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There are some men who would hold to the routine of their lives, rigidly and seemingly mindlessly, beyond the very end of things, beyond space and ...
 
-
 
              The rocket came shivering out of hyperspace and solidified. Metallic coldness slid over its surface, starting from the prow, spreading to the tail. The pale ghosts of forty main propulsors were the last to gain concrete form. They hardened, were a quadruple ring of tubes ready to blast eight miles of fire.
 
              Lawder, peering through the bow observation port, wiped his eyes. He had been there much longer than usual, much longer. A nervous hand put out for binoculars. The high-powered glasses could not have been of much use, the way they shook. He put them down, wiped his eyes again.
 
              "What's eating you?" Santel was watching him. "Something wrong?"
 
              "Plenty."
 
              It brought Santel upright, running long fingers through red hair.
 
              He stalked to the port, stared through.
 
              "Well?" invited Lawder.
 
              "Impossible!"
 
              "Ha!" Lawder said.
 
              Santel tried the binoculars, resting wrists oh the port's thick rim to steady the field of vision.
 
              "Well?" Lawder persisted.
 
              "Impossible," maintained Santel.
 
              "You deny the evidence of your own eyes?"
 
              "First impressions can be misleading."
 
              "We're lost." Lawder sat down, viewed his boots without seeing them. His thin face twitched. "Lost souls."
 
              "Shut up!"
 
              "When I was a kid I once put three flies in a bottle. Then I rammed home the cork. That's us, flies in a bottle."
 
              "Shut up!" repeated Santel more loudly. His red hair was stiff, bristly. He had another look through the port. "I'm telling Vanderveen."
 
              "I threw the bottle in a lake. That was thirty years ago, several fly-lifetimes ago. In a lake, cold and dark, without a shore. They're still there maybe. Still there, corked in."
 
              Switching the intercom, Santel spoke into its mike. His voice was hoarse.
 
              "Captain, there's something funny. Better come up and see."
 
              "I can see from here," boomed the loud-speaker.
 
              "Huh?"
 
              "There are four windows in this 112 navigation room. They are there to be looked through. I have looked."
 
              "What do you make of it?"
 
              "Nothing."
 
              "Lost," murmured Lawder. "Become as if we had never been. Another lonely line on the list of missing ships. Memories that thin with the years and eventually drift away."
 
              "One can only make nothing of nothing," said Captain Vanderveen. "Who's that mumbling in there?"
 
              "Lawder."
 
              "Who else could it be?" shouted Lawder at the loud-speaker. "There are only we three. All together and all alone. Just three of us. You and me and Santel."
 
              "How can three be alone?" inquired Vanderveen gently. "Only one man can be alone, or one woman, one child."
 
              "Woman—we'll never see one." Lawder's knuckles were white. "Child—we'll never know one."
 
              "Take it easy," advised Santel, looking at him.
 
              "There's a quart of Tralian alodine in the second drawer," came Vanderveen's voice. "Give him a double shot. I'll lie along in a minute."
 
              Lawder gulped it down, breathed heavily. After a while, he said, "Sorry, Santel."
 
              "It's all right."
 
              "Sort of shook me up a bit."
 
              "I know."
 
              "You don't know." He showed the signet ring on his left hand. "She gave me this two months back. I gave her pinfire opals from Procyon Seven. We were to be married soon. This was to be my last trip."
 
              "So!" Santel's eyebrows lifted slightly.
 
              "It will be my last all right!"
 
              "Now, now," soothed Santel.
 
              "My last, forever. She can wait, watching the calendar, haunting the spaceports, scanning the arrival-lists, hoping, praying. She can grow old and gray. Or find someone else. Someone who'll come back to her, laughing, with gifts." His hand went out. "Give me that bottle again." He gurgled lengthily, held it up, eyed its dark glass. "Flies. That's us."
 
              "Your childhood conscience is biting back at you," Santel diagnosed. "You shouldn't have done it."
 
              "Didn't you ever cork them in?" 
 
              "No."
 
              "Or pull off their wings and watch them crawl?" 
 
              "No."
 
              "You're lucky."
 
              "So it seems." Dryly, Santel nodded toward the port.
 
