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Midnight at the Well of Souls

Entered by a thousand unsuspected gateways – built by a race lost in the clouds of time – the Well of Souls transforms creatures of any sort into different forms. So, spacefarer Nathan Brazil is not surprised to find himself accompanied by a batman, an amorous female centaur and a mermaid as he sets out on his strange mission across the Well World. Yet Nathan Brazil’s own metamorphosis is more terrifying than any of the others – and with the gradual return of his memory comes the secret of the Well World.

Spirits of Flux and Anchor

Cassie did not feel the soul rider enter her body but suddenly she knew that Anchor was corrupt, and that, far from being a formless void from which could issue only mutant changelings and evil wizards, Flux was the source of Anchor’s very existence. The price of her new knowledge is exile, yet Cassie and the Rider of her soul are the only hope for the redemption of both Flux and Anchor.

The Identity Matrix

While backpacking in Alaska, Victor Gonser, a 35 year old PhD in political science, finds himself trapped in the body of a 13 year old Tlingit Indian girl. A little later he is forced from there into the spectacularly beautiful body of an 18 year old blonde. He finds that the switches are part of a skirmish for Earth by two alien races … and that is just the beginning!
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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.

Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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INTRODUCTION
from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction

Jack Laurence Chalker (1944–2005) was a US writer and editor, though now very much better known for his fiction. He was active as a fan from an early age, and producer of a successful Fanzine, Mirage. As editor, he founded and edited the Mirage Press, which specialized in sf scholarship. His own work in that area began with The New H. P. Lovecraft Bibliography (1962) with Mark Owings, and In Memoriam: Clark Ashton Smith (1963), continuing with some studies and guides with Owings, who is sometimes listed as a pseudonym of Chalker, a confusion arising from his sole crediting for The Necronomicon: A Study (1967), which was in fact collaborative. They also worked together on Mirage on Lovecraft (1965) and The Index to the Science-Fantasy Publishers: (a Bibliography of the Science Fiction and Fantasy Specialty Houses) (1966). After the solo An Informal Biography of $crooge McDuck (1974), Chalker moved his attention to fiction, only returning to his earlier interest twenty years later with a new edition of his 1979 Index, which though technically a revision of the earlier work was in fact ten times its length, and can pragmatically be treated as a new title: The Science-Fantasy Publishers: A Critical and Bibliographic History (1991), still with Owings; The Science-Fantasy Publishers: Supplement One, July 1991-June 1992 (1992) with Owings and its sequels continue the coverage. In its mature form, Science-Fantasy Publishers is a central reference resource.

His first novel, an ambitious singleton Space Opera, A Jungle of Stars (1976), proved typical in that its opposing aliens (who are both ex-gods) represent through their conflict a form of populist argument about alternative utopian worldviews, and in that its plot concentrates on members of mortal races who have been recruited to do the superbeings’ fighting for them in a kind of world-arena. This underlying articulacy and the plot-device of recruitment also mark his most successful single novel, Dancers in the Afterglow (1978), a complex and melancholy tale of oppression and enforced metamorphosis on a conquered colony planet, in which questions of power and morality are again asked with some ease, and the human need for freedom is answered (and at the same time deeply assaulted) by transformation tropes out of Science Fantasy and nightmare. Dancers contains in embryo almost all of the next decade or so of Chalker’s prolific career, most of which was given over to the construction of large series. On the other hand, The Devil’s Voyage (1981), which is almost Chalker’s only associational fiction, deals with the ship that carried the A-bomb used on Hiroshima to its rendezvous, and which was subsequently sunk and its crew eaten by sharks; but also about the security scare caused by Cleve Cartmills’s ‘Deadline’, published in March 1944 in John W. Campbell Jr’s Astounding.

The first of the series which would dominate the rest of Chalker’s career is the Well of Souls sequence, which begins with his second fiction title, Midnight at the Well of Souls (1977) (see below), and continues with The Wars of the Well: Exiles at the Well of Souls (1978), The Wars of the Well: Quest for the Well of Souls (1978), The Return of Nathan Brazil (1980), Twilight at the Well of Souls: The Legacy of Nathan Brazil (1980), the three-part Watchers of the Well subseries comprising Echoes of the Well of Souls (1993), Shadow of the Well of Souls (1994) and Gods of the Well of Souls (1994), then finally The Sea is Full of Stars (1999) and Ghost of the Well of Souls (2000). In this series the dominant pattern of the Chalker multi-volume tale can be seen. Into a Science and Sorcery world which reveals itself in the shape of a game-board disguised as a Dystopia, recruited and metamorphosed mortals are introduced to find their way, usually stark-naked, to the heart of the Labyrinth, where godlings await them, and, perhaps, as a reward for the Godgame they have successfully played, grant them the true form they have always secretly wished to assume. It is a pattern open to abuse; not all of Chalker’s fantasy series, for instance, exhibit the exuberance so freely expressed the Well of Souls books, or in his other major sf series, The Four Lords of the Diamond, which includes Lilith: A Snake in the Grass (1981), Cerberus: A Wolf in the Fold (1982), Charon: A Dragon at the Gate (1982) and Medusa: A Tiger by the Tail (1983). The clearest exception to this is the Soul Rider sequence, beginning with Spirits of Flux and Anchor (1984) (see below). Other sf series include The Quintara Marathon – comprising Demons at Rainbow Bridge (1989), The Run to Chaos Keep (1991) and The Ninety Trillion Fausts (1991); and The Three Kings sequence – comprising Balshazzar’s Serpent (1999), Melchior’s Fire (2001) and Kaspar’s Box (2003) – where Chalker shifts ground from his usual arena into the Far Future, refreshingly.

Of Chalker’s infrequent later singletons, The Identity Matrix (1982) (see below) and Downtiming the Night Side (1985) stand out; his short fiction, also infrequent, is represented by Dance Band on the Titanic (1988). Chalker was a novelist of considerable flair, with an ear acutely attuned to the secret dreams of freedom mortals tend to dream, but the power of his vision was less perceivable by readers during the middle years of his career, when he published many books, not all of them as fresh to the eye as his earlier works. But a selective reading – at least twenty of his novels remain vital entertainments – can bring his big career back into focus. His first thoughts about the splendours and terrors of being human in a metamorphic universe will remain. Though most of his best work was written before the millennium, he is a pioneer of the new century.

Chalker’s first great series begins with Midnight at the Well of Souls (1977), the first tale reprinted here. It establishes the matrix for the remaining volumes of the Well of Souls sequence, and for much of Chalker’s future sf. A rambunctious space-freighter captain named Nathan Brazil finds himself on a planet divided, like Oz on speed, into 1460 distinct districts or biomes, each capable of absorbing and metamorphosizing any conscious being who lands in one of them. As he ricochets through this world, Brazil changes sex, occupation, species and powers, without losing track of himself. He encounters dystopias and paradises, philosophies and technologies, all the ways of being human.

Even more compact than this tale, The Identity Matrix (1982), the nonstop singleton that closes the omnibus, lives entirely up to its title. But again, out of the churn of identity transfers and transformations, out of the challenges to our species assumptions about the nature of the universe, human souls survive, and flourish, and experience joy.

Bookended by the above, perhaps the best of Chalker’s fantasy series, the Soul Rider sequence begins with Spirits of Flux and Anchor (1984), translating the constant metamorphoses of his earlier sf into a kind of surfing. The roiling universe that embraces the various protagonists of this tale is just like an endless ocean, and the best way to survive life in that ocean is to ride it. After all the turmoil and the tragedy, some joyful essence within the battered human frame opens its eyes, and sees a new horizon. Stripped of all the tomfoolery and all the hurt, that may be the essence of Chalker’s message, his gift to us.

For a more detailed version of the above, see Jack L. Chalker’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/chalker_jack_l

Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.


MIDNIGHT AT THE WELL OF SOULS


Dedication

This book is for Roger Zelazny,
Mark Owings, Applesusan, Avedon,
and Suzy Tiffany for entirely
different reasons.


DALGONIA

Mass murders are usually all the more shocking because of the unexpected settings and the past character of the murderer. The Dalgonian Massacre is a case in point.

Dalgonia is a barren, rocky planet near a dying sun, bathed only in a ghostly, reddish light, whose beautiful rays create sinister shadows across the rocky crags. Little is left of the Dalgonian atmosphere to suggest that life could ever have happened here; the water is gone or, like the oxygen, now locked deep in rock. The feeble sun, unable to give more than the deep reddish tint to the landscape, is of no help in illuminating the skyline, which was, despite a bluish haze from the inert elements still present in it, as dark as the shadows. This was a world of ghosts.

And it was haunted.

Nine figures trooped silently into the ruins of a city that might easily have been mistaken for the rocky crags on the nearby hills. Twisted spires and crumbling castles of greenish-brown stood before them, dwarfing them to insignificance. Their white protective suits were all that made them conspicuous in this darkly beautiful world of silence.

The city itself resembled nothing so much as one that might have been built of iron aeons before and subjected to extensive rust and salt abrasion in some dead sea. Like its world, it was silent and dead.

A close look at the figures heading into the city would reveal that they were all what was known as ‘human’ – denizens of the youngest part of the spiral arm of their galaxy. Five were female, four male, the leader a thin, frail man of middle years. Stenciled on his back and faceplate was the name Skander.

They stood at the half-crumbled gate to the city as they had so many times before, gazing at the incredible but magnificent ruin.


My name is Ozymandias.

Look on my works ye mighty, and despair!

Nothing beside remains …



If those words from a poet out of their near-forgotten past did not actually echo through each of them, the concept and feeling of those lines did. And through each mind, as they had through the minds of thousands of others who had peered and pecked through similar ruins on over two dozen other dead planets, those endless and apparently unanswerable questions kept running.

