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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.
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CHAPTER

1

THE PHONE WAS RINGING. HE CAME UP OUT OF A SLEEP AS DARK as death, fumbled at the glowing button in the phone’s base with numb fingers and punched it. The ringing ceased.

“Wander here,” he mumbled. An officer he did not recognize showed on the screen.

“Major, this is Assignment. Lieutenant Van Lee. Laagi showing upward of thirty ships facing our sector of the Frontier. Scramble, sir.”

“Right,” he muttered.

There was no reason for the Laagi to start putting extra ships into that part of their territory that faced the North American Sector, and necessitate an all-personnel call-out of the ship-handling crews—including people like himself who had just come back in off patrol out there six hours ago.

But then, attacking or running, the Laagi made no sense. They never had.

“You’re to show in Conference Room K at four hundred hours. Bring your personals.”

“Right.” Groggily he rolled over on his stomach and squinted at his watch in the glow from the button on the phone. In the pale light, the figures on his wrist-corn stood at twelve minutes after three—three hundred twelve hours. Enough time.

“Understood, sir?”

“Understood, Lieutenant,” he said.

“Very good, sir. Out.”

The phone went dead. For a moment the desire for sleep sucked at Jim Wander like some great black bog; then with a convulsive jerk he threw it and the covers off him in one motion and sat up on the edge of his bed in the darkness, scrubbing at his face with an awkward hand.

After a second, he turned the light on, got up, showered and dressed. As he shaved, he watched his face in the mirror. It was still made up of the same roughly squarish, large-boned features he remembered, but the lines about the mouth and between the eyebrows seemed deepened with the sleep, under the tousled black hair, coarsely curling up from his forehead. It could not be drink, he thought. He never drank except on leave, nowadays. Alcohol at other times did nothing for him anymore. It was just that now he slept like a log—like a log watersoaked and drowning in some bottomless lake.

He had not gone stale. Out on the Frontier he was as good as ever. But he needed something—what, he could not specify. He felt the lack of it, like the emptiness of a long-empty stomach inside him. But it was not hunger, because he was fed regularly; and it was not women, as his friends suggested, because he had no trouble finding women on his leaves from duty. What he wanted was to come to grips with something. That was it, to have a wall behind him he could set his back against and a job to do in front of him, where he could see himself getting it done—instead of fighting an endless war and getting nowhere, surrounded by those who found simply being in the war enough to justify their existence.

He needed to accomplish something and find someone who understood what it was like to have that need.

He got up and started getting himself ready for duty.

When he was finally dressed, he strapped on last of all his “personals”—his sidearm, the painkiller kit, the little green thumbnail-square box holding the x-capsule. Then he left his room, went down the long, sleeping corridor of the officers’ quarters and out a side door into the darkness of predawn and the rain.

He could have gone around by the interior corridors to the Operations building, but it was a short cut across the quadrangle and the rain and chill would wake him, drive the last longing for sleep from his bones. As he stepped out of the door the invisible rain, driven by a light wind, hit him in the face. Beyond were the blurred lights of the Operations building across the quadrangle.

Far off to his left thunder rolled. Tinny thunder—the kind heard at high altitudes, in the mountains. Beyond the rain and darkness were the Rockies. Above the Rockies, the clouds. And beyond the clouds, space, stretching light-years of distance to the Frontier.

—To where he would doubtless be before the dawn rose, above this quadrangle, above these buildings, these mountains, and this Earth.

He entered the Operations building, showed his identification to the Officer of the Day, and took the lift tube up to the fourth floor. The frosted pane of the door to Conference Room F glowed with a brisk, interior light. He knocked on the door and went in without waiting for an answer. Inside, the room was half-full of pilots like himself and their gunners.

“Oh, Jim!” said the colonel behind the briefing desk. “Not here. They want you in Conference Room K, this time.”

Jim grunted. He had forgotten. He went out. One floor down and halfway down the corridor to the right was Conference K. Jim went in this time without even knocking—and stopped. Like all conference rooms in Operations, it had one desk and-many chairs. This room also had two people, one of whom was General Louis Mollen, Sub-Chief of Operations, and the other was a woman Jim did not know.

Mollen, round and hard-bodied as a medicine ball, with a head to match, sat behind the desk; and in a chair half-facing him was a woman in military flight clothes, in her midtwenties, lean and high-foreheaded, with the fresh skin and clear eyes of someone who has spent most of her years inside walls, sheltered from the weather. Under reddish blond hair her eyes were blue-green, in a face that was rectangular, with the jawlines sloping straight down to a small, square chin. It was not a remarkable face. Nor was it unremarkable. It was a strong, determined face.

