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Notes

FOREWORD

A little over ayear ago, Solar Arbitrary Time, amessage rocket dropped into the receiving chute at
the Interworld Space Authority headquarters on Mars.

In it was amanuscript, telling astory so strange and terrible that it was difficult to believe that any
sane human being could have been guilty of such crimes.

However, through ayear of careful investigation, the story has been authenticated beyond doubt, and
now the ISA has authorized its release to the public, just exactly asit was taken from the battered rocket.

The Veill—the light that came from nowhere to swallow ships—has disappeared. Spacemen dl over
the Solar System, tramp traders and captains of luxury liners dike, have welcomed this knowledge as
only men can who havelived in constant peril. The Vel isgone, and with it some of the crushing terror of
the Alien Beyond.

Weknow itsfull name now—the Vel of Asdlar.

We know the place of its origin; aworld outlawed from space and time. We know the reason for its
being. Through this story, written in the agony of one man’s soul, we know these things—and we know
the manner of the Vell’ sdestruction.

I
CORPSE AT THE CANAL

There had been abrawl at Madam Kan's, on the Jekkara Low-Canal. Some little Martian
glory-holer had got too high on thil, and pretty soon the spiked knuckledusters they use around there
began to flash, and the little Martian had pulled hislast feed-vave.

They threw what was | eft of him out onto the stones of the embankment almost at my feet. | suppose
that waswhy | stopped—because | had to, or trip over him. And then | stared.

The thin red sunlight came down out of aclear green sky. Red sand whispered in the desert beyond
the city walls, and red-brown water ran dow and sullen in the canal. The Martian lay twisted over on his
back, with historn throat spilling the reddest red of al acrossthe dirty stones.

He was dead. He had green eyes, wide open, and he was dead.

| stood by him. | don’t know how long. Therewasn’t any time. No sunlight shimmered now, no sense
of people passing, no sound—nothing!

Nothing but his dead face looking up a me; green-eyed, with hislips pulled back off hiswhite teeth.
| didn’t know him. Alive, hewas just another Martian snipe. Dead, he was just medt.



Dead, the Martian trash!
No time. Just adead man’sface, smiling.

And then something touched me. Thought, a sudden bursting flame of it, hit my mind, drawing it back
like a magnet drawing heavy sted. Somebody’ s thought, directed at me. A raw, sick horror, afear, and a
compassion so deegp it shook my heart—One clear, sharp thrust of word-images came to me now.

“Helookslike Lucifer crying for Heaven,” the message said. “Hiseyes. Oh, Dark Angdl, hiseyes!”

| shut those eyes. Swest broke cold on me, | swayed, and then | made the world come back into
focus again. Sunlight, sand, noise and stench and people crowding, the thunder of rockets from the
spaceport two Mars milesaway. All infocus. | looked up and saw the girl.

She was standing just beyond the dead man, amost touching him. There was ayoung fellow with her.
| saw him vaguely, but he didn’t matter then. Nothing mattered but the girl. She was wearing ablue
dress, and she was staring at me with asmoke-gray gaze out of aface as white as stripped bone.

The sunlight and the noise and people went away again, leaving me aone with her. | fdt the locket
burn me under my spaceman’ s black, and my heart seemed to stop beating.

“Missy,” | said. “Missy.”

“Like Lucifer, but Lucifer turned saint,” her mind was saying.

| laughed of a sudden, short and harsh. The world came back in place and stayed there, and so did .
Missy. Missy, bosh! Missy’ s been dead along, long time.

It wasthe red hair that fooled me. The same dark red hair, straight and heavy as ahorse' stail, coiled
on her white neck, and her smoke-gray eyes. Something, too, about her freckles and the way her mouth
pulled up on one sde asthough it couldn’t stop smiling.

Otherwise, shedidn’t look much like Missy. She wastdler and bonier. Life had kicked her around
some, and she showed it. Missy never had worn that tired, grim look. | don’t know whether she had
developed atough, unbreakable character, such asthe girl before me, either. | couldn’t read minds, then.

Thisgirl, looking at me, had alot in her mind that she wouldn’t want known. | didn’t like the idea of
her catching mein arare off moment.

“What do you babiesthink you' re doing here?’ | said.

The young man answered me. Hewas alot like her—plain, smple, alot tougher insde than he
looked—akid who had learned how to take punishment and go on fighting. He was sick now, and
angry, and alittle scared.

“Wethought, in broad daylight it would be safe,” he answered.
“Day or night, it' sdl the sameto thishole. I'd get out.”

Without moving, the girl was till looking at me, not even redlizing that she was doing it. “White hair,”
shewasthinking. “But heisn’t old. Not much older than Brad, in spite of the lines. Suffering, not age.”

“Y ou're off the Queen of Jupiter, aren’t you?’ | asked them.

I knew they were. The Queen was the only passenger tub in Jekkarathen. | was interested only
because she looked like Missy. But Missy had been dead along time.



The young man she thought of as Brad spoke.

“Yes” hesad. “We re going out to Jupiter, to the colonies.” He pulled at the girl, gently. “Come on,
Virgie. We d better go back to the ship.”

| was swesting, and cold. Colder than the corpse a my feet. | laughed, but not loud.
“Yes” | sad. “ Get back to the ship, whereit's safe.”

Thegirl hadn’t stirred, hadn’t taken her eyes off me.

Still afraid, not so compassionate now, but till with her mind on me.

“Hiseyesburn,” shewasthinking. “What color are they? No color, redly. Just dark and cold and
burning. They’ ve looked into horro—and heaven...”

| let her look into them. She flushed after awhile, and | smiled. She was angry, but she couldn’t look
away, and | held her, smiling, until the young man pulled her again, not so gently.

“Comeon, Virgie”

She broke free from me then, turning with an angular, coltish grace. My stomach felt like somebody
stabbed it, suddenly. The way she held her head...

She looked back at me, sullenly, not wanting to.

“Y ou remind me of someone,” she said. “ Are you from the Queen of Jupiter, too?’

Her voicewaslike Missy’s. Deeper, maybe. Throatier. But enough likeit.

“Y eah. Spaceman, First Class.”

“Then maybe that’ swhere | noticed you.”

She turned the wedding ring on her finger, not thinking about it, and frowned. “What' s your name?’
“Goat,” | said. “J. Goat.”

“Jay Goat,” sherepeated. “What an odd name. But it s not unusud. | wonder why it interests me so

“Comeon, Virgie,” Brad said crosdy.

| didn’t give her any help. | looked at her until she flushed crimson and turned away. | read her
thoughts. They were worth reading.

