trailed off so badly at times during his account that Corona repeat
ordered him to speak up.

He's guilty of something, McMurtrey thought asthiswent on, or at least he thinks he is.

Gutan went into more detail than before, addressing some of the points raised by Makan;i.

"I never considered morality,” Gutan said, "whether a particular dispatchee should actually have been dispatched or not.
doesn't reflect on my guilt or innocence before the court and before God, | suppose, because maybe | should have thought
things that never occurred to me. Maybe each of us has a set of moral obligations when we're brought into existence.”

Krassos! McMurtrey thought. How does this little pervert come off making an observation like that?

"I was on opium some of the time," Gutan admitted. "Not during every dispatching, at least not during the first ones. The
opium came later. With what happened to me in Mnemo, with everything that occurred to bring me here, |'ve been forced
think about larger issues. | could probably even decide my own fate, and | think I'd do it fairly. | just wish | had a chance
—something | could actualy do. . . . Saying I'm sorry isn't enough, for those are mere words and words die in the wind. A
are more important than words. Thisisn't acliche; it's the purest form of moral truth. And what good are actionsiif they c:
correct what has been done?'

"Don't digress," Coronasaid. "No time."

"Pardon me. Thewar criminals. . . | dispatched them without thinking of their crimes, and the same with the others.
Truthfully, | never checked to seeif amurderer really was a murderer. That didn't seem like my position, | guess, and any
their lifetime events that appeared on the screen just went by in a blur, a blur from one dispatchee to another. Sometimes |
fifty inasingle day. | only thought about doing things with some of the women. . . . There was no pattern to the type of w
I liked, but they had to be women—except for one dark night in Central Eassornia. . . ."

Gutan's voice trailed away, and he cleared his throat before continuing.

"| fantasized while they were aive, went through the motions of dispatching them. It was when they were alivethat | se
my bed partner for each day."

"One bed partner per day?' Corona asked.

"Less. | made love maybe three times aweek, kind of like anormal person.”

Several onlookers snickered.

"Somewhere along the line | began to suspect—I don't remember when—that it was all a secret government experimen
They had me use all kinds of different settings on the machine, and with that government computer hooked to Mnemo |
assumed all the data was being recorded and transmitted to Prison HQ, maybe even higher than that."

"Maybe we should put the Inner Planet League, the BOL or the prison system on trial, since some combination of them
provided Gutan with Mnemo," McMurtrey said. "Maybe blame falls on the whol e fucking human race that culminated in tf
bloated, obscene wart called Gutan."

"There is precedent for that," Corona said. "According to Appy's data banks, since early times there have been causal
attribution doctrinesin society. If aman carelesdly left aloaded gun on atable and another man accidentally bumped the g
causing it to discharge, the owner of the gun was held at least partially liable for resulting injuries. Thisled to the doctrines
contributory and comparative negligence. On a broader scale, judges and juries long have tussed with the effects of socie
circumstance upon the crimes of individuals.”

"I have an odd feeling that 'the matter of Gutan' is more than 'the matter of Gutan," McMurtrey said, looking at Corona.
"Anything in data storage on that?"

"No."

"I ...wanttotell everything," Gutan said. "Since arriving here, I've felt compelled to tell thetruth. . . .This

ismy last opportunity to clear things up.”

"Thisguy'saKrassian or wantsto be!" Y akkai shouted. "KothoLu absolution, isthat what it's all about? Confess to mur
and rape, say you accept Krassos and you get aticket to Heaven. What asick, e-vilereligion! Evildoers don't need to perf
restitution or anything.”

The KothoL u archbishop, Perrier, rose and requested permission to speak. It was granted by Corona, and he said, "It is
simple as our atheist friend asserts. It is hot merely the utterance of words. Consider the analogy of a person applying for
The sinner is the applicant; God is the employer. The job: an everlasting position in Heaven. God can see through lies. If tt
sinner lies about accepting Krassos, lies about seeking true forgiveness from the Lord, God will see that and will reject the
applicant.”

"Where did you get that interpretation?’ Y akkai asked.

Singh looked ready to explode, was held in check by a gesture from Zatima.



"It isour belief," Perrier said.

"I've dways wondered myself,” McMurtrey said, "how isit that Reeshna, Hoddha, Mother Beverly and awhole host of
who led lovely, exemplary lives are said to mire in Hell simply because they did not accept Krassos? | don't see the logic c
that."

"It's amatter of faith," Perrier said, "a matter of believing.”

"You're floundering," Y akkai rasped. "If you can't defend your faith rationally, it isn't a sensible faith and should be scorr
decent people.”

"Faith is by definition precisely that: faith. It is not areasoned set of concepts. It isfrom the heart. It islove."

"This court isbeing very patient," Corona said.

Archbishop Perrier resumed his seat.

"Suddenly my entire life seems like it belongs to another entity," Gutan said, "and some of my words don't seem to be my
like I have no right to them, like | have no right to think pure and decent things. It's not that I'm trying to phony up my testit
just the opposite. I'm revealing everything | can, everything | know. | feel like a person looking in amirror, and the person
looking back is not me. | describe the person | see; | am separate from that person but inevitably connected.”

"Sounds like an insanity defenseto me," Y akkai said.

Coronalooked at Yakkai sternly, and said, "Mr. Y akkai, | do not wish to have you removed, since everyone on this ship
be alowed to participate. | fed it isbest that way. But you must yield to others, particularly to the judges and to the defenc
so that this proceeding can continue. Please have a seat.”

Grudgingly, Y akkai did as hewastold.

"An insanity pleawould mean nothing," Gutan said. "There are no acceptable, consistent standards of sanity for any life
or society of lifeforms. All life, al existence, isin a constant state of flux."

"Please confine yourself to facts and events," Corona said.

"An important question should be addressed," Appy said, spurting words across Corona's lips almost before she finished,
acriminal, amurderer, find God? Is Harley Gutan in the Great Race himself, on afooting equal with the most pious?*

Corona scowled, and the pulse in her throat throbbed wildly, asif the vocal chords were divided between host and intruc
Corona appeared unable to speak, and McMurtrey was deeply worried about her.

McMurtrey heard Appy's faint, insidious laugh, wondered about Appy's sanity and life impetus. What exactly was a
biocomputer? Did it learn from experience, asintelligent life forms did? Or was it a synthesized but restricted creation,
programmed to behave only in certain ways? Had it been programmed to be insane? It had behaved strangely even before
collison.

McMurtrey felt a solidly grounded definition of sanity, despite what Gutan said and despite the unpredictable, sometimes
bizarre behavior of Appy. This grounding was associated with right and wrong, and had a direct bearing upon the matter
McMurtrey had been called upon to judge. Sanity kept the individua from suicide or murder each day, prevented a headlol
tumbleinto Hell.

It was the same with society: an ethical basis, a code of right and wrong for individualsin that society kept the group sat
alive, prevented it from self-destructing or annihilating another society.

The Afsornian's words registered in McMurtrey's brain: "We must be flexible enough to make no assumptions about
isright and what iswrong . . . morality is a social condition . . .no such thing as a universal wrong . . ."

McMurtrey realized his "grounding” was Wessornian-biased, and he tried to envision casting aside that bias entirely, ook
Gutan with totally different eyes.

But how can | do that if my memories, my life experiences remain? | am the sum of my life, a human offshoot fror
same tree as Harley Gutan.

McMurtrey found his mind spinning in aslow circle, clicking into position at various points and then coming all the way &
again to the place he had begun. It was at once confusing and exhilarating, for him an unprecedented mental exercise.

Gutan tried to stay on Coronas track, describing the events of hislife. He skipped about, touching upon his early years:
mortician, then to the League Penitentiary System position and back again to events before that. Occasionally ajudge, Ap
someone in the audience would ask Gutan a question and he would answey it, citing bits and pieces from hislifeto illustrat

Orbust asked some very good questions, it seemed to McMurtrey, while Appy asked some that were very bad and
superfluous, often overriding Coronato do so. Thisinability of Coronato dominate Appy troubled McMurtrey to the point:
he was beginning to grieve for her, as for one who had lapsed irrecoverably into illness.

Nothing was as it should have been, for somewhere along the line Johnny Orbust had become rational, or seemingly so, \
the computer, which should have been arational entity, was demonstrating precisely the opposite. It was the matter of
perceptions once more, correct or incorrect, the perceptions one person or life form had for another. It seemed to McMur
that the human mind was constantly taking perceptive readings, constantly evaluating and reeval uating, constantly trying tc
categorize everything into comfortable niches of personal experience. It was most unsettling when an individual, an event
thing could not be |abeled and stuffed away nestly.



Orbust was categorized now as rational, and McMurtrey was not the only one to arrive at this conclusion: Orbust had b
voted onto the council. But just as McMurtrey's mind clicked slowly around, so too he realized it might be with Orbust. Ur
certain circumstances the old and obstreperous Orbust might return.

Predictability . . . We are most comfortable when we can predict, when familiar patterns hold course.

Most people were like clay. They conformed to pressures around them, became what they were expected to become.

Did biocomputers operate within similar constraints? This unit called Appy had become a most unsettling thing to be nee
With time a critical factor it kept overriding Corona, forcing the trial onto tangents, opening avenues of conversation that s
totally unrelated to the fate of Gutan. What was Appy saying now? McMurtrey found it difficult to focus, heard the voice
own thoughts above the voices of anyone participating in the proceedings. Just as Appy was digressing, so too was McML
and so too it seemed were the others. It had become exceedingly loud in the courtroom, with a number of conversations g
on smultaneoudly.

Time was running out!

McMurtrey shook his head to clear it, thought he detected something gelatinous inside his skull, asif his brainswerethic
gelatin.

"What do you do when you see aman with agimpy leg faling over?' Appy asked.

When no one answered, Appy said, "Get a stick and push the gimp over. Why be nicer to him than God was?"

Sister Mary was seated near the front, and when she heard this she spoke anxiously to the other nun.

Coronas lips moved, without sounds emanating, and her eyes were angry.

"Appy's defective," McMurtrey said, "worse than ever since the collision. Kelly, you okay?"

She shook her head. She closed her mouth tightly, and through the noise of conversation in the room McMurtrey again f
Appy's distant, deranged laugh.

Corona heaved a great sigh, shrugged her shoulders.

Then a strange and perplexed expression came over Corona's face, and her lips moved tentatively. "l can. . . speak. . .
she said, in her own voice. "l believe the difficulty has passed . . . dataflow. . .. Apparently | wastrying too hard, and the
harder | tried, the more difficult it became to speak. When | relaxed and gave up the battle | felt clearly that there were nc
obstacles before me, that | could master the intruder within my body."

Appy'svoice: "You arenot! | can. . ."

"Y ou can and may speak only when | will it,” Coronainterjected, with a stiff smile. "And for the moment | do not so will

Coronas throat pulsed briefly, but Appy said nothing.

"Tak about nutso," Y akkai said. "Maybe you should sit in Gutan's chair."

McMurtrey glanced at Gutan, saw him sitting serenely and patiently, apparently awaiting asignal from someonein authc
that he should continue.

"New and important information is flowing into my consciousness,” Coronasaid. "We must understand suffering if we a
deal sufficiently with the matter of Gutan. With the path we have selected—a trial—it will be necessary to punish him. Nc
punishment can be ordered by judges ignorant of suffering.”

"Beat each other up!" aman shouted. It sounded like Tully.

"Suffering on what scale?' Zatima asked. "On the scale of an individual, of a persecuted people, or of all mankind?"

"Thatisall | know at thistime," Corona answered. "When Appy's program first entered my body | thought | had access
of it. Maybe that wasn't correct, or maybe thisis new datafed by comlink from God to Appy. | can't tell."

"How can we tell if the information Corona has provided us so far is complete or accurate?' Feek the Afsornian asked.

"You must evaluate it for yourself with the brains that God gave you," Corona said. "Neither God nor Appy are on this ju
council. I am, and the information | have imparted seems reasonable and accurate to me."

"How do we know any information is complete or accurate?' Zatima asked.

"The subject is suffering,” Yakkai said, "and | just want five more minutes, okay? | know something about the subject, a
like to toss out afew preliminaries.”

Coronaglanced at her Wriskron. "Five minutes and counting."

Y akkai cleared histhroat. "God is omnipresent, omniscient, and omnipotent, or so the tale goes. If so, why does He allov
suffering? Now hear me out, thisisimportant! It seemsto me that your God must he weak if He can't eliminate suffering.
exigsat al."

"What does this haveto do with . . ." Corona began.

"There must be suffering for atime,” Orbust interjected. "Krassos said there would be wars and rumors of wars, famine
pestilences, false prophets and lawlessness, with the love of many growing cold. '‘But he who endures to the end shall be s
The Lord God Almighty told Krassos to sit at His right hand, ruling D'Urth in the midst of His enemies.”

"I don't care about al that scripture crap,” Yakkai said. "I think suffering iswrong, it should end, and | want it to end rigt
now! How long must people suffer?”

"Krassianismis similar to Middism and other faiths," McMurtrey said. "They believe there will be an end to suffering wt
Messiah comes.”



"Please don't encourage this, Ev," Corona said.

"I've heard all that gobbledygook,” Yakkai said. "Don't you see? With that kind of philosophy, there's aways an excuse
suffering. It's always something in the future that will happen if humankind behaves asit's supposed to, if people accede tc
church power structures, if they fill church coffers with money. These are old deceptions: the unfulfilled promise, the carrc
front of the donkey."

"There's no use discussing this subject with you," Orbust said. "WEe'l tie everything up in an argument." He looked at the
judges. "Do any of you.. . ."

"Suffering is linked to the concept of miracles," Yakkai said, "and thisis essential to our discussion. If there are no prova
miracles, much of religion isafarce. And if there are provable miraclesit is still amonstrous farce, for no powerful God w
need miracles. He would set everything up properly in the beginning, and by virtue of His omnipotence He would have no
for stage tricks."

"Utterly preposterous,” Orbust said.

"Mr. Yakkai," Coronasaid, "please stop using this courtroom as a platform for atheism. We all know you don't believeir
God."

"My five minutesisn't up,” Yakkai said, seeming to bore right through Coronawith his gaze. He looked at Orbust, asked,
God do anything?'

Orbust, after hesitating: "Yes."

"Can He make arock so heavy He can't lift it?"

"God can do anything.”

"He can make arock that He can't lift?"

"If He so chooses."

"But you said He could do anything. Why then can't He lift the rock?"

"By choice," Orbust said.

Y akkai smiled savagely, and in asarcagtic tone said, "Sure." Then: "Could God make Himself young?'

"y es"

"Could God make Himsdlf ignorant or foolish?"

"If He wanted to: | can think of no reason, however, why He would want to. | grow tired of your little game, and do not
Ssee—"

"What does this have to do with suffering?' Corona asked, impatiently.

"If God can make Himself foolish, that explains alot of things," Y akkai said, "including the business about man being ma
God'simage. | submit to you that the concept of God is ludicrous, that nothing happening to us has anything to do with Goc
Y our mythical gods have been assigned comical attributes, the stuff of fertile human imagination. Suffering, Ms. Corona—
suffering. Why has Mr. Gutan here suffered, and why has he caused others to suffer? How is this council to make him su
for what he has done?’

Corona shook her head. "We've heard enough of this."

But Yakkai wason aroll: "Consider the atrocities in the name of religion. Charmag converting 'barbarians to Krassianis
the point of a sword; Krassian missionaries zealously destroying native culturesin the Bluepac Seas; | sammedans massac
Krassians and Nandus; Nandus shooting and butchering | sammedans and ParK ekhs; Hoddhists beheading Middists. Has
organized religion—"

"Mr. Singh," Corona said, in her loudest voice, "please remove Y akkai from the room! We can't have any more of this!"

Singh lifted Y akkai rudely to hisfeet, dragged him toward the corridor door.

"We are not without ties to history!" Y akkai yelled. "We are the culmination of the sins of organized religion over centur
just as Gutan isthe culmination of all that is vile in man. Who are you to judge Gutan? How can you pass judgment upon h
when your sins are just as great? This proceeding is afarce!”

Singh dragged the offender from the room, closing the door behind them.

"We can't go into all of that here" Corona said, with atight smile. "Asfor suffering, I'm sorry | was forced to bring it up.
Haven't we suffered enough for it?"

Laughter rolled through the great room.

Corona stopped, and her face flushed bright red. Capricious laughter came from her mouth, Appy's laughter.