“Sorry, sir. I should have knocked,” said Jim.

“Not important,” said Mollen. “Come in.”

Jim came in and both the other two stood up as he approached the desk. They watched him closely, and Jim found himself examining the woman. The flight coveralls she wore had been fitted to her, which meant she was not just a civilian fitted out by the supply depot for this occasion. At the same time something about her did not belong in the Operations building; and Jim, out of the dullness of the fatigue that was still on him and the emptiness in him, found himself twinged by a sudden and reasonless resentment at her presence here, at the moment of a scramble. She looked unnaturally wide-awake and competent for this dark hour of the morning. Of course, so did Mollen; but that was different.

Jim stopped in front of the desk.

“Jim,” said the general, deep-voiced, his round, snub-nosed, pugnacious face unsmiling. “I want you to meet Dr. Mary Gallegher. She’s from the Geriatrics Bureau.”

She would be, thought Jim sourly, reaching out to shake hands with her. Mary Gallegher was almost as tall as Jim himself, who at five feet ten was near the upper limit in height for the cramped quarters of the pilot’s corn seat of a fighter ship, and her handshake was not weak. But still … here she was, thought Jim, still resenting her for being someone as young as Jim himself, full of the juices of living, and with all her attention focused on the gray and tottering end-years of life. A bodysnatcher—a snatcher of old bodies from the brink of the grave for a few months or a few years.

“Pleased to meet you, Mary,” he said.

“Good to meet you, Jim.”

“Sit down,” said the general. Jim pulled up a chair and they all sat down once more around the desk.

“What’s up, sir?” asked Jim. “They told me it was a general call-out.”

“The call-out’s a fake. Just an excuse to put extra ships on the Frontier for something special,” answered Mollen. “The something special’s why Mary’s here. And you. What do you remember about the Sixty Ships Battle?”

“It was right after we found we had a frontier in common with the Laagi, wasn’t it?” said Jim, slightly puzzled. “Over one hundred years ago or so. Back before we found out logistics made mass spaceship battles unworkable. Sixty of ours met forty-some of theirs beyond the Frontier, as it is now, and theirs were better. What about it?”

“Do you remember how the battle came out?” It was the civilian, Mary Gallegher, leaning forward with an intensity that puzzled him.

Jim shrugged.

“They were better, as I say. Our ships were slower then. We hadn’t started to design them for guarding a frontier, instead of fighting pitched battles. They cut us up and suckered what was left into staying clumped together while they set off a nova explosion,” he said. He looked into her eyes and spoke deliberately. “The ships on the edge of the explosion were burned up like paper cutouts. The ones in the center just disappeared.”

“Disappeared,” said Mary Gallegher. She did not seem disturbed by Jim’s description of the explosion. “That’s the right word. How long ago did you say this was?”

“Over a hundred years ago,” said Jim. He turned and looked at General Mollen, with a glance that said plainly—What is this, sir?

“Look here, Jim,” said the general. “We’ve got something to show you.”

He pushed aside the few papers on the surface of the table in front of him and touched some studs on the control console near the edge of the top. The overhead lights dimmed. The surface of the table became transparent and gave way to a scene of stars. To the three seated around the desk top it was as if they looked down and out into an area of space a thousand light-years across. To the civilian, Jim was thinking, the stars would be only a maze. To Jim himself, the image was long familiar.

Mollen’s hands did things with the studs. Two hazy spheres of dim light, each about a hundred and fifty light-years in diameter along its longest axis, sprang into view—bright enough to establish their position and volume, not so bright as to hide the stars they enclosed. The center of one of the spheres was the sun of Earth, and the farthest extent of this sphere in one direction intermixed with an edge of the other.

“Our area of space,” said Mollen’s voice, out of the dimness around the table. “—And the Laagi’s, Mary. They block our expansion in that direction, and we block theirs in this. The distribution of the stars in this view being what it is, it’s not practical for either race to go around the other. You see the Frontier area, Mary?”

“Where the two come together, yes,” said Mary.

“Now Jim—” said Mollen. “Jim commands a Wing of our Frontier Guard ships, and he knows that area well. But nothing but unmanned drones of ours have ever gotten deep into Laagi territory beyond the Frontier and come back out again. Agreed, Jim?”