She and Brad went off toward the spaceport, walking close together, back to the Queen of Jupiter,
and | sumbled over the dead Martian at my feet.

The pinched grayness had crawled in over hisface. His green eyes were glazed and already sunken,
and his blood was turning dark on the stones. Just another corpse.

I laughed. | put my black boot under the twist of his back and pushed him off into the sullen,
red-brown water, and | laughed because my own blood was still hot and beating in me so hard it hurt.

Hewasdead, so | let him go.

| smiled at the splash and the fading ripples. “ Shewaswrong,” | thought. “Itisn’t Jay. It'sjust plain J.
Goat. Jfor Judas.”



There were about ten Mars hoursto kill before the Queen blasted off. | had agood run at the getak
tablesin Madam Kan's. She found me some specia desert-cactus brandy and aVenusian girl with ahide
like polished emerald and golden eyes.

She danced for me, and she knew how. It wasn't abad ten hours, for a Jekkara dive.

Missy, the dead Martian, and the girl named Virgie went down in my subconscious where they
belonged, and didn’t leave even aripple. Thingslike that are like the pain of an old wound when you
twist it. They get you for aminute, but they don’t last. They aren’t important any more.

Things can change. Y ou planet-bound people build your four little walls of thought and roof themin
with convention, and you think there’ s nothing else. But spaceis big, and there are other worlds, and
other ways. Y ou can learn them. Evenyou. Try it, and see.

| finished the fiery green brandy. | filled the hollow between the Venusian dancer’ s emerald breasts
with Martian silver and kissed her, and went away with afaint taste of fish on my lips, back toward the

spaceport.

| walked. It was night, with athin, cold wind rustling the sand and the low moons spilling silver and
wild black shadows across the dunes. | could see my auraglowing, pde gold againg the silver.

| felt swell. The only thing | thought about concerning the Queen of Jupiter was that pretty soon my
job would be finished and I'd be paid.

| stretched with a pleasure you wouldn't know anything about, and it was awonderful thing to be
dive

It was lonely out there on the moonswept desert amile from the spaceport, when Gallery stepped out
from behind a ruined tower that might have been alighthouse once, when the desert was asea.

Galery wasking-snipe of the glory hole. Hewas Black Irish, and moderately drunk, and his
extrasensory perception was quivering in him like asengtive digphragm. | knew he could see my aura.
Very faintly, and not with hiseyes, but enough. | knew he had seen it the first time he met me, when |
signed aboard the Queen of Jupiter on Venus.

Y ou mest them like that occasionally. Celts especidly, and Romanies, both Earth and Martian, and a
couple of tribes of Venusians. Extrasensory perception is born into them. Mostly it' s crude, but it can get
inyour way.

It wasin my way now. Gallery had four inches on me, and about thirty pounds, and the whisky he'd
drunk was just enough to make him fast, mean, and dangerous. Hisfistsswere large.

“Youan't human,” he said softly.

He was smiling. He might have been making love to me, with his smile and his beautiful soft voice.
The sweet on hisface made it look like polished wood in the moonlight.

“No, Galery,” | said. “Not any more. Not for along time.”

He swayed dightly, over hisflexed knees. | could see his eyes. The blueness was washed out of them
by the moonlight. Therewas only fear l€ft, hard and shining.

Hisvoice was till soft, fill Snging. “Whet are you, then? And what will you be wantin’ with the
ship?’

“Nothing with the ship, Gallery. Only with the people on her. And asto what | am, what difference



doesit make?’
“None,” said Gdlery. “None. Because I'm going to kill you, now.”
I laughed, not making any sound.

He nodded his black head dowly. “ Show me your teeth, if you will. You'll be showin' themto the
desert sky soon, out of a picked skull.”

He opened his hands. The racing moonlight showed me asiver crucifix in each of hispadms.
“No, Gdlery,” | said softly. “Maybe you could cal me avampire, but I'm not that kind.”

He closed his hands again over the crosses and started forward, one dow step at atime. | could hear
his bootsin the blowing sand. | didn’t move.

“You can't kill me, Galery.”

Hedidn't stop. He didn’t speak. The sweat was trickling down his skin. He was afraid, but he didn’t
stop.

“You'll die here, Gdlery, without apriest.”
Hedidn't stop.

“Go on to thetown, Gallery. Hide theretill the Queen’sgone. You'll be safe. Do you love the others
enough to diefor them?’

He stopped, then. He frowned, like a puzzled kid. It was a new thought.
| got the answer before he said it.

“What does love haveto do with it? They're people.”

He came on again, and | opened my eyes, wide.

“Gdlery,” | said.

He was close. Close enough to smell the raw whisky on his bregath. | looked up into hisface. | caught
his eyes and held them, and he stopped, dowly, dragging hisfeet asthough all of asudden there were
weights on them.

| held hiseyes. | could hear histhoughts. They were the same. They're dwaysthe same.

Heraised hisfists up, too dowly, asthough he might be lifting aman’ sweight on each of them. His
lipsdrew back. | could see the wet shine of histeeth and hear the labored breath go between them,
hoarse and rough.

| smiled a him, and held hiseyeswith mine.

He went down to hisknees. Inch by inch, fighting me, but down. A big man with sweset on hisface
and blue eyesthat couldn’t look away. His hands opened. The silver crossesfell out and lay there
glittering on the sand.

His head went back. The cords roped out in his neck and jerked, and then suddenly hefell over on
hissdeand lay ill.

“My heart,” hewhispered. “ Y ou've stopped it.”



That’ sthe only way. What they feel about usisinstinct, and even psycho-surgery won't touch that.
Besides, there snever time.

He couldn’t breathe, now. He couldn’t speak, but | heard histhoughts. | picked the crucifixes out of
the sand and folded hisfingers over them.

He managed to turn hishead alittle and look a me. Hetried to speak, but again it was histhought |
answered.

“Into the Veil, Gdlery,” | whispered. “That' swhere I’ m |leading the Queen.”

| saw hiseyeswiden and fix. Thelast thought he had was—well, never mind that. | dragged him back
into the ruined tower where no one would belikdy to find him for along time, and started on again for
the spaceport. And then | stopped.

He d dropped the crosses again. They were lying in the path with the moonlight on them, and |
picked them up, thinking I’ d throw them out into the blowing sand where they wouldn't be seen.

| didn’t. I stood holding them. They didn’t burn my flesh. | laughed.
Yeah. | laughed. But | couldn’t look at them.

I went back in the tower and stretched Gallery on his back with his hands crossed on his chest, and
closed hiseyes. | laid acrucifix on each of hiseyelids and went out, thistime for good.