"I don't like this," Corona said. "I'm suspecting now that Appy put us on the track of suffering as a demented joke, that |
gain as much control over Appy as| thought | did, that he's playing possum. Maybe | should step down."

"What about thistrial?' McMurtrey asked.

"We came up with it," Orbust said. "Not Appy."

"But it was Coronawho said we had to deal with the matter of Gutan before the ship would restart,” McMurtrey said, "
she got that data from Appy's program.”

McMurtrey caught Corona's gaze. She appeared confused, not angry with him for his words.

"I think the discussion of suffering was appropriate," Feek the Afsornian said, "and that Gutan must be dealt with. Mayb



guestion should be: 'How can we as human beings reduce the suffering of our fellow man? Can any of you call upon your
to bring an immediate end to suffering?”

The room became silent.

"I thought not. It isup to us, therefore, up to al of mankind. We should have no excuses for the pain we inflict upon othe
humans and other life forms. Suffering has become an eternal, senseless thing. Perhaps we have the opportunity now to r
the tide. Perhaps—"

"All right you bastards, | have abomb!" It was Y akkai bursting back into the room, with Singh a distance behind him, sw
drawn.

"It'sin my pocket!" Yakkai screamed. "And I'll blow all of you to Hell! That'll end your fucking suffering!" Heranto as
wall, held his hand in one bulging pocket.

"He's as crazy as Gutan, Corona and Appy!" awoman screeched. "May God have mercy upon our souls!"

From all around, holy men jumped to their feet, drawing swords and guns.

"No violence," Coronayelled. "Y akkai doesn't have abomb. Appy scanned every boarder, made a computer record of ¢
weapon. Y akkai is disturbed. He's bluffing."

"I don't have alot of confidence in that information," Orbust said, just loudly enough for nearby judges to hear him..

"I made the bomb after | boarded,” Y akkai said. His gaze skittered around the room from face to face, locked onto Nan
Singh. "Keep him away from me! If | take my hand off the activator, it blows! Anyone triesto shoot me, it blows!"

Zatima motioned for Singh to step back, and he did, keeping his sword drawn.

"Assuming you have a bomb," McMurtrey said, "why would you want to blow us up?”'

"Why not? What difference would it make? The explosion wouldn't even be a blip on the screen of the universe." Y akke
positioned himself apart from the others, defensively, with his back against awall.

"Maybe you're right about alot of things," McMurtrey offered, "about God's weakness, about meaningless suffering. Bu
if thisjourney of ours could make a difference? Y ou're obvioudy a sensitive man, Shalom ben Y akkai, | ask you, | ask eve
here, to give this venture a chance."

"What venture?' Gutan asked. "Y ou haven't decided what to do with me."

"We have eleven hours, twenty minutes," Coronasaid, eyeing her Wriskron. "If everyone agrees, 1'd like Mr. Gutan to fi
his story."

Y akkai looked edgy.

"I'm sure he's bluffing," Corona said to Zatima, her voice low.

Thetria continued, while Y akkai became silently alert, watching everyone he considered athreat.

Gutan's skin had a sickly, dimy sheen to it as he spoke nervously and haltingly for another hour, filling Mc-Murtrey with
image of alife wasted, with hardly any socially acceptable deeds. It was damning information from a man testifying in the
climactic event of hislife, hisown trial. Did Gutan want to die, didn't he care, or wasit as he said, a compulsion to tell the

He's sweating Evil, McMurtrey decided. An Evil that oozes from his pores.

Gutan finished with a graphic account of histryst at Santa Quininas with the corpse of the massive, pendul ous-breasted
woman.

All the while, McMurtrey's brain spun with the punishments he might recommend. Surely such sinister acts could not go
unpunished, by any stretch of imagination. He felt sick to his stomach, and his gaze flitted between the accused, Singh and
Yakkai.

For an instant, the gazes of McMurtrey and Y akkai locked, and Y akkai's hand moved just alittle out of his pocket, with
nothing in the hand. No explosion occurred, and as Y akkai dlipped his hand back into the pocket he winked.

McMurtrey glanced around, didn't see anyone else who had noticed. So Y akka was bluffing! Y akkai had stolen preciou
fromthetrial, for a purpose he probably couldn't explain himself. Maybe he did it to get free of Singh, so he could return tc
trial. At least he was quieter now.

What an assortment, McMurtrey thought. No wonder we've fallen out of the race.

Finally Gutan spoke hislast, and there were no more questions.

Corona ordered that Gutan remain in place while she and the other judges retired to Assembly Room B-2 to arrive at the
decisons.

Y akkai remained where he was by the wall, without aword.

Thejudges sat in arow, on the side of the assembly room facing the window. This gave McMurtrey a distraction, for he
stared into space when he should have been participating in the conversation around him. Outside and covering the expan:
the window were glimmering white balls, with each spaced a meter or so from the other, and these stood in three-dimensic
relief against parallel white lines that stretched into infinite space. Between the lines, squinting or not, McMurtrey saw onl:
that blinked faintly. Somewhere in that sprinkling of solar systemslay the planet Tananius-Ofo.

Makanji was talking, something about there being no question of Gutan's guilt.



"Does anyone think the man isinnocent?' Makanji asked. "Certainly he did everything he said he did, and I'm inclined to
believe him about the girl. I don't understand how he came to have the girl in hisarms or how he traversed the universe, b
don't think he killed her."

Zatima and Orbust voiced concurrence, and McMurtrey perceived irony in these two agreeing on anything. The fight wi
Singh marked an apparent turning point in Orbust's behavior. Still in his healing packs, he seemed like a different man, quie
and more polite, probably because he felt weaker and less sure of himself without the gun, the chemstrip and the Snapcarc
What a humiliating experience the beating must have been!

Makanji again, saying a godless man could only know God in another incarnation.

McMurtrey's eyesight glazed over, and he recalled the vision he'd had just before the trial, when in another dimension he
looked into the Nandu's timeless, pale eyes. What color had the bespectacled eyes been? McMurtrey couldn't recall, didn'
that they'd been of any color he could distinguish.

Like a dreamer unable to awaken, he couldn't find the dimension in which Makanji spoke now. The eye color wasin tha
dimension. . ..

For an instant, McMurtrey perceived himself at the center of everything, at the nexus of all life, of all death, of all matte
all nonmalter. It was afeaturel ess pinpoint of light with dulcet visual harmonies, where McMurtrey bore all of the content:
the universe.

The pinpoint of light twinkled, and in Slow motion McMurtrey saw it expand into human form. The form shuddered, bec:
pale aura-yellow and then reshaped to afetal ball that became a perfect white ball.

McMurtrey's sensation of self shifted. His eyes stung and he blinked them. Now he saw the white balls outside the winc
again,, and one of them uncurled, back to human form. McMurtrey's gut jerked, his heart fluttered and he couldn't catch hi
breath.

He was looking at an albino of himself, an ungodly creature that stared at him with sightless eyes. It flattened its face ag
the glass, screamed desperate shapes with its mouth.

"Let mein!"

McMurtrey was outside, looking through the plexwin-dow at hisfat, flesh-warm self. He couldn't breathe in the rarefied

"Break the glass!"

Something shook him. A strong hand on his arm. Corona's face came into focus, her expression tender and concerned.

"How you doing, Ev?" she whispered.

"Oh, fine. No problem. My mind's been wandering."

"Well, keep track of it!" Coronasmiled.

"What are you two whispering about?' Feek demanded.

"Nothing," Coronasaid, resuming her seat. "Let's see, we were all agreeing that Gutan is guilty of despicable crimes. Nc
murders, but on balance he's probably worse than some murderers. Gutan's own admissions tell us more than any of us wi
know. The man makes me sick, and I'd like to strangle him with my own hands."

McMurtrey felt his breathing and heartbeat resume regularity, and he inhaled deeply.

"Or blow hisbrains out,” Zatima suggested. "What aworm to lay across our path."

"What do we do with the son of abitch?' McMurtrey asked.

Looking sidelong, McMurtrey saw Corona smiling wryly. "We kiss him and ask him to be a good boy from now on,"
sad.

"He does seem contrite," Feek said.

McMurtrey had been entrusted with one seventh of the decision about Gutan's life, and was angry with himself for
daydreaming when he should have been paying attention. His behavior was unconscionable, and seemed to be yet another
failing of his mind, like the spells of mental paralysis he used to suffer at the sight of another person's nervoustics.

The new spells were debilitating to McMurtrey in a different way. Now McMurtrey's thoughts weren't paralyzed, were
amorphous, unusable mass. His thoughts were too abundant, too rich and consuming. Was Appy doing thisto him?

Through it al, McMurtrey didn't seem to have missed anything critical in thetrial. Gutan had confessed and seemed
remorseful for his acts. But what difference did remorse make?

I'm doing it again! What are they discussing?. . . the sentence.. . .

"'Some shall they cause to be put to death,” Orbust intoned. "We cannot tolerate such failure of virtue."

"According to our Isammed law of Haria," Zatima said, "punishments normally only apply if the crime is committed withi
Isammed state. Victims, or the families of victims, can take vengeance upon the perpetrator. This situation calls for flexibil
but of a different variety from that suggested by the Afsornian. | have decided to assign a punishment asif Gutan's acts
occurred in an Isammed nation. Death by stoning is appropriate, or by the hurling of available heavy objects at the accuse
will perform the task myself, if no one el se has the stomach for what must be done.”

She finished, and McMurtrey realized that he was seated next in line.

The sentence!. McMurtrey thought. They're looking at me! "Death," McMurtrey said, not very loudly. "By ahumaner



... likeletha injection."

"There'salot of information in data storage about the methods of punishment employed by other cultures and religions,”
Coronasaid. "I'm suspicious of it, but | want to study the data before offering an opinion.”

"I don't think thistrial isthe answer at al,"” McMurtrey said. "I think if everyone on this ship can cooperate, can work to
welll advance closer to God, we'll reach God! This ship represents D'Urth, our solar system and all of mankind—the whol
course of humanity from here on. If we don't go forward, man doesn't go forward. If this ship doesn't get closer to God, rr
doesn't get closer to God."

"But there are other ships coming behind us," Zatima said, "with more chances aboard each ship.”

"Do we know for certain they're in flight?' McMurtrey challenged. "What if we're the only one?”

"I think we should come up with a sentence,”" Corona said.

McMurtrey shook his head in annoyance, looked away. He felt betrayed by Corona.

"We can't take the prisoner'slife,” Makanji said. "Gutan's actions will force him to seek the suffering of rebirth, into ano
incarnation. Only when he discovers the purity of honattachment, when he shuns material objects and pleasures of the fles
he be free of worldly suffering."

"He must not be killed," Taam the Hoddhist priest agreed. "There will be other incarnations, and one day he will be free
ignorance, free of suffering.”

"What goes around comes around,” Orbust commented. "So we're addressing suffering, after al. | think Gutan should s
thislife. Vote for death!"

The Hoddhist shook his head stubbornly.

"It's three to two favoring death," Zatima said.

Now Feek gathered his elegant robe and paced as he spoke. "Mr. Gutan killed no kin, so he has committed no crimes wi
of death. He should be banished from the tribe, placed in isolation to spend the rest of his miserable days reflecting upon hi
antisocial ways. He was never born and his name will never again be uttered.”

Orbust whispered to Zatima, out of McMurtrey's hearing range.

Zatima's features darkened, and she glared at Orbust. But she nodded her head in apparent affirmation. Incredibly they
only agreed on certain points, but they were communicating with one another.

"I'm the tie-breaker," Corona said. "Although any of you can change your votes. Let's spend awhile reviewing aternati
and hopefully we can agree on something.”

Jin awoke to the surging green noise of his Duplication program. He heard nothing else, saw nothing else. The headach:e
no more, but he felt out of synchronization.

Something was terribly wrong, grossly dysfunctional, and it was beyond his ability to field repair.

The drive to duplicate dominated him, colored green his entire artificial soul with program noise. All of his cyberoo survi\
instincts tunneled into one thought: Fulfill the directives of the program.

His parabolic sensor led him through noisy green darkness, and he ran into the screen of his cabin. With the strength of f
humans he tore through, reaching the outer mezzanine.

He knew approximately where he was, groped along the mezzanine railing to the stairway.

His feet were negotiating stairs, and from his memory of the ship's layout, he thought this must be down. But it didn't sex
like down, didn't seem like up, either. His senses reported flatness.

Tully skirted the edge of the main passenger compartment, toward the entrance to the stairway he had seen Nanak Sing
enter only seconds before.

Tully touched awall button, and the door dlid open. He glanced back at the crowd awaiting the decision of the judges, s
himself that no one was paying him any attention.

He dipped into the stairway landing, and the door closed crisply behind him.

A scuffling sound froze him where he stood, and looking up he saw Jin emerge from the landing above, naked as usual,
rounding the turn there. Jin moved oddly, asif drunk or drugged, and from the sightless look of his eyes Tully speculated h
be immersed in a heathen trance.

Jin didn't seem to see anyone, and Tully scurried onto the down staircase.

Tully would deal with that shameless pervert in due course. First the other one.

Tully negotiated the steps with catlike control, making not awhisper of a sound. He reached the first landing below the
assembly room levels, where he paused and peered over the banister.

Onelevel down, Singh touched awall button, and a thick metal door dlid open. The ParKekh disappeared into the openir
the door thunked shut behind him, with unusual loudness.

Tully knew the destination of his prey, for once before he had followed the man to a sublevel shrine room where Singh k
his eternal flame.



It wasn't eternal anymore, and the note in calligraphic script that Tully left would have predictable results. It read:

| want it this way. You've been a fool all your Life.

—God

Tully hurried to the doorway he had seen the ParK ekh go through. He crouched there to one side.

The wait was short.

"Eeeeeyah!” Nanak Singh's scream rang like a battle cry, and subsequently it came forth twice more, louder each time.

"Eeeeeyah! Eeeeeyah!"

The door sammed open, crunching into the wall, and in the doorway Tully saw the tip of a sword.

Surprise had its advantages, and Tully knew what he had to do. He'd known it when he crouched here after setting in m
the rage of his adversary. Rage in an opponent blocked thought, made victory easier.

Nanak Singh wasin the doorway, heading for the stairs.

With aleaping, powerful thrust of both hands, Tully broke the ParK ekh's neck before he could twitch the sword.

Singh crumpled to the deck.

Now I'll slip back into the courtroom, Tully thought. With so many people, they'll never know | was gone.

He began ascending the steps, and the last thing he ever saw was a flaming baby howitzer, firing from Jin's crotch.

After pausing on the main passenger compartment landing, Jin had continued down the stairs behind Tully. From above,
cyberoo's parabolic sensor had picked up the murder of Singh, transmitting it to Jin's throbbing Duplication program.

But Jin's aberrant systems hadn't transmitted the message with exactness, reporting to his interpretive core only one act,
Tully's. And it was an act without detail of method, simply the cessation of human life brought on by ancther human.

Jin had to conceptualize his own means of duplication. Hence the artillery.

Now it was after the gunfire and he was beginning to see—a green filtered vision. Beneath him in the stairwell lay two |
bodies, and from somewhere came the disjointed grunts and hummings of human conversation. It was painful green noise,
piercing hisinterpretive core, jabbing him rudely.

He had to end the pain, end the noise.

Jin whirled, began negotiating the stairs. Through green awareness he focused on the door to Assembly Room Level B,
passed it. Within moments he pressed the wall button beside the door to the main passenger compartment.

It was slow to open, so with his hands he ripped the pocket door out of the doorway and the wall.

Eleven

All things can be accomplished; it is the time limit imposed from within and without that presents the major obstacle.
—Ancient Saying

Corona had the floor.

"Asour Afsornian friend pointed out, and as | was unaware, among his peopleit isonly murder to kill kin. Some societie
condone cannibalism, infanticide, the sale of dangerous products, theft and the killing of witches. In other societies acrimir
must have mens rea, a'guilty mind," in order to be convicted: This means he must be sane, must have intent and must
understand the difference between right and wrong. Other societies don't care about intent. They care only about conseqL

"Assuming Appy hasn't tampered with the data, this gives us a broader picture, which | feel the situation demands. Wel
an obligation not to restrict our decision to parochia views, for God did invite representatives from thousands of belief syst
to his deep-space tea party."

The other judges agreed that this was useful information.

Corona continued: "Politics and religion often come into play in the judgment of guilt or innocence and in the punishment
out. Some soci eties have no terminology for crime. Sometimes alcohol or drugs legally diminish the cul pability of aperson,
is known that Gutan took opium."