“Agreed, sir,” said Jim. “More than twenty, thirty light-years deep is suicide.”

“Well, perhaps,” said Mollen. “But let me go on. The Sixty Ships Battle was fought a hundred and twelve years ago—here.” A bright point of light sprang into existence in the Frontier area. “One of the ships engaged in it was a one-man vessel with a semianimate automatic control system, named by its pilot La Chasse Gallerie—you said something, Jim?”

The exclamation had emerged from Jim’s lips involuntarily. And at the same time, foolishly, a slight shiver had run down his back. It had been years since he had run across the old tale as a boy.

“It’s a French-Canadian ghost legend, sir,” he said. “The legend was that voyageurs who had left their homes in Eastern Canada to go out on the fur trade routes and who had died out there would be able to come back home one night of the year. New Year’s night. They’d come sailing in through the storms and snow in ghost canoes, to join the people back home and kiss the girls they now wouldn’t ever be seeing again.—That’s what they called the story, ‘La Chasse Gallerie.’ It means the hunting of a type of butterfly that invades beehives to steal honey.”

“The pilot of this ship was a Canadian,” said Mollen. “Raoul Penard.” He coughed dryly. “He was greatly attached to his home. La Chasse Gallerie was one of the ships near the center of the nova explosion, one of the ones that disappeared. At that time we didn’t realize that the nova explosion was merely a destructive application of the principle used in phase-shift drive.—You’ve heard of the statistical chance that a ship caught just right by a nova explosion could be transported instead of destroyed, Jim?”

“I’d hate to count on it, sir,” said Jim. “Anyway, what’s the difference? Modern ships can’t be anticipated or held still long enough for any kind of explosion to be effective. The Laagi haven’t used the nova for eighty years. Neither have we.”

“True enough,” said Mollen. “But we aren’t talking about modern ships. Look at the desk schema, Jim. Forty-three hours ago, one of our deep, unmanned probes returned from far into Laagi territory with pictures of a ship. Look.”

Jim heard a stud click. The stars shifted and drew back. Floating against a backdrop of unknown stars he saw the old-fashioned cone shape of a one-man space battlecraft, of a type forgotten eighty years before. The view moved in close and he saw a name, abraded by dust and dimmed, but readable on the hull.

La Chasse Gallerie—The breath caught in his throat.

“It’s been floating around in Laagi territory all this time?” Jim said. “I can’t believe—”

“More than that”—Mollen interrupted him—“that ship’s under pilotage and moving.” A stud clicked. The original scene came back. A bright line began at the extreme edge of the desk and began to creep toward the back limits of Laagi territory. It entered the territory and began to pass through.

“You see,” said Mollen’s voice out of the dimness, “it’s coming back from wherever the nova explosion kicked it to, over one hundred years ago. It’s headed back toward our own territory. It’s headed back, toward Earth.”

Jim stared at the line in fascination.

“No,” he heard himself saying. “It can’t be. It’s some sort of Laagi trick. They’ve got a Laagi pilot aboard—”

“Listen,” said Mollen. “The probe heard talking inside the ship. And it recorded. Listen—”

Again, there was the faint snap of a stud. A voice, a human voice, singing raggedly, almost absentmindedly to itself, entered the air of the room and rang on Jim’s ears.



… en roulant ma boule, roulant—

en roulant ma boule, roulant …





The singing broke off and the voice dropped into a mutter of a voice that switched back and forth between French and English, speaking to itself. Jim, who had all but forgotten the little French he had picked up as a boy in Quebec, was barely able to make out that the owner of the voice was carrying on a running commentary on the housekeeping duties he was doing about the ship. Talking to himself after the fashion of hermits and lonely men.

“All right,” said Jim, even while he wondered why he was protesting such strong evidence at all. “Didn’t you say they had the early semianimate control systems then? They used brain tissue grown in a culture, didn’t they? It’s just the control system, parroting what it’s heard, following out an early order to bring the ship back.”

“Look again,” said Mollen. The view changed once more to a close-up of La Chasse Gallerie. Jim looked and saw wounds in the dust-scarred hull—the slashing cuts of modern light weapons, refinements of the ancient laser beam-guns.

“The ship’s already had its first encounter with the Laagi on its way home. It met three ships of a Laagi patrol—and fought them off.”

“Fought them off? That old hulk?” Jim stared into the dimness where Mollen’s face should be. “Three modern Laagi ships?”