Shirinasaid once that you could never understand a human mind completely no matter how well you
knew it. That’ swhere the suffering comesin. Y ou fed fine, everything' sbeautiful, and then dl of a
sudden atrgpdoor comes open somewhere in your brain, and you remember.

Not often, and you learn to kick them shut, fast. But even so, Flack isthe only one of usthat still has
dark hair, and he never had asoul to begin with.

Wi, | kicked the door shut on Galery and his crosses, and haf an hour later the Queen of Jupiter
blasted off for the Jovian colonies, and alanding she was never going to make.

[
VOYAGE INTO DOOM

Nothing happened until we hit the outer fringe of the Asteroid Belt. I’ d kept watch on the minds of my
crew-mates, and | knew Gallery hadn’t mentioned meto anyone ese. Y ou don’t go around telling
people that the guy in the next bunk gives off ayellow glow and isn’t human, unless you want to wind up
in adratjacket. Especialy when such things are something you sense but can't see, like dectricity.

When we came into the danger zone inside the Bdlt, they set the precautionary watches at the
emergency locks on the passenger decks, and | was assigned to one of them. | went up to take my
dation.

Just a the top of the companionway | felt thefirgt faint reaction of my skin, and my aurabegan to
pulse and brighten.

| went on to the Number Two lock and sat down.

| hadn’t been on the passenger deck before. The Queen of Jupiter was an old tub from the Triangle
trade, refitted for deep-space hauling. She held together, and that’ sal. She was carrying aheavy cargo



of food, seed, clothing, and farm supplies, and about five hundred families trying for afresh sart inthe
Jovian colonies.

| remembered thefirst time | saw Jupiter. Thefirgt time any man from Earth ever saw Jupiter. That
was long ago.

Now the deck was jammed. Men, women, kids, mattresses, bags, bundles, and what have you.
Martians, Venusans, Terrans, al piled in together, making ahowling racket and smelling very highinthe
combined hesat of the sun and the press of bodies.

My skin wastingling and beginning to crawl. My aurawas brighter.

| saw the girl. The girl named Virgie with her thick red hair and her colt’ sway of moving. She and her
husband were minding awiry, green-eyed Martian baby whileits mother tried to deep, and they were
both thinking the same thing.

“Maybe, some day when things are better, well have one of our own.”
I remember thinking that Missy would have looked like that holding our kid, if we d ever had one.
My aura pulsed and glowed.

| watched the little worlds flash by, Hill far ahead of the ship, al sizes, from pebblesto habitable
planetoids, glittering in the raw sunlight and black as space on their shadow sides. People crowded up
around the ports, and | got to looking at one old man standing amost beside me.

He had space stamped dl over him, in theway he carried hislean frame and the linesin hisleathery
face, and the hungry-hound look of his eyes watching the Belt. An old rocket-hustler who had done
plenty in hisday, and remembered it dl

And then Virgie came up. Of dl the women on deck it had to be Virgie. Brad waswith her, and she
was il holding the baby. She had her back to me, looking out.

“It' swonderful,” she said softly. “Oh, Brad, just look at it!”

“Wonderful, and deadly,” the old spaceman said to himsdlf. He looked around and smiled at Virgie.
“Your fird trip out?

“Yes, for both of us. | suppose we're very starry-eyed about it, but it's strange.” She made alittle
helpless gesture.

“I know. Therearen't any wordsfor it.” He turned back to the port. His voice and hisface were
blank, but | could read hismind.

“I used to kick the supply shipsthrough to the first settlement, fifty yearsago,” he said. “ There were
ten of us, doing that. I’'m the only oneleft.”

“The Belt was dangerous then, before they got the Rosson deflectors,” Brad said.
“The Bdt,” said the old man softly, “only got three of them.”

Virgielifted her red head. “Then what...”

The old man didn’t hear her. His thoughts were way off.

“Six of the best men in space, and then, eleven years ago, my son,” he said, to no one.

A woman standing beside him turned her heed. | saw the wide, raw shine of terror in her eyes, and



the sudden stiffness of her lips.
“TheVel?' shewhigpered. “ That' swhat you mean, isn't it? The Vel?’
The old man tried to shut her up, but Virgie brokein.
“What about the Vel 7’ sheasked. “I’ ve heard of it, vagudy. What isit?’

The Martian baby was absorbed in asilver chain she wore around her neck. | remember thinking it
looked familiar. Probably she'd had it on thefirst time | saw her. My auraglowed, ahot bright gold.

The woman’ s voice, answering, had an eerie quality of distanceinit, like an echo. She was staring out
of the port now.

“Nobody knows,” she said. “It can't be found, or traced, or tested at al. My brother is a spaceman.
He saw it once from agreat distance, reaching from nowhere to swalow aship. A veil of light. It faded,
and the ship was gone! My brother saw it out here, close to the Belt.”

“There sno more reason to expect it here than anywhere,” the old spaceman said roughly. “It’ staken
shipsasfar in as Earth’ s orbit. There€’ sno reason to be afraid.”

My auraburned around me like a cloud of golden light, and my skin was dive with a subtle current.

The green-eyed Martian baby yanked the sllver chain suddenly and crowed, holding its hands high.
The thing on the end of the chain, that had been hidden under Virgi€ sdress, soun dowly ’round and
"round, and drew my eyes, and held them.

I must have made some sound, because Virgie looked around and saw me. | don’t know what she
thought. | didn’t know anything for along time, except that | was cold, as though some of the dead,
black space outside had come in through the port somehow and touched me.

The shiny thing spun on the end of the Slver chain, and the green-eyed baby watched it, and |
watched it After that there was darkness, with me standing in the middle of it quite till, and cold, cold,
cold!

Virgi€ svoice came through the darkness, cdm, casud, asthough none of it mattered at dl.

“I’ve remembered who it is you made methink of, Mr. Goat,” shesaid. “I’m afraid | was rather rude
that day on Mars, but the resemblance puzzled me. Look.” A white object cameinto my shell of ice and
blackness. It was astrong white hand, reddened across the knuckles with work, holding something in the
palm. Something that burned with aclear, terriblelight of its own. Her voice went on, so very quietly.

“Thislocket, Mr. Goat. It'sancient. Over three hundred years old. It belonged to an ancestor of
mine, and the family haskept it ever snce. It' srather alovely story. She married ayoung spaceman. In
those days, of course, space flight was till new and dangerous, and this young man loved it as much as
he did hiswife. His name was Stephen Vance. That' s his picture. That’ swhy | thought | had seen you
somewhere before, and why | asked your name. | think the resemblance is quite striking, don’t you?’