Who were they who could build with such magnificence?

Why did they die?

‘Since this is your first trip as graduate students to a Markovian ruin,’ Skander’s reedy voice said through their radios, startling them out of their awe, ‘I will give a brief introduction to you. I apologize if I am redundant, but this will be a good refresher nonetheless.

‘Jared Markov discovered the first of these ruins centuries ago, on a planet over a hundred light-years distant from this spot. It was our race’s first experience with signs of intelligence in this galaxy of ours, and the discovery caused a tremendous amount of excitement. Those ruins were dated at over a quarter of a million standard years old – and they were the youngest discovered to date. It became obvious that, while our race still grubbed on its home world fiddling with the new discovery of fire, someone else – these people – had a vast interstellar empire of still unknown dimensions. All we know is that as we have pressed inward in the galaxy these remains get more and more numerous. And, as yet, we haven’t a clue as to who they were.’

‘Are there no artifacts of any sort?’ came a disbelieving female voice.

‘None, as you should know, Citizen Jainet,’ came the formal reply in a mildly reproving tone. ‘That is what is so infuriating about it all. The cities, yes, about which some things can be inferred about their builders, but no furniture, no pictures, nothing of an even remotely utilitarian nature. The rooms, as you will see, are quite barren. Also, no cemeteries; indeed, nothing mechanical at all, either.’

‘That’s because of the computer, isn’t it?’ came another, deeper female voice, that of the stocky girl from the heavy-gravity world whose family name was Marino.

‘Yes,’ Skander agreed. ‘But, come, let’s move into the city. We can talk as we go.’

They started forward, soon coming into a broad boulevard, perhaps fifty meters across. Along each side ran what appeared to be broad walkways, each six to eight meters across, like the moving walkways of spaceports that took you to and from loading gates. But no conveyor belt or such was evident; the walkways were made of the same greenish-brown stone, or metal, or whatever it was that composed the rest of the city.

‘The crust of this planet,’ Skander continued, ‘is about average – forty to forty-five kilometers thick. Measurements on this and other worlds of the Markovians showed a consistent discontinuity, about one kilometer thick, between the crust and the natural mantle-rock beneath. This, we have discovered, was an artificial layer of material that is essentially plastic but seems to have had a sort of life in it – this much, at least, we infer. Consider how much information your own cells contain. You are the products of the best genetic manipulation techniques, perfect physical and mental specimens of the best of your races adapted to your native planets. And yet, for all that, you are far more than the sum of your parts. Your cells, particularly your brain cells, store input at an astonishing and continuing rate. We believe that this computer beneath your feet was composed of infinitely complex artificial brain cells. Imagine that! It runs the entirety of the planet, a kilometer thick – all brain. And all, we believe, attuned to the individual brain waves of the inhabitants of this city!

‘Imagine it, if you can. Just wish for something, and there it is. Food, furniture – if they used any – even art, created by the mind of the wisher and made real by the computer. We have, of course, small and primitive versions now – but this is generations, possibly millennia, beyond us. If you could think of it, it would be provided!’

‘This Utopian Theory accounts for most of what we see, but not why all this is now ruins,’ piped in an adolescent male voice, Varnett, the youngest – and probably brightest – but unquestionably the most imaginative of the group.

‘Quite true, Citizen Varnett,’ Skander acknowledged, ‘and there are three schools of thought on it. One is that the computer broke down, and another is that the computer ran amok – and the people couldn’t cope either way. You know the third theory, anyone?’

‘Stagnation,’ Jainet replied. ‘They died because they had nothing left to live for, strive for, or work for.’

‘Exactly,’ Skander replied. ‘And yet, there are problems with all three suppositions. An interstellar culture of this magnitude would have allowed for breakdowns; they’d have some sort of backup system. As for the amok theory – well, it’s fine except that every sign shows that the same thing happened at once, all across their entire empire. One, even several, okay, but not all at the same time. I am not quite willing to accept the last theory, even though it is the one that fits the best. Something nags at me and says that they would have allowed even for that.’

‘Maybe they programmed their own degeneration,’ Varnett suggested, ‘and it went too far.’

‘Eh?’ There was a note of surprise but keen interest in Skander’s voice. ‘Programmed – planned degeneration! It’s an interesting theory, Citizen Varnett. Perhaps we’ll find out in time.’

He motioned and they entered a building with a strange, hexagonal doorway. All the doors were hexagons, it appeared. The interior of the room was very large, but there was no sign as to its purpose or function. It looked like an apartment or a store after the tenants had moved out, taking everything with them.

‘The room,’ Skander pointed out to them, ‘is hexagonal – as the city is hexagonal, as is almost everything in it if you see it from the correct angle. The number six seems to have been essential to them. Or sacred. It is from this, and from the size and shape of the doorways, windows, and the like – not to mention the width of the walkways – that we have some idea of what the natives must have been like. We hypothesize that they were rather like a top, or turnip shape, with six limbs which may have been tentacles usable for walking or as hands. We suspect that things naturally came in sixes to them – their mathematics, their architecture, maybe they even had six eyes all around. Judging from the doors and allowing for clearance, they were about two meters tall on the average and possibly wider than that at the waist – which is where we believe the six arms, tentacles, or whatever were centered, and that must be why the doorways widen at that point.’

They stood there awhile, trying to imagine such creatures living in the rooms, moving up and down the boulevards.

‘We’d best be getting back to camp,’ Skander said at last. ‘You will have ample time to study here and to poke into every nook and cranny of the place.’ They would, in fact, be there a year, working under the professor at the University station.

They walked quickly in the lighter gravity and reached the base camp about five kilometers from the city gates in under an hour.

The camp itself looked like some collection of great tents of a strange circus, nine in all, bright white like the pressure suits. Long tubes connecting the tents occasionally flexed as the monitoring computers continually adjusted the temperature and barometric pressure that kept each inflated. On such a dead world little else was needed, and the insides were lined to make punctures almost impossible. If any such did happen, though, only those in the punctured area would be killed; the computer could seal off any portion of the complex.

Skander entered last, climbing into the air lock after making certain that none of his charges or major equipment was left outside. By the time the lock equalized and allowed him into the entry tent, the others were already all or partially out of their pressure suits.

He stopped for a minute, looking at them. Eight representatives from four planets of the Confederation – and, except for the one from the heavy-gravity world, all looked alike.

All were exceptionally trim and muscular; they could be a gymnastic team without any imagination. Although they ranged in age from fourteen to twenty-two, they all looked prepubescent, which, in fact, they were. Their sexual development had been genetically arrested, and would probably continue that way. He looked at the boy, Varnett, and the girl, Jainet – both from the same planet, the name of which eluded him. The oldest and the youngest of the expedition, yet they were exactly the same height and weight, and, with heads shaved, were virtually identical twins. They had been grown in a lab, a Birth Factory, and brought up by the State to think as identically as they looked. He had once asked why they continued to make both male and female models, only half in jest. It was, of course, a redundancy system in case anything happened to the Birth Factories, he had been told.

Humanity was on at least three hundred planets, and of those all but a handful were on the same line as the world that had spawned these two. Absolute equality, he thought sourly. Look alike, behave alike, think alike, all needs provided for, all wants fulfilled in equal measure to all, assigned the work they were raised for and taught that it was the only proper place for them and their duty. He wondered how the technocrats in charge decided who was to be what.

He thought back to the last batch. Three in that number came from a world that had even dispensed with names and personal pronouns.

He wondered idly how different the human race was at this point from the creatures of the city out there.

Even on worlds like his own home world it was like this, really. True, they grew beards and group sex was the norm, something that would have totally shocked these people. His world had been founded by a group of nonconformists fleeing the technocratic communism of the outer spiral. But, in its own way, it was as conformist as Varnett’s home, he thought. Drop Varnett into a Caligristian town and he would be made fun of, called names, even, perhaps lynched. He wouldn’t have the beard, or the clothes, or the sex to fit into Caligristo’s life-style.

You can’t be a nonconformist if you don’t wear the proper uniform.

He had often wondered if there was something deep in the human psyche that insisted on tribalism. People used to fight wars not so much to protect their own life-style but to impose it on others.

That’s why so many worlds were like these people’s – there had been wars to spread the faith, convert the downtrodden. Now the Confederacy forbade that – but the existing conformity, world to world, was the status quo it protected. The leaders of each planet sat on a Council, with an enforcement arm capable of destroying any planet that strayed into ‘unsafe’ paths and manned by specially trained barbarian psychopaths. But these weapons of terror could not be used without the actions of a majority of the Council.

It had worked. There were no more wars.

They had conformed the entire mass of humanity.

And so had the Markovians, he thought. Oh, the size and sometimes the color and workmanship of the cities had varied, but only slightly.

What had that youth, Varnett, said? Perhaps they had deliberately broken down the system?

Skander’s face had a frown as he removed the last of his pressure suit. Ideas like that marked brilliance and creativity – but they were unsafe thoughts for a civilization like the one the boy had come from. It revived those old religious ideas that after perfection came true death.

Where could he have gotten an idea like that? And why had he not been caught and stopped?

Skander looked after their naked young bodies as they filed through the tunnel toward the showers and dorm.

Only barbarians thought that way.

Had the Confederacy guessed what he was up to here? Was Varnett not the innocent student he was supposed to be, but the agent of his nightmares?

Did they suspect?

Suddenly he felt very chilly, although the temperature was constant.

Suppose they all were …

Three months passed. Skander looked at the picture on his television screen, an electron micrograph of the cellular tissue brought up a month before by the core drill.