“That’s right,” said Mollen. “It killed two and escaped from the third—and by rights it ought to be dead itself, but it’s still coming, on ordinary drive, evidently. It’s not phase-shifting. Now, a control system might record a voice and head a ship home, but it can’t fight off odds of three to one. That takes a living mind.”

A stud clicked. Dazzling overhead light sprang on again and the desk top was only a desk top. Blinking in the illumination, Jim saw Mollen looking across at him.

“Jim,” said the general, “this is a volunteer mission. That ship is still well in Laagi territory and it’s going to be hit again before it reaches the Frontier. Next time it’ll be cut to ribbons, or captured. We can’t afford to have that happen. Its pilot, this Raoul Penard, has got too much to tell us, even beginning with the fact of how he happens to be alive in space at well over a hundred years of age.” He watched Jim closely. “Jim, I’m asking you to take a section of four ships in to meet La Chasse Gallerie and bring her out.”

Jim stared at him. He found himself involuntarily wetting his lips and stopped the gesture.

“How deep?” he asked.

“At least eighty light-years in toward the heart of Laagi territory,” said Mollen bluntly. “If you want to turn it down, Jim, say so now. The man who pulls this off has got to go into it believing he can make it back out again.”

“That’s me,” said Jim. He laughed, the bare husk of a laugh. “That’s the way I operate, General. I volunteer.”

“Good,” said Mollen. He sat back in his chair. “There’s just one more thing, then. Raoul Penard is older than any human being has a right to be and he’s pretty certainly senile, if not out-and-out insane. We’ll want a trained observer along to get as much information out of contact with the man as we can, in case you lose him and his ship, getting back. That calls for someone with a unique background and experience in geriatrics and all the knowledge of the aging process. So Mary, here, is going to be that observer. She’ll replace your regular gunner and ride in a two-man ship with you.”

It was like a hard punch in the belly. Jim sucked in air and found he had jerked erect. Both of the others watched him. He waited a second, to get his voice under control. He spoke first to the general.

“Sir, I’ll need a gunner. If there was ever a job where I’d need a gunner, it’d be this one.”

“As a matter of fact,” said Mollen slowly—and Jim could feel that this answer had been ready and waiting for him—“Mary, here, is a gunner—a good one. She’s a captain in the Reserve, Forty-second Training Squadron. With a ninety-two point six efficiency rating.”

“But she’s still a weekend warrior—” Jim swung about to face her. “Have you even done a tour of duty? Real duty? On the Frontier?”

“I think you know I haven’t, Major,” said Mary evenly. “If I had you’d have recognized me. We’re about the same age and there aren’t that many on Frontier duty.”

“Then do you know what it’s like, Captain—what it can be like out there?” raged Jim. He was trying to keep the edge out of his voice but he could hear it there in spite of all he could do. “Do you know how the Laagi can come out of nowhere? Do you know you can be hit before you know anyone’s anywhere near around? Or the ship next to you can be hit and the screens have to stay open—that’s regulation, in case of the one-in-a-million chance that there’s something can be done for whoever’s in the hit ship? Do you know what it’s like to sit there and watch someone you’ve lived with burning to death in a cabin he can’t get out of?—Or spilled out of a ship cut wide open, and lost back there somewhere … alive but lost … where you’ll never be able to find him? Do you know what it might be like to be spilled out and lost yourself, and faced with the choice of living three weeks, a month, two months in your suit in the one-in-a-million chance of being found after all—or of taking your x-capsule? Do you know what that’s like?”

“I know of it,” said Mary. Her face had not changed. “The same way you do, as a series of possibilities, for the most part. I’ve seen visual and audible recordings of what you talk about. I know it as well as I can without having been wounded or killed myself.”

“I don’t think you do!” snapped Jim raggedly. His voice was shaking. He saw Mary turn to look at the general.

“Louis,” she said, “perhaps we should ask for another volunteer?”

“Jim’s our best man,” said Mollen. He had not moved, or changed his expression, watching them both from behind the desk. “If I had a better Wing Cee—or an equal one who was fresher—I’d have called on him or her instead. But what you’re after is just about impossible; and only someone who can do the impossible has a hope of bringing it off. That’s Jim. It’s like athletic skills. Every so often a champion comes along, one in billions of people, who isn’t just one notch up from the next contenders, but ten notches up from the nearest best. There’s no point in sending you and five ships into Laagi territory with anyone else in command. You simply wouldn’t come back. With Jim, you might.”