“Yes” | sad.“Yesitis”

“Thegirl ishiswife, and of course, the origina owner of the locket. He called her Missy. It's
engraved on the back of the locket. Anyway, he had a chance to make thefirst flight from Marsto
Jupiter, and Missy knew how much it meant to him. She knew that something of him would dieif he
didn’t go, and so shelet him. He didn’t know how soon the baby they’ d both wanted so much would
arrive, for shedidn’t tell him that. Because she knew hewouldn’t go if shedid.



“So Stephen had two lockets made, this one and another just likeit. He told her they’d make alink
between them, he and Missy, that nothing could break. Sometime, somehow, he’ d come back to her, no
matter what happened. Then he went to Jupiter. He died there. His ship was never found.

“But Missy went on wearing the locket and praying. And when she died she gave it to her daughter. It
grew into asort of family tradition. That’swhy | haveit now.”

Her voicetrailed off, drowsly, with afaint note of surprise. Her hand and the locket went away, and
therewas agreat tilinessall around me, agreat peace.

| brought my arms up across my face. | stiffened, and | tried to say something, words | used to say a
long, long time ago. They wouldn’t come. They won't, when you go into the Beyond Place.

| took my hands away, and | could see again. | didn’t touch the locket around my neck. | could fed it
againgt my breast, like the cold of space, searing me.

Virgielay a my feet. She still held the baby in the bend of one arm. Itsround brown face was turned
to hers, amiling alittle. Brad lay beside them, with one arm flung across them both.

Thelocket lay on the gentle curve of Virgie€ shreadt, face up, still open, risng and faling dowly to the
lift of her bresthing.

They don't suffer. Remember that. They don't suffer. They don’'t even know. They deep, and their
dreams are happy. Remember, please! Not one of them has suffered, or been afraid.

| stood donein that silent ship. There were no stars beyond the port now, no little worlds riding the
Bdt. Therewasonly aveil of light wrapped close around the ship, a soft web of green and purple and
gold and blue spun on ashimmering gray woof that was not color at al, and held there with threads of
carlet.

Therewas the familiar dimming of the eectricsinsde the ship. The people dept on the broad deck. |
could hear their breathing, soft and dow and peaceful. My aura burned like a golden cloud around me,
and ingdeit my body beat and pulsed with life.

| looked down at the locket, at Missy’ sface. If you' d told me. Oh Missy, if you'd only told me, |
could have saved you!

Virgi€ sred hair, dark and straight and heavy on her white neck. Virgi€' s smoke-gray eyes, haf open
and dreaming. Missy’shair. Missy’seyes.

Mine. Part of my flesh, part of my bone, part of my blood. Part of thelife that till beat and pulsed
ingdeme.

Three hundred years.
Oh, if | could only pray! | thought.

| knelt down beside her. | put out my hand. The golden light came out of the flesh and veiled her face.
| took my hand away and got up, dowly. More dowly than Gadlery fell when hedied.

The shimmer of the Vel wasdl through the ship, now. Intheair, in every atom of itswood and metal.
| moved init, ashining golden thing, dive and young, in aslent, degping world.

Three hundred years, and Missy was dead, and now the locket had brought her back.
Did Judasfed likethiswhen the ropetore thelife out of him?



But Judas died.

| walked in the silence, wrapped in my golden cloud, and my heartbests shook me like the blows of a
man’sfist. A strong heart. A young, strong heart.

The ship swerved dowly, drawn out of itsarc of freefall toward Jupiter. The auxiliaries had not been
cut in yet for the Bdlt. The Vil just closed around the hull and drew it, eesly.

It'sjust an application of will-power. Teeportation, the strength of mind and thought amplified by the
X-crystals and directed like aradio beam. The release of energy between the force of thought and the
force of gravity causesthelight, the visible thing that spacemen cdl the Vell. The hypnotic deep-impulse
is sent the same way, through the X-crystalson Agtdllar.

Shirinasaysit’sasmplething, achild’ strick, initsown space-time matrix. All it requiresisafocd
point to guideit, aspecid vibration it can follow like atorch in the void, such as the aura around flesh,
human or not, that has bathed in the Cloud.

A Judas goat, to lead the sheep to daughter.

| walked in my golden light. The pleasure of subtle energies pricked and flared across my skin. | was
going home.

And Missy was 4till dive. Three hundred years, and shewas il dive. Her blood and mine, dive
together inagirl named Virgie.

And | wastaking her to Agdlar, the world its own dimension didn’t want.

| guessit wasthe stopping of the current across my skin that roused me, half an eternity later. My
aurahad paed to itsnormd faintness. | heard the faint grating ring of meta on stone, and | knew the
Queen of Jupiter had made her last landing. | was home.

| was Sitting on the edge of my own bunk. I didn’t know how | got there. | was holding my head on
my clenched fists, and when | opened them my own locket fell out. There was blood on my palms.

| got up and walked through the silence, through the hard impersonal glare of the eectrics, to the
nearest airlock, and went out.

The Queen of Jupiter lay in arounded cradle of rock, worn smooth. Back at the top of the chute the
gpace doors were closed, and the last echo of the air pumps was dying away against the low roof of the
cavern. Therock isapae tranducent green, carved and polished into beauty that stabs you breathl ess,
no matter how many timesyou seeit.

Agdlarisalittleworld, only about haf the Sze of Vesta. Outsideit’ s nothing but black dag, without
even atrace of minera to attract atramp miner. When they want to they can bend the light around it so
that the finest spacescope can't find it, and the same thought-force that makesthe Vel can move Astd lar
wherethey wish it to go.

Sincetraffic through the Belt has grown fairly heavy, they haven’t moved it much. They haven't had
to.

| went acrossthe cavern in the pale green light. There sawide ramp that goes up from the floor like
the sweep of an angd’ swing. Flack was waiting for me near thefoot of it, outlined in the faint gold of his
aura

“Hi, Steve,” he said, and looked at the Queen of Jupiter with his queer gray eyes. Hishair was as
black as mine used to be, his skin space-burned dark and leathery. His eyeslooked out of the darkness



like pale spots of moonlight, faintly luminous and without asoul.

I knew Flack before he became one of us, and | thought then that he was less human than the
Adelaians.

“A good haul thistime, Steve?’ he asked.

“Yeah.” | tried to get past him. He caught my arm.
“Hey—what’ seating you?’ he said.

“Nothing.”

| shook him off. He smiled and stepped in front of me. A big man, asbig as Gdlery and alot tougher,
with amind that could meet mine on an equd footing.