"Irrelevant,” Orbust said. "Gutan dispatched people and raped corpses both before and after he became addicted to opit
He took no drugs as a young funeral-home employee when he stole personal valuables from the dead. So he can't blamet
crimes on addiction.”

"You'reright,” Coronasaid. She trembled dlightly. "I'm hearing something. Gunfire? Do any of you hear it?"

No one did.

"Must be on comlink," Coronasaid. "Usually | can tell, but somehow | couldn't thistime."

"What are you talking about?' Orbust asked.

"The comlink between Appy and Shusher!" Corona snapped. " Something's wrong!"



"We weren't going to talk about that," McMurtrey said. "Kelly, you're hearing gunfire?'

"y g

McMurtrey: "It happened before Appy downloaded his program into Kelly. The way she got the comlink | won't go into,
the fact she has it probably made her the best candidate for Appy's 'save’ maneuver."

"Shusher iswhining," Corona said. "Popping in the background. Maybe it isn't gunfire."

"Wedon't hear it,” Zatima said. "Should | go and get Singh?"

"l don't know," Corona said.

McMurtrey wanted to touch her, decided not to because of the others present.

"We must continue,” Corona said. "We must not leave this room until we have arrived at our decision. I'm all right."

To McMurtrey she didn't look all right. She was still trembling, looked tense and fatigued.

"The options are not smply life or death," Taam the Hoddhist priest said, "or even the means of life, the means of death.
There is nothing we can do with him, nothing we should do with him, nothing we have aright to do with him. Karmic law v
deal with Gutan in subsequent incarnations. | sought this council position not to render adecision but to insist that we take
action."

"l agree," Makanji said.

"Hogwash," Zatima snarled.

The Hoddhist shook his head and said, in alow tone, "We will produce more reform with gentle words than with all the
punishments conceived by men. Release him gently, as a newborn, and al mankind will benefit."

"Three for death and three for life, " Corona said in atremulous voice, "unless any of you wish to change your votes."

No one spoke up.

She grimaced, said, "Makanji, in ancient Nandaic law, the Code specified that ajudge should probe the heart of

the accused, studying the eyes, the posture, the voice. . . .

It was an ancient method of lie detection.”

"My people no longer follow that code," Makanji said. "They had capital punishment in those days, too. Much has chang
since then."

"I must make atie-breaking decision,” Corona said. "l have been observing Gutan's every movement, every intonation, €
drop of perspiration, and with the assistance of Appy | have been able to organize thisinformation so that al of it is availal
me. | couldn't forget the tiniest detail if | wanted to, and in the absence of witnesses other than Gutan himself thisis essent
information indeed."

Zatima grumbled, kept her words to herself.

With a pained expression Corona glanced from face to face, avoiding McMurtrey's.

The room became exceedingly silent, awaiting her deciding vote.

But Corona fidgeted and wrinkled her face in discomfort. She went to one ear with her hand.

"The noise again?' McMurtrey asked. He realized now that he was afraid to touch her, rationalized that he didn't know
good he could do for her. He wasn't even sure who she was, if the Corona he loved was till alive.

"The comlink islocked open!" Corona shouted. "Ow!

Shusher iswailing through it. . . .Those are gunshots! He's

saying so!"

"Somebody shooting at Shusher?' McMurtrey asked.

"l can't tell!”

McMurtrey gathered his courage, went to her chair and ran his fingers through her hair. He heard nothing over the coml
"You okay?' he asked.

She bumped his hand aside, looked at him without saying anything, her eyes screaming pain.

"Kelly!" He extended his hand toward her face.

She pulled away.

"Son of awhore!™ McMurtrey cursed. He caught Orbust's glare.

"We have athree-three deadlock," McMurtrey said. "Gutan is guilty, but we can't go further unless one of us shifts our \
or unless Kelly comes out of this. To hell with thetrial! | say we hold Gutan for the authorities on D'Urth. Or hold him for
judgment. Maybe we've done enough to get this ship going. Anyway, I've had it and I'm going to get medical help for Kelly

With that, McMurtrey walked briskly from the room, thinking of the infirmary nuns. He'd seen them in the main passenc
compartment, with the others.

Minutes before, the main passenger compartment echoed with the staccato rhythm of automatic-weapons fire, and ever
of Gutan's body screeched: Flee!

But from his hiding place behind the chair, Gutan had seen others try for stairways and corridors, and thus far none had
it. The bodies of pilgrimslay blocking all egress, to the point where anyone attempting those paths would have to climb or |
over the dead and injured.



It had been only a brief time since the cyberoo killer opened fire from gunports all over its body, moments that seemed li
much longer. Some of the pilgrims fought ferociously, screaming battle cries as they leaped into the fray. They hurled kniv
the attacker, slashed at him with swords, fired guns, pulverizers and stunbows.

But nothing damaged the cyberoo, and it advanced interminably, stepped over and around bodies, peppering gunfire at
anything that moved. Blood and body parts were everywhere. Terrible, chilling screamsfilled the room, then fell off to ap:
deathly silence that |eft Gutan fedlingill.

Something moved to hisleft. He glanced sideways, shifting his head only dightly.

It was the Middist atheist Shalom ben Y akkai, crawling toward a gruesome heap of bodies, trying to get behind them.

Thekiller cyberoo dispatched three pilgrimsin aflurry of gunfire, then used its crotch-mounted howitzer to blow Sister |
head off.

The black-robed Greek Hetox priest burst forth with his Blik Pulverizer rifle blazing, and he died in avolley that overkille
Four shots removed his arms and legs simultaneously, and the howitzer disintegrated what was left.

Y akkai frozein terror.

The cyberoo had seen Y akkai, fixing its human-simulated gaze on the pitiful, crouching man. Dispassionately, it stepped
two bodies, one of which was aboy, and skirted three others, approaching Y akkai.

"Take mefirst!" Gutan shouted, impulsively.

The cyberoo didn't look in hisdirection. It was asif it knew all along where Gutan was hiding, asif it had a computerize
call of those who had been and would be dispatched—asiif it intended to deal with Gutan separately, in amore horrible we
than any of the others.

It occurred to Gutan now that those who died first were luckiest.

He realized he'd been thinking of the dead as dispatchees, asif the cyberoo were an executioner. It had to be so, Gutan
decided, for cyberoos only did what they were programmed to do. But why? If thiswas a BOL operative, why hadn't it kil
the pilgrims sooner?

It waited for me to join the ship's company, Gutan thought, with asickening rush. It's after me and the others— all i
neat package. . ..

Gutan felt like a steer being daughtered the wrong way, its meat tainted by adrenal chemicals from the fear of watching
brethren die, from the screams and smells of death.

The faces of everyone that Gutan had dispatched raced across his mind, followed by the faces of all he had embalmed |
that. The grim parade ceased.

"Over here! " Gutan shouted, as loudly as he could.

The cyberoo was motionless now.

Gutan leaped from behind the chair, and with fluid movements placed himself between the cowering Y akkai and the kill

Y akkai was whimpering, face buried in his hands. His fingers were wet with tears.

The cyberoo looked at Gutan with a quizzical expression. Then its gaze moved to Y akkai, and back to Gutan.

The gunports all over its body receded into flesh, including the penis howitzer. The penis went limp, and in front of Gutar
what looked like an entirely nude man, looking more bewildered than guilty.

"I am Jin," the man said simply. "A Plarnjarn. Excuse me, but | must find my broom. We're required to whisk away any
in our path, you know, lest we step on one. It would never do to step on abug."

Jin turned toward the doorway through which he had entered, and as he walked in that direction a pile of bodiesin the
doorway shifted, creating a path.

A big man stood in the doorway, looking in. It was McMurtrey, one of the judges.

Jin passed between the bodies and nudged past McMurtrey, disappearing from view.

"What in the name of God happened in there?' McMurtrey asked, as Jin passed.

But Jin's eyes appeared entranced, and he didn't look at McMurtrey. Instead Jin climbed the stairs, slowly.

McMurtrey couldn't believe the carnage before him, nearly gagged. His breathing was erratic. He dlipped to one side of
shredded doorway, fearful of entering the room, and remained there several minutes.

Finally he took two deep breaths, exhaled slowly and peeked around the doorway into the main passenger compartment.
above the carnage, on the sixth-level mezzanine, Jin padded along by the railing. Soon Jin disappeared from view, in the vi
of hiscahin.

An eery silence penetrated McMurtrey's awareness, and he became aware of movement across the room. Two
figures—Gutan and Y akkai. Gutan was helping Y akkai to hisfeet.

At first McMurtrey thought the armed pilgrims had annihilated one other. Then Gutan went to him and related a startling
different story. Y akkai was with Gutan, confirmed the details.

Y akkai told more, of Gutan's heroism.

Gutan looked away with misty eyes while this was being related.



McMurtrey felt atightening in his stomach, said, "I've noticed Jin's weird ways for awhile now. | think he took Orbust's
Snapcard and chemstrip, and maybe other things. He wasn't adhering to the nonattachment doctrine of hisreligion, seeme
favor material objects. . . but not this, dammit!"

The acrid opium odor of Gutan touched McMurtrey's nostrils.

"Let's get away from here," Yakkai said. "l can't bear it any longer."

They retreated to Assembly Room B-2.

Coronawas in her chair, and McMurtrey sat by her. Her eyes no longer bore evidence of the pain that had sent McMul
for medical aid, but she said nothing. Cautiously, McMurtrey extended a hand and grasped one of hers.

She squeezed his hand.

In one ear, McMurtrey heard the low sonar whine of Shusher, a gentle noise unlike the cacophony Corona had describe
One crisis seemed to be passing: Corona was better. But alarger one had taken its place.

Gutan retold the startling tale, but again said nothing of his heroism.

Feek the Afsornian fidgeted while Gutan spoke, and finally Feek seemed unable to endure any more.

"Sorcery!" he exclaimed. "Gutan is a sorcerer! | change my voteto death!" With awavering voice he added, "Among m
people, sorcery is always punishable by death. The voteis four to two for execution now, so it doesn't matter how Corona
This evil must be erased!"

"Jin'sthekiller, not Gutan!" Y akkai shouted.

Then Y akkai told of Gutan's noble act, and this astounded most of the judges.

But Feek believed none of this, and howled loudly, "The sorcerer's spell has been cast over Shalom ben Y akkai! He kno!
what he says! We must act quickly, or all of uswill be captured by the spell!”

McMurtrey felt Corona's grip on him tighten, and when he leaned across her and looked into her eyes, he saw the softn
that he remembered so fondly. His spirits bounded, for he had been longing for thisindication, this sign that Corona was or
more the Corona of old.

Impulsively, he whispered to her, "Kdly, I .. ."

But McMurtrey hesitated, afraid Appy or others connected to the computer might overhear what he had to say.

Coronas grip weakened, and he detected fear in her eyes. Eavesdroppers no longer mattered to McMurtrey, for now hi
words had nothing to do with anything he wanted or needed. They were for Corona, to bring her back.

"I love you," he whispered. "Do you remember saying that to me, Kelly?'l love you, Ev'?"

Someone called for a vote recount.

Sheturned her head slowly, and now her gaze was a dark-eyed, unbespectacled version of the Nandu, Makanji, that he
seen in the vision. It was atimeless gaze again, this one of love. McMurtrey and Corona might have been here or anywhe
else, in this age or another. They might have been themselves or others.

The Afsornian said something, but McMurtrey didn't hear the words.

McMurtrey had this moment of love, of limitless, trusting adoration, and it transcended his own need for life. He had live
experienced everything worth experiencing, because he had found this wondrous private niche in the complexity of the co:

"l loveyou, Ev," she said.

"How do you vote, McMurtrey?' someone said. McMurtrey realized seconds later it had been Feek, and now he saw th
elegantly robed Afsornian standing over him with the others.

"You must vote," Feek said.

"I need more time," McMurtrey said. He exchanged glances with Corona.

"I need time to consider my vote too," Corona said. "My pain has passed.”

"We must deal with Gutan now!" Feek exclaimed.

"We must deal with Jin now!" Yakkai said, so forcefully next to Feek that his words nearly knocked the Afsornian over.
killer could strike again, probably will. He ripped a door right out of the wall. No human weapon fazed him. He just kept
coming!"

"Whereis Jin now?"' Zatima asked.

"l saw him go upstairs," McMurtrey said, "to his cabin."

"I think he's meditating," Corona offered.

"Y ou can't see him through Shusher or Appy?' McMurtrey asked.

McMurtrey couldn't see anything like that himself, though he was touching Corona. He never had seen anything or obtai
access to Appy's program data by touching her: thus far it had only been alistening tap into the Shusher-Appy comlink. B
it was occurring to McMurtrey that when Corona picked up Appy's program it might have placed her on a closer connecti
one that could see all areas of the ship.

"No," Coronasaid.

"Y ou can't see places inside the ship? Remember we were wondering about . . ."

"I remember. I'm okay now. So far, nothing . . . no information on how passenger information in Appy's data banks was
obtained; it'sjust there."



"What do Shusher and Appy know of Jin?' McMurtrey asked.

"A tota blank, which isinexplicable. Before the collision, Appy built avolume of data on the pilgrims—can't tell how he
I have access to those records. Nothing on Jin at al, not a solitary entry. Jin doesn't even appear on the passenger list. As
Corona, 1 know more about him than Appy does.”

"Jin isn't human," Gutan said. "He's some kind of robot, and | think | know what type. | operated a top-secret piece of
equipment, the mnemonic memory machine. One day | came on shift and found a couple of men in gray suits standing by
Mnemo, arguing with Commandant Wimms, the top man in my unit. Wimms lost the argument—it would be more accurat
say he backed down— and later | overheard him tell an assistant that those men in gray suits weren't men at all. They we
Bureau of Loyalty cyberoos—robots with bionic parts. "'Tough sons of bitches,' Wimms called them. | think the killer upste
with the BOL, which explains why Appy can't pick up information on him. The Bureau made its operative invisible to elec
surveillance. Jin isastedlth unit."

"But Appy isn't an ordinary computer with ordinary electronics,” McMurtrey said. "He's God's biocomputer. Surely God
override Bureau cloaking.”

"Further proof of your mythical God's weakness," Y akkai sneered. "Thereisno God!"

"I think thiswhole trip is a Bureau operation,” Gutan said. "The cyberoo has been assigned to kill every pilgrim aboard, a
probably after me, too. I'm asmall cog, so mostly it seems like a power play to cut the hearts out of any organizations that
oppose them, that might compete for the loyalty of the citizenry."

"If so, why such an elaborate setup?' McMurtrey asked.

"For dramatic effect,” Yakkai suggested. "With alittle massaging of the facts, the BOL can make it look like God has
abandoned humanity, that God isn't worth a hunk of shit. Of course, some of us know that God doesn't exist at al, but that
different subject. The BOL would rather assume He exists and ridicule Him for His inadequacies.”

"It'snot so simple asthat," Corona said. "I'm convinced that God exists and that He's linked to Appy. But Appy can't de
Jin, and in Appy's data banks there is ho information on Jin transmitted from God. The traditional view of God holds that I-
'sees’ everything, so presumably He could observe Jin without Appy's intervention. | can't tell whether thisis the case, but
something tells me God has certain blind spots. I'm only guessing now from the information available to me, and of course
isn't something Appy would ever say. Maybe God's 'blind spot' is just that he's too busy to watch everyone, or that He isn'
watching everyone because He's made a decision not to."

"You're crazy!" Orbust exclaimed. "God has no weaknesses!"

Zatimaknelt on the deck and gazed upward lovingly while quoting verse:

" 'Allah, thereis no god but He,
The Living, the Everlasting;
Heisthe All-high, the All-glorious.™

"I sense that God needs our help,” Coronasaid, "and He needs it desperately.”

"Nonsense," Orbust said. "We need God. He doesn't need us!"

"Why can't it be atwo-way street?' Corona queried.

"Enough of this," Feek said. "We must deal with the matter of Gutan."

"No longer necessary," Corona said. "Don't any of you feel it?"

"Feel what?' Orbust asked.

"The ship!" McMurtrey exclaimed. "It'son!" He looked at Corona. "Are we moving?'

"We are. The matter of Gutan has been resolved, and | think | have an explanation. Information is flowing from Appy's program to m
Today Gutan placed hislife second to that of another human. Always he had been primary in his own thoughts; he was the taker. Tod:
thefirst timein hislife, he gave something important, or at least offered it. He offered hislife."