“I see,” said Mary. She looked at Jim. “Regardless, I’m going.”

“And you’re taking her, Jim,” said Mollen, “or turning down the mission.”

“And if I turn it down?” Jim darted a glance at the general.

“I’ll answer that,” said Mary. Jim looked back at her. “If necessary, my Bureau will requisition a ship and I’ll go alone.”

Jim stared back at her for a long moment, and felt the rage drain slowly away from him, to be replaced by a great weariness.

“All right,” he said. “All right, Mary—General. I’ll head the mission.” He breathed deeply and glanced over Mary’s coveralls. “How long’ll it take you to get ready?”

“I’m ready now,” said Mary. She reached down to the floor behind the desk and came up with a package of personals—sidearm, med-kit and x-box. “The sooner the better.”

“All right. The five ships of the Section are manned and waiting for you,” said Mollen. He stood up behind the desk and the other two got to their feet facing him. “I’ll walk down to Transmission Section with you.”


CHAPTER

2

THEY WENT OUT TOGETHER INTO THE CORRIDOR AND ALONG IT and down an elevator tube to a tunnel with a moving floorway. They stepped onto the gently rolling strip, which carried them forward onto a slightly faster strip, and then to a faster, and so on until they were flashing down the tunnel surrounded by air pumped at a hundred and twenty miles an hour in the same direction they traveled, so that they would not be blown off their feet. In a few minutes they came to the end, and air and strips decelerated so that they slowed and stepped at last into what looked like an ordinary office, but which was deep in the heart of a mountain.—This, the memory returned to Jim, in case the Transmission Section blew up on one of its attempts to transmit. The statistical chance was always there. Perhaps, this time …?

Mollen had cleared them with the officer of the duty guard and they were moving on through other rooms to the suiting room, where Jim and Mary climbed into the unbelievably barrel-bodied space suits that were actually small spaceships in themselves and in which—if they who wore them were unlucky and still would not take their x-pills—they might drift in space, living on recycled air and nourishments until they went mad, or died of natural causes.

—Or were found and brought back. The one-in-a-million chance. Jim, now fully inside his suit, locked it closed.

“All set?” It was Mollen’s voice coming at him over the aud circuit of the suit. Through the transparent window of the headpiece he saw the older man watching him.

“All set, General.” He looked over at Mary and saw her already suited and waiting. For a moment it struck Jim that she might have been trying to suit up fast to show she was something more than a weekend warrior, and he felt a tinge of sympathy toward her. With the putting on of his own suit, the old feeling of sureness had begun to flow back into him, and he felt released. “Let’s go, Captain.”

“Stick with ‘Mary,’” she said, “and I’ll stick with Jim.’

“Good luck,” said Mollen. Together, Jim and Mary clumped across the room, waited for the tons-heavy explosion door to swing open, then clumped through.

On the floor of the vast cavern that was the takeoff area, five two-man ships sat like gray-white darts, waiting. Red “manned” lights glowed by each sealed port on the first four they passed. Jim read their names as he stumped on forward toward the open port of the lead ship, his ship, the AndFriend. The other four ships were the Swallow, the Fair Maid, the Lela and the Fourth Helen. He knew their pilots and gunners well. The Swallow and the Fourth Helen were ships from his own command. They and the other two were good ships handled by good people. The best.

Jim led the way aboard AndFriend and fitted himself into the forward seat facing the controls. Through his suit’s receptors, he heard Mary sliding into the gunner’s seat, behind and to the left of him. Already, in spite of the efficiency of the suit, he thought he could smell the faint, enclosed stink of his own sweat; and, responding to the habit of many missions, his brain began to clear and come alive. He plugged his suit into the controls.

“Report,” he said. One by one, in order, the Swallow, the  Fair Maid, the Lela and the Fourth Helen replied. “—Transmission Section,” said Jim, “this is Wander Section, ready and waiting for transmission.”

“Acknowledged,” replied the voice of the Transmission Section. There followed a short wait, during which as always Jim was conscious, as if through some extra sense, of the many-tons weight of the collapsed magnesium alloy of the ships’ hulls bearing down on the specially reinforced concrete of the takeoff area. “Ready to transmit.”

“Acknowledged,” said Jim.