It was the same pattern as the older discoveries – that same fine cellular structure, but infinitely more complex inside than any human or animal cell – and so tremendously alien.

And a six-sided cell, at that. He had often wondered about the why of that – had even their cells been hexagonal? Somehow he doubted it, but the way that number kept popping up he wouldn’t disbelieve it, either.

He stared and stared at the sample. Finally, he reached over and turned up the magnification to full and put on the special filters he had developed and refined in over nine years on this barren planet.

The screen suddenly came alive. Little sparks darted from one point in the cell to another. There was a minor electrical storm in the cell. He sat, fascinated as always, at the view only he had ever seen.

The cell was alive.

But the energy was not electrical – that was why it had never been picked up. He had no idea what it was, but it behaved like standard electrical energy. It just didn’t measure or appear as electricity should.

The discovery had been an accident, he reflected, three years before. Some careless student had been playing with the screen to get good-looking effects and had left it that way. He had switched it on the next day without noticing anything unusual, then set up the usual energy-detection program for another dull run-through.

It was only a glimpse, a flicker, but he had seen it – and worked on his own for months more to get a filter system that would show that energy photographically.

He had tested the classical samples from other digs, even had one sent to him by a supply ship. They had all been dead.

But not this one.

Somewhere, forty or so kilometers beneath them, the Markovian brain was still alive.

‘What is that, Professor?’ Skander heard a voice behind him. He quickly flipped the screen off and whirled around in one anxious moment.

It was Varnett, that perennial look of innocence on his permanently childlike face.

‘Nothing, nothing,’ he covered excitedly, the anxiety in his voice betraying the lie. ‘Just putting on some playful programs to see what the electrical charges in the cell might have looked like.’

Varnett seemed skeptical. ‘Looked pretty real to me,’ he said stubbornly. ‘If you’ve made a major breakthrough you ought to tell us about it. I mean—’

‘No, no, it’s nothing,’ Skander protested angrily. Then, regaining his composure, he said, ‘That will be all, Citizen Varnett! Leave me now!’

Varnett shrugged and left.

Skander sat in his chair for several minutes. His hands – in fact, his whole body – began shaking violently, and it was a while before the attack subsided. Slowly, a panicked look on his face, he went over to the microscope and carefully removed the special filter. His hand was still so unsteady he could hardly hold on to it. He slipped the filter into its tiny case with difficulty and placed it in the wide belt for tools and personal items that was the only clothing any of them wore inside.

He went back to his private room in the dorm section and lay down on his bed, staring up at the ceiling for what seemed like hours.

Varnett, he thought. Always Varnett. In the three months since they had first arrived, the boy had been into everything. Many of the others played their off-duty games and engaged in the silliness students do, but not he. Serious, studious to a fault, and always reading the project reports, the old records.

Skander suddenly felt that everything was closing in on him. He was still so far from his goal!

And now Varnett knew. Knew, at least, that the brain was alive. The boy would surely take it the step further – guess that Skander had almost broken the code, was ready, perhaps in another year or so, to send that brain a message, reactivate it.

To become a god.

He would be the one who would save the human race with the very tools that must have destroyed its maker.

Suddenly Skander jumped up and made his way back to the lab. Something nagged at him, some suspicion that things were even more wrong than he knew.

Quietly, he stepped into the lab.

Varnett was sitting at the television console. And, on the screen, the same cell Skander had been examining was depicted with its energy connectors clearly visible!

Skander was stunned. Quickly his hands reached for the little pocket in which he kept his filter. Yes, it was still there.

How was this possible?

Varnett was doing computations, checking against a display on a second screen that hooked him to the math sections of the lab computer. Skander stood there totally still and silent. He heard Varnett mumble an assent to himself, as if some problem he had been running through the computer had checked out correct.

Skander stole a glance at his chronometer. Nine hours! It had been nine hours! He had slept through part of his dark thoughts and given the boy the chance to confirm his worst nightmare.

Something suddenly told Varnett he wasn’t alone. He sat still for a second, then glanced fearfully around.

‘Professor!’ he exclaimed. ‘I’m glad it’s you! This is stupendous! Why aren’t you telling everyone?’

‘How –’ Skander stumbled, gesturing at the screen. ‘How did you get that picture?’

Varnett smiled. ‘Oh, that’s simple. You forgot to dump the computer memory when you closed up. This is what you were looking at, which the computer held in new storage.’

Skander cursed himself for a fool. Of course, everything on every instrument was recorded by the computer as standard procedure. He had been so shook up by Varnett’s discovery of his work that he had forgotten to dump the record!

‘It’s only a preliminary finding,’ the professor managed at last. ‘I was waiting until I had something really startling to report.’

‘But this is startling!’ the boy exclaimed excitedly. ‘But you have been too close to the problem and to your own disciplines to crack it. Look, your fields are archaeology and biology, aren’t they?’

‘They are,’ Skander acknowledged, wondering where this conversation was leading. ‘I was an exobiologist for years and became an archaeologist when I started doing all my work on the Markovian brains.’

‘Yes, yes, but you’re still a generalist. My world, as you know, raises specialists in every field from the point at which the brain is formed. You know my field.’

‘Mathematics,’ Skander replied. ‘If I recall, all mathematicians on your world are named Varnett after an ancient mathematical genius.’

‘Right,’ the boy replied, still in an excited tone. ‘As I was developing in the Birth Factory, they imprinted all the world’s mathematical knowledge directly. It was there continuously as I grew. By the time my brain was totally developed at age seven, I knew all the mathematics, applied and theoretical, that we know. Everything is ultimately mathematical, and so I see everything in a mathematical way. I was sent here by my world because I had become fascinated by the alien mathematical symmetry in the slides and specimens of the Markovian brain. But all was for nothing, because I had no knowledge of the energy matrix linking the cellular components.’

‘And now?’ Skander prodded, fascinated and excited in spite of himself.

‘Why, it’s gibberish. It defies all mathematical logic. It says that there are no absolutes in mathematics! None! Every time I tried to force the pattern into known mathematical concepts, it kept saying that two plus two equals four isn’t a constant but a relative proposition!’

Skander realized that the boy was trying to make things baby-simple to him, but he still couldn’t grasp what he was saying. ‘What does all that mean?’ he asked in a puzzled and confused tone.

Varnett was becoming carried away with himself. ‘It means that all matter and energy are in some kind of mathematical proportion. That nothing is actually real, nothing actually anything at all. If you discard the equal sign and substitute “is proportional to” and, if it is true, you can alter or change anything. None of us, this room, this planet, the whole galaxy, the whole universe – none of it is a constant! If you could alter the equation for anything only slightly, change the proportions, anything could be made anything else, anything could be changed to anything else!’ He stopped, seeing from the expression on Skander’s face that the older man was still lost.

‘I’ll give a really simple, basic example,’ Varnett said, calmed considerably from his earlier outburst. ‘First, realize this if you can: there is a finite amount of energy in the universe, and that is the only constant. The amount is infinite by our standards, but that is true if this is true. Do you follow me?’

Skander nodded. ‘So you’re saying that there is nothing but pure energy?’

‘More or less,’ Varnett agreed. ‘All matter, and constrained energy, like stars, is created out of this energy flux. It is held there in that state – you, me, the room, the planet we’re on – by a mathematical balance. Something – some quantity – is placed in proportion to some other quantity, and that forms us. And keeps us stable. If I knew the formula for Elkinos Skander, or Varnett Mathematics Two Sixty-one, I could alter, or even abolish, our existence. Even things like time and distance, the best constants, could be altered or abolished. If I knew your formula I could, given one condition, not only change you into, say, a chair, but alter all events so that you would have always been a chair!’

‘What’s the condition?’ Skander asked nervously, hesitantly, afraid of the answer.

‘Why, you’d need a device to translate that formula into reality. And a way to have it do what you wished.’

‘The Markovian brain,’ Skander whispered.

‘Yes. That’s what they discovered. But this brain – this device – seems to be for local use only. That is, it would affect this planet, perhaps the solar system in which it lies, but no more. But, somewhere, there must be a master unit – a unit that could affect at least half, perhaps the whole, galaxy. It must exist, if all the rest of my hypothesis is correct!’

‘Why must it?’ Skander asked, a sinking sensation growing in his stomach.

‘Because we are stable,’ the boy replied, an awestruck tone in his voice.

Only the mechanical sounds of the lab intruded for a minute after that, as the implications sank home to both of them.

‘And you have the code?’ Skander asked at last.

‘I think so, although it goes against my whole being that such equations can be correct. And yet – do you know why that energy does not show by conventional means?’ Skander slowly shook his head negatively, and the mathematician continued. ‘It is the primal energy itself. Look, do you have that filter with you?’

Skander nodded numbly and produced the little case. The boy took it eagerly, but instead of placing it in the microscope he went over to the outer wall. Slowly he donned protective coveralls and goggles, used in radiation protection, and told Skander to do likewise. Then he sealed the lab against entry and peeled back the tent lining in the one place where it covered a port – not used here, but these tents were all-purpose and contained many useless features.

The baleful reddish landscape showed before them at midday. Slowly, carefully, the boy held the tiny filter up to one eye and closed the other. He gasped. ‘I was right!’ he exclaimed.

After a painful half-minute that felt like an eternity, he handed the little filter to Skander, who did the same.

Through the filter, the entire landscape was bathed in a ferocious electrical storm. Skander couldn’t stop looking at it.

‘The Markovian brain is all around us,’ Varnett whispered. ‘It draws what it needs and expels what it does not. If we could contact it—’

‘We’d be like gods,’ Skander finished.