"And the life offered to Jin was not taken," McMurtrey said, pursing his lips thoughtfully.

Corona: "Appy is speculating that the very cosmic act of a momentous change in Gutan may have sent out energy waves, shutting .
down. Here Appy isn't certain, for he doesn't know the forces driving Jin. He may be a cyberoo BOL agent, may even betied in with an
antigod. If Jin was shut down with energy waves, they may have only atemporary effect; the odds are high that Jin could restart and r
his massacre."

"Are you saying that Gutan's single noble act makes up for alifetime of sin and degradation?' Y akkai asked testily.

"I wasn't saying anything," Coronasaid. "I was quoting Appy. Apparently it isn't amatter of 'making up,' Thisis avery misunderstc
concept, and isin part the basis of the faulty KothoL u system of confession and absolution. Somewhere along the line, the KothoL u
priesthood either misunderstood a statement by one of God's prophets, Krassos, or they consciously altered it for their own purposes

"Right," McMurtrey said. "Priests and nuns have along history of making decisions that benefit themselves. Survival of the brothe
of the sisterhood, of the order . . . hiding twisted intentions behind holy garb, rituals and words. The perversion of sacredness.”

"Amentothat," Y akkai said, with asteely smile. "Confession and absolution form part of a power game, a chapter in the 'Keep 'E
Line With Fear' book. Tell us everything, the church says—we'll put it in safety deposit, and the safety deposit feeiscalle
tithe. Since you're a customer for our business, we'll recommend you for membership in the Heavenly Gates Country Cluk



apretty exclusive club, but we can get you inif you do it our way."

McMurtrey smiled. This guy is priceless!

Corona appeared to be feeling better. Her words came excitedly: "Humans are driven by emotion: by love, by lust, by he
by remorse, by fear, by pride, by valor— but at the basis of the human experience each man seeks logic. He seeks an ans
the reason for his existence and to the reason for the ordering of the universe. Man is obsessed with logic, with the need t
prove, to find out. Even the religious man who denies this need would like to know. Though he rages denial, he too would |
see or experience something tangible, something logical that confirms what he 'knows' in his heart. He would like to see C
touch him."

"Fat chance," Y akkai said.

"Inevitably in this search for logic,” Coronasaid, ignoring Y akkai, "man confronts his emotions. Life is a series of choice
right after another. To speak or not to speak; to go or not to go; to do or not to do. Logic and emotion enter into each choi
aman makes. These are natural enemies, occupying their own specific realms of the brain, left and right. Human experier
abalancing act between these enemies. Like ahouse divided, logic can battle itself, disputing the criteria employed in arriv
'facts.’ Ultimately when all is reasoned out and torn to its logical foundation of foundations, there are no facts and no answ
There are only more questions.”

"That'salot of gibberish,"Y akkal said.

Corona hesitated. "Assimilating data.. . . Emotion can battle itself aswell, and aterrible, tumultuous confrontation this c
Love against Fear; Love against Hatred; Hatred against Remorse. Logical battles are usually more subdued than emotione
battles, for logic dispels violence. But there are no purely logical battles, just as there are no purely emotional battles. One
smoothly into the other, often to the point of indistinction.”

"Somebody unplug the computer,” Yakkai said. "It's out of control!"

Coronasmiled. "Y ou aren't paying attention, are you? Consider the emotional battle raging within Harley Gutan: hislust
cadavers versus his great remorse; his fear of discovery versus his desire to be caught; his fear of death versus his longin
the serenity of it. Consider also the tremendous need of this man for alogical explanation to the meaning of hislife. Every
wonders about this. It's aperennial, unresolved question.”

"Yeah?' Yakkai said. "So what?'

"Place all thisturmoil at acritical junction in the universe, and what do you have? Impasse. Nothing can proceed until it |
been resolved.”

"You got al that from Appy?' McMurtrey asked.

Corona nodded. "Most of it, and | believeit's correct. When Gutan stepped between Y akkai and the killer, Gutan confro
his fear, dispelled his shame with valor and gave himself areason for existing. He had saved onelife, or at least permitted
exist ahit longer. Thus he accomplished something measurable, something of significance, and he placed himself at harmo

Y akkai looked pensive, started to speak. But his thoughts weren't formed clearly, and Corona's words crowded his out.

"Thistype of cosmic harmony is part of a unique continuum,” Corona said, "aconveyor belt driven by opposing forces: v
makes up for shame, purpose dispels meaningless, etcetera. The continuum is not entirely symmetrical. More than all else
point-to-point or breath-to-breath sentient evaluation, similar to happiness, a sense the creature has for the balance of eact
specific moment. Gutan at the specific moment when he stepped in front of Y akkai became at harmony with himself. This
unrelated to the faulty KothoL u concept of absolution from alifetime of sin through confession. Forgiveness is not the san
cosmic harmony."

Y akkai was beginning to listen.

Coronanoticed this, smiled. "Harmony is a cosmic matter not always in God's control. It follows certain rules, but above
elseit isapersona matter, a state each individual must achieve on hisown."

"Areyou saying it's independent of right or wrong?' Y akkai asked.

"l am. Death is as much a part of harmony as life. Without death there could be no life. Without ugliness there could be
beauty."

"It almost sounds amora,” McMurtrey said.

"Oh, it isn't!" Coronaexclaimed. "What if there were no excitement in life, no challenges, no species preying upon one
another? It would be awfully dull for any life form. God set the creatures loose and told them to compete with one anothel
infinitely better thisway. Y ou must get beyond socially imposed filters that are inhibiting your thoughts."

"Exactly," Feek the Afsornian said.

Orbust cleared his throat. He looked perplexed. "How can you say on one hand that Gutan reached cosmic and persona
harmony by performing an heroic, moral act, while saying in the next breath that there is no right or wrong?"

"I didn't say there was no right or wrong," Corona said. "Realize that I'm speaking for Appy now, which consists of the
computer's original holy programming plus opinions developed independently by Appy's experiences. Y akkai asked if harrr
was independent of right or wrong, and from the information available to me | said it was. So we have harmony on the on
hand, right and wrong on the other. Sometimes they overlap; often they do not. A harmonic decision can be morally neutra
can be morally right; it can be morally wrong. Appy says the harmonic decisions God likes best are morally right—such ac



favoring life and beauty.

"But God does not control all facets of the universe. There are certain factors which He must accept as 'givens.’ One of
factors happensto be travel by whipping along the skins of two universes. God can nudge objects off or onto the whipping
passageways, He can even propel objects along the passageways if conditions are right. The collision with Gutan, even th
it was Shusher's fault, released Gutan's disharmonious energy waves and created a cosmic imbalance in both Gluons, wh
prevented either of them from further skinbeating. Traveling the whipping passageways, you must understand, is avery de
maneuver. Appy believesthat in fairnessto al racers, God could only say that the matter of Gutan had to be resolved befc
other ships arrived there, or God would have to nudge Shusher and the second Gluon, Pelter, out of the way."

"We're supposed to cast aside the Babulical passages about God's mighty power?" Orbust asked. "I find this nearly impc
to accept.”

"Understandable,” Coronasaid. "As| said, | sense that God needs our help, and Appy has made no comment on this. W
know from the data banks that there are certain factorsin the universe that God must accept, factors He cannot control of
change. We know also that our universe is not the only one. Are there other gods in other universes? Appy suggests only
there are 'antigods,’ without explanation. It is very frustrating! Mr. Orbust, perhaps your Babulical passages about God's p
are correct, taken down as they were by d'urthly observers. Perhaps God could wipe out D'Urth if He chose to do so. So
‘all powerful' in the context of D'Urth and even in the context of millions of other planets and sunsin the universe. But doe
God's power go to infinity? It seemsthat it doesn't. Did God precede the universe or is He part of it? Does God have domi
over other universes? Why do | sense that He needs us? Why didn't God impart data about Jin to Appy, and why can't A
detect Jin's presence? How did Jin get a cabin?'

"Why does God allow suffering?’ Y akkai demanded.

"So many questions,” Corona said. "And it looks like we may have a chance to ask them of God ourselves. We're on out
way!"

"In the right direction?' the Hoddhist priest asked.

Corona nodded. Then her features darkened, and she said, " Something changing in Appy's program.”" Her voice crackec
"Checking . . . I'm having trouble accessing data. Wait. It's till there. . . takeslonger . . ."

"I'll be right back,” Gutan said.

Before the judges or Y akkai could react, the prisoner slipped out the door.

Within minutes he returned, breathing heavily. "The naked oneis sitting on the deck," he announced, "Level Six. He app
bein atrance."

"If the whipping passageway is operationa now," McMurtrey said, looking at Gut an, "why aren't you back on your Gluo
traveling as you did? Y ou were going in the same direction, toward God."

Gutan shrugged his sloping simian shoulders.

"Gutan was on the whipping passageway," Corona said, "but who knowsiif his destination was identical with ours? At a
certain point, | assume welll leave the passageway and drop back into our universe, to God's planet. Maybe Gutan would |
gone past, or gotten off earlier than us."

"| was going to see God," Gutan said, with assurance.

"How do you know?' McMurtrey asked.

"I just know."

"Everyone stay away from Level Six," Coronaordered. "I wonder . . . Yakkai, do you really have abomb? Personaly, |
believed you for amoment, but it might be handy now."

Y akkai shook his head, removed awadded cloth from his pocket to show what had been bulging there. "Even if | did," h
"we couldn't use it aboard ship.”

"| suppose you'reright,” Corona said, "unlessit could have been modified."

"But if you reduced the strength of it," Gutan said, "abomb wouldn't stop that killer. No one on this ship can defesat or st
cyberoo. Not from what I've heard and seen. They shot him, tried to stab him, threw things at him. . . . He can tear throug

"It'sal moot anyway," Orbust interjected. "We don't have abomb. If only | had my chemstrip!" He lowered his head. "I
suggest it's time for usto pray."

Everyone except Y akkai knelt or bowed in his or her own way, and from this small gathering of men and women came
murmurings of terror.

Twelve

A political hierarchy can force people to conceal their belief in God. But rulers cannot, in so controlling erase the existenc
God. The tendency in human events, when viewed on a Grand Scale over countless millenia, is toward Truth. In the long run,



will not be denied. One day man and his God will face one another, no matter how we try to delay the inevitable.
—Excerpt From Confidential Bureau of Loyalty Memorandum: "Counter-Ecumenical Strategies"

Appy's voice blared across the loudspeakers, startling McMurtrey out of sleep. Something about a"main exit . . ." And:"
back on-line."

McMurtrey hadn't slept well on the floor of the assembly room. . . .How long had he lain here? Light was low, and

amid the rustling sounds of others asthey awoke, McMurtrey emitted a solitary whistled tone, illuminating the dia of his
Wriskron. Less than three hours.

Appy again: "Passengers debarking in Heaven please use the main exit." Appy laughed wildly, then: "Just kidding. There
Heaven."

"Uhh," McMurtrey said, rolling over. "That insidious laugh of Appy's. What is wrong with him?"

"Who knows?' Orbust durred, from across the room. "Go back tuh sleep.”

Appy: "Arriving Tananius Ofo in twenty-two D'Urth minutes.”

"Huh?' Corona said, a shadow to McMurtrey's immediate left. He saw her sit up, and she added, "What did he say?
Twenty-two minutes? Krassos, we're there!"

McMurtrey sat up, yawned. The window to space was screened, and low light came from no particular source. Other h
shadows moved in the recesses of the room, accompanied by low voices.

They'd been afraid to walk around the ship because of the killer aboard, so Zatima had suggested that they sleep in the
assembly room. When all agreed, the lights went out, automatically.

McMurtrey recalled Corona's words, and they'd been salve on the fears induced by sudden darkness: "When you all dec
get up, the lights will go back on."

Now McMurtrey identified the voices of Y akkai, and of each judge.

Then Gutan said, "Thelights, Appy."

"Let there belight," Yakkai said flippantly.

But nothing cut the shadows.

"The program is gone!" Coronawhispered to McMurtrey. "1 had it when | went to sleep—it was more difficult to acces
I thought it might have been because | wastired. Now, nothing! Nothing over the comlink, either, but that's a separate
connection. There may be no message traffic now."

"l hopeyou'retotally free,” McMurtrey said.

She didn't answer.

"The door better open," Orbust said. He stumbled over something, muttered.

McMurtrey heard the door click open, detected no changein light.

"Y ou goin' out there?' Y akkai asked.

"With akiller out there?' Orbust asked. "Are you kidding?'

The door clicked shut.

"Thisisgreat," Orbust said. "No lights, akiller aboard, and where are we?"

From Orbust's direction came the soft and repeated dlap of flesh against leather—it sounded like Orbust drawing his Bal
over and over. But with his healing packs on?

"We must have been close to Tananius-Ofo when our Gluons collided," Gutan said.

"What happened to the Gluon you were on?' McMurtrey asked. "Appy said it was called Pelter."

"I dreamed it cartwheeled into deep space,” Gutan said. "I watched from somewhere—I couldn't tell from where.
Pelter—that was the name of the professor who created Mnemo."

"Another question for God," McMurtrey said. "And we may be therein afew minutes!"

McMurtrey heard Krassian, Nandaic and Middist chants and psalms, in sweet harmony. They were lilting songs and ver
threading gently through his consciousness.

The shadowy forms around him shape-shifted to dark human skeletons, silhouetted against an aura-yellow haze. One sh
the distance became an Isammedan, high in a minaret tower, calling the faithful to prayer in abell-like voice. The emaciate
foreground forms knelt in prayer, and their invocations blended tike the parts of a harmony.

To McMurtrey these people, with al their apparent differences, seemed the same.

The silhouettes became powder, and disintegrated in explosions that hurled black specks into the yellow background.

These images faded to darkness, and Corona said, "What if D'Urth has been destroyed for itsiniquities and those on Go
ships are the only survivors?'

"The arks of Toor," Orbust said. "Just asit saysin scripture.”

The dap of flesh on leather again—three times. Orbust couldn't be reading that Babul in the dark. Maybe touching it brc
scriptural passages to mind.

"What do you suppose God looks like?' Gutan asked. "Areweredly in hisimage?"



"We are 'after Hiskind," Orbust said.
Y akkai's voice: "I'm reminded of the minister who was preaching about man being made in God's image, when at that v
moment the village idiot walked by." He laughed, a harsh rasp, and broke quickly into singsong:

"They seek Him here
They seek Him there;
These pilgrims seek
God everywhere.

IsHewithin,
OrisHeafar?
Might wefind
Him Upon a star?"

"Must you taint this sacred moment?" Orbust asked in an exasperated tone. He uttered a prayer.
"Rather aneat rhyme, Yakkai," Coronasaid. "But | feel certain well find God is on a planet.”
The ship shook violently.

"We're descending through a storm over Tananius-Ofo," Appy announced.

McMurtrey held Coronatightly, and in the darkness with the ship seeming to rattle apart around them, he was deathly &
He was angry with his God too, and felt a great onrushing disappointment. What sort of God was thisif He couldn't provic
clear weather over His own domain, if He couldn't stop Jin from killing pilgrims on aship in Hisfleet, if He couldn't even k
lights burning on that ship?

This was the God who permitted suffering.

McMurtrey felt very vulnerable, and he longed for the ignorant security of hislittle niche on D'Urth.

"A sorney for your thoughts," Corona said.

"l want my mommy," he said.

She laughed uneasily, squeezed his hand.

The lights flashed on, and simultaneously the wall panels did aside to reveal the window. More light poured in from the
window, but probably not directly, if Corona's early theory about mirrors and prismsinside the walls held true. McMurtrey
too enthralled with the moment to ask.

The storm seemed to have passed, or they had dropped beneath it, and McMurtrey saw a reverse image of the colorsir
D'Urth's sky. This sky was white—gray-white and darker gray shades approaching black—with cerulean blue clouds floal
the air in varying shapes like majestic atmospheric ships.

Shusher was descending through blue cloudsin agentle, controlled spin, with the planet's surface just coming into view
beneath them. It was a colorless, curved surface stretching away to shades of black and gray, with large splotches and rib
of white between.

Asthe planet neared, McMurtrey decided the white splotches and ribbons must be lakes and rivers, and that the darker
shades were land masses.

Appy confirmed this over the P.A., and added: "Tan-anius-Ofo is essentially a black and white planet, with arange of tc
between. Only one primary color isfound here: blue, in various monochromatic intensities.”