“Don’'t give methat, Stevie. Something’' s—he-ey!” He pushed my chin up suddenly, and his pale eyes
glowed and narrowed.

“What' sthis?’ hesad. “Tears?’

He stared at me aminute, dack-jawed, and then he began to laugh. | bit him.

[l
WAGESOF EVIL

Flack went sprawling backward onto the lucent stone. | went by him up the curve of the ramp. | went
fast, but it was aready too late.

The airlocks of the Queen of Jupiter opened behind me.

| stopped. | stopped theway Galery did in the blowing Martian sand, dowly, dragging weights on my
feet. | didn't want to. | didn’t want to turn around, but there was nothing | could do about it. My body
turned, by itsdlf.

Flack was on hisfeet again, leaning up against the carved green wall, looking at me. Blood ran out
over hislip and down his chin. He got out a handkerchief and held it over hismouth, and his eyes never
left me, pale and till and glowing. The golden auramade ahalo round hisdark head, like the painting of
asant.

Beyond him the locks of the ship were open, and the people were coming ouit.

Inther niche on thefourth level of Agdlar the X-crystaswere pulsing from pae gray to ablack as
endlessand dien asthe Coa Sack. Behind them was amind, kindly and gentle, thinking, and the human
cargo of the Queen heard its thoughts.

They came out of the locks, walking steadily but without haste. They formed into aloose column and
came across the green tranducent floor of the cavern and up the ramp. Walking easily, their breathing
deep and quiet, their eyes half open and full of dreams.

Up the long sweeping ribbon of pale green stone, past Flack, past me, and into the hall beyond. They
didn’'t see anything but their dreams. They smiled alittle. They were happy, and not afraid.

Virgie dtill carried the baby, drowsing in her arms, and Brad was still beside her. Thelocket had
turned with her movements, hiding the pictures, showing me only itssilver back.



| watched them go. The hall beyond the ramp was gem-cut from milky crystal and inlaid with metals
that came from another dimension, radioactive metasthat filled the crystal walls and the air between them
with softened, misty fire.

They went dowly into the vell of mist and fire, and were gone.
Flack spoke softly. “ Steve.”

| turned back toward the sound of his voice. There was a strange blur over everything, but | could
seetheydlow glow of hisaura, the dark strength of him outlined againgt the pale green rock. He hadn’t
moved. He hadn’t taken his cold light eyes away from me.

| had left my mind naked, unguarded, and | knew before he spoke that Flack had read it.
He spoke through his bruised lips.

“Y ou're thinking you won't go into the Cloud again, because of that girl,” he whispered. “You're
thinking there must be some way to save her. But thereisn't, and you wouldn't save her if you could.
And you'll go into the Cloud again, Stevie. Tweve hoursfrom now, wheniit’ stime, you' Il walk into the
Cloud with the rest of us. And do you know why?’

Hisvoice grew soft as the touch of adove, with asound of laughter under it.

“Becauseyou're afraid to die, Stevie, just like the rest of us. Even me, Flack, the guy that never had a
soul. | never believed in any God but mysdlf and | lovelife. But sometimes| look a acorpselyinginthe
sreet of some human sinkhole and curse it with dl my heart because it didn’t have to be afraid.

“You'll gointo the Cloud, because the Cloud isal that keepsyou dive. And you won't care about
thered-haired girl, Stevie. Y ouwouldn't careif it was Missy hersdlf giving her lifeto you, becauseyou're
afraid. We' re not human any longer, Steve. We re gone beyond. We ve snned—sinstherearen’t even
any namesfor in thisdimension. And no matter what we believein, or deny, we' re afraid.

“Afradtodie, Stevie. All of us. Afradto die!”
Hiswords frightened me. | couldn’t forget them. | was remembering them even when | saw Shirina

“I"'vefound anew dimension, Stevie,” Shirinasaid lazily. “ A little one, between the Eighth and Ninth.
It'sso littlewe missed it before. WE Il exploreit, after the Cloud.”

Sheled mein our favorite room. It was cut from acrystal so black and deep that it waslike beingin
outer space, and if you looked long enough you could see strange nebulag, far off, and gaaxiesthat never
were except in dreams.

“How long beforeit’stime?’ | asked her.
“An hour, perhapsless. Poor Stevie. It'll be over soon, and you' |l forget.”

Her mind touched mine gently, with an intimate sweetness and comfort far beyond the touch of hands.
She' d been doing that for hours, soothing the fever and the pain out of my thoughts. | lay without moving,
sprawled on a couch so soft it was like acloud. | could see the glow and shimmer of Shirinaagainst the
darkness without turning my head.

| don’'t know how to describe Shirina. Physically she was close enough to humanity. The differences
in structure were more subtle than mere shape. They were—wedll, they were right, and exotic, and
beautiful in away there aren’'t any wordsfor.

She, and her race, had no need of clothing. Their lazy, sinuous bodies had afleecy covering that



was't fur or feathers or tendrils but something of al three. They had no true color. They changed
according to light, in an endless spectrum of loveliness that went far beyond the range you humans know.

Now, in the dark, Shirina’ sauraglowed like warm pearl. | could see her face, faintly, the queer
peaked triangular bones covered with skin softer than ahumming bird' s breast, the dead-black,
bottomless eyes, the crest of ddlicate antennae tipped with tiny balls of light like diamonds burning under

gauze.

Her thoughts clung around me gently. “ There’ sno need to worry, Stevie,” shewasflunking. “Thegirl
will golast. It'sdl arranged. Y ou will enter the Cloud firgt of dl, and there won't be the smallest vibration
of her to touch you.”

“But she' |l touch somebody, Shirina,” | groaned. “And it makesit dl different, somehow, even with
the others. Time doesn’t seem to mean much. She' s—she' slikemy own kid.”

Shirinaanswered aloud, patiently. “But sheisn't. Y our daughter was born three hundred years ago.
Three hundred years, that is, for your body. For you thereisn’t any reckoning. Timeisdifferent in every
dimension. We ve spent athousand yearsin some of them, and more than that.”

Yes. | could remember those dlien years. Dimensiond walls are no barrier to thought. Y ou lie under
the X-crystals and watch them pulse from mist-gray to depthless black. Y our mind is sucked out of you
and projected dong atight beam of carefully planned vibration, and presently you' rein another space,
another time.

Y ou can take over any body that pleases you, for aslong as you want. Y ou can go between planets,
between suns, between gaaxies, just by thinking about it. Y ou can see things, do things, taste
experiencesthat al the languages of our space-time continuum put together have no words for.