“On the count of four, then,” said Transmission Section’s calm, disembodied voice. “For Picket Nine, L Sector, Frontier Area, transmission of Wander Section, five ships. Ready to phase-shift. Counting now. Four … three …” The unimaginable tension that always preceded transmission from one established point to another began to build, a gearing-up of nerves that affected all the men on all the ships alike. “Two …” The voice of Transmission Section seemed to thunder at them along their overwrought nerves. “One …

“… Transmit!”

Abruptly, a wave of disorientation and nausea broke through them, and was gone. They floated in dark and empty interstellar space, with the stars of the Frontier area surrounding them, and a new voice spoke in their ear.

“Identify yourself,” it said. “Identify yourself. This is Formidable, command ship for Picket Nine Sector, requesting identification.”

“Wander Section. Five ships.” Jim did not bother to look at his instruments to find the space-floating sphere that was Formidable. It was out there somewhere, with twenty ships scattered around, up to five and a half light-years away, but all zeroed in on this reception point where he and the other four ships had emerged. Had Jim been a Laagi Wing or Picket Commander, he would not have transmitted into this area with twenty ships—no, nor with twice that many. “Confirm transmission notice from Earth? Five ship section for deep probe Laagi territory. Wander Section Leader, speaking.”

“Transmission notice confirmed, Wander Section Leader,” crackled back the voice from Picket Nine. “Mission confirmed. You will not deship. Repeat, not deship. Local Frontier area has been scouted for slipover, and data prepared for flash transmission to you. You will accept data and leave immediately. Please key to receive data.”

“Major—” began the voice of Mary, behind him.

“Shut up,” said Jim. He said it casually, without rancor, as if he was speaking to his regular gunner, Leif Molloy. For a moment he had forgotten that he was carrying a passenger instead of a proper gunman. And there was no time to think about it now. “Acknowledge,” he said to Picket Nine. “Transmit data, please.”

He pressed the data key and the light above it sprang into being and glowed for nearly a full second before going dark again. That, thought Jim, was a lot of data—at the high-speed transmission at which such information was pumped into his ship’s computing center. That was one of the reasons the new mind-units were evolved out of solid-state physics instead of following up the development of the older, semianimate brains such as the one aboard the ancient La Chasse Gallerie. The semianimate brains—living tissue in a nutrient solution—could not accept the modern need for sudden high-speed packing of sixteen hours’ worth of data into the space of a second or so.

Also, such living tissue had to be specially protected against high accelerations, needed to be fed and trimmed—and it died on you at the wrong times.

All the time Jim was turning this over with one part of his mind, the other and larger part of his thinking process was driving the gloved fingers of his right hand. These moved over a bank of one hundred and twenty small black buttons, ten across and twelve down, like the stops on a piano-accordion, and with the unthinking speed and skill of the trained operator, he punched them, requesting information out of the body of data just pumped into his ship’s computing center, building up from this a picture of the situation, and constructing a pattern of action to be taken as a result.

Evoked by the intricate code set up by combinations of the black buttons under his fingers, the ghost voice of the mind-unit whispered in his ear in a code of words and numbers hardly less intricate.

“… transmit destination area one-eighty Ell Wye, Lag Sector L 49C at point 12.5, 13.2, 64.5. Proceeding jumps 10 Ell Wye, R inclination Z49 degrees Frontier midpoint. Optimum jumps twelve, .03 error correctable on the first shift …”

He worked steadily. The picture began to emerge. It would not be hard getting in. It was never hard to do that. They could reach La Chasse Gallerie in twelve phase-shift transmissions or jumps across some hundred and eighty light-years of distance, and locate her in the area where she should then be, within an hour or so. Then they could—theoretically at least—surround her, lock on, and try to improve on the ten light-years of jump it seemed was the practical limit of her pilot’s or her control center’s computing possibilities.

With modern phase-shift drive, the problem was not the ability to jump any required distance, but the ability to compute correctly, in a reasonable time, the direction and distance in which the move should be made. Phase-shifting was an outgrowth of the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle of physics that had enunciated the fact that it was possible to establish either the position of an electron, or its speed of movement, but not both at the same time. When a ship activated a phase-shift it did not move in the ordinary sense of that word. Effectively, for a timeless moment its speed became zero and its position universal. It was everywhere and no particular place. Then its position was established at the destination point which had been calculated for it and its speed became relative to its position at that point.