"Tell us about God," Orbust said. His green sportscoat |ooked no worse from the fight with Singh, and might have been
repaired by the same tail oring equipment employed on Y akkai's Sidic clothes. The healing packs were no longer on Orbus
arms and face, and deep purple streaks ran across his forehead and down his nose.

"I would not presume to describe our Lord and Master," Appy said.

McMurtrey felt histerror subsiding, for now points of reference were appearing before him, tangible objects. He felt a
childlike yearning to know God.

McMurtrey beheld no heavenly firmament as he neared his destination, no ethereal lights, no gates of pearl through whic
entering had to pass. No winged, singing angels fluttered near to guide the ship into port. Thiswas a nearly colorless plane
aglorious place 'on high' where his senses might feast into eternity

They were only afew thousand meters above the surface, and the terrain became visible. The land looked inhospitable,
black mountain crags that jutted through the atmosphere and fell away in cliffsto limitless depths.

"We're dropping right into the mountains,” Makanji said.

Taam the Hoddhist stood closest to the window, his thin white robe a sharp contrast to high black mountains beyond. Wi
open expression on his face and his arms lowered at his sides, palms facing forward, he appeared ready to accept whatev
in store for him.



Makanji moved to the Hoddhist's side, and Makanji's body spoke the same language.

Of course they have to accept it, McMurtrey thought. We all do. But they ook so calm, so trusting. | suppose Goc
Tananius-Ofo—would want that. He would want Faith.

Did God bring us here to tell us something? Why couldn 't He tell us by message to D'Urth? Why such a dramati
—Dramatic. That might explain a lot, with so many people claiming to have spoken with God. Which of them lied &
which told the truth? Which misunderstood, or lied? Will we take back a group photo of ourselves with God or
something more conclusive, and messages direct from His mouth? Are these to be the ultimate, undebatable messa
from God?

What messages could God have? Be peaceful and eliminate sin or you'll all be wiped out? Is this the angry,
fear-inspiring God of Wessornian scripture?

With the ship very close to the tops of the highest peaks, McMurtrey realized he hadn't seen a sun. He speculated it mu:
have recently set, or it was about to rise.

"What time of the day isit, Appy?' McMurtrey asked.

"Midday," came the response, over the P.A.

"Where's the sun?' McMurtrey asked. "Behind a cloud-cover that looks like white sky?'

"All clouds are blue here; al sky iswhite; thereis no sun.”

"Then how can it be light here?' McMurtrey asked. "Is the planet's surface frozen?'

Appy chuckled.

"I getit," McMurtrey said. "Thisis Heaven, right? No standard laws of nature out here, eh?"

"Thereisno Heaven," Appy said, "Thereis only Tan-anius-Ofo."

It occurred to McMurtrey that this might be the domain of Satan. A chill ran through his spine, and he shivered.

"We're beneath the highest peaks,” Coronasaid, "It doesn't look cold out there. | don't see ice or snow—of coursethey
look different here—but the mountains don't have an icy sheen to them. This placeisweird."

"Cliffsall around," Orbust said. He sounded worried.

"We're having a smooth landing," Appy reported. "No need for tethers or cushy stuff thistime!"

"Where are we landing?' Corona asked.

The ship jerked dightly, came to a stop with asilver-gray cliff face visible through the window. It was a sheer rock wall
far from the ship, and at McMurtrey's vantage across the room from the window he couldn't see the ground. An uncomfol
empty feding filled hisgroin,

"Where the hell did we land?' Corona asked.

"Inappropriate choice of words," Gutan said. Isit? McMurtrey thought.

"Watch your language, Ms. Corona," Orbust said, histone imploring. "Of al places, of all times, please!" Harley Gutan v
first out the door into the corridor.

McMurtrey followed the others upstairs to the main passenger compartment, a route they had to follow to exit the ship.

The door that Jin had ripped away wasin place and like new, and when it had been opened and McMurtrey passed thro
he beheld a strange sight. The main passenger compartment was spotless, entirely devoid of bodies. It smelled of antisepti
lemon scent, and there were no bullet holes in the deck, in the ceiling or in the walls.

Gutan's chair sat where it had been, appeared undamaged.

The travelers stepped quietly and kept close to one wall of the compartment as they passed through, whispering to one
another that Appy or Shusher must have disposed of the bodies.

McMurtrey smelled the acrid odor of Gutan, even with Corona between them.

Nervously, McMurtrey glanced up to hisright, to the sixth-level railing high over the compartment. No sign of Jin there, -
anywhere else.

The main exit was open, with the metal ramp in place against a black rock wall. Gutan and Y akkai were leading the wa
across, with the other travelers pressing close behind. McMurtrey was last onto the ramp, and when he looked over the le
his stomach tightened.

The ramp traversed a chasm, the bottom of which couldn't be seen, and the other end of the ramp rested on a narrow le
on ablack cliff face. To McMurtrey's left he saw the silver-gray cliff he had seen through the window, and high overheac
patch of white marked the sky. Curioudy, athough they were deep in aforest of spires on a sunless world, the light seeme
adeguate and the temperature was comfortable.

Likeafat fly on awall, their ship clung to the nearest cliff face with four stiff legs or brackets that revealed no means o
attachment.

Something ultra-sticky and strong on the ends of the legs, McMurtrey thought. Or we've bored into the cliff.

Corona pushed by Gutan and Y akkai to the front, followed by McMurtrey, who thought he would fedl safer on the ledge
hanging fromiit.

"Welcome!" amellifluous voice said. "Niceto see you!"



As McMurtrey reached the ledge he saw to his |eft aman's chubby face peeking from an opening in the cliff. It was a
cherubic and unbearded countenance, beaming with delight and good will. The man was elfin and aged, with deeply creas
gray skin, thick, dark eyebrows, alarge nose and very short, dark hair cut flat on top. Dark circles underscored albino whis
eyes. He was smiling, but did not look well.

"Right thisway, ladies and gentlemen! Step lively, before the ledge gives way! | may betoo tired to save al of you!"

Strange comment, McMurtrey thought. Who is this?

McMurtrey took a deep breath for courage, inched along the high wall with his back against it.

The others did likewise, without conversation.

What else can we do? McMurtrey thought. We've spanned the universe, escaped death from collision and a murd
and now we're supposed to say, 'Sorry; but we don't want to go further'?

A sardonic laugh nearly escaped hislips.

The little man was | ess than a meter from Corona now, and he said, with agummy smile, "Goodness, | still have tidying
do inside, and this entrance must be made larger for you."

He waved a stubby hand casually, and without a sound the tiny opening in the rock grew tenfold, startling those in the fr
McMurtrey's party, who found themselves before the yawning mouth of a cave.

The little man had quite alarge belly, and he scurried inside, waving a hand one way and then another.

"Right through here," he said, and with each wave of the man's hand McMurtrey heard something in the unseen recesse
the cave—a clatter, a clunk, a swoosh, the rustling of paper. It was as light inside the cave as outside, though no sources ¢
illumination were apparent. A faint, musty odor touched McMurtrey's nostrils.

"Just tidying up,” the man said, looking back over his shoulder. He wore an oversized pastel blue smock with big pockets
trousers were baggy and a darker shade of blue. On his feet were furry white dlippers that had toy eyes on them—two pe
dipper—the sort of round plazymer eyes found in boxes of Kandy Snaps.

"My monster shoes," he said, looking back and taking in the direction of McMurtrey's gaze. "Fake fur, naturally."

McMurtrey suppressed asmile. Then: "There's akiller aboard our ship, acyberoo, we think. Can you close the cave
entrance?’

"I could, but it would be awaste of precious energy. Based upon what that cyberoo has done, I'm afraid nothing could t
if it got going again. Let'sjust hopeit's neutralized. | suspect that Jin isaBureau of Loyalty operative, as Gutan specul atec

"God doesn't know for certain?' McMurtrey asked.

Thelittle man replied sadly: "God doesn't know for certain.”

"And your name?' Coronasaid. "Are you one of God's assistants?"

Thedroll little fellow stopped and turned, holding his hands on his hipsin amost indignant fashion. "I am Tananius-Ofo,"
said, looking ill and very tired.

The travelers stopped cold, and from their midst came a gasp.

Tananius-Ofo, breathing hard, said, "The problem with Jin touches upon one of my blind spots—the Bureau of Loyalty h
been able to cloak many of its activities from me. This seemsto be a combination of their incredible technological power a
increasing frailty. Another blind spot is as Appy conveyed to you, concerning the whipping passageways between univers
These passageways operate independently of me. They preceded me, have been there even more eternally than | have, it
seems. | can recall no time when they didn't exist, and cannot account for how they came to be."

"You'rereadly God?' Yakkai asked.

"I most certainly am, but I'm much too tired to argue the point with a nonbeliever."

"Could—could Jin even kill You?' McMurtrey asked.

"Perhaps and perhaps not. Logically and intuitively it doesn't seem conceivable to me. Even aweakened God is no push
but I don't know the powers of a cyberoo."

Tananius-Ofo turned and led the way down a narrow but extraordinarily high-ceilinged black rock corridor.

Tananius-Ofo was quite fatigued by the time he reached his chamber. He gathered up aroyal blue robe from awide
blackstone table just inside the entrance, threw the robe over his shoulders with a flourish.

"Find pillows and sit on the floor," he instructed as he climbed atwo-step dais and heaved his little frame onto an Empire
couch. "I try to be cheerful and upbeat, but I'm so tired. I'll just rest my peepers for amoment.”

God closed his eyes.

McMurtrey and the others did as they had been instructed, placing white pillows (which had been along one wall) on the
by Tananius-Ofo's place of repose. The chamber looked more like a crude palatial room than a cave. The floor was rough
whitestone with quartzlike glisteningsin it. The walls were the pale blue of his smock and the ceiling the dark blue of his
trousers.

The furniture was rough-hewn stone, simple and utilitarian. Tables of varying heights were along the walls, with a broad
whitestone one in the center of the room and one small whitestone chair pulled up to it. Stone shelves cut into every wall h
countless pairs of shoes—moccasins, sandals, togs, pumps—all made of indeterminable materials and in obvious disarray, !



many unmatched singles.

Aside from white and black and shades of gray in between, there had been but one color in evidence anywhere: blue, in
varying tones. It was exactly as Appy said, very nearly a black and white world.

How strange Tananius-Ofo looked, curled up asleep on the couch in his monster dippers! A low, rumbling snore emanéat
from his sizable nose.

McMurtrey wondered if this could really be God, or if this might be exactly the opposite—even a professional charlatan
could a person tell the difference, when confronted with a phony of penultimate skill?

Wheat sort of litmus test should be applied?

It approached the difference between faith and intellectual proof, the age-old argument between religion and science. If
thing was true, McMurtrey believed, you felt it in your heart. Y our instincts told you one way or the other. How did he fee
now? Numb. He would need timeto sort it out, time to think it over—or time to meditate if rational thought failed him.

But how much time did he have? Was time a different commaodity in this place, or wasit only different to the God entity

So many overlappings, so many layers of obscurity beneath and above layers having the slightest teasings of translucenc

The truth about God seemed like an extrapolation of the problem men had in determining true prophets from false proph
The average man was ill-equipped to survive in such waters.

On the ship, Jin sat in human-duplicated, impassive meditation, considering the Plarn jan view of the universe. In this
perspective, five ingredients formed the bases of material objects: Pudgala (Matter), Kala (Time), Akasha (Space), Dharn
(Motion) and Adharma (Rest). Nirvanic enlightenment was achieved through an understanding of these ingredients and rej
of them. It was only in the alied and harmful states of ignorance and passion that materia objects held sway.

Man achieving perfection.

There could be no God in such a system, for man himself was potentially perfect, capable of attaining limitless knowledg
power, faith and serenity. Thus each man was capabl e of godhood.

Jin reasoned in his simulated-Plarnjarn perspective that anyone claiming to be God had to be afraud, a pretender to athi
that shouldn't exist. Thus the false God was harming mankind, forcing people to follow artificial pathways.

God is an enemy of the Bureau, too.

It seemed obvious that the Bureau believed God existed and feared Him, for Jin had been sent on this ship to observe th
proceedings and report back to headquarters. In the Bureau's view, Jin decided, God must be aterrible threat, for He com
with the Bureau for the hearts and minds of humanity. God existed, but should not exist.

The two belief systems folded together, one on the other, and Jin saw clearly the perfect state in either: No God.

Jin knew intuitively that he was merely playing a part, that Plarnjarnism was only a convenient disguise for a cyberoo ag
But he was having difficulty extricating himself from the part, and it struck him that this had to be by design. The Plarnjarr
tenets that surfaced in his consciousness were those that were supposed to surface. He was supposed to reason this situat
out and come up with the best possible course of action.

Right action leads to rewards.

But he had just killed three hundred and ninety-two people. Plarnjarns did not hold with harming even the tiniest speck ol
In part it was this contradiction in basic programming that halted him in the midst of the daughter, sparing those few who
remained alive. But that had not been all of it, the only reason for atering course. There had been something else, somethil
much larger. A great convergence of forces that inhibited violence.

Jin decided that this must have been atrick of the false God to thwart the rightful will of the Bureau.

Plarnjarnism is subservient to the will of the Bureau, The Bureau is the preeminent authority in the universe—Kki
seekers, and with them their false God.

An antiseptic scent of lemon touched his biosensors, and objects before him blurred into a green mist.

Moments later he was outside the ship—on the ramp, gazing at the cavern entrance that had been left open.

Suddenly Tananius-Ofo opened his eyes and sat up.

McMurtrey, on a pillow on the floor, was of such a height that he looked straight across, directly into the albino eyes of (

The eyes were the whitest white of the sky that reigned over this peculiar world, without apparent depth to them, withot
mysterious regions beneath the surface characterized by Corona's eyes. These were shallow poolsin adarker region of
ruddy-gray flesh and black hair, like the lakes and seas McMurtrey had seen on the surface of the planet.

"Gather close and rub my belly," God said. "This should be done for good luck." He lifted his blue smock, revealing ama
gray potbdly, with a protruding bellybutton so large and ugly it might have been atumor.

The Hoddhist rubbed the belly first, saying, "Thisisas| thought it would be, as Hoddhatold us it would be."

"1 am not Hoddha, of course,"* God said. "Y ou understand that, don't you?"

The Hoddhist withdrew his hands, smiled serenely.

"Hoddhawas a great man," God said, "and an excellent card player, one of my prophets. He and | had many good times
together, and always we nibbed each other's bellies."



Y akkai went next, and as he stood before God he told of a statue of Hoddha in front of an import store that he used to f
asaboy. Yakkai became accustomed to stopping to rub the belly of the statue for good luck, and just for fun.

"Then one day | rubbed the belly and it had gooey spit al over it. An early experienceinreligion, | guess. A negative on
may have helped turn me into an atheist. Considering many things, | realize now that | didn't have all the information | nee
make my decision.”

A conversion, McMurtrey thought. But to which religion?

"A Krassian spit on that belly," the Hoddhist snapped. "Only Krassians do such things."

"Now, now," God said. "Enough of that."

McMurtrey went next and touched the skin of God. It was warm and dry, indiscernible from that of a human, and smoot
except for the erupted bellybutton that McMurtrey bumped without meaning to. "I must ask you," McMurtrey said before
stepping aside. "The mantra that came to me for thereligion | created—did you plant it in my mind?"

"'O Chubby Mother," Tananius-Ofo intoned, with agummy smile. "'Let me rubbayour belly, let me rubbayour belly.™

He laughed boisteroudly, and his great belly shook. "Let's hurry along” he said. "There is much to discuss.”

Orbust was next, and despite God's instruction he too had something to say. "l purchased my Snapcard from a door-to-d
salesman, a Floriental man who smiled the very way you do—with his gums showing."

Tananius-Ofo revealed his gums again. "And you're suggesting by such 'evidence' that | sold you the device? Well, | mu
admit there are alot of expensesin running a universe! Hurry along now!"

Orbust flushed red, rubbed the proffered belly quickly and resumed his seat.

The others came without comment, and when they had resumed their seats, Tananius-Ofo dropped his smock back into

"This planet is an extension of me," the Leader of the Universe said, "hence the same name for me and for the planet. B
my favorite primary color, as you might have guessed. It is so much prettier, so much more appreciablein its full range of
intensities, without competing hues."

All agreed that it was an outstanding color.