Shirinaand | had done alot of wandering, alot of seeing, and alot of tasting. And the interlocking
universesareinfinite.

“I can’'t help worrying, Shiring,” | told her. “1 don’t want to fed likethis, but | can't help it. Right now
I”’m human. Just plain Steve Vance of Beverly Hills, Cdlifornia, on the planet Earth. | can't bear my
memories.”

My throat closed up. | was sick, and covered with cold swest, and closer to going crazy than ever
beforein adl my Satan-knows-how-many years.

Shirina s voice came through the darkness. It was like abird-cal, aflute, aripple of water over
stones, and like nothing that any of you ever heard or ever will hear.

“Stevie,” shesad. “Listento me. Y ou' re not human any more. Y ou haven't been human since thefirst
time you waked in the Cloud. Y ou have no more contact with those people than they have with the
beasts they raise for daughter.”

“But | can’'t help remembering.”

“All right. Remember, then. Remember how from birth you were different from other men. How you
had to go on and out, to see things no man had ever seen before, to fight space itsalf with your heart and
your ship and your two hands.”

I could recdl it. Thefirst man to dare the Belt, the first man to see Jupiter blazing in its swarm of
moons.

“That’ swhy, when we caught you in the Veil and brought you to Astellar, we saved you from the
Cloud. Y ou had something rare—a strength, a sweep of vision and desire. Y ou could give us something



we wanted, an easier contact with human ships. And in return, we gave you life and freedom.”
She paused, and added softly, “And mysdlf, Stevie.”

“Shirinal” A lot of things met and mingled in our thoughts. Emotions born of aien bodieswe had
shared. Memories of battle and beauty, of terror and love, under sunsthat never burned afterward, even
inone€ sdreams. | can't explainit. There aren’t any words.

“Shiring, hdp me!”
Shirind smind cradled minelikeamother’ sarms.

“Y ou weren't to blame in the beginning, Stevie. We did it to you under hypnosis, so that your brain
could assimilate the change gradualy, without shock. | led you mysdlf into our world, like someone
leading a child, and when you were findly freed, much time had passed. Y ou had gone beyond humanity.
Far beyond.”

“I could have stopped. | could have refused to go into the Cloud again, when | knew what it was. |
could have refused to be a Judas goat, |eading the sheep to daughter.”

“Thenwhy didn’'t you?’

“Because | had what | wanted,” | said dowly. “What I’ d dways wanted and never had anamefor.
Power and freedom such as no man ever had. | liked having it. When | thought about you and the things
we could do together, and the things| could do adone, I'd have led the whole solar system into the Vell,
and be hanged toit.”

| drew aharsh, tight breath and wiped the sweet from my palms.

“And besides, | didn't fed human any longer. | wouldn’t hurt them any more than I’ d have mistreated
adog when | was gtill aman. But | didn’t belong to them any more.”

“Then why isit different now?’

“I don't know. It just is. When | think of Virgie going under the crystals, and me walking in the Cloud,
it' stoo much.”

“Y ou've seen their bodies, afterward,” Shirinasaid gently. “Not one atom istouched or changed, and
they smile. There sno easier or kinder death in Creation.”

“I know,” | said. “I know. But Virgieismy own.”

She' d walk under the X-crystals, smiling, with her red hair dark and shining and her smoke-gray eyes
half open and full of dreams. She' d till have the baby in her arms, and Brad would walk beside her. And
the X-crystals would pulse and burn with black strange fires, and she would lie down, gill smiling, and
that would bedl.

All, forever, for Virgie and Brad and the green-eyed Martian baby.

But thelife that had been in their bodies, the force that no man has aname for that makes the bresth
and blood and heet of living flesh, the ultimate vibration of the human soul—that life-force would rise up
from the crystds, up into the chamber of the Cloud. And Shirina, and Shirina’ s people, and the four other
men like me that weren't human any longer, would walk in it so that we could live.

It hadn’t really hit me before. It doesn’t. Y ou think of it at first, but it doesn’t mean anything. There's
no semantic referent for “soul” or “ego” or “life-force.” Y ou don’t see anything, you don't have any
contact with the dead. Y ou don’t even think much of degth.



All you know isyou wak into aradiant Cloud, and you fed like agod, and you don'’t think of the
human side of it because you aren’t human any longer.

“No wonder they threw you out of your own dimension!” | cried out.

Shirinasighed. “They called us vampires, parastes—sybaritic monsterswho lived only for sensation
and pleasure. And they cast usinto darkness. Well, perhaps they wereright. | don’t know. But we never
hurt or frightened anyone, and when | think of the thingsthey did to their own people, in blood and fear
and hate, I’ m terrified.”

Sherose and came and stood over me, glowing like warm pearl against the space-deep crystd. The
tiny tips of diamond fire burned on her antennag, and her eyes werelike black sars.

| put out my handsto her. She took them, and her touch broke down my control. | was crying
suddenly, not making any sound.

“Right or wrong, Stevie, you're one of usnow,” she said gently. “I’'m sorry this happened. | would
have spared you, if you'd let me put your mind to deep until it was over. But you' ve got to understand
that. Y ou left them, the humans, behind you, and you can never, never go back.”

After along timel spoke. “I know, | understand.”

| felt her Sgh and shiver, and then she drew back, still holding my hands.
“It' stime now, Stevie”

| got up, dowly, and then | stopped. Shirina caught her breath suddenly.
“Steve, my handd! Y ou're hurting me!”

| let them go. “Flack,” | said, not talking to anybody. “He knew my weakness. At root and base, no
matter how much | talk, I'm going into the Cloud again because I'm afraid. That’ swhy I'll dways go into
the Cloud when it’ stime. Because I’ ve sinned so deeply I'm afraid to die.”

“What issn?” Shirinawhispered.
“God knows. God only knows.”

| brought her bird-soft body into my arms and kissed her, brushing my lips across the shining down of
her cheek to her little crimson mouth. There wasthe faint, bitter taste of my tearsin thekiss, and then |
laughed, softly.

| pulled the chain and locket from around my neck and dropped them on the floor, and we went out
together, to the Cloud.

1V
CURTAIN OF DARKNESS

Wewaked through the hals of Agtellar, like people in the heart of amany-colored jewd. Halls of
amber and amethyst and cinnabar, of dragon-green and gray the color of morning mist, and colorsthere
areno namesfor in thisdimension.

The othersjoined us, coming from the crystd cells where they spent their time. Shirina s people,
velvet-eyed and gentle, with their crowns of fire-tipped antennae. They werelikealiving rainbow in the



jewd-light of the hdls.