-
 
              Vanderveen lumbered in—a huge man, portly, with a great spade-beard.
 
              "So you have gazed through the windows and do not like it." He was probably the only experienced deep-spacer who persisted in referring to observation ports as windows. "You look only through these and not through the others. How silly."
 
              They reacted eagerly. "You have something, captain?"
 
              "Nothing. Through every window it is the same. There is nothing."
 
              They relaxed, disappointed.
 
              "There is now only one unobserved direction," he went on. "That is tailward. One of you had better put on a spacesuit. No need to go through the bow lock. The main drivers are cold and will give direct rearward view."
 
              Santel dressed himself. They tightened the neck-bolts of his helmet. He went out.
 
              Every sound of his motion could be heard throughout the ship, faithfully conducted, a little amplified. The clump of his boots. The clang of the engine room's air-tight doors. A thin, shrill whistle of air being pumped away before he opened the inspection-trap of a vacuum-filled combustion chamber. Slithering noises, outward then inward. All the former sounds reversed.
 
              He returned. They knew the answer before they unwound the neck-bolts. It was depicted on his face behind the armor-glass visor. The helmet came off. A dampness lay over his forehead.
 
              "It's a heck of a lot worse when you look straight out at it." Santel split his suit down the front, wriggled like a crab escaping its shrunken shell. "And it's wrong, terribly wrong."
 
              "Blackness," chattered Lawder, flourishing his bottle. "Sheer, solid, unrelieved blackness. Not a spark. Not one gold or silver gleam. Not a pale pink rocket trail. Not a phantom comet."
 
              Vanderveen stood by a port, pawing his beard.
 
              "No suns, no planets, no green fields, no singing birds," Lawder went on. He poured generously down his gullet. "The Lord hath given and the Lord hath taken away."
 
              "He's getting drunk," warned Santel.
 
              "Let him." Vanderveen did not look around. "He to his inward comforts—we Jo ours."
 
              Santel said steadily. "Maybe I'm slower on the uptake. I don't yet feel ready for despair."
 
              "Of course not. You're an engineer and therefore have an engineer's mind. You know we can try the hyperdrive and chance where it takes us. Or the rockets. We have vanished from the ken of men but we're not yet beaten."
 
              "Yeah, the hyperdrive." It hit home in Lawder's brain. "Twenty light-years in one hour. That will save us. What gets in can always come out." He grinned around, momentarily happy.
 
              "Like an airplane plunging into the sea," suggested Santel. "Gets in. Doesn't like it. Up she goes."
 
              Lawder swayed close to him, a glass bludgeon in his grip, swinging it hot-handed.
 
              "You don't care if we rot here forever. What've you got to go back to? One lousy room in a stinking hostel for lousy spacemen. A month ashore picking your teeth and snoring through a library of slumber-educators for the big-ship rating you'll never get. Living and longing for the spaceways that will land you no place when your day is done, and—"
 
              "That will do, Lawder," snapped Vanderveen.
 
              "As for you—" Lawder turned on him.
 
              "THAT WILL DO!" Vanderveen's beard stuck out. His big hands were bunched.
 
              Savagely, Lawder swung the bottle, sobbing, "Talk to me like that!"
 
              The captain grunted deep down in his chest, thrust out a huge paw. No more. He did no more than that, but it sent the other headlong across the room.
 
              Silence. They stared at the body slumped in a corner, eyes shut, breathing slowly and without sound. Turning, they looked through the port. Silence. Blackness. No faraway lanterns. No faint, aureate glow of a Milky Way. Only the utter deadliness of the day before Creation. They were bodies on a forgotten barge becalmed in an ageless, endless sea. A sable sea. Dark and peaceful, as death.
 
              "Spacemen don't get that way." Santel jerked a thumb toward the corner. "He can't be normal."
 
              "He has someone waiting. That means much."
 
              Santel cocked an eye at him. "What of you?"
 
              "I'm not soon to be married." The captain viewed the dark, seeing only the past. "Besides, I am different. You are different. That is our beauty as men, that all are different. Each does his best with what the good Lord has given him. He can do no more."
 
              "No, sir," agreed Santel, very respectfully.
 