"Some of you are wondering if I'm a great imposter," God said. His tone was sweet and more than alittle heavy, asif h
having difficulty hefting the words.

McMurtrey thought back to the voice he had heard in his St. Charles Beach bedroom, felt certain this was the voice.

"I'm not going to sit here and deny I'm an imposter,” God said. He snickered. "That would sound very guilty, wouldn't it?
could perform a couple of tricks, | suppose, Mmmm." He yawned. "This planet is entirely shape-shifted and colored by me
likeit just theway it is, you see. | could changeit to alush tropical paradise, but the energy required might finish me off. J
onelittletrick today, if you don't mind."

Helooked at McMurtrey, said, "Do you recal the little problem you used to have, the one that disappeared after | annou
my location to you?"

"y -yes”

"Wdl, you haveit again!”

Tananius-Ofo smiled, with startling cruelty, and scratched his large nose. At the same time, one of his eyebrows began
vibrating fiercely and hislower lip quivered like flesh at the epicenter of a d'urthquake.

"Tell us about Cosmic Chickenhood," God commanded. His face had lost its features to McMurtrey, and became instea
mass of quivering, vibrating cells, with afinger that darted in and out to the center, where the nose should be, to scratch it.

"Y-you know | c-can't,” McMurtrey stuttered. He looked away in shame.

"It seems that Mr. McMurtrey's brain has frozen on him. A most uncomfortable and debilitating condition indeed. Well, |
bring him here to embarrass him or make him suffer. It was a demonstration only. The condition has passed now, never tc
return, but Mr. McMurtrey isthinking | wastoo cruel.”

McMurtrey didn't look at God.

"You're angry with me, aren't you, McMurtrey?"

"No..." McMurtrey reconsidered. He couldn't lieto God! "Yes. I'm very angry with you!"

"Good. That's healthy and perfectly allowable. McMurtrey, gaze upon me!”

McMurtrey did so, and now Tananius-Ofo looked exceedingly stern.

"That was more than a demonstration of power," God said. "It was a demonstration of my weakness, my own imperfect
ismy fault that humans are as they are, for | made them no better than myself."

McMurtrey felt his eyebrowsrise, and, asif he were looking in amirror, God's eyebrows went up too.

"It'strue,"” Tananius-Ofo said. "Many have suspected this, and | confirm it to you."

God's eyes flashed, and the white pupils began to glisten, vibrating blue.

The floor shook under McMurtrey's feet.

Jin was inching along the ledge with his back against the cliff face, when a groundquake hit. He couldn't decide whether
should wait where he was or hurry for the cavern entrance, and in that instant of indecision the ledge gave way beneath hi
hurling him into the chasm.

Tananius-Ofo's eyes became white and serene, and he gazed from far behind the orbs.



"Did you cause that?' McMurtrey asked. "I thought you said only one little trick. . . ."

"That was no trick," God answered. "That was for real. Jin just tumbled off the ledge, and it's along way down. I'm ratt
pleased, actually. The Bureau of Loyalty is becoming athornin my side.”

Kelly Corona clapped and cheered, and Gutan joined her.

Y akkai didn't react at al, appeared ill-at-ease. "Why do you allow suffering?' he asked the Lord impertinently. "Becaus
you're weak or because you're cruel ?"

Corona and Gutan stiffened, grew quiet.

"I am frail. | admit that freely. But even afrail God is not powerless, as| have just demonstrated. My 'cruelty’ ismore o
prank variety. A few innocent jokes here and there. | am not boringly good. | have faults. A weakness for dirlu chocolate
for women." He stared at Corona, smiled gently at her.

"Suffering must end!" Y akkai exclaimed.

"I quite agree. But it exists because | am too frail to stop most of it. | do the best | can. Suffering just happens. Sort of
naturaly, I'm afraid. Thereis no intentional, inbred or instinctual cruelty—only sets of social circumstances that lead to the
psychological discharge of cruelty. We could discuss this subject for aeons, debating each point. But | don't feel up toiit."

" Satan has nothing to do with suffering?' Orbust asked.

"Thereis no Satan," God said. "Most problems can be attributed to the weak side of God and the weak side of Nature.
isanatural tendency for al life to wind down and end."

"No Heaven, no Hell?' Zatima asked. "No spirits of good people living here, spirits of bad people living there?

Tananius-Ofo shook his head. "Only adying old man." The rheumy abino eyes held McMurtrey's gaze for an instant, ar
looked away.

"You?' McMurtrey exclaimed. "I thought God lived forever."

"Sodid I," he responded, "but lamentably | have come down with an ailment. It is, | am sorry to report, most grievous.
you will have to do without me."

"Have you seen adoctor?' Johnny Orbust asked. "What's wrong with you?"

"Extreme old age. Thereis no cure, no doctor | could see. | am aeons old."

"Make yourself young then!" Y akkai suggested.

Orbust glared ferocioudly at Y akkai, recalling their earlier conversation.

"Alas," God said, "I have lost the desire to do that. | used to do it all the time." His eyes welled with tears. "1'm so bored.”

"But your angels," Orbust said, glancing around. "Don't they keep you company?"

"That part of the Heaven story istrue. Once | had angels. But they irritated me so much | didn't want to be around them anymore. Tt
always asked the same things: 'God, what miracles have you performed lately?. . . How about something more spectacular? Or, 'God, cc
have a set of prettier wings? God, am | your favorite?"

Tananius-Ofo rolled his eyes, exclaimed: "The politics! | got sick of answering their inane questions, complying with their demands :
everything else, so | banished them. Nothing | did was enough for them."

"But you are the eternal flame," McMurtrey said, "the source, the light in the minds of all men. What happens when you die?"

"l die, that'sall. I'll probably fall over."

"The universe doesn't end with your death?"

"No. Why should it?"

"Just athought | had," McMurtrey said.

"Well, tossit out."

"But what if you're wrong?' Corona said, trembling from the temerity of such a suggestion. "What if you're a generator keeping eve
going? When the power source ends, everything revertsto what it was in the beginning, to the singularity before the Big Bang."

"The Big Bang!" God squedled, with infinite delight. "I've aways had a good laugh over that term—the sexual implicationsinvolved
the creation of the universe and al. What aromp in the hay that must have been, eh?' He winked.

The onlookers stared at the Leader of the Universein disbelief.

"Don't look at me that way," he commanded. "I've grown exceedingly tired of being held to a quote ungquote higher stanc
Why should | be so burdened? | am ahuman too. It isn't fair to me! Not to suggest that I'm profane. Quite the opposite. It
that | established sexual relationships so people could have fun with them. And bear thisin mind: Erotic pleasureisintrinsi
species survival. You al understand, don't you?"

"Sure, God," Y akkal said. "We understand."”

"Yes, gir," Orbust said. "We most certainly do."

God shook his head sadly, said, "Y our faces indicate to me that you do not. Very well. I've always had trouble with thes
humans | created. Oh, | didn't have to be human myself. | could have been anything | wanted to be, but | decided . . . too |
story. . . .Big Bang—yes, that theory comes close to being correct—but | am no eternal power source."

"What if you're wrong about that?' Corona said, more forcefully than before. "Man was created in your image, after all.
you imperfect in some critical ways?"'

"How dare you suggest that!" Zatima said, in ascolding tone. "Blasphemy! Allah is never wrong! Heis the Perfect of
Perfects!”

"Mmmm," God said. "I like loyalty, but | must admit I've messed up many times. This job came with no instruction manu



had to improvise. Mmmm. A lot of trial and error: Not to worry! I'm not wrong about this. The universe has been set in mc
and obeys certain laws of physics. It is a self-sustaining system."

"lsn't the universe winding down through entropy?' Corona asked. "An excess of disorder over order?"

"True, but the processis too slow to worry about."

"And eventualy," Coronasaid, "quadrillions of years from now, won't everything have deteriorated? No more planets, nc
all matter disintegrated into antimatter, returned to the singularity that existed before the Big Bang?"

"That could very well be the case."

"Y ou don't know for sure?' Corona asked. "Y ou can't predict the future?"

"I am alittle weak now, with my reasoning powers curtailed. To tell you truly, | have never worried much over question:
that. Nothing is all that serious, you see."

Deep frown lines commandeered Corona's features, and she said, "The issue of the continuation of the universe strikes
pretty serious. Essentially you've admitted that everything could end up in a singularity, a point of nothingness | suppose, w
all matter and antimatter have canceled themselves out."

"I believe that's essentially correct.”

"You're billed as All Powerful, right?' Corona asked.

McMurtrey nudged her, whispered, "Y ou're pushing thistoo much."

"Anold billing," God said, patiently. "The marquees should be changed. It used to be that for al intents and purposes, as
humans need be concerned."

"Y ou parted the Ochre Sea, right?"

"l did."

"And caused the Great Flood?"

"That too. Mere child's play.”

"And as you've shown, afew d'urthquakes, | presume. Volcanic eruptions and hurricanes too?"

"All that, whenever | felt the need for it. | tried to avoid death and destruction, but sometimesit couldn't be prevented. T
are priorities| haveto consider that you're not likely to understand.”

"Did you cause higger events?"

"Y es. Novas, supernovas, comets, meteors. Mmmm. New suns, planets, moons, stuff like that. —uh—fooled with natu
orders of things whenever | got bored, messed around with laws of physics. It was an ego boost, admittedly."

"I canimagine,” Coronasaid. "My point is that with power like that, you could prevent areversion to the singularity, coul
you?'

"If | were feling well, | probably could. At the very least | could slow the process."

"Then it'swhat | was saying. When you die, the rest dies! Y ou would have gotten around to slowing the deterioration or
stopping it. I'm sure of it."

"Y eah, maybe."

"Allah says'yeah'?" Zatima asked, not realizing how loudly she had spoken.

"Y ou envisioned formality?" Tananius-Ofo said. "Obviously I'm not what any of you expected. I'm probably a great
disappointment to you."

"You can't read our minds, sir?' McMurtrey asked.

"I can when | choose to. | don't feel up to it at the moment."

"Y ou're not a disappointment to us," McMurtrey said, with the corners of his mouth forced upward to conceal hislie. "W\
have great respect and admiration for you, sir. Y ou've accomplished so much!"

"I've pissed away alot of time."

Orbust and Zatima gasped.

"Don't you seeg, sir?' Corona said passionately. "Y ou don't need to be bored! Y ou have a purpose for existing! Y ou can
reverse the natural destructive processes of the universe! There's areason for you to get well. If your mind ison it, if you
to get better, that's most of the battle. Assuming psychosomatic causation appliesto you."

"It does, and I'm acquainted with holistic medicine, psy-choneural immunology, visualization and thousands of similar
concepts."

"I wasn't suggesting otherwise. Won't they work for you?'

"If | wanted them to."

"Then do so!" Corona said. "Don't wind down like everything else!"

"l don't want much of anything anymore," God said wearily, "other than what's naturally happening to me. There's nothir
can say or do, athough | appreciate the effort. | want to wind down."

"Y ou want to die?' Corona asked.

"I suppose | do. | have an urging, like everything else, to return. . ." His mellifluous voice trailed away.

"Y ou were part of the singularity?"

"Not the singularity. A singularity.”



"A?You mean there's more than one? Oh, you mean because there are several universes? A singularity for each unive

"Precisely. I've told you enough, as much as any human needs to know, and alot more than | intended to reveal. Such
relentlessinterrogation!”

"I'm sorry, but alifetime of thisiswelled up inside me. There are so many questions al of uswant to ask."

"Such a sad-looking group,” God said. "But don't forget the most basic law of nature, that each end marks a beginning. F
animals and humans die, returning organic matter to the soil, organic matter which in turn supports more life.”

"l don't think | understand,” Corona said.

"I think he's saying the singularity in this universe will blow again," McMurtrey said. "Another Big Bang . . . then the prc
of entropy, another singularity and ancther Big Bang. It goes on like that infinitely."

"l believeit does," God said.

"That's the ultimate?' Corona exclaimed. "One bang after another?"

God laughed wearily.

All laughed with him.

Presently Tananius-Ofo shook his head, with the sadness of eternity. "Thisis more than a deathbed visit from my family
said. "One of you must succeed me, and that's why | brought you here. Transition of power, that's what we need. A new (
one with fresh energy."

"But there are other ships behind ours," Gutan said, "with more humans aboard. What of them?"

Tananius-Ofo smiled gently, gazed upon this confessed sinner. "How strange it is for God to speak with a man such as
yourself, Gutan, a man who never expected to find himself here."

Gutan lowered his gaze.

God looked at Orbust, said, "And you, Johnny Orbust, are the one who sabotaged the other ships. That was a rotten tricl
| was weakened considerably by the task of making them spaceworthy again.”

"Does that mean I'm out of the running for your job?" Orbust asked. "I'm not saying | want it or that | could handle it, bu
was just wondering. | assume Gutan is out of the running as well?"

"Every one of you qualifies," God said.

God didn't explain this last, but it seemed to McMurtrey that if Gutan and the atheist Y akkai qualified—if he, Evander
McMurtrey of chicken fraud infamy, qualified— then so too should Johnny Orbust.

"1 had hoped the other ships would be here with yours," Tananius-Ofo said. "So many excellent God candidates aboard.
had problems with their Gluons and were forced to turn back. We got a bad batch this time, which happens every oncein
while. Gluons of particular typestend to cluster. It's very frustrating! Y ou experienced some problems with Shusher, but h
nearly as troublesome as the others. We're lucky he was available."

"The damaged whipping passageway didn't force those ships back?' McMurtrey asked.

"No. A portion of the passageway is damaged but passable. The rest of the fleet never even got to that region, where th
might have proceeded with care.”

The D'Urthians gazed upon Tananius-Ofo, and to McMurtrey it was like the calming effect of gazing over a great expa
water.

"Well, children," God said tenderly, "it's only the nine of you. Asfor Shusher and Appy, they're ineligible synthetics. No
artificial ingredients for this assignment! Now, are there any volunteers?"

At the base of the cliff, far, far below the Perch of God, Jin was a crushed and broken array of bioelectronics, scattered
across jagged gray and black stones. It was a silent and barren place, without a plant, an insect or any other form of bioloc
life. Other than Jin, that is, for the last redundancy remained intact, transmitting red noise signalsto nearby parts.

The parts sought the signal, approached it like flecks of iron to a magnet. They combined with nearby bits of dirt and sto
forming an amorphous, pale yellow ball of material—a clump of technologically enhanced aural clay. From within this clun
came little bursts of energy that pushed the surface outward, like an anxious-to-be-born fetus kicking against its mother'sy

The clump began to take shape, dowly at first, then more rapidly, and an afterbirth of pale yellow membrane peeled aw:
revealing Jin substantially as he had been before.

This version of bioelectronics came with a design improvement: Fleshy, glandular pads were on the bottoms of the feet,
that flattened and gave off sticky secretions when walked upon.

Jin began scaling the sheer cliff like afly, his bare feet adhering to the surface.

Thirteen

Life is an eclectic collection of loose ends, sacrificed and forgotten.



—Tananius-Ofo, a note left in the Crystal Library

"Thereisonly onetrue church of God," Tananius-Ofo said, "and | run it. | haven't run it very well of late, but . . ." Hecl
histhroat, looked away. His eyes welled with tears.

"I have anidea, sir," McMurtrey said, making himself more comfortable on his pillow. "Why don't you return to D'Urth v
us? Well nurse you back to health with the love you deserve. The whole star system will draw together to pull you througt
Let us help you as you've helped us."

"What a nice thought,” God said, "but I'm afraid it'simpossible." He wiped his eyes.

"But why?'

"Cease! |'ve made arrangements for alast party and that's it. Enough is enough! Now, decide which of you it's to be an
be on my way. Shusher can drop me at one of my little hidey-holes on the way to D'Urth, just a short detour. Everything i
prepared and waiting for me. It can't be changed, don't you see?"

"How is your successor to be determined?' McMurtrey asked.

"I'll leave that to you," Tananius-Ofo said, with awry smile.

"Well," McMurtrey said, "could we begin by asking you afew questions to sort our thoughts out? It's been said that the
great truth isthat life is meaningless. Isthistrue, Lord? What is the meaning of life?"

"I can entertain only one more question from each of you," God said. "Y ou've asked yours, McMurtrey. Mmmm. Okay:
which is most important need not be spoken about; that which is most important cannot be spoken about. There are no line
when you reach the Place of Truth, for you can count on your fingers those who have truly been there.”