Flack and mysdf and the three others—only five men, in dl thetime Astdllar had beenin our
dimension, with the kind of minds Shirina s people wanted—wore our spaceman’ s black, walking in our
golden auras.

| saw FHack looking at me, but | didn’t meet hiseyes.

We came, findly, to the place of the Cloud, in the center of Astdllar. The plain ebon-colored doors
stood open. Beyond them there was amist like curdled sunshine, motes of pure, bright, gilded radiance,
coiling and dancing in acloud of living light.

Shirinatook my hand. | knew she wanted to keep me from thinking about the place below, where il
through hypnotic command the men and women and children from the Queen of Jupiter were walking
under the X-crystalsto their last long deep.

| held her, tightly, and we stepped through into the Cloud.

Thelight closed usin. We waked on something that was not rock, nor anything tangible, but a
vibration of force from the X-crystalsthat held us on atingling, buoyant web. And the golden, living light
clung to us, caressing, pilling over the kinintiny rippling waves of fire,

| was hungry for it. My body stretched, lifting up. | walked on the vibrant web of power under my
feet, my head up, the breath stopped in my throat, every separate atom of my flesh rejuvenated,
throbbing and blazing and pulsng with life.

Lifel

And thenit hit me.

| didn’'t want it to. | thought | had it down, down for good whereit couldn’t bother me any more. |
thought I’ d made my peace with whatever soul I'd had, or logt. | didn’t want to think.

But | did. It struck me, suddenly. Like ameteor crashing aship in space, like the first naked blaze of
the sun when you clear the Darkside peaks of Mercury. Like degth, the ultimate, fina thing you can’t
dodge or get around.

| knew what that life was and where it came from, and how it had changed me.

It wasVirgie. Virgie with her blasted red hair and her smoke-gray eyes, and Missy’slifein her, and
mine. Why did she have to be sent? Why did | have to meet her beside that dead Martian, on the
Jekkara Low-Cand?

But | had met her. And suddenly | knew. | knew!

| don’t remember what | did. | must have wrenched loose from Shirina’shand. | felt her startled
thought touch my brain, and then it broke away and | was running through the golden Cloud, toward the
exit beyond. Running without control, running &t top speed.

| think | tried to scream. | don’t know. | was clean crazy. But | can remember even then that | sensed
somebody running beside me, pacing me through the brilliant blindness of the Cloud.

| plunged out into the hall beyond. It was blue like still deep water, and empty. | ran. | didn’t want to
run. Some sane corner of my mind cried out to Shirinafor help, but she couldn’t get through the shrieking
chaos of therest of it. | ran.

And somebody ran behind me. | didn’t turn around. | didn’t care. | hardly knew it. But somebody ran



behind me, on long fleet legs.

Down the blue hal, and into another one that was dl flame-color shot with gray, and down that to a
curving ramp cut from dark amber that dropped to the level below.

The level wherethe X-crystalswere,

I rushed down the amber path, bounding like a stag with the hounds close behind, through a crystal
slence that threw the sound of my breathing back at me, harsh and tearing. Therewas acircular place a
the bottom of the ramp where four hallways met, a place jewd-carved in sombre, depthless purple,

| cameinto it, and from three of the hal mouths men stepped out to meet me. Men with young faces
and snow-white hair, and naked bodies burning gold against the purple.

| stopped in the center of thefloor. | heard bare feet racing on the ramp behind me, and | knew
without looking who it was.

Flack. He circled and fixed me with his cold strange eyes, like moonlight in his dark face. Somewhere
he had found ablaster.

He held it on me. Not on my head or heart, but at my middle.

“I thought you might blow your top, Stevie,” he said. “ So we kind of stood by, in caseyou' d try
something.”

| stood ill. | didn’t have any fedings. | was beyond that. | was crazy—clean, stark crazy, thinking of
time and the crystals pulsing just beyond my reach.

“Get out of my way,” | warned him.

Fack smiled. There was no humor init. The three men moved in alittle behind him. They looked at
Flack and they looked at me, and they didn’t like any of it, but they were afraid.

Afradtodie, likeal of us. Even Hack, who never had asoul.

Flack acted like someone being patient with anaughty child.

“Will you come back with us, Stevie, or do | blow your insgdes out, here and now?’ he asked me.
| looked at his cold, queer eyes. “You'd like that.”

“Yeah.” Heran thered tip of histongue over hisswollenlips. “Yeah. But I’ m letting you choose.”
“All right,” | said. “All right, I'll choose”

| wascrazy. | jumped him.

I hit him first with my mind. Flack was strong, but | wasfifty years older in the Cloud than hewas,
and Shirina had taught me things. | gathered al the force | had and let him haveit, and he had to marsha
his own thought-force to fight it off, so that for a second he couldn’t manage the blaster with his
conscious mind.

Ingtinctive reflex sent a.crimson stream of deadly power smoking past mewhen | dived inlow. It
seared my skin, but that was al.

Wefdl, threshing, on the purple stone. Flack was strong. He was bigger than |, and heavier, and
vicioudy mean. He beat most of the sense out of me, but | had caught his gun wrist and wouldn't let go.
Thethree otherstook their golden auras back alittle toward the hall mouths, afraid the blaster might let



off and hit them.

They thought Flack could handle me, and they were afraid. So they drew back and used their minds
on me, trying to hammer me down.

| don't know yet why they couldn’t. | guessit was because of alot of things, Shirina steaching, my
greater age, and the fact that | wasn't thinking conscioudy of anything. | wasjust athing that had Sarted
some place and was going through.

Sometimes | wish they had broken me. Sometimes | wish Flack had burned me down on the purple
stone.

| shook off their thought-blows. | took the pounding of Flack’ shig fist and the savaging of hisfeet
and knees, and put al my strength into bending hisarm. | yanked it away from me, and up and around
where| wanted it.

| got it there. He made hislast play. He broke hisheart onit, and it didn’t do him any good. | saw his
eyes, stretched widein hisdark face. | can still seethem.

| got my finger past hisand pressed thefiring stud.

| got up and walked acrossthe floor, carrying the blaster. The three others spread out, warily, ringing
me. Naked men glowing gold against the purple stone, their eyes hard, animal-bright with fear.

| blasted one through the head just as his muscles tensed for the leap. The otherscamein, fast. They
knocked me down, and time was passing, and the people walking dowly under the crystalswith dreams
inther eyes.

| kicked one man under the jaw and broke his neck, and the other tried to take the gun away. | had
just come from the Cloud, and he hadn't. | was strong with the life that pulsed up from the X-crystas. |
forced hisarms back and pressed the stud again, trying not to see his eyes.