Skander reluctantly put down the filter and handed it back to Varnett, who resumed his own gazing.

‘And what sort of universe would you create, Varnett?’ Skander almost whispered, reaching under the protective clothing as he spoke and pulling out a knife. ‘A mathematically perfect place where everyone was absolutely identical, the same equation?’

‘Put your weapon away, Skander,’ Varnett told him, not taking his gaze from the filtered landscape. ‘You can’t do it without me, and if you think about it you’ll realize that. In only a few months they’ll find our bodies and you here – or dying in the city – and what will that get you?’

The knife hesitated a long moment, then slowly slid back into the belt under the protective garment.

‘What the hell are you, Varnett?’ asked Skander suspiciously.

‘An aberration,’ the other replied. ‘We happen, sometimes. Usually they catch us and that’s that. But not me, not yet. They will, though, unless I can do something about it.’

‘What do you mean, an aberration?’ Skander asked unsurely.

‘I’m human, Skander. A real human. And greedy. I, too, would like to be a god.’

It had taken Varnett only seven hours to crack the mathematics, but it would take a lot longer to make the Markovian brain notice them. Their project was so intense that the others began to take notice and inquire, particularly the research assistants. Finally, they decided to take them all in on it – Varnett because he was certain that, once in contact with the Markovian brain, he could adjust the others to his version of events, and Skander because he had no choice. While they worked the lab, the others combed the city and, using small flyers, the other cities and regions of the planet.

‘You are to look for some sort of vent, entrance, gate, or at least a temple or similar structure that might mean some kind of direct contact with the Markovian brain,’ Skander told them.

And time went on, with the others, good Universalists all, looking forward to carrying the news back to the Confederacy that the perfect society was within man’s grasp.

Finally, one day, only two months before the next ship was due in, they found it.

Jainet and Dunna, one of the research assistants, noticed through the large filters they had constructed for the search that one tiny area near the north pole of the planet was conspicuous by the absence of the all-pervasive lightning.

Flying over to it they saw below them a deep hexagonal hole of total darkness. They were reluctant to explore further without consultation, and so radioed for the rest to come up.

‘I don’t see anything,’ Skander complained, disappointed. ‘There’s no hex hole here.’

‘But there was!’ Jainet protested, and Dunna nodded in agreement. ‘It was right there, almost directly over the pole. Here! I’ll prove it!’ She went over and rewound the flyer’s nose camera recording disk a little more than halfway. They watched the playback in skeptical silence, as the ground rolled beneath them on the screen. Then, suddenly, there it was.

‘See!’ Jainet exclaimed. ‘What did I tell you!’

And it was there, clearly, unquestionably. Varnett looked at the screen, then to the scene below them, then back again. It all checked. There had been a hexagonal hole, almost two kilometers across at its widest point. The landmarks matched – it was at this spot.

But there wasn’t a hole there now.

They waited then, almost an entire day. Suddenly the flat plain seemed to vanish and there was the hole again.

They photographed it and ran every analysis test on it they could.

‘Let’s drop something in,’ Varnett suggested at last. They found a spare pressure suit and, hovering directly over the hole, the light on the suit turned on, they dropped it in.

The suit struck the hole. ‘Struck’ is the only word they had for it. The suit hit the top of the hole and seemed to stick there, not dropping at all. Then, after hovering a moment, it seemed to fade before their eyes. Not drop, but fade – for even the films showed that it didn’t fall. It simply faded out to nothingness.

A few minutes later the hole itself disappeared.

‘Forty-six standard minutes,’ Varnett said. ‘Exactly. And I’ll bet at the same time gap tomorrow it opens again.’

‘But where did the suit go? Why didn’t it drop?’ Jainet asked.

‘Remember the power of this thing,’ Skander told her. ‘If you were to get to it, you wouldn’t descend forty-plus kilometers. You’d simply be transported to the place.’

‘Exactly,’ Varnett agreed. ‘It would simply alter the equation and you would be there instead of here.’

‘But where is there?’ Jainet asked.

‘We believe at the control center of the Markovian brain,’ Skander told her. ‘There would be one – the same way there are two bridges on a spaceship. The other is for emergencies.’ Or male and female members on your planet, Skander had almost said.

‘We’d best go back and run this all through our own data banks,’ Varnett suggested. ‘After all, it’s been a long day for us anyway. The hole opens and closes regularly. So we can do the same things tomorrow as we can do today.’

They all muttered assent at this proposal, and several suddenly realized how tired they were.

‘Someone should stay here,’ Skander suggested, ‘if only to time the thing and keep the camera running.’

‘I’ll do it,’ Varnett volunteered. ‘I can sleep here on this flyer and you all can go back in the other two. If anything comes up I’ll let you know. Then someone can spell me tomorrow.’

They all agreed to this, so after a short while everyone but Varnett headed back to base camp.

Almost all went to sleep immediately, only Skander and Dunna taking the extra time to feed their records into the data bank. Then both went off to their own quarters.

Skander sat on the edge of his bunk, too excited to feel tired. Curiously, he felt exhilarated instead, adrenalin pumping through him.

I must take the gamble, he told himself. I must assume that this is indeed the gateway to the brain. In less than fifty days this crew will be replaced, and they’ll go home to blab the secret. Then everyone will be in, and the Statists of the Confederacy will gain the power.

Was that what had happened to the Markovians? Had they become so much a communal paradise that they stagnated and died out?

No! he told himself. Not for them! I shall die, or I shall save mankind.

He went first to the lab and wiped all information from the data banks. There was nothing left when he finished; then he wrecked the machinery so none could retrieve the faintest clue. Next he went to the master control center. There the atmospheric conditions were set. Slowly, methodically, he turned off all the systems except oxygen. He waited there almost an hour until the gauges read that the atmosphere was now almost entirely oxygen everywhere in the tents.

That done, he made his way carefully to the air lock, anxious not to scrape against anything or to cause any sort of spark. Although nervous at the prospect that one of the sleepers would wake up and make that spark, he took the time to don his pressure suit and then take all the other such suits outside.

Next he took from the emergency kit of one of the flyers a small box and opened it.

Premanufactured items for all occasions. It was a flare gun.

The puncture it would make would be sealed in seconds by the automated equipment, but not before it ignited the oxygen inside.

It was over in one sudden flare, like flash paper.

After, he could see the vacuum-exposed remains of the sleepers whose charred bodies were still in their beds.

Seven down, one to go, he thought without remorse.

He boarded a flyer and headed toward the north pole. He glanced at his chronometer. It took nine hours to fly back, he had been three doing his work, and now there was another nine to return to the pole.

About an hour to spare until that hole opened up again.

Enough time for Varnett.

It seemed like days until he got there, but the chronometer said just a little over nine hours.

As he came over the horizon he searched for Varnett’s flyer. It wasn’t to be seen.

Suddenly Skander spotted it – down, down on that flat plain at the pole. He braked and hovered over it. Slowly, in the gloom, he made out a tiny white dot near the center of the plain.

Varnett! He was going to be the first in!

Varnett detected movement and looked up at the flyer. Suddenly he started running for his own.

Skander came down on him, skirting the ground so low that he was afraid he would crash himself. Varnett ducked and rolled, but was unhurt.

Skander cursed himself, then decided to set it down. He still had the knife, and that might just be enough. He took the flare pistol which, while it wouldn’t necessarily penetrate the suit, might cause a blinding distraction. He was not a large man, but he was a head taller than the boy and the odds were otherwise even in his mind.

Landing near Varnett’s flyer, he got out quickly, flare gun in his right hand, knife in his left. Cursing the almost total absence of light and the fact that he had had to take his eyes off Varnett to land, Skander looked cautiously around.

Varnett had vanished.

Before this could sink in, a white figure jumped from atop the other flyer and hit him in the back. He went down, dropping the flare gun.

The two figures, rolling across the rocky landscape, grappled for the knife. Skander was larger, but older and in worse physical condition than Varnett. Finally, with a shove, Skander pushed Varnett away from him and came upon the boy with the knife. Varnett let him get very close; then, as the knife made a quick stab, the boy’s arm reached out and caught the older man’s wrist. The two struggled and groaned in their suits as Skander tried to press the knife home.

They were in that frozen tableau when, suddenly, the hole opened.

They were both already in it.

Both vanished.


ANOTHER PART OF THE FIELD

Nathan Brazil stretched back in his huge, pillowy lounge chair aboard the bridge of the freighter Stehekin, nine days out of Paradise with a load of grain bound for drought-stricken Coriolanus and with three passengers. Passengers were common on such runs – there were actually a dozen staterooms aboard – as freighter travel was much cheaper than passenger ships and a lot easier if you wanted to get where you were going in a hurry. There were a thousand freight runs for every passenger run to almost anyplace.

The crew consisted only of Brazil. The ships were now automated, so he was there just in case something went wrong. Food had been prepared for all before takeoff and had been loaded into the automated kitchen. A tiny wardroom was used on those occasions when someone wanted to eat outside of his stateroom or with the captain.

Actually, the passengers had more contempt for him than he for them. In an age of extreme conformity, men like Nathan Brazil were the mavericks, the loners, the ones who didn’t fit. Recruited mostly off the barbarian worlds of the frontier, they could take the loneliness of the job, the endless weeks often without human company. Most psychologists called them sociopaths, people alienated from society.

Brazil liked people all right, but not the factory-made ones. He would rather sit here in his domain, the stars showing on the great three-dimensional screens in front of him, and reflect on why society had become alienated from him.