-
 
              Lawder came round after a bit, blinked blearily, made no remark. Crawling into his bunk, he snored for four hours. He awoke, had a look at the chronometer.
 
              "You guys been standing there all that time?"
 
              "Most of it."
 
              "Gaping at jet-black nothingness? What good will it do you?"
 
              Santel did not bother to answer.
 
              "We've been thinking," said Vanderveen. "Hard."
 
              "Yeah?" Lawder crawled out, stood up, tenderly felt around his chops. "Who socked me?"
 
              "Maybe I did. Or maybe Santel did. Or maybe you conked yourself with that bottle you were waving around."
 
              "I get it. Nobody's telling."
 
              "So long as I'm captain there are going to be no recriminations, no animosities. Not while we're stuck in this fix. We're too small a bunch, too alone."
 
              Lawder eyed him, licked dry lips. "I guess so. Well, I'll go get me a drink. I feel dehydrated."
 
              "Easy on the water," advised Vanderveen.
 
              "Huh?"
 
              "There is only so much."
 
              Easy on the water—there is only so much. That was today, the first day. Tomorrow, next week, next month—what? Rationing by count of drops, every one more precious than its predecessor. Each man's measure watched by other eyes, lingering on every glistening globule, seeing it stretch, drop, and hearing its sweet, delicious plop.
 
              And three minds growing increasingly bemused by the simple mathematics of the situation: a two-way split goes farther than a three-way deal. Higher calculus: all for one is more than for two. How much consumable blood in somebody else's body? Would the biggest one hold the most? How many warm pints in Vanderveen?
 
              The captain's gaze was on him as he went for his drink. It would have been easier to bear had it been accusing, suspicious or threatening. But it was not. It was cool, calm, courageous. That made it hard, so hard. Lawder contented himself with a mere suck rolled around his mouth. He came slowly back.
 
              "Are we going to squat here until we're mummified? Why don't we take to hyperdrive again."
 
              Vanderveen's thick finger pointed outside. "Because we don't know which way to shoot. Direction is a path relative to visible things. There is nothing visible, therefore no means of relating ourselves to anything, no sense of direction."
 
              "We know how we're sitting. All we need do is back out along the line we came in."
 
              "I wish it were that easy." If the captain was worried he did not show it. "We don't know how we're sitting or even whether we are sitting. We may be motionless or not. We may have rotated a hundred times, longitudinally or axially, and remained unaware of it. We may be skidding some place in a straight line, at high velocity, or we may be spiraling around an enormous radius. There's just no way of telling."
 
              "But the instruments—"
 
              "Were designed for the space-time continuum in which they were made. Right now we need new instruments for a totally different set of circumstances."
 
-
 
              "All right, I'll give you that. But we've still got the hyperdrive." Lawder gestured urgently. "It can jerk us through four successive layers' of hyperspace, four coexisting universes. They won't all be blotted out like this hell-hole. They'll have lights, beacons, calling us home."
 
              "Beacons," echoed Santel moodily. "One red dwarf, old, sterile and planetless, would look like heaven to me."
 
              "We can try, can't we?" insisted Lawder. "Can't we?"
 
              "We can." Vanderveen was thoughtful, reluctant. "But if we choose wrongly—"
 
              "We'll be another mighty jump still deeper into the dark," Santel finished for him. "Then we'll go nuts and make another, and another. Getting farther and farther away trying to get nearer. Struggling harder and sinking deeper like flies trapped in sticky beer."
 
              "Flies!" Lawder shouted it at the top of his voice. "You throw those up to me? Why, you—!"
 
              Vanderveen moved forward, almost touching him chest to chest. "Be quiet! Listen!" His fingers combed a moment at his great beard. "We have a multitude of choices. Right, left, forward, backward, up, down and thousands of intermediates. Plus the other coordinates which make the number of chances a string of figures ten yards long. Only one of those may be correct. Only one may be salvation, life, home, the green fields, the friendly sun, the warmth and fellowship of other men. Any of the others may make confusion worse confounded, our damnation more damned. Do you get that?"
 
              "Yes." It came out in a whisper.
 
              "Very well. Give me a direction and we'll try it."
 
              "Me?" Lawder was shaken. "Why me?"
 