The problem with phase-shifting lay in that calculation. Of necessity, it had to take into account the position and current movement of the ship about to make the jump and the position and movement of the destination area—this in a galaxy where everything was in relative movement, and only a mathematical fiction, the theoretical centerpoint of the galaxy from which all distances were marked and measured, was fixed.

The greater the distance, the more involved and time-consuming the calculations. The law of diminishing returns would set in, and the process broke down of its own weight—it took a lifetime to calculate a single jump to a destination it would not take quite a lifetime to reach by smaller, more easily calculable jumps. Even with today’s ships it was the necessary calculation time-factor that made it impractical for the human and Laagi races to go around each others’ spatial territory. If we were all Raoul Penards, thought Jim grimly, with two hundred and more years of life coming, it’d be different.—The thought chilled him; he did not know why. He put it out of his mind and went back to the calculations.

The picture grew and completed. He keyed his voice to the other ships floating in dark space around him.

“Wander Leader to Wander Section,” he said. “Wander Leader to Wander Section. Prepare to shift into Laagi territory. Key for calculations pattern for first of twelve shifts. Acknowledge, all ships of Wander Section.”

The transmit section of his control board glowed briefly as the Swallow, the Fair Maid, the Lela and the Fourth Helen pumped into their own computing centers the situation and calculations he had worked out with his. Their voices came back, acknowledging.

“Lock to destination,” said Jim. “Dispersal pattern K at destination. Repeat, pattern K, tight, hundred kilometer interval. Hundred kilometer interval.” He glanced at the sweep second hand of the clock before him on his control board. “Transmit in six seconds. Counting. Five. Four. Three. Two. One. Transmit—”

Again, the disorientation, and the nausea.

Strange stars were around them. The mind-unit’s lights glowed while it verified their position and adjusted the figures for the precalculated next jump. After a time it whispered in Jim’s ear again, and—

“Check Ten,” whispered Jim. It was the code for “make next jump immediately.”

“Three. Two. One. Transmit—”

Once again the wrench of dislocation. Nausea. Lights glowed in silence as time passed again—

“Check Ten.

Ten more times they shifted, silent tension reflecting the waits for calculations while they floated, only lights in the silent darkness. Then they were there.

In darkness. They were alone amongst the enemy’s stars. None of the other ships registered on the instruments.

“Report,” ordered Jim to the universe at large.

“Swallow …” came a whisper in his earphones as from somewhere unseen a tight beam touched the outside of the AndFriend, carrying its message to his ears. “Fair Maid … Lela …” A slightly longer pause. “Fourth Helen.”

Fourth Helen was always a laggard. Jim had braced her pilot about it a dozen times. But now was not the hour for reprimands. They were deep in Laagi territory, and the alien alert posts would have already picked up the burst of energy not only from their initial transmit from Picket Nine, which had been precalculated by the com-ship there over the hours since La Chasse Gallerie had been discovered—and which consequently had been able to send them with some accuracy half the distance to her—but from the succeeding jumps that had brought them light-years deep into Laagi territory. Communication between the ships of the Section must be held to a minimum while the aliens were still trying to figure out where the chain of shifts had landed the intruders.

Shortly, since they must know of the approximate position of La Chasse Gallerie, and have ships on the way to try to kill her again, they would put two and two ‘together and expect to find the intruders in the same area. But for the moment Wander Section, if it lay low and quiet, could feel it was safely hidden in the immensities of enemy space.

Jim blocked off outside transmission, and spoke over the intercom to Mary.

“All right, Mary,” he said. “What was it you wanted to say to me back at Frontier?”

There was a slight pause before the other’s voice came back.

“Major—”

“Nevermind that,” said Jim. “You had it right before; let’s not go all formal now we’re in space. I apologize for the ‘Captain,’ earlier. What was it you wanted, Mary?”

“All right, Jim,” said the voice of Mary. “I won’t bother about military manners either, then.” There was a slight grimness to the humor in her voice. “I wanted to say—I’d like to get in close enough to La Chasse Gallerie, so that we can keep a tight-beam connection with her hull at all times and I can record everything Penard says from the time of contact on. It’ll be important.”

“Don’t worry,” said Jim. “We’re spread out and searching on instruments for him now. If Picket Nine did a reasonable job of calculating his progress, we should have him alongside in a few minutes. And I’ll put you right up next to him. We’re going to surround him with our ships, lock him in the middle of us with magnetics, and try to shift out as a unit, since he doesn’t seem capable of anything more than regular acceleration on his own.”

“You say he’ll be along?” said Mary. “Why didn’t we go directly to him?”