He was a small man, around 170 centimeters tall, slight and thin. His skin was dark-complexioned. Two bright, brown eyes flanked a conspicuous Roman nose which sat atop a mouth very wide, rubbery, and full of teeth. His black hair hung long to his shoulders, but was stringy and looked overgreased and underwashed. He had a thin mustache and thinner full beard that looked as if someone had attempted to grow a full brush and hadn’t made it. He was dressed in a loose-fitting but loudly colorful tunic and matching pants, and wore sandals of a sickly green.

The passengers, he knew, were scared stiff of him, and he liked it that way. Unfortunately, they were still almost thirty days out and their boredom and claustrophobia would sooner or later drive them meddling into his lap.

Oh, hell, he thought. Might as well get everybody together. They have huddled back in that small lounge in the stern long enough.

He reached up and flicked a switch.

‘The captain,’ he intoned in a tenor voice that nonetheless had a gravelly undertone to it, making it sound a little harsh and unintentionally sarcastic, ‘requests the pleasure of your company at dinner today. If you like, you may join me in the wardroom forward in thirty minutes. Don’t feel put out if you don’t want to come. I won’t,’ he concluded, and switched off the speaker, chuckling softly.

Why do I do that? he asked himself for the hundredth – thousandth? – time. For nine days I chase them around, bully them, and see as little of them as possible. Now, when I start to be sociable, I blow it.

He sighed, then reached over and dialed the meals. Now they would have to come up, or starve. He idly scratched himself and wondered whether or not he should take a shower before dinner. No, he decided, I had one only five days ago; I’ll just use deodorant.

He picked up the book he had been reading off and on, a blood-and-guts romance on some faraway planet published centuries ago and produced in facsimile for him by a surprised and gratified librarian.

He called librarians his secret agents because he was one of the very few who read books at all. Libraries were usually single institutions on planets and were patronized by only a very few. Nobody wrote books anymore, he thought, not even this garbage. They dredged up whatever information they needed for reference from the computer terminal in every household; even then the vast majority were the vocal types that answered questions. Only the technocrats needed to read.

Only barbarians and wanderers read anymore.

And librarians.

Everybody else could just flip a switch and get a full, three-dimensional, sight-sound-and-smell creation of their own fantasies or those of a crew of dedicated fantasists picked by the government.

Pretty dull shit, he thought. Even the people were bred without imaginations. The imaginative ones were fixed – or gotten rid of. Too dangerous to have a thinker unless he thought the government’s way.

Brazil wondered idly whether any of his passengers could read. The Pig probably – his name for Datham Hain, who looked very much like one – but he probably only read up on the stuff he sold or some mundane crap like that. Maybe a manual on how to strangle people twenty ways, he thought. Hain looked as if he’d enjoy that.

The girl with him was harder to figure. Like Hain, she obviously wasn’t from the communal factory worlds – she was mature, maybe twenty or so, and, if she didn’t look so wasted away, she might be pretty. Not built, or beautiful, but nice. But she had that empty look in her eyes, and was so damned servile to the fat man. Wu Julee, the manifest said her name was. Julie Wu? mused a corner of his brain. There it was again! Damn! He tried to grab onto the source of the thought, but it vanished.

But she does look Chinese, said that little corner, and then the thought retreated once again.

Chinese. That word meant something once. He knew it did. Where did those terms come from? And why couldn’t he remember where they came from? Hell, almost everybody had those characteristics these days, he thought.

Then, suddenly, the thought was out of his mind, as such thoughts always were, and he was back on his main track.

The third one – almost the usual, he reflected, except that he never drew the usual, permanently twelve-year-old automaton on his trips. They were all raised and conditioned to look alike, think alike, and believe that theirs was the best of all possible worlds. No reason to travel. But Vardia Diplo 1261 was the same underneath, anyway: looked twelve, was flat-chested, probably neutered, since there was some pelvic width. She was a courier between her world and the next bunch of robots down the line. Spent all her time doing exercises.

A tiny bell sounded telling him that dinner was served, and he got up and ambled back to the wardroom.

The wardroom – nobody knew why it was called that – merely consisted of a large table that was permanently attached to the floor and a series of chairs that were part of the floor until you pulled up on a little ring, whereupon they arose and became comfortable seats. The place was otherwise a milky white plastic – walls, floor, ceiling, even tabletop. The monotony was broken only by small plaques giving the ship’s name, construction data, ownership, and by his and the ship’s commissions from the Confederacy as well as by his master’s license.

He entered, half expecting no one to be there, and was surprised to see the two women already seated. The fat man was up, intently reading his master’s license.

Hain was dressed in a light blue toga that made him look like Nero; Wu Julee was dressed in similar fashion, but it looked better on her. The Comworlder, Vardia, wore a simple, one-piece black robe. He noted idly that Wu Julee seemed to be in a trance, staring straight ahead.

Hain completed reading the wall plaques, then returned to his seat next to Wu Julee, a frown forming on his corpulent face.

‘What’s so odd about my license?’ Brazil asked curiously.

‘That form,’ Hain replied in a silky-smooth, disquieting voice. ‘It is so old! No such form has been used in my memory.’

The captain nodded and smiled, pushing a button under his chair. The food compartments opened up on top and plates of steaming food were revealed in front of each person. A large bottle and four glasses rose from a circular opening in the middle of the table.

‘I got it a long time ago,’ he told them conversationally, as he chose a glass and poured some nonalcoholic wine into it.

‘You have been in rejuve then, Captain?’ Hain responded politely.

Brazil nodded. ‘Many times. Freighter captains are known for it.’

‘But it costs – unless one is influential with the Council,’ Hain noted.

‘True,’ Brazil acknowledged, talking as he chewed his synthetic meat. ‘But we’re well paid, in port only a few days every few weeks, and most of us just put our salaries into escrow to pay for what we need. Nothing much else to blow it on these days.’

‘But the date!’ Vardia broke in. ‘It’s so very, very old! Citizen Hain said it was three hundred and sixty-two standard years!’

Brazil shrugged. ‘Not very unusual. Another captain on this same line is over five hundred.’

‘Yes, that’s true,’ Hain said. ‘But the license is stamped Third Renewal – P.C. How old are you, anyway?’

Brazil shrugged again. ‘I truthfully don’t know. As old as the records, anyway. The brain has a finite capacity, so every rejuve erases a little more of the past. I get snatches of things – old memories, old terms – from time to time, but nothing I can hang on to. I could be six hundred – or six thousand, though I doubt it.’

‘You’ve never inquired?’ Hain asked curiously.

‘No,’ Brazil managed, his mouth full of mush. He swallowed, then took another long drink of wine. ‘Lousy stuff,’ he snorted, holding the glass up and looking at it as if it were full of disease cultures. Suddenly he remembered he was in the middle of a conversation.

‘Actually,’ he told them, ‘I’ve been curious as to all that, but the records just sort of fade out. I’ve outlived too many bureaucracies. Well, I’ve always lived for now and the future, anyway.’

Hain had already finished his meal, and patted his ample stomach. ‘I’m due for my first rejuve in another year or two. I’m almost ninety, and I’m afraid I’ve abused myself terribly these past few years.’

As the small talk continued, Brazil’s gaze kept falling to the girl who sat so strangely by Hain. She seemed to be paying not the least attention to the conversation and had hardly touched her food.

‘Well,’ Brazil said, suppressing his curiosity about the strange girl, ‘my career is on that wall and Citizen Vardia’s is obvious, but what takes you flitting around the solar systems, Hain?’

‘I am – well, a salesman, Captain,’ the fat man replied. ‘All of the planets are somewhat unique in the excesses they produce. What is surplus on one is usually needed on another – like the grain you have as cargo on this fine ship. I’m a man who arranges such trades.’

Brazil made his move. ‘What about you, Citizen Wu Julee? Are you his secretary?’

The girl looked suddenly confused. That’s real fear in her eyes, Brazil noted to himself, surprised. She turned immediately to Hain, a look of pleading in her face.

‘My – ah, niece, Captain, is very shy and quiet,’ Hain said smoothly. ‘She prefers to remain in the background. You do prefer to remain in the background, don’t you, my dear?’

She answered in a voice that almost cracked from disuse, in a thin voice that held no more tonal inflection than Vardia’s.

‘I do prefer to remain in the background,’ she said dully, like a machine. A recording machine at that – for there seemed no comprehension in that face.

‘Sorry!’ Brazil told her apologetically, turning palms up in a gesture of resignation.

Funny, he thought to himself. The one who looks like a robot is conversational and mildly inquisitive; the one who looks like a real girl is a robot. He thought of two girls he had known long ago – he could even remember their names. One was a really sexy knockout – you panted just being in the same room with her. The other was ugly, flat, and extremely mannish in manner, voice, and dress – the sort of nondescript nobody looked at twice. But the sexy one liked other girls best, and the mannish one was heaven in bed.

You can’t tell by looks, he reflected sourly.

Vardia broke the silence. She was, after all, bred to the diplomatic service.

‘I think it is fascinating you are so old, Captain,’ she said pleasantly. ‘Perhaps you are the oldest man alive. My race, of course, has no rejuve – it is not needed.’

No, of course not, Brazil thought sadly. They lived their eighty years as juvenile specialist components in the anthill of their society, then calmly showed up at the local Death Factory to be made into fertilizer.

Anthill? he thought curiously. Now what in hell were ants?

Aloud, he replied, ‘Well, old or not I can’t say, but it doesn’t do anybody much good unless you’ve got a job like mine. I don’t know why I keep on living – just something bred into me, I guess.’

Vardia brightened. That was something she could understand. ‘I wonder what sort of world would require such a survival imperative?’ she mused, proving to everyone else that she didn’t understand at all.

Brazil let it pass.