              "You're the bellyacher," said Santel.
 
              The captain turned on him. "That was unnecessary." Again to Lawder, "Go on, choose!"
 
              "How?" Lawder stalled for time, fearful of error.
 
              "Point." Vanderveen's lips uttered it again, commandingly. "Point!"
 
              Perspiring freely, Lawder stuck out an arm at random. It was like signaling the death trap to be sprung.
 
              "Give me a three-figure number," Vanderveen ordered. 
 
              "237." 
 
              "A letter." 
 
              "B."
 
              "And an angle."
 
              "Forty-seven degrees."
 
              To Santel, "You heard what he said. Set them up along the line he picked. Switch immediately you're ready."
 
              Ceremoniously, Santel dragged a tiny woolen monkey from his breast pocket, patted it three times, kissed it once and stuffed it back. He sat at the control board, adjusted it, switched.
 
              The others stood waiting as if it were normal for the hyperdrive to be subject to delay. It was merely that its unexpected lack of response took some time to sink into their minds. Not a shudder, not a shake. Xo queer, flesh-tingling twist such as always accompanied ultra-rapid transition from one scheme of things to another. Not even the faintest tremor in the fabric of the ship:
 
-
 
              Scowling to himself, Santel set the controls anew, tried again, reset, had a third go. He disappeared into the engine room, came back after twenty minutes, tried the controls.
 
              "It won't work." His face came round over one shoulder, showing features strained and mystified. "There is nothing wrong with the apparatus. Everything is as it ought to be. Yet it doesn't function."
 
              Lawder burst out, "It has got to."
 
              "In that case," suggested Santel, leaving the board, "you make it function."
 
              "I'm not the engineer. That's your job."
 
              "Well, I've flopped on it. I can't put right something that isn't wrong. I can't cure mechanical or electronic faults that don't exist. See if you can do better."
 
              "Let me try." Vanderveen pushed past, sat at the board, patiently set up a dozen series of coordinates. He switched each one. The vessel did not stir. Its ports remained black and blank as if immersed in soot. "No luck." He arose heavily, without emotion, but looking somehow aged and tired. "The drive is out for keeps."
 
              Santel raked his red hair. "I don't like this, captain. Hyperdrive operates from space to space. In theory, there is only one place where 'it could not work."
 
              "Well?"
 
              "And that place is purely imaginary." 
 
              "Well?"
 
              "Unspace, or not-space, or whatever you care to call it. Somewhere devoid of spatial properties."
 
              "Bunk!" Lawder chipped in emphatically. "Everywhere has got to be within one continuum or another. Where could not-space be?"
 
              Vanderveen said, "Outside the whole of Creation."
 
              Momentarily it hypnotized both of them. They stood there, side by side, viewing him with dazed eyes, their thoughts stirred to turmoil, their tongues locked and growing dry.
 
              Finally, Lawder found voice. "The big boats can go faster and farther than us. They can cross gulfs between island universes, hyper-spatially. They've skipped from one galaxy to another and found more beyond. Always there are more beyond, sparkling in the dark. Creation has no limits."
 
              "Hasn't it?"
 
              "No," declared Lawder flatly. "Can you think of it without limits?"
 
              "The human mind can't really conceive infinity. So what?"
 
              "So you're dogmatically asserting that which you cannot conceive." Vanderveen studied him beneath thick brows. "Not that that proves or disproves anything."
 
              "Do some proving of your own," Lawder invited. He was getting excited as his mind absorbed the dreadful implications of the captain's viewpoint.
 
              Vanderveen said quietly, "The hyperdrive is extremely efficient when it works, but it's not one hundred per cent reliable. It operates in and through any space. Here it does not work. Neither is light transmitted anywhere immediately outside this ship. Neither does the radio respond."
 
              "The radio!" Lawder smacked his forehead in self-reproof. "I forgot it."
 
              "We tried it while you were snoring. It remains as silent as the grave." Clasping hands behind him, the captain paced the room. "We are some place that is not space as we understand it. Somewhere cold and sterile. Somewhere devoid of all gravitational and electromagnetic phenomena. That which stands outside of all creative forces. Negativity. Ultima Thule. The place that God forgot." He stared at them, his beard sticking forward. "The hyperdrive hit a rut and we got tossed right out of mundane existence."
 