When it became clear that this was Tananius-Ofo's compl ete answer, McMurtrey thanked him, and without fully
understanding the words, set to memorizing them.

"May | go next?' Orbust asked, glancing around.

They nodded and gestured him on.

"Is God allowed to get angry sometimes and swear?' Orbust asked, smiling sheepishly. "Not the deepest question, | supy
but it seems like we spend our lives watching what we say. | know | have. Isthat question too trivial ?"

God laughed. "No question istoo trivial, for every tiny piecein the universe fits together. As God | can do anything | wa
do, for I make therules. | curse occasionally when I'm angry, sometimes even when I'm not angry, just to hear the words.
Would you like to hear some of it?"

"No, sir. | wasjust, uh—I wish | had asked something else.”

"How would you like meto kill or maim your dimy little wimpshit ass?'

The onlookers gasped.

Orbust nearly fell off his pillow.

McMurtrey caught his breath. Thiswasn't God! He couldn't use language like that!

Cast out all preconceptions.

Tananius-Ofo smiled. "You're al thinking | wouldn't say that if | were really God. But | say to you, what do you know f
sure? Y ou spend afew billion yearsin charge and see what you have to say."

Y akkai was next, asked, "Appy said you were critical of self-serving prayer, sir. I'd like to hear more from you about th

"I overheard your comments about organized religion,” God said, "about priests using fear tactics to keep their flocksin i
Some may think it odd that | agree with an atheist, but | must tell you that all the human religions are like unauthorized or
butchered biographiesof me

Here and there afew truths, but full of errors. Thereis, as| said, only one true church of God. | don't believein priests
artificial hierarchies, for such systems change my words to suit their own power games, their own purposes. Sometimes tt
are so many unauthorized religious tenets and rites that it's nearly impossible to separate gold from mud."

"I can't tell you how much it meansto me to hear you say that," Y akkai said.

"To help you sort some of it out, remember this: If several religions agree on a particular doctrine, itislikely that the doc
true. Cast aside minor dogmatic differences, lay one major doctrine over another and find the commonality. Many faiths b
in God, for example, but disagree over trivial points, over picayune religious stories. Cast aside the trivia points, and what
have?'

"Truth," Yakka said grudgingly.

"Quite often. Many religious disputes, even wars, are attributable to conflicting religious stories. Certain prophets are sai
have done this or that, and an elaborate framework and power structure is hinged upon their words and deeds. | won't say
which prophets | actually contacted and which were frauds, for you didn't ask that, did you?"

"No, Your Reverence, | didn't." Y akkai bowed his head.

"There should be an organized religion," God said, "but only one."

"Is this the center of the universe?' Feek the Afsornian asked.

"Mmmm. | sense that we are on the point of singularity, the place where the Big Bang originated. It's not coincidental tt



here whereit all started. Oh, it's different

now than when | arrived. . . .l shaped this planet to my

wishes and tastes. | won't go into all the clues that tell me everything must have started here, for that's quite a complex
matter. Everything in the universe is expanding outward from this planet's center of mass, but not symmetrically, not identi
sized piecestraveling at identical speeds at perfect angles. Y es, thisisthe ‘center, but one would have to know what he w
looking for to find it. Thisisthe point in the universe where dl parallel linesintersect.”

"Thank you," the black man said.

"Can afemale god do as good ajob as amale god?' Corona asked. "Can afemale god do a better job?"

"Tsk, tsk," God said. "Two questions! This universe has had female gods, somewhat as described in ancient human myth
Y ou could have thisjob, Corona, and so could you, Zatima—if that is determined. And I'm sure either of you would do ak
job than I've done."

Very diplomatic, McMurtrey thought.

"My religion haslong scoffed at the Wessornian deity concept of an old man in the sky," Makanji said. "Thankfully you c
have a beard, and do not reside in the Wessornian concept of Heaven. My question has been answered, sir, for | wondere
what you looked like. As you suggested, you don't have to look like this; it was a choice you made."

"I trust my appearance does not displease you?"

"Oh, no," Makanji said. He and God exchanged excellent smiles.

"Here's alittle secret,” Tananius-Ofo said. "In appearance | have two principal differences from D'Urth humans. My ski
gray, and there's a little something about my tongue.”

A slender white thread emerged from God's mouth, and this thread expanded into a net that spun in the air and ensnarec
Corona. Quickly the net dipped off the startled woman, became a thread once more and returned to God's mouth.

"My angels used to call me 'Netman,™ Tananius-Ofo said, with asmile. "Just alittle something | set up for amusement. (
fun at parties. Think I'll useit to catch alittle lady at my last wingding."

"Very impressive," Corona said.

"A few men and women in history have had tongues like mine," God said, "but not for centuries. | discontinued the acce:
as people were constantly tripping over their own tongues.”

"Seriously?' McMurtrey asked.

God's eyes twinkled.

Now Taam the Hoddhist priest spoke, to ask, "I've been wondering lately if we were brought here to remove the religiot
battles from D'Urth, if we were supposed to fight it out in deep space and get it over with once and for all. | didn't bring ar
weapons for such an occasion, but | couldn't help noticing that others did.”

God shook his head. "I did consider a Great Debate, one without Orbustian Snapcards! The winner would have become
That might have worked if all the ships had madeit, and | suppose you could debate it out now anyway and | could judget
proceeding. But that would be time-and energy-consuming, so I'd prefer another way. Why don't you all draw lots?'

"To become God?' McMurtrey said incredulously. From the expressions of others in the room, he saw that they shared |
disbelief.

"Sure, why not?' Tananius-Ofo said. "How do you think | got here?”

"That explainsalot,” Yakka said. God heard this, and looked at Y akkai ferocioudly, causing the atheist to tremble.

"You'rereferring to certain . . . glitches?' God said.

"Why lie?' Yakka said. "Yes, | was. Primarily to the 'glitches' that allow human and animal suffering to continue. Thos
communication breakdowns you've had are unfortunate, too, where your messages are either lost in translation or changec
intentionally after you have passed them on to prophets.”

"You're either a brave man or afoolish one," Tananius-Ofo said.

Y akkai couldn't control his muscles, became a mass of trembling flesh. Curioudly, his face did not betray fear. It was an
defiant.

"Y ou know I'm doing that to you, don't you?' God said.

"Yes!" Yakka shouted. "I'm not afraid of you!" The Lord's stern face broke into awide, gummy smile, and Y akkai's trex
went away. "l wasjust kidding," God said. "We didn't draw lots. We drew laser pistols! Naw, none of that happened. Witt
regard to the past— for this a different situation—what do you think should be done here to select anew God? It'sup toy
decide."

"l didn't get my question," Zatima said timidly.

"And so you didn't!" God said, with surprising cheer, "Well, let's haveit!"

"Why does Appy laugh like that? | mean, he sounds insane, and it's been very disquieting on the journey here."

"Appy laughs at the utter folly of humankind. Every once in awhileit just strikes his funnycircuits and he hasto let fly a
one. That'sall thereistoit.”

"Not quite," Yakkai said impertinently, "for humans are reflections of their God."



God scowled, but for only a moment before the gummy smile returned. "In my younger years, when | was hotheaded, | \
have skewered you for that. I've mellowed out, luckily for you."

"No matter whom we select,” Y akkai said, "that person will likely continue much of the same foibles, for we have only
humansin the running."

"Ah!" God said. "That is correct, but it is not correct! Remember | said | selected thisform for humans and for myself?
Without going into all the trade secrets involved with being God, | assure you there are options.”

Y akkai rubbed his chin, said, "In the beginning, | presume this new God will be human. Other choices of form will be les
familiar to him, and he's likely to continue in the form heis most familiar with, the most comfortable form."

"Perhaps." God looked at Gutan, who had not yet asked his question.

Gutan appeared to be in some pain, was rubbing the knuckle above his severed finger. "I'll pass,” he said.

"Come now," God said. "Surely there must be something you'd like to know, something to help you decide whether or no
want the Big Job? That pain in your missing finger, for example. Wouldn't you like to know how to end it?"

"I wouldn't ask such a question. | deserve whatever pain | have."

"Penance, eh? Mmmm. As God, you could end your own pain.”

"I wouldn't want to, unless | could end everyone's. If | were God, this pain would be my reminder."

"Bravo," Yakka said.

"Sort of like astring around your finger," Tananius-Ofo remarked.

"When | entered Mnemo," Gutan said, "I suppose | was searching for a purpose to my life. | felt terrible about what | w
wanted to recapture old events and make them right where they had been wrong. Silly thoughts, for the events had alread!
occurred and couldn't be changed—"

"Do you want to ask that question?' God asked. "Y ou don't sound very certain."

"—No. | definitely wanted to go back, back, and back some more in memory, al the way to the beginning of everything,
to the Mother or Father of It All. Back to the primal memory of God, | suppose. I've always understood death more than |
waslike. . ." Hesighed. "I embamed people at first, later executed them, and al the while | made love to the dead—I
inseminated the dead! My whole life surrounded death. | didn't want to die in the machine. | wanted to live, and live differe
It was a continuum | wanted to reverse, | suppose. From an emphasis on death and after-death, | wanted to find life. But
couldn't go directly to life. | had to skip to birth, even to pre-birth, and that was available only through the machine. I'm not
making alot of sense, and thereisn't much time. I'm sorry."

"Y ou wanted to find the Creator," God said. "And the Creator was supposed to provide you with all the answers. I'm
supposed to be your guru.”

"Something like that."

"Man needs to learn by experience," God said. "Primarily his own experience. That's one of the great successesin the
processes | set in motion: seeing a person advance through his own efforts, seeing him overcome adversity, often rising frc
own bile. . . seeing him succeed when the odds were heavily against him. Y ou've reached me, Gutan, through a somewh:
circuitous route, but you're here. And | don't have all the answers you need. Thereis no pot of gold at the end of the rainb
no crutch with a capital C for you to lean on. Y ou've got to do it yourself. The few words of wisdom | could offer you are
going to turn things around. Y ou've got to want to turn things around, and you've got to do it for yourself. No God could dc
you."

"I find myself able to think along way back intime," Gutan said. "For the first time I'm wondering how future generation
view me, what the judgment of history will be about Harley Gutan. Every instant of my lifeisafocal point, | suppose, whe
delicately balanced between my ancestors and my grandchildren. | pray for the wisdom of the ancients and the forgivenes
generations yet unborn. | don't want to be God. | don't qualify, for the things | need to do are on D'Urth. | need to go back
seeif | can find some normalcy. | want to have grandchildren. | want normal relationships.”

Gutan paused, smiled. "Sounds pretty dull, huh?'

"Some of the best things are dull,” Tananius-Ofo said.

Gutan spoke briskly, nervoudly: "Isit possible for me, with all the terrible things I've done in my life, to find God?"

"You're here, aren't you?' God said.

"What do you mean? Oh! But can't you—"

"Only one question per person," God said. "Next!"

"That's everyone," McMurtrey said.

"When you asked your question about the meaning of life," Tananius-Ofo said, looking at McMurtrey, "you didn't know |
would only alow one more question per person. Had you known, | sense you might have asked another. I'm not checking
thoughts now, just using rather normal senses. If thisisthe case, | should allow you another question. | mention this becau
don't want it said that in the end | wasn't fair."

Surprised at this, McMurtrey thought for amoment. "I have many questions," he said after atime. "I don't know if | wol
have asked another first. | too wish to be fair. If I'm the one who becomes God, | don't want it said about me that in the
beginning | wasn't fair."



Tananius-Ofo laughed.

"It islaudable of you to say that,” God said. "But | insist, and I'm still the boss. Go ahead with one more, and that will be
last."

McMurtrey glanced at Corona, asif to ask her permission for this holy favor. Her expression urged him on.

"What are the duties and abligations of God?' McMurtrey asked.

Tananius-Ofo smiled. "Gods should behave in certain predictable ways, to avoid chaos. Periods of chaos occur when th
wrong God or gods take power, or when humans do not understand the nature of these deities. | must reveal to you that rr
illness has been causing me to lose more and more ground in this universe. As| said, thereis no Satan throwing his weigh
around, leading the forces of darkness. | wasn't entirely candid, however. Other gods, good and bad—entities from within
universe and outside it—have been trying to extend their domains. Power is never a static thing. It increases, decreases ar
changesin scope al the time. Thisisan unchanging rule of the universe.

"Each universe can have one or several gods. All of you or only one of you could do it. At varioustimesin history there
been single gods and multiple gods. Look at ancient D'Urthian mythology and the multiple gods of some of your religions—
of those recorded events never occurred. But some of them did. The whole history has been confused pretty badly."

From areservoir of McMurtrey's soul, Tananius-Ofo's words echoed through his brain.

"Some of the god entities still live in varying degrees," God said, "and a number of them want their old jobs back. | took |
from a pantheon of gods. They asked meto take charge, transferred their powers to me. But not al of the gods agreed wi
majority opinion. Some were tossed out.”

"Fired?"' Y akkai asked.

God nodded. "Power, once achieved, is difficult to relinquish. I've wrestled with the subject for millenia, sinceredlizing |
wanted out. The gods who were forced out have been discovering methods of restoring their powers. Even now they are
mounting an assault against me."

"A physical assault?' Corona asked.

"I'll put it thisway. They would if they could.”

"Y ou haven't made this sound very attractive,” Zatima said.

"Thetruth rarely is," God said. "Redlity is asplash of cold water, a harsh awakening. Well, ladies and gentlemen, who'si
going to be?"

A very long period of silence followed, lasting at least five D'Urth minutes.

"What about your famous prophets?' Orbust asked. "Wouldn't one of them have been a better choice?"

"You've run out of questions,”" Tananius-Ofo answered. "We really must move along. I'm sorry."

"Y ou asked for volunteers," McMurtrey said. "I'd like to volunteer.”

"Areyou sure?' Corona whispered to him.

McMurtrey didn't look at her, felt sad for not doing so. But he had made his decision, didn't want to look back. There wc
no temptations. But God spoke of women. Did that mean . . .

God can set up anything, McMurtrey thought. | could have a harem here. Or just Kelly. But Kelly is strong, mayk
strong. It wouldn't work out.. . .

God smiled upon McMurtrey, asked, "Are there any others?"

None spoke up.

"Then it's settled," Tananius-Ofo said, looking at Corona. "Y ou folks can drop me off at my party and that'll beit."

"I'm—I'm God now?' McMurtrey asked. "l don't feel any different.”

"There are afew formalities,” Tananius-Ofo said. "And you won't simply be ‘God." I'll dub thee 'McGod.™

McMurtrey smiled, stiffly. He still didn't feel any different.

"I'm glad you're the one, McMurtrey. Y ou've been my first choice since | decided to transfer power."

"Could I still back out?' McMurtrey felt railroaded, asif the people in the room with him had been conscripted by God tc
deceive him. Were they all conspirators? Kelly too? At least one or two others should have wanted to become God! But n
matter the answer to any of this, McMurtrey had no real thought of reversing his decision. He needed a challenge like this
he could handle it aswell as anyone el se.

"No way out now," God said tersely. "That'sit. You haveto do it. Just kidding. Sure, you can change your mind any time
fedl likeit. But | don't think you will. If | thought you would, if | thought you weren't qualified for the position, | wouldn't te
the trade secrets I'm about to reveal to you. After | take alittle rest, for this has been most wearisome, you and | will ente
Crysta Library for the Power Transfer Ceremony."

When God awoke from a brief nap, hetook McMurtrey aside, into avery large side-chamber. Behind them, the way the
entered closed noiselesdly, into apparently solid rock. Thisleft no visible way out, which McMurtrey found unsettling.

"You'll have to reopen it yourself," God said. "Y ou'd better hope | show you how before | drop dead!" He chuckled.

The chamber was lined floor to ceiling with shelved books, of amost unusual variety. They appeared to be of clear prisr



glass and were very large, with pages of black print visible through crystal coversthat threw lovely spectrums of blue light
around the room. The spine of each book was at least the height of McMurtrey, and he struggled to read the titles. They
appeared to be in Unglish, but he was too flustered to focus. One volume lay open on awhiterock table at the center of th
room.

"Y ou've come along way for aguy who used to run around with a chicken on your shoulder,” God said.

McMurtrey smiled.

"These are the greatest booksin the universe," God explained, "culled from the minds of men and gods to form my
incomparable Crystal Library. These are composite God- and human-channeled editions, created in much the same way tt
assisted you to create the fleet of ships. Throughout my career | channeled the thoughts of the greatest minds, bringing the
words to these volumes—as ideas change, words and pages change. Sometimes | do it with the consent of the contributor
sometimes | just do it. Whatever it takes to get the information.”