‘A long-dead-and-gone one, I think,’ he said dryly.

‘I think we shall go back to our rooms, Captain,’ Hain put in, getting up and stretching. ‘To tell the truth, the only thing more exhausting than doing something is doing nothing at all.’ Julee rose almost at the same instant as the fat man, and they left together.

Vardia said, ‘I suppose I shall go back as well, Captain, but I would like the chance to talk to you again and, perhaps, to see the bridge.’

‘Feel free,’ he responded warmly. ‘I eat here every mealtime and company is always welcome. Perhaps tomorrow we’ll eat and talk and then I’ll show you how the ship runs.’

‘I shall look forward to it,’ she replied, and there even seemed a bit of warmth in her flat voice – or, at least, sincerity. He wondered how genuine it was, and how much was the inbred diplomatic traits. It was the sort of comment that was guaranteed to please him. He wondered if he would ever know what went on in those insect minds.

Well, he told himself, in actual fact it didn’t make a damned bit of difference – he would show her around the ship and she would seem to enjoy it anyway.

When he was alone in the wardroom, he looked over at the empty dishes. Hain had polished off everything, as expected, and so had Vardia and he – the meals were individually prepared for preference and body build.

Julee’s meal was almost untouched. She had merely played with the food.

No wonder she’s wasting away, he thought. Physically, anyway. But why mentally? She certainly wasn’t Hain’s niece, no matter what he said, and he doubted if she was an employee, either.

Then, what?

He pushed the disposal button and lowered the chairs back to their floor position, then returned to the bridge.

Freighter captains were the law in space, of course. They had to be. As such, ships of all lines had certain safeguards unique to each captain, and some gimmicks common to all but known only to those captains.

Brazil sat back down in his command chair and looked at the projection screen still showing the virtually unchanging starscape. It looked very realistic, and very impressive, but it was a phony – the scene was a computer simulation; the Balla-Drubbik drive which allowed faster-than-light travel was extradimensional in nature. There was simply nothing outside the ship’s energy well that would relate to any human terms.

He reached over and typed on the computer keyboard: ‘I SUSPECT ILLEGAL ACTIVITIES. SHOW CABINS 6 ON LEFT AND 7 ON RIGHT SCREEN.’ The computer lit a small yellow light to show that the instructions had been received and the proper code for the captain registered; then the simulated starfield was replaced with overhead, side-by-side views of the two cabins.

The fact that cameras were hidden in all cabins and could be monitored by captains was a closely guarded secret, though several people had already had knowledge of the accidentally discovered bugs erased from their minds by the Confederacy. Yet, many a madman and hijacker had been trapped by these methods, and Brazil also knew that the Confederation Port Authority would look at the recordings of what he was seeing live and question him as to motive. This wasn’t something done lightly.

Cabin 6 – Hain’s cabin – was empty, but the missing passenger was in Wu Julee’s Cabin 7. A less-experienced, less-jaded man would have been repulsed at the scene.

Hain was standing near the closed and bolted door, stark naked. Wu Julee, a look of terror on her face, was also naked.

Brazil turned up the volume.

‘Come on, Julee,’ Hain commanded, a tone of delightful expectancy in his harsh voice. There was no question as to what he had in mind.

The girl cowed back in horror. ‘Please! Please, Master!’ she pleaded with all the hysterical emotion she had hidden in public.

‘When you do it, Julee,’ Hain said in a hushed but still excited tone. ‘Only then.’

She did what he asked.

Less-experienced and less-jaded men would have been repulsed at the sight, it was true.

Brazil was becoming aroused.

After she finished, Wu Julee continued to plead with the fat man to give it to her. Brazil waited expectantly, half-knowing what it was already. He just had to see where it was hidden and how it was protected.

Hain promised her he would go get it and then donned the toga once more. He unbolted the door and appeared to look up and down the hallway. Satisfied, he walked out to his own cabin and unlocked the door. The unseen watcher turned his gaze to Cabin 6.

Hain entered and took a small, thin attaché case from beneath the washbasin. It had the high-security locks, Brazil noted – five small squares programmed to receive five of Hain’s ten fingerprints in a certain order. Hain’s body blocked reading the combination, but it wouldn’t have mattered anyway – without Hain’s touch the whole inside would dissolve in a quick acid bath.

Hain opened the case to reveal a tray of jewelry and body paint. Normal enough, and the tray seemed deep enough to fill the whole case. No customs problems.

Working a second set of fingerprint-coded combinations through the thin plastic which hid the additional guards, the tray came loose and appeared to be floating on something else. The fat man lifted the tray out.

For the first time Brazil noticed that Hain had on some thin gloves. He hadn’t seen them being put on – maybe they were already on during the scene he had just witnessed – but there they were.

The fat man reached in and picked out a tiny object that almost dripped with liquid. The rest of the case bottom, Brazil could see, was filled with the stuff. His suspicions were confirmed.

Datham Hain was a sponge merchant.

The contraband was called sponge because that was what the stuff was – an alien sponge spawned on a distant sea world now interdicted by the Confederacy.

The story came back to Brazil. A nice planet, mostly ocean but dotted with millions of islands connected in a network of shallows. A tropical climate except at the poles. It looked like a paradise, and tests had shown nothing that could hurt the human race. A test colony – two, three hundred people – was landed on the two largest islands for the five-year trial, as per standard procedure. Volunteers, of course, the last remnant of frontiersmen in the human race.

If they survived and prospered, they owned the world – to develop it or do with it what they would. But because man’s test instruments could analyze only the known and the theoretical, there was no way to detect a threat so alien it hadn’t even been imagined. That was the reason for the trial in the first place.

So those people had settled in and lived and loved and played and built on their islands.

For almost a month.

That was when they started to go mad, the people of that colony. They regressed – slowly, at first, then increasingly faster and faster. They turned into primitive beasts as the thing that had caught them ate away at their brains. They became like wild apes, only without even the most rudimentary reasoning ability. Finally they died, from their inability to cope with even the basics of eating and shelter. Most drowned; some killed one another.

And out of their bodies, eventually, grew the pretty flowers of the island, in new profusion.

Scientists speculated that some sort of elemental organism – based not on carbon or silicon, but on the iron oxides in the rocks of their pretty island – interacted through the air not with them but with the synthetic food rations they brought to help them until they could develop their own native agriculture.

And they had eaten it, and it had eaten them.

But there had been one survivor – one woman who had hidden in the huge beds of alien sponge along a particularly rocky shoreline. Oh, she had died, too – but almost three weeks later than the others. When she no longer returned each evening to sleep in the sponge bed.

The natural secretions of the sponge acted as a retardant – not as an antidote. But as long as a victim had a daily intake of the secretion, the mutant strain seemed inactive. Remove the substance – and the degenerative process began once again. But scientists had taken some samples of the mutant strain and of living sponge with them to study in their labs on far-off worlds. All of it was thought to have been destroyed afterward – but evidently some had not been. Some had been taken by the worst of elements and was developed in their own labs in unknown space.

The perfect commodity.

By secretly introducing the stuff into people’s food, you gave them the disease. Then, when the first symptoms came and baffled all around you, the merchant would come. He would ease the pain and cause normality by giving you a little bit of sponge – as Hain was administering a dose to Wu Julee at that very moment.

The Confederacy wouldn’t help you. It maintained a sponge colony on that interdicted world for the afflicted, where one could live a normal, if very primitive, existence and soak each night in a sponge bath. If, that is, the victim could be gotten there before the disease became too progressive to bother.

The sponge merchants chose only the most wealthy and powerful – or their children, if their world had families of any sort. There was no charge for the daily sponge supply, oh, no. You just did as they asked when they asked.

There was even the suspicion that so many rulers of the Confederacy were hostage to the stuff now that that was the reason no real search for an antidote or cure had ever been started.

For power was the ultimate aim of the sponge merchants.

Nathan Brazil wondered who Wu Julee was. The daughter of some big-shot ruler or banker or industrialist? Maybe the child of the Confederacy enforcement chief? More likely she was a sample, he thought. No use risking exposure.

She was his absolute slave, no question. The disease had been allowed to incubate in her just short of that critical point when the stuff multiplied exponentially. Human, yes, but probably already with her IQ halved, constantly in mild pain that started to grow as the effects of the sponge antitoxin wore off. An effective demonstration, which would keep the merchant from having to infect some innocent and let things run their full course. That was done, of course, when necessary – but it wasn’t good to have a long period of time when it would be obvious to the agents of the Confederacy that a sponge merchant was at large.

He wondered idly why the girl didn’t commit suicide. He thought he would. A victim is probably too far gone to consider it by the time he realizes it is the only option, he decided.

Brazil looked back up at the screens. Hain had repacked the case and stored it and was preparing to go to sleep. Clever, that case, the captain thought. Sponge is extremely compressible and needs only enough seawater to keep it moist. It even grew in there, he thought. As samples were dispensed, new ones would replace it. That was the reason only the minimum was ever given to a victim – get hold of enough of it, unused, and you could grow your own.

Wu Julee was lying on her own bed, one leg draped down on the side. She was breathing hard but she had a sort of idiot’s smile on her face.

Relief for another day, the little sponge cube swallowed, the body breaking down the evidence.

Nathan Brazil’s stomach finally turned.

What were you, Wu Julee, before Datham Hain served dinner? he mused. A student or scholar, or a professional, like Vardia? A spoiled brat? A young maiden, perhaps one day expecting to bear children?

Gone now, he thought sadly. The recordings would nail Datham Hain clean – and the syndicate of sponge merchants would let him hang, too. Most he had ever heard of were compulsive suiciders when subjected to any psych probes or the like. They would get nothing from him but his life.