              "That's how it's beginning to look to me," Santel admitted.
 
              "All the things with which we are familiar—light, gravitation, air, food, warmth, company and so on—are confined within this vessel. Outside is nothing—except, possibly, faraway and buried deep in the dark, the forty-odd ships which have vanished without word or trace in the three thousand years since hyperdrive came into general use."
 
              "Gone forever," droned Santel, finding morbid pleasure in it. "Forever, forever, amen!"
 
              Lawder declaimed furiously, "We'll show up. We'll come driving back in a blaze of glory. We won't stay stuck until kingdom come. Do you know why?" He glowered at one, then at the other, inviting contradiction. "Because I'm going to start the rockets."
 
              "Useless," Santel told him. "One hour of hyperdrive covers more distance than the rockets could make up in twenty years, even if the fuel-"
 
              "Damn the fuel! May you both burn with it!"
 
-
 
              They were silent. Their eyes followed him as he took the pilot's seat, operated the injectors, pressed the firing stud. The ship roared and shuddered.
 
              "See?" He came out of the seat, yelled above the noise, did a little dance of triumph. "See?"
 
              "See?" shouted Santel even louder. He pointed to the meters. Their fingers quivered in sympathy with the vessel's trembling, but that was all. No forward thrust. No velocity. No acceleration rate. Only the thermometer responded. It began to climb rapidly. Warmth poured forward from the tail end, there being almost no radiation outward.
 
              "Cut it off, Lawder," commanded Vanderveen, anxiously noting the rise of the red line. "Cut it off. If it goes on too long we'll be roasted alive."
 
              "Roast," howled Lawder, doing a crazy jig and ignoring the meters. "Who cares? We're going back. Home. Among the flowers. Winifred there, smiling, happy." The rockets bellowed. The warmth built up. Sweat began to run down his cheeks and was not noticed in his exultation. Winifred, for me. Home. We're on the way."
 
              "Space-happy," commented Santel, grim.
 
              "Lawder, I said cut it off!"
 
              "Back to the suns, the moons, the seas, the clouds. Back to people, millions of them. Thanks to me. The bottle is uncorked, thanks to me."
 
              "CUT IT OFF!" Vanderveen lumbered forward, hair lank, beard dripping. The red line was three-quarters up.
 
              "Never! Never! We're going back, I tell you. Whether you like it or not." His eyes went cunning as they saw the captain's approach. "Keep away. The rockets will run, without your orders. Keep away!" Pulling open the pilot's drawer, he made a grab inside, got something heavy and metallic blue.
 
              A thin stab of fire came from Vanderveen's hip.
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              Lawder posed by the drawer, one hand propped on it. He gazed at Vanderveen, his face wet, his eyes softening. The rockets thumped and thundered. He went slowly to his knees, pulling the drawer out and spilling its contents. Leaping behind him, Santel stopped the flow to the main propulsors.
 
              In the deep silence that followed, Lawder said apologetically, "I only want home ... Winifred. You understand?" His voice was like a child's. He shook his head blindly, keeled over, ceased to breathe.
 
              "Last trip." Santel stood over him, looking down. "It was his last trip."
 
              Vanderveen mopped his forehead. "I intended to make a near miss and frighten him. It was a bad shot."
 
              "It was fate."
 
              "A bad shot," persisted Vanderveen. "I had little time to think." He turned away sadly. "The pain was his, but the punishment was mine. I have slaughtered part of myself."
 
              Santel watched him go out, slow-footed.
 
              No man is an island.
 
-
 
              Five weeks. Eight-forty Earth-hours. Twenty intergalactic time-units. Eons in a berillisteel bottle. And still the impenetrable dark outside, thick, cloying, the dark that has never known light or life.
 
              Santel mooched into the navigation room, flopped into a seat. He was thin, pale, had the gauntness of one cooped up with trouble too long.
 
              "The food is all right. Enough for a year. What's the use of it without a year's oxygen?"
 
              Busily writing at his desk, Vanderveen did not reply.
 