And these were my friends. Men | drank and laughed with, and went with sometimes to worlds
beyond thisuniverse.

| went on, down a hall the color of aMartian dawn. | was empty. | didn't fed or think. There was
pain along way off, and blood in my mouth, but such things didn’t maiter.

| came to the place where the crystals were and stopped.

A lot of them had waked under the crystds. Almost haf of the five hundred families from the Queen
of Jupiter. They lay still on the black floor, and there was plenty of room. They didn’t crowd the others
coming after them, adow, quiet stream of human beingswith dreamsin their eyes.

The crystads hung in awide circle, tilting dightly inward. They pulsed with ablacknessthat was
beyond mere dark, a negative thing as blazing and tangible as sunlight. The angle of tilt and the tuning of
the facets againgt one another made the difference in the result, whether projecting the Vell, or motive
power, or hypnosis, or serving as agateway to another time and space.

Or sucking the power of life from human bodies.

| could seethe pale shimmer of forcein the center, asort of vortex between the limitless, burning,
black facets that rose from the quiet bodies to the chamber of the Cloud above.

| could see the faces of the dead. They were il smiling.

The controls were on the other side. | ran. | was dead inside, as dead as the corpses on the floor, but



| ran. | remember thinking it was funny to run when you were dead. | kept on the outside of the crystals
and ran with al my strength to the controls.

| saw Virgie. She wasway back in the procession, and shewasjust as| knew she'd be, with Brad
beside her and the green-eyed baby till in her arms, adeep.

Virgie, with her gleaming red hair and Missy’ seyed

| grabbed the controls and wrenched them over, and the shimmering vortex disappeared. | spun the
great hexagona whed and notched it for full-power hypnosis, and ran out onto the floor, among the
dead.

| told the living what to do. | didn’t waken them. They turned and went back the way they came,
back toward the Queen of Jupiter, running hard and still smiling, till not afraid.

| went back to the whedl and turned it again, to anotch marked in their danger-color, and then |
followed the last of the humansinto the hal. At the doorway | turned and raised my blaster.

| saw Shirina standing under the radiant blackness of the crystds, hdfway around the curving wall.

| felt her mind touch mine, and then draw back, dowly, the way you take your hand away from
someone you loved that has just died. | looked at her eyes. | had to.

Why did | dowhat | did? What did | care about red hair and smoke-gray eyes, and the
three-hundred-year diluted blood of agirl named Missy? | wasn't human any longer. What did | care?

We were gpart, Shirinaand |. We had gone away from each other and we couldn’t touch, even to
say goodbye. | caught afaint echo of her thought.

“Oh, Stevie, there were still so many thingsto do!”

Her great luminous black eyes shining with tears, her jewd-tipped antennae dulled and drooping. And
yet | knew what she was going to do.

| couldn’'t seethe crystals, suddenly. | couldn’t see anything. | knew there was never going to be
anything | wanted to see again. | raised the blaster and fired it full power into one of the hanging crystals,
and then | ran.

| fdt the bolt of Shirina’ sletha thought strike my brain, and weaken, and shatter on something in her
own mind, a itssource. | ran, adead thing going on leaden feet, in ahalo of golden light.

Behind me the X-crystals, upset by the blaster in their fullest sympathy of power, began to split and
crack and tear theworld of Agtdllar to bits.

| don’t know much about what happened. | ran and ran, on the hedls of the humans who still lived,
but | was beyond thinking or feding. | have vague memories of halwayslined with cdlls of jewel-toned
crystd, halls of amber and amethyst and cinnabar, of dragon-green and gray the color of morning migt,
and colorsthere are no namesfor in thisdimension.

Hallwaysthat cracked and split behind me, falling in upon themselves, shards of broken rainbows.
And above that the scream of power from the X-crystas, wrenching and tearing at Astdllar.

Then something | heard with my mind, and not my ears. Shirind s people, dying in the wreckage.
My mind was stunned, but not stunned enough. | could till hear. | can il hear.

The Queen of Jupiter was safe. The outward-moving vibration hadn’t reached her yet. We got



aboard her, and | opened the space doors and blasted her off mysealf, because the skipper and the first
and second officers were adeep for good on Agtdlar.

| didn’t watch the death of Agtellar. Only after along time | looked back, and it was gone, and there
wasonly acloud of bright dust shimmering in the raw sunlight.

| set the Iron Mike for Space Authority headquarters on Mars and turned on the automatic AC
warning beam. Then | left the Queen of Jupiter in the Number 4 lifeboat, B deck.

That’ swhere | am now, writing this, somewhere between Mars and the Belt. | didn’t see Virgie
before | went. | didn’t see any of them, but especialy Virgie. They' |l be awake now. | hopetheir lives
are worth what they cogt.

Adédlar isgone. The Vel isgone. You don't haveto be afraid any more. I’m going to put this
manuscript in amessage rocket and send it on, so you'll know you don't haveto fear. | don’t know why
| care.

| don't know why I'mwriting thisat al, unless—My God, | know! Why lie? At this stage of the
game, why lie?

I’m dive now. I’'m ayoung man. But the Cloud that kept methat way is gone, and presently | shall
grow old, too old, very quickly, and die. And I'm afraid to die.

Somewherein the solar system there must be somebody willing to pray for me. They used to teach
me, when | was akid, that prayer helped. | want somebody to pray for my soul, because | can't do it for

mysdif.
If I wereglad of what I’ve done, if | had changed, perhapsthen | could pray.

But I’ ve gone beyond humanity, and | can’t turn back.

Maybe prayer doesn’t matter. Maybe there' s nothing beyond degth but oblivion. | hope so! If | could
only stop being, stop thinking, stop remembering.

| hopeto dl the gods of al the universesthat desth isthe end. But | don’t know, and I'm afraid.

Afraid. Judas—Judas—Judas! | betrayed two worlds, and there couldn’t be ahell deeper than the
onel livein now. And ill I'm afraid.

Why?Why should | care what happensto me? | destroyed Astdllar. | destroyed Shirina, whom |
loved better than anything in Cregtion. | destroyed my friends, my comrades—and | have destroyed

mysdif.

And you're not worth it. Not al the human cattle that breed in the solar system were worth Astellar,
and Shirina, and the things we did beyond space and time, together.

Why did | give Missy that locket?

Why did | haveto meet Virgie, with her red hair?

Why did | remember? Why did | care? Why did | do what | did?
Why was | ever born?

TheEnd.
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