But Wu Julee – without sponge, she needed eighteen days from where they would be at absolute flank speed to make that damned planet colony, and she was already near or at the exponential reproductive stage.

She would arrive a mindless vegetable, unable to do anything not in the autonomic nervous system, having spent most of the voyage as an animal. A day or two after that, it would eat her nervous system away and she would die.

So they wouldn’t bother. They’d just send her to the nearest Death Factory to get something useful out of her.

They said Nathan Brazil was a hard man: experienced, efficient, and cold as ice, never a feeling for anything but himself.

But Nathan Brazil cried at tragedy, alone, in the dark, on the bridge of his powerful ship.

Neither Hain nor Wu Julee came to dinner again, although he saw the fat man often and kept up the pretense of innocent friendship. The sponge merchant could actually be quite entertaining, sitting back in the lounge over a couple of warm drinks and telling stories of his youth. He even played a fair game of cards.

Vardia, of course, never joined in the games and stories – they were things beyond her conception. She kept asking why they played card games since the only practical purpose of games was to develop a physical or mental skill. The concept of gambling, of playing for money, meant even less to her – her people didn’t use the stuff, and only printed it for interplanetary trade. The government provided everyone with everything they needed equally, so why try to get more?

Brazil found her logic, as usual, baffling. All his life he had been compulsively competitive. He was firmly convinced of his uniqueness in the universe and his general superiority to it, although he was occasionally bothered by the universe’s lack of appreciation. But she remained inquisitive and continued asking all those questions two cultures could never answer for each other.

‘You promised days ago to show me the bridge,’ she reminded him one day.

‘So I did,’ he acknowledged. ‘Well, now’s as good a time as any. Why don’t we go all the way forward?’

They made their way from the aft lounge, along the great catwalk above the cargo.

‘I don’t mean to pry,’ he said to her as they walked along, ‘but, out of curiosity, is your mission of vital importance?’

‘You mean war or peace, something like that?’ Vardia responded. ‘No, very few are like that. The truth is, as you may know, I have no knowledge of the messages I carry. They are blocked and only the key from our embassy on Coriolanus can unlock whatever I’m supposed to say. Then the information will be erased, and I will be sent home, with or without a message in return. But, from the tone or facial expressions of those who give me the messages, I can usually tell if it’s serious, and this one certainly is not.’

‘Possibly something to do with the cargo,’ Brazil speculated as they entered the wardroom and walked through it this time and out onto another, shorter catwalk. The great engines which maintained the real-universe field of force around them throbbed below. ‘Do you know how bad things are on Coriolanus?’

She shrugged. ‘Not too bad, I understand. No widespread famine yet. That will happen months from now, when the harvest doesn’t come in because the rains didn’t come last season and the ground is too hard. Then this cargo will be needed. Why do you ask?’

‘Oh, just curious, I guess,’ he responded, an odd and slightly strained tone in his voice.

They entered the bridge.

Vardia was immediately all over it, like an anxious schoolchild. ‘What’s this?’ and ‘How’s that work?’ and all the other questions poured from her. He answered as best he could.

She marveled over the computer. ‘I have never seen one that you must write to and read,’ she told him with the awe reserved for genuine historical antiques. He decided not to respond that people these days were too mechanical for him so he couldn’t bear to have a real mechanical person around, but instead he replied, ‘Well, it’s what you get used to. This one’s just as modern and efficient as any other; I tried it on and can handle it easier. Although I have little to do, in an emergency I have to make thousands of split-second decisions. It’s better to use what you can use instinctively in such a situation.’

She accepted his explanation, which was partially the truth, and noticed his small library of paperback books with their lurid covers. He asked her if she knew how to read and she said no, whatever for? Certain professions on her world required the ability to read, of course, but very few – and if that wasn’t required, as it certainly wasn’t for her job as a reel of blank recording tape, she could see no reason to learn.

He wondered if somewhere they simply had a single Vardia Diplo program, and they read it out, erased the whole thing, then rerecorded it for each trip. Probably, he decided – otherwise, she would have seen bridges before and encountered enough alien culture not to ask those naive questions. Most likely she was just new. It was tough to tell if her kind was fourteen or forty-four.

At any rate, he was glad she couldn’t read. He had suffered a very unsettling moment when she had gone over to that computer and he had noticed that he had forgotten to turn off the screen.

The computer had been spewing its usual every-half-hour warning to him.

UNAUTHORIZED COURSE CORRECTION, it said. THIS IS NOT A JUSTIFIED ACTION. COURSE IS BEING PLOTTED AND WILL BE BROADCAST TO CONFEDERACY AS SOON AS DESTINATION IS REACHED.

And she wondered why he didn’t have the talking kind of computer.

And so they continued on the new course, all but Brazil and the computer oblivious to their real destination.

A stroke of genius, he congratulated himself after Vardia had left. The courier’s answers had eased his conscience on Coriolanus. They would get their grain – just late. In the meantime, Hain would continue to give Wu Julee the sponge, until that day came when they arrived over the sponge world itself. There he would lose two passengers – Wu Julee would have life, and Hain would be introduced to the colony as a pusher.

Brazil didn’t think any Admiralty Board in the galaxy would convict him; besides, he already had the largest number of verbal and written reprimands in the service. Vardia, though, would never understand his reasoning.

A loud, hollow-sounding gong brought him out of his satisfied reverie. It reverberated throughout the ship. Brazil jumped up and looked at the computer screen.

DISTRESS SIGNAL FIELD INTERCEPTED, it read. AWAIT INSTRUCTIONS.

Seeing what the message was, he first flipped off the gong then flipped on the intercom. His three passengers were all concerned, naturally.

‘Don’t be alarmed,’ he told them. ‘It’s just a distress field. A ship or some small colony is having problems and needs help. I will have to answer the call, so we’ll be delayed a bit. Just sit tight and I’ll keep you informed.’

With that he turned to the computer, giving it the go-ahead to plot the coordinates of the signal. He didn’t like the idea at all – the signal had to be coming from a place far off his approved course. That invited premature discovery. Nonetheless, he could never ignore such a signal. Similar ones had saved him too many times, and the odds of anybody else intercepting it were more astronomical than his own odds at happening on it.

The ship’s engines moaned, then the throbbing that was a part of his existence subsided to a dull sound as the energy field around the ship merged into normal space.

The two screens suddenly came on with the real, not the fake, galaxy – and a planet. A big one, he noted. Rocky and reddish in the feeble light of a dwarf star.

He asked the computer for coordinates. Its screens were blank for a long time, then it replied, DALGONIA, STAR ARACHNIS, DEAD WORLD, MARKOVIAN ORIGIN, NO OTHER INFORMATION, UNINHABITED, it added needlessly. It was plain that nothing he knew could live here.

PLOT DISTRESS COORDINATES AND MAGNIFY WHEN DONE, he ordered, and the computer searched the bleak panorama, quadrant by quadrant. Finally it stopped on one area and put it under intense magnification.

The picture was grainy, snowy as hell, but the scene clearly showed a small camp. Something just didn’t look right.

Brazil parked the ship in a synchronous orbit and prepared to go down and see what was wrong. But first, he flipped on the intercom again.

‘I’m afraid I’ll have to seal you aft,’ he told his passengers. ‘I have to check out something down on the planet. If I don’t return within eight standard hours, the ship will automatically pull out and take you to Coriolanus at top speed, so you needn’t be worried.’

‘Can I come with you?’ Vardia’s voice came back at him.

He chuckled. ‘No, sorry, regulations and all that. You’ll be in contact with me through this intercom all the time, so you’ll know what’s going on.’

He suited up, reflecting that he hadn’t been in one of the things in years. Then he entered the small bay below the engine well through a hatch from the bridge and entered the little landing craft. Within five minutes, he was away.

The ship’s computer took him to the spot by radio link, and he was at the scene in under an hour. He raised the canopy – the little craft had no air or pressurization of its own – and climbed down the side, striking the ground. The lighter gravity made him feel ten feet tall. The ship, of course, was kept at one gee for everybody’s convenience.

He needed only a couple of minutes to survey the scene and to report his findings back to the ship’s recorders as the passengers anxiously followed his every word. ‘It’s a base camp,’ he told them, ‘like the kind used for scientific expeditions. Tent-type units, modular, pretty modern – seem to have exploded somehow. All of them.’ He knew that was impossible – and he knew they knew – but those were the facts all the same.

He was just wondering aloud as to what could have caused such a thing when he noticed the piled-up pressure suits near what would have been the exit lock. He went over to them and picked one up, curiously.

‘The suits are outside the area – empty. As if somebody threw them there. The explosion or whatever couldn’t have done it – not without some damage. Wait a minute, let me get over to the area of the dorms.’

Vardia listened with growing fascination, and frustration that she could see none of it, nor ask questions.

‘Yuk,’ came Brazil’s voice over the intercom. ‘Pretty messy death. They died when the vacuum hit, if the explosion didn’t get them. Hmmm … Seven. I can’t figure it out. The place is a mess but the explosion didn’t really do more than rip the tents to shreds. But that was enough.’

He moved over to another area that caught his eye.

‘Funny,’ he said, ‘looks like somebody’s done a job on the power plant. Well, here’s what did it, anyway. Somebody jacked up the oxygen to pure and shut off the rest of the air. Just takes a spark after that. Worries me, though. There are two dozen safeguards against that sort of thing. Somebody had to do it deliberately.’

The words sent a chill through all three passengers listening breathlessly to his account. Even Wu Julee seemed caught up in the drama.