              "If we had been fitted up with half an acre of oxygen-producing Sirian cactii, like the big boats carry, we'd have been O.K. in that respect. Tending them would give us something to do. We could concentrate our worrying upon the water."
 
              Scribble, scribble continued Vanderveen.
 
              "Reckon the water will' last us about three weeks unless we reduce our takings still further." No response.
 
              "After that—curtains!" He mooned irritably at the captain's broad back. "Well, aren't you interested?"
 
              Vanderveen sighed, put down his pen, swiveled round in his seat. "We share and share alike—to the end."
 
              "That's understood," agreed Santel.
 
              "It is not understood." The other's eyes were keen, penetrating as they looked into his. "You have tried to deceive me. For the last ten days you have taken less than your share. I know, for I have checked up on it." He paused, added, "So I have taken similarly less. That makes us quits."
 
              Flushing, Santel said, "There was no need for you to do that." 
 
              "Why not?"
 
              "You are twice my size. You need more."
 
              "More life?" He waited for the reply that did not come. "I am older than you. I have had more life."
 
              Santel changed the subject with the alacrity of the out-argued. "Writing, writing, always writing. Is it necessary?"
 
              "I am entering the log, in full detail."
 
              "It won't be read for a million years—if ever. We have departed the mortal coil. We're dead but not quite ready to lie down—though it won't be long now! That makes log-filling a waste of effort, doesn't it?"
 
              "It is my duty."
 
              "Duty!" sniffed Santel. "Did Lawder think of duty?"
 
              "In a way." The captain mused a moment. "He had an all-absorbing ambition, natural, harmless, involving a woman and an Earthbound home. He had worked hard for it over many years, been denied it over many years, at last found it almost within reach. In the crisis he did his duty to his dreams, but because his dream was not ours we thought him a little crazy." He gestured to the log. "So I have written that he died in the line of duty. It is all that I can do for him."
 
              "And it's a waste of effort," maintained Santel.
 
              "For five weeks you have been trying various combinations on the hyperdrive. Isn't that equally a waste of effort?"
 
              "One must do something or go nuts. Besides, it is better to live in hope than die in despair."
 
              "Precisely!" Vanderveen twisted back to his desk, resumed writing, his pen going scratch-scratch. "So I accept to the very last my responsibilities as ship commander. And remote though the chance may be, a full and complete account of what occurred may be useful to somebody some day. If it served to save the skin of only one ignorant Savage it would not be in vain."
 
              Log-filling. It may be useful some day, somewhere, somehow. The dull grind of routine when life has dribbled away to a mere three weeks, perhaps less. The multi-million to one hope of providing salvation for some barbarian a thousand generations unborn. An impossible long-shot aimed to help one ship, one sailor at a far-distant time when hyperdrives might be hopelessly antiquated and all the multitudinous existences accurately measured, weighed, estimated.
 
              "The least one can do," added Vanderveen, by way of afterthought, "is one's duty to the last-as one deems it."
 
              Santel stood up, staring over his shoulder, seeing the rim of beard that jutted from the stubborn chin. Scratch-scratch went the pen. It was like the scratchings of man-hordes at the foundations of Creation. Striving and scratching to bare the treasures and secrets hidden therein; dying and scratching and never giving up.
 
              And it was like the scratching of his dry tongue upon his dry palate. Water. Three weeks. Twice three are six. Three threes are nine. Mistress Mary, quite contrary, how does your garden grow? Water, it needs water. Three weeks. Twice three are six.
 
              "So I have taken similarly less. That makes us quits."
 
-
 
              Quietly, Santel went out, closing the door. His gait was stiff, robot-like, his features set. His eyes were on something faraway and insignificant. His dream, his own dream. A scrap of paper. An unimportant roll of vellum bearing the great trans-cosmic seal above his own name. Engineer First Class. Perhaps the name would have been written with a scratchy pen. All this for that. His dream. How futile.
 
              A little later a thin whistle of air sounded from the front. It rose and fell, sobbing without loudness, in imitation of one who weeps muffled and alone.
 
              Vanderveen heard the last wail of it, dropped his pen. Puzzled, apprehensive, he went to the door, pulled it open.
 
              "Santel!"
 
              Silence.
 
              "Are you there?" 
 