"Are Gluonsinvolved here?' McMurtrey asked. "1 mean, didn't we channel images onto the Gluon Shusher, impregnatin
Gluon with matter?"

"The book materials are impregnated onto cousins of the Gluons," God said, "known as Sools. Unfortunately, Gluons like
travel too much, and that would never do here. They're inveterate tourists, so library books would forever be missing, off il
some distant quadrant of the universe!"

"I can understand how you'd feel that way."

"I know you're afraid of what's about to happen, Evander, but wash away your fear and accept this. It is said that we fe
most what we least understand. Come forth, understand and fear no more."

McMurtrey wastold to stand over the table and read the first chapter of the book there. He did this, while Tananius-Ofc
climbed alibrarian's ladder slowly, sat at the top and looked on. The black-etched words on each page should have been di
to read, since the pages were clear and vitreous, but afoggy haze appeared beneath the top page's words the moment
McMurtrey began reading, a haziness that made the proper words stand out in clear relief.

Hefelt like atrainee assigned to read atraining manual, but did not complain.

As he reached the end of each right-hand page, the page turned automatically, and as he became immersed in the conte
the volume, the pages turned faster and faster.

"Thisisincredible,” McMurtrey kept saying. "Absolutely incredible. | can't believe this! Wow!"

In avery short time he completed the chapter and gazed up at Tananius-Ofo.

The old man sitting atop the ladder had his chin resting on his hands, and looked impish. He beamed at McMurtrey. "No
understand the basics of godman-ship," he said. "The way of miracles, transmitting voice across the universe, how to defer
against attack, how to attack if necessary, how to shape-shift planetary materials. None of it isthat complicated, and | beli
you are a quick study. Of course you'll need to practice the techniques, for every god soon learns that ‘practice makes bet

"I'd like to try something simple to begin with,” McMurtrey said, "but | didn't see how to do it. If | wanted to bring sometl
here from across the universe—nothing large or complex—uhh, say my pet chicken from D'Urth— how would | do that?"

"Chapter Three," God said. "For acargo that small, may | recommend atiny oxygen-saturated bubble impregnated on a
Gluon?'

"There are other ways of doing it?"

"Countless ways! Permit me to demonstrate this one?"

"Please do,” McMurtrey said.

"I only wish | had the time or energy to demonstrate every technique for you, but I'm not up to it. Don't worry, you'll picl
anyway."

Tananius-Ofo climbed down the ladder arthritically, and when he reached the floor he began turning his body around an
around. Faster and faster he went, spinning until his features could no longer be seen and he was a beautiful, whirling blue
groundflower, flashing white and silver.

Like a spinning top, he spun around the room, circled McMurtrey and then zeroed in on McMurtrey and spun wildly tow
him. McMurtrey tried to get out of the way, but God's mellifluous voice called to Him, "Fear not, McGod! Come forth,
understand and fear no more!"

Now McMurtrey went awhirling in the blue ball, and he learned the arcane way of transporting No Name across the un
For an instant McMurtrey expanded in a brilliant supernova and became al living things that had ever existed or ever woul
exist. One cell from the Organism of Mankind—aboy living in St. Charles Beach— took No Name to the bubble and plac
chickeninside.

"Lifeis not composed of segments, as seen by the parochial observer," McGod said, hisfirst pronouncement: "All life, all
and all events comprise asingle unfolding day."

"Itisso," Tananius-Ofo said.

"| see that life forms are not what they appear to be," McGod said, to God emeritus. "They are not sacks of skin. The
multidimensional sensory images transmitted from one to another are false, and thisis a problem | must face one day."



"High energy," Tananius-Ofo said, "that isthe key to survival and is, as well, the means of destruction. High energy cree
the first elements of life, the inchoate god-forms,”

"And that first spark, was it caused by an excess of matter over antimatter?' McGod asked.

"Perhaps you will discover the secret one day. | never did. Funny, it's like the war-mobilized nations of old D'Urth. No n
how technologically advanced a nation became, there always seemed to emerge a nation with something new, something 1
deadly. So it isin the cosmos. No matter how much a god knows, there is always the unknown, inevitably a god or other li
form out there that knows more. Thus you must remain on constant vigil, never letting your defenses down, always search
for the newest, latest piece of knowledge. Nothing isfinal."

"Continuing education?"

"Y ou expected easy?’

"No, but it makes metired just thinking about it,” McGod said.

"You ain't seen nothin' yet," Tananius-Ofo replied. His voice betrayed great relief.

When Tananius-Ofo and McGod emerged from the spinning groundflower, McGod smelled sweetness, as though a sprit
D'Urth breeze were blowing across flower blossoms. He breathed deeply, felt the calmness of eternity.

McGod felt perfect. Ahead lay along, long lifetime of work, of learning, of teaching, and he felt equal to the challenge.

Just imagine how good this job will look on my resume, he thought. Prior employment: God of the Universe. Yeal

"I don't know how to read your mind yet," McGod said. "Even if | did, | don't know that I'd presumeto do so. Tell me, pl
did you put the idea of a Cosmic Chicken in my mind? Did you pull alittle prank on me with that?' One edge of his mouth
up, the precursor of asmile.

"With all due respect, I've answered all the questions | agreed to. Lifeisthe sorting of priorities and acting upon those
decisions. | have something to say that is more important than the answer to your question. Forgive the impertinence of an
man. It isthis: Even in the midst of contentious gods and other life formsthat you will learn about, beware most the D'Urtt
Bureau of Loyalty. One day you may have to do something about them."

"I will study the matter."

"Asmy successor, McGod, | hope you'll keep what | started essentially in place, that you'll promote my programs,”

"| assume I'll develop plenty of my own programstoo.”

Tananius-Ofo appeared dismayed. "Y es, such is your right. But before you toss out anything I've done, study it in detail.
my reasons are documented in the crystal volumes. My thoughts are here beside those of the greatest minds who ever live
| was one of the great thinkers. Don't listen to my enemies, for their motives are impure! Even the form of man and the
modified net-tongue form | selected were carefully thought out decisions.”

"I won't do anything hastily," McGod assured him.

"An associated caveat: The longer you remain in the first godform chosen after assuming the mantle of godship, the mot
difficult it will be for you to change to anything else. So if you select a nonhuman form for yourself, or even amodified hu
form, be prepared to stick with that decision. It is called the Persistence of Godform, and is one of the Lost Secrets held by
gods. They may try to use it against you as they tried against me, offering to allow you to change form in exchange for so
all of your god powers."

"How long do | have before | must decide?"

Tananius-Ofo touched the open volume on the table. "Read Chapter Two," he said.

In hisreading of the first chapter, McGod |learned the secret of planetary shape-shifting, and he employed this technique
reopen the doorway of the chamber.

"Nicely done," Tananius-Ofo said.

They emerged from the chamber arm-in-arm, approached the waiting D'Urthians.

"It'sdone," McGod said. He told them his new name, and they smiled with him, ever so gently so as not to offend.

"Y ou look the same," Corona said. "l expected you to glow or something. Y our skin is even peach-pink, not the gray of
Tananius-Ofo."

"He's much younger," Tananius-Ofo said, with abroad, gummy smile. "Now into the ship and let's—"

Tananius-Ofo slumped, and McGod held him up for amoment before lowering him gently to the floor. The old man's ey
flashed in twin white sparks, then became blue and dead, staring into eternity.

"T.0.I" McGod exclaimed. "Oh, no, | don't know how to save him! | must learn, | must learn!"

He ran back to the Crystal Library, flipped wildly through the pages of the volume on the table. It was all ablur. He coul
focus, couldn't see anything he needed. "Was it in one of the other volumes? Might it be one of the Lost Secrets, in enemy
hands?'

Coronawas at his side, and she placed an arm over his shoulder. "He wouldn't want you to bring him back," she said.

"Long live McGod," Harley Gutan said, from the other chamber.

McGod sat on the floor and wept openly. "I'm terrified," he said. "I have so much to learn."



Fourteen

People see what they want to see, just as they believe what they want to believe, no matter the mountains of contradicton
evidence before them.
—TFrom The Autobiography of Tananius-Ofo

At McGod'sinstruction, Y akka and Gutan carried Tananius-Ofo to the Empire couch, where the body was laid down g
and covered with the royal blue robe. There Tananius-Ofo would repose until the new Leader of the Universe determined
best to dispose of his predecessor's remains.

"Now | must ask you to leave for D'Urth," McGod said. "There is much work for me to do in the Crystal Library."

All bade goodbye and good will to McGod, and he wished them a safe journey. "I'm going to find the section on Omnisci
McGod said, "and after that will come Omnipotence. Thuswill | watch over you and care for you on your return flight.”

"You're starting to sound godly," Corona remarked, with a caring smile. "l can tell you have a sense about yourself now,
new feeling of confidence. I'm proud of you!"

"Thank you, Kelly."

McGod felt himself detaching from Corona, as if he were cloistering himself. It didn't have to be that way, for Tananius
had mentioned his own weakness for women, albeit without telling whether he had acted upon such urgings. The informati
might be in the great library, in journal or diary form. McGod envisioned himself creating copious files on himsdlf, for he w
important person now and there would be all the time in the universe to make it just right.

McGod wouldn't lie, wouldn't gloss over the historical documentation, for that would be amost unseemly thing to do. Bu
didn't think he wanted to be perfect, either. Tananius-Ofo hadn't made himself flawless, and somewhere in the library wer
reasons for this.

If I'm to be imperfect, in what way should it be? A tiny lie here and there in the Journal of McGod? What about
idea of a harem? Maybe wanting to be perfect, and the very act of becoming perfect, are imperfections per se. W
curious thoughts!

"May | kissyou goodbye?' Corona asked. She was near him, having approached while he was deep in thought. The old
proclivity for daydreaming hadn't changed yet.

"What? Oh, yes, go ahead.” He leaned down, allowed her to peck him on the cheek.

McGod felt like hugging her, felt like telling her how much he till loved her, that he would give al this up instantly in fav
her. But he couldn't do that, couldn't leave the shop empty. Never again could he concern himself with personal happiness

But hadn't he chosen this position in order to be happy? Why had he volunteered? It had been an impulsive decision, he
realized, and in the wake of it McGod didn't know the answersto his own questions. This struck him as simultaneously
frightening and funny. He till had questionsto ask of God.

Corona and the others were entering the passageway to leave, waving, and part of McGod wanted to run after them, to
just like them. He turned away, and when he looked back they were gone.

The small party of travelers stood at the entrance to the caverns, with Makanji in the lead, surveying the ledge.

"It'simpassable," he said. "A section of ledge has fallen away—must be where Jin fell."

They took turns surveying the ledge, and all agreed that they could not reach the ship. Just as they were about to return
McGod for help, the ship came to life, and in a smooth whir of noise it extricated itself from the cliff face where it had bes
perched. It flew the short distance to Corona and the others, secured itself to a new spot on the ledge, and positioned itsre
for easy access.

All passed over the ramp into the ship, except Corona, who lingered at the cavern entrance.

"Let'sgo!" Appy's voice blared, across the ship's P.A. system. "No way to recover lost time!"

"I'm staying!" Corona shouted. She swept one arm across her body, indicating they should take off.

With hardly a moment's hesitation, Shusher's ramp was withdrawn and the pomegranate-shaped ship rose toward the wi
sky, bouncing a high-pitched whine off the cliff walls. There were faces in the windows, and waving hands.

Shefound him in the Crystal Library, leaning over a huge crystal book spread open upon the table.

"We've some redecorating to do on this planet," Corona said,

The startled look on McGod's face indicated he hadn't yet learned the secret of Omniscience.

"Y ou're not supposed to be here!" he said, in a scolding tone. But she could tell he was glad to see her.

"Neither are you!" she retorted.

They laughed, the first good laugh of McGod's new reign, and McGod heard the laughter carry through the caverns of h



domain. It was a good thing, laughter, cutting as it did through the colorlessness of the place. But Tananius-Ofo had areas
making his planet thisway. Somewherein thelibrary . . .

"Are you going to declare Cosmic Chickenhood the official, one and only religion?" she asked.

"I'll' have to think about that."

Corona glided effortlessly across the floor, asif in amagica dream, and they embraced.

"I have some rough thoughts, aradical concept,” he said. "Tons of detailsto work out, 1'd like to reprogram mankind to
nonviolence. | think the answer may be tied in with biocomputers, with Gutan's experiences and with the work of Professt
Pelter on Mnemo. It'slinked as well with D'Urth's BOL and their work on cyberoos. Somehow I've got to break through 1
BOL cloak and find good peoplein that organization who will help me. There must be some good ones there, and if there
find them.”

"Maybe it's like a computer programming problem,” Coronasaid. "I have some experience with that. The human brain n
to be erased or deprogrammed .. . . Maybe we could come up with new pathways for electrochemical impulsesto follow.'

"Just think of it, Kelly! A new and wonderful human being, one who acts lovingly to everyone. Humanity becomes a bea
collective life force that enhances dl living things around it. For the first time, harmony between man and environment.”

"Well figureit out, darling."

He looked at her, smiled. "We will, eh?"

"Sure. | want to help."

"Asfor the ICCC, | don't know. A new religion is coming into perspective—one that will end all the foolish clashes of
ideology. | think I'll call it. . . Novarianism. It's a cosmic church that builds no edificesto itself, a church without a priestho
without a power structure. It's full of the new humans | want to create, the ones who are pure of heart. They don't need
buildings to pray in, don't believe in pouring money into structures and then sitting at services once aweek. Thisis money
time misspent, and they should spend each Sabbath doing community work for the poor . . . painting houses and improving
structural safety, helping anyone who needs it. Novarians will pray outside, staring into the evening sky. And when they dc
when they do it right, I'll seeto it that one of my biggest stars goes nhovain abrilliant burst of color to fill their minds with
wonder. It will be afaith these humans have never before imagined! | see anew Heaven and anew D'Urth. . . .Theold i
will pass away!"

Coronagiggled. "A question for McGod, please.”

"Call me Ev. On second thought, better not. McGod is best.”

"I was just thinking of a star | had named after me when | was alittle girl. For afee, my name was printed in the Star
Registry. But the damned—uh, sorry—the star went nova. It blew up and | cried for days. | wondered after | grew up, sh
have asked for arefund?’

"Y ou're suggesting | should concern myself with correcting the smallest of wrongs?"

"l don't know. But if you're going to blow up alot of stars, just think of the problemsit could cause."

"Il haveto think that through,” McGod said. "I know! I'll create a new star and blow it up within moments, before anyo
name it, before the life forms of planets can grow to depend on it. I'm sure all the instructions are somewhere in the cryste
books Tananius-Ofo left me.”

Corona smiled. "Don't forget communication, darling, for that seems to have been a principal failing of dear old Tananiu
He passed his messages on to prophets, and in the dissemination process important details were lost in tranglation or intenti
distorted. At the end, his only hope was probably to combine the various religious stories and try to 'sell’ them as anew Gr
Story that included many parts. It would have been a formidable task."

"You'reright."

"Don't forget the Apostles, either—those seven who knew you are heading back to D'Urth at this very moment. But the
have no message from on high; you've told them virtually nothing. Mark my words, they'll talk anyway. Some will claim to
been closest to you, and volumes of your pronouncements will be published. They'll dredge up things you said on D'Urth a
aboard Shusher. There will be distortions no matter your efforts.”

"Well, we've got some new technological gadgets that old Tananius didn't have when he started out. He could always u:
Big Voice on one or two people at atime, or even a few thousand, but apparently he never had the power or the energy
required to speak to trillions simultaneously. Maybe a simple radio or televid in every house, connected to me, and the folks
get straight-skinny from me every morning.”

"Put your hands on the radio,” Coronaintoned, "and say | believe, | believe!"

"Smart aleck. Maybe I'll use aradio receiver that's implanted in their brains shortly after birth."

"Sounds like a police state to me. And what about Free Will? Y ou could crush that with your new and improved human.
Maybe you'd be intruding too much with those ideas—pardon me for saying so."

"I'm going to reshape mankind!" McGod exclaimed. "There are tradeoffs!"

"I don't know," she said, with agreat sigh. "WEe'l talk about it, darling."

McGod thought for along while, after which he said, "'l only want to know one thing, Kelly. Are you after my job?"

Corona smiled sweetly, did not reply.