“And make it absolutely clear to the Laagi he’s what we’re after?” answered Jim. “As long as they don’t know for sure, they have to assume we don’t even know of his existence. So we stop ahead in his line of travel—lucky he’s just plugging straight ahead without trying any dodges—and wait for him. We might even make it look like an accidental meeting to the Laagi—” Jim smiled inside the privacy of his suit’s headpiece without much humor. “—But don’t bet on it.”

“Do you think you can lock on to him without too much trouble—”

“Depends,” answered Jim, “on how fast he starts shooting at us when he sees us.”

“Shooting at us?” There was incredulity in Mary’s voice. “Why should he—oh.” Her voice dropped. “I see.”

“That’s right,” said Jim. “We don’t look like any human ship he ever knew about, and he’s in territory where he’s going to be expecting aliens, not friends.”

“But what’re you going to do, to stop him shooting?”

“They dug up the recognition signals of the Sixty Ships Battle,” said Jim. “Just pray he remembers them. And they’ve given me a voice signal that my blinker lights can translate and flash at him in the code he was working under at the time of the battle. Maybe it’ll work, maybe it won’t.”

“It will,” said Mary calmly.

“Oh?” Jim felt harshness in his chest. “What makes you so sure?”

“It’s my field, Jim. It’s my business to know how the aged react. And one of their common reactions is to forget recent events and remember the events of long ago. Their childhood. High points of their early life—and the Sixty Ships Battle will have been one of those.”

“So you think Penard will remember?”

“I think so,” said Mary.

Jim grinned again, mirthlessly, privately in his suit.

“You’d better be right,” he said. “It’s one order of impossibility to pick him up and take him home. It’s another to fight off the Laagi while we’re doing it. To fight Penard at the same time would be a third order—and that’s beyond ordinary mortals.”

“Yes,” said Mary. “You don’t like to think of being mortal, do you, Major—Jim?”

Jim opened his mouth to answer and shut it quickly. He sat rigid and sweating in his suit. This—this professional—he thought, who doesn’t know what it’s like to see men and women you know, die …! The shockingly murderous reaction passed, after a moment, leaving him trembling and spent. There was the sour taste of stomach acids in his mouth.

“Perhaps not,” he said shakily over the intercom. “Per-haps not.”

“Why put it in the future, Jim?” said the voice of the other. “Why not tell me plainly that you don’t like people who work in geriatrics?”

“Nothing,” said Jim. “It’s nothing to do with me. Let them live as long as they can.”

“Something wrong with that?”

“I don’t see the point of it,” said Jim. “You’ve got the average age up pushing a hundred. What good does it do?” His throat went a little dry. I shouldn’t talk so much, he thought. But he went on and said it anyway. “What’s the use of it?”

“People are pretty vigorous up through their nineties. If we can push it further … Here’s Penard who’s far over one hundred—”

“And what’s the use of it? Vigorous!” said Jim, the words breaking out of him. “Vigorous enough to totter around and sit in the sunlight.—What do you think’s the retirement age from Frontier duty?”

“I know what it is,” said Mary. “It’s thirty-two.”

“Thirty-two.” Jim sneered. “So you’ve got all these extra vigorous years of life for people, have you? If they’re all that vigorous, why can’t they ride a Frontier ship after thirty-two? I’ll tell you why. It’s because they’re too old—too old physically, too old in the reflexes and the nerves! Snatch all the ancient bodies back from the brink of the grave, but you can’t change that. So what good’s your extra sixty-eight years?”

“Maybe you ought to ask Raoul Penard that,” said Mary softly.

A dark wave of pain and unhappiness rose inside Jim, so that he had to clench his teeth to hold it back from coming out in words.

“Nevermind him,” Jim said huskily. For a second it was as if he had been through it himself, all the endless years, refusing to die, beating his ship back toward the Frontier, and the solar system, without being able to phase-shift—on his long, long way home. I’ll get him home, thought Jim to himself—I’ll get Penard to the home he’s been after for more than a hundred years, if I have to take him through every Laagi Picket area between here and the Frontier. “Nevermind him,” Jim said again to Mary. “He was a fighter.”

“He still is—” Mary was cut suddenly short by the ringing of the contact alarm. Jim’s fingers slapped by reflex down on his bank of buttons and some moments later their ship swam up beside a dust-scarred cone shape with the faded legend La Chasse Gallerie visible on its side.
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