              An awful hush. 
 
              "SANTEL!"
 
              He raced to the bow, steel-shod boots clattering, his beard jutting forward, his eyes anxious.
 
              There it was, the forward air lock. Fastened on the inside, open on the outside, open to the eternal dark. He looked around, big hands clasping and unclasping. Three space-suits hanging nearby, bulgy but slack, like iron men drained of their insides. A note stuck to the middle one.
 
              "I have nobody. You have many. Good-by."
 
              Taking it down, he carried it back to the navigation room, sat a long, long time fingering the note and gazing blankly at the wall. Finally, he picked up his pen.
 
-
 
              Another six and a half weeks. Twenty-six intergalactic time units.
 
              Vanderveen wrote slowly, laboriously, with screwed-up eyes and many pauses for breath. He was not engaged upon the log. That official tome lay to one side, discarded, finished with the day's entry. In that respect, duty was done, to the last. Hut he was still writing.
 
              The calendar hung upon the wall, its various sector indicators all an Earth-month out of date. The chronometer had stopped. A dozen oxygen inlets were wide open and empty, not a whiff of life coming through their tubes from the depleted tanks at back. The utter blackness of nonexistence still lay over the ports, ready for invasion and further conquest when the ship's dimming lights at last flickered and went out.
 
              Laboriously he put down, "I am not alone while I can see your face within my mind. I am not alone while I have memories of you. I thank you, dearest, for these things you have given me, because of which I am not alone." He paused to assert his will over his failing ' hand. "But now I must finish with fondest love to you and the children, from their affectionate father Conraad V—"
 
              He struggled hard to complete the name, and failed.
 
              The dark came in.
 
-
 
              The multitudinous years, the long-rolling eons cannot be measured in death. There is no time beyond the pale of living things.
 
              So there was no sense of bygone centuries or millennia when Vanderveen awoke. There was only intensely brilliant light and much pain and many glistening things in which colored fluids trembled and bubbled. Also, there were voices within his mind.
 
              "We can do no more. It's now or never. Cut out that switch and let's see if he keeps going."
 
              Pain was all over, along every nerve and artery, in every muscle, but gradually subsiding. The soundless voices were becoming strong.
 
              Something nearby gave a loud click. A torturing throb within him ceased. Only the slight pulsation of his heart could be felt. He was weak, befuddled and curiously tired.
 
              "VANDERVEEN!"
 
              It struck commandingly into the depths of his brain, forcing him to open his eyes, thrust away his lassitude.
 
              He was lying flat on a surface soft, warm and resilient. Three men stood by his side. He knew instinctively that they were men though not like any he had ever known. None had possessed such great optics or exuded such mental power.
 
              "You can hear?"
 
              A whisper. "Yes."
 
              "Beyond the Rim nothing changes, nothing deteriorates. That has saved you."
 
              "Saved?" He strove to comprehend.
 
              "You have been resuscitated."
 
              Questions formed haltingly in his mind. Where am I? Who are these? How did I get here?
 
              They must have been able to read his thoughts, for they responded, "There can be no deliberate escape from non-space. But Creation expands into it at tremendous rate. Eventually its limits reached your vessel—and life reclaimed its own."
 
              That was far too much for him to absorb at such a moment. He made no attempt to grapple with the concept, but listened as they went on.
 
              "So ships come back now and again, centuries apart, like relics from the dawn of history. Yours proved to be a treasure of value beyond compute, for it contained essential data which will enable us to prevent further disappearances. There will be no more lost vessels, no more, no more."
 
              It did not gratify him. There were other fears that prevented him from linking up yesterday's duty with today's reward.
 
              "My wife," he got out in an agony of apprehension.
 
              They shook sad heads, went silent.
 
              He tried to sit up. "My children."
 
              One patted his hand, smiled at him. "We are your children."
 
              Of course, they must be. He sank back, closed his eyes. My children. He who serves mankind is part of mankind—and mankind's children are his very own.
 
              A watcher turned a huge scanner, swung it nearer, showed the waiting and hopeful world that the man from seventeen thousand years ago lived once again.
 
              And as it focused upon him, Captain Vanderveen slept knowing that he was not alone.
 
 
 
The End
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