‘Well, I just counted the beds,’ Brazil told them, his voice keeping calm but tinged with the concern he felt. ‘A dorm room for five, another one with three, and a single – probably the project chief’s. Bodies in all but the chief’s and one of the fivesome. Hmmm … There were seven pressure suits. Should have been nine.’

They heard him breathing and moving around, but he was infuriatingly silent for the longest period.

Finally he said, ‘Two flyers are gone, so the missing ones must be somewhere else on the planet. It’s a sure bet that one of them, at least, killed the others.’

Again the long silence, punctuated only with breathing sounds. All aboard the freighter were holding their breaths. It took no imagination at all to figure out that one, maybe two, madmen were loose on that planet – and Brazil was alone.

‘Now here’s the strangest part,’ the captain reported at last. They strained for every word, cursing him for his maddening conversational tone. ‘I’ve gotten to the rescue signal. It’s about a kilometer from the camp, on a low ridge. But it isn’t turned on.’

It was almost two hours more before Nathan Brazil was back aboard the ship. He didn’t get out of his suit, although he left the helmet on his chair while he checked the computer. It assured him once again that it was indeed receiving a distress signal from the beacon below.

Only Brazil knew that it wasn’t.

It just wasn’t possible.

He unlocked the aft compartment and made his way back to the passengers, all of whom were seated in the lounge.

‘So what do you make of it, Captain?’ Hain asked seriously.

‘Well,’ replied the other hesitantly, ‘I’m about to start believing in ghosts. That signal isn’t on. To make sure, I disabled it completely before coming back. But it’s still coming in loud and strong up here.’

‘There must be another signal,’ Vardia suggested logically.

‘No, there isn’t. Not only is one the standard issue – and everything else there is standard issue – but a computer that can plot a course in deep space through the underdimensions and get you to a particular port on a particular planet in the middle of nowhere doesn’t screw up in plotting the coordinates of a distress signal.’

‘Let’s proceed on what we do know, then,’ Hain suggested. ‘We know that there is a signal – no, no, let me finish!’ he protested as Brazil was about to cut in. ‘As I said, there is a signal. It was set or sent by someone who, presumably, is one or both of the people who survived the – ah, disaster. Someone – or something – wants us to come down, wanted us to find the wrecked station, wants something.’

‘A malevolent alien civilization, Hain?’ Brazil retorted skeptically. ‘Come on. We’ve got – what? – a thousand, give or take, solar systems explored to date, with more every year. We’ve found remains of the Markovians – one of their cities is near the camp, probably what the group was investigating – and lots and lots of animal and plant life. But no living, present-day alien civilizations.’

‘But we’ve done only a trifle!’ Hain protested. ‘There are a billion billion stars around. You know the odds.’

‘But not here, inside our perimeter,’ the captain pointed out.

‘But, he is right, you know,’ Vardia interjected. ‘Perhaps someone – or something – discovered us.’

‘No,’ Brazil told them, ‘it’s not that. There is some simple explanation. What happened down there was cold-blooded human murder by one of the team. For what madness, I can’t guess. They can’t get off the planet with what they’ve got. If they don’t starve to death first, their pickup ship will get them.’

‘You mean you aren’t going to try to find them?’ Vardia asked. ‘But you must! Otherwise some other ship might answer them and the killers might be able to overpower them before they are forewarned!’

‘Oh, the odds against anyone else hearing that signal are astronomical,’ Brazil replied patiently.

‘I assure you,’ Hain said flatly, ‘that the last thing I wish to do is stalk a murderer on an unknown world. Nevertheless, Citizen Vardia is correct. If we found them, someone else might.’

Brazil’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. ‘Can you handle a pistol?’ he asked the fat man. ‘Can you?’ he asked Vardia.

‘I can,’ Hain replied evenly, ‘and have.’

‘That is left to the military caste,’ Vardia replied, ‘but I am an expert with the sword, and I have a ceremonial one with me. It will puncture a pressure suit.’

Brazil almost laughed. ‘A sword? You?’

She ran to her room and came back with a gleaming, handsome blade that glittered as if it were made of the finest silver. ‘It builds quick reflexes and good muscles,’ she explained. ‘Also, for some reason the sword is traditional in our service.’

Brazil’s face grew serious again. ‘And what about Wu Julee?’ he asked, not of her but of Hain.

‘She goes where I go,’ Hain replied cautiously. ‘And she will, in a pinch, help protect us with her life.’

I’ll bet, Brazil thought sourly. You, anyway.

There was never any problem of pressure suits; they expanded or contracted to fit almost any known human wearer, although Hain’s did give him a little problem. Each of them had worn one before, at least in the practice drill before the ship left port. They were extremely light, and, once the helmet had been set into place and the seal activated, a person hardly knew he had it on. Air was recirculated and refined through two small, light filters on the side of the helmet. The supply would last for almost a day. In an emergency situation, the lifeboat could recharge the air supply for fifteen people for a month, so there was plenty of air to spare.

Brazil led them first to the distress beacon, if only to prove to himself that he was correct. They examined it carefully, and agreed that there was no way it could be sending.

But the little lifeboat monitor connection to the mother ship still said it was.

So they climbed back in and sped northward, the mystery so pressing on them that they barely noted the Markovian ruins near the camp and along the route. The ship’s computer had located the two missing shuttlecraft on a plain near the north pole, and that seemed the next likely place to investigate. If anyone was left alive, he would be there.

‘Why do you think they are up there?’ Vardia asked Brazil.

‘My theory is that the murderer couldn’t trap one of them in the base camp and that that one took a shuttle and flew off. There must have been a chase, and that plain is where they met up,’ the captain replied. ‘We’ll know in a little while, because we’re almost there.’

Being in a lifeboat with a major spatial propulsion unit, Brazil was able to make the long trip by going back up into orbit and braking back down again. Thus, the nine-hour journey was reduced to just a little over ninety minutes. He braked to the slowest speed he could maintain as they cleared a last mountain range and came upon a broad, flat plain.

‘There they are!’ Vardia almost shouted, and they all looked ahead at the two craft, small silver disks in the twilight, shown prominently at the edge of a slight discoloration in the plain.

Brazil circled around the spot several times.

‘I can see no one,’ Hain reported. ‘Not a sign of life, not a pressure suit, nothing. They may still be in the craft,’ he suggested.

‘Okay,’ Brazil replied, ‘I’ll set down a few hundred meters from them. Hain, you stay back just outside this boat and cover me. The other two of you stay inside. If anything happens to us, the mother ship will reclaim the boat.’

There was a soft bump, and they were down on the surface of Dalgonia. Brazil reached into the broad, black belt he wore on the outside of his pressure suit and removed one of two pistols and handed it to Hain.

The pistols didn’t look like much, but they could fire short pulses of energy at rates from one per second to five hundred per second, the latter not doing much for aim but able to spread things enough to knock off a small regiment. There was a stun setting that would paralyze a man for a half hour or more, but both men placed their weapons on full.

There were seven ugly bodies far to the south.

Brazil eased out of the hatch in the eerie silence of a near vacuum, and, keeping the two shuttlecraft always in view, moved to cover behind the lifeboat. That was a relatively safe haven. Since the boat had been built to take a tremendous amount of stress and even friction, it would be impervious to any weapons likely to be in the hands of their quarry.

Hain emerged shortly after, having more trouble climbing down with his bulk despite the weak gravity. He chose a position just forward of the nose where he was mostly sheltered but could still use the edge of the boat to steady his pistol.

Brazil, satisfied, moved cautiously forward.

He reached the nearest craft in less than two minutes. ‘No sign of life yet,’ he told them. ‘I’m going to climb up on top and have a look inside.’ He mounted the rail-type ladder along the side of the shuttle and walked over to the entry hatch.

‘Still nothing,’ Brazil reported. ‘I’m going in.’

It took only another three minutes to get inside and find nobody home. He then repeated the sequence with the second craft and found it empty too, although this one showed signs that somebody had spent many hours there.

‘Come on up, anybody,’ he called. ‘There’s no one here, or for many kilometers around. See what you make of it.’

Hain told Wu Julee to join him. Vardia climbed out last, and they all went over to the captain, who was standing near the second shuttle and looking anxiously at the ground. Brazil noted with some amusement that Vardia clutched her nice, pretty sword.

‘Look at the ground here,’ he said, pointing to the tracks of a person in a pressure suit coming up to a point at which the dust around was greatly disturbed for a large area.

‘What do you make of it, Captain?’ Hain asked.

‘Well, it looks as if my theory’s right, anyway. See – the first one was here, then saw the second one land, and he hid out on the back of the shuttle. When the pursuer – the guy who landed second I assume was the murderer – found nobody home, he walked around to here’ – Brazil gestured at the mottled dust thrown about – ‘and was jumped by the first person from on top. They fought here, then one took off across the plain, the other in pursuit. See how we get only the toe tracks coming out of the fight scene?’

Vardia was already following the tracks out onto the plain. Suddenly she stopped short and stared, incredulous, at the ground. ‘Captain! Everyone! Come here!’ she called urgently. They rushed up to her. She was pointing at the ground immediately ahead of her.

The fine dust was thinner here, and the rock changed color from a dull orange to more of a gray, but at first they didn’t see what she meant. Brazil went over and stooped down. Then it sank in on him.

At the place where one man had stepped, just where the two strains of rock met, there was half a footprint. Not the running type – it was angled, so that a little less than half of a grown man’s footprint, pressure suit pattern and all, was visible in the orange. Where it met the gray, there was unbroken dust.

‘How is it possible, Captain?’ Vardia asked, awed for the first time in her life – and not a little scared.

‘There must be an explanation. It’s a freakish thing – but I’d believe almost anything after all we’ve seen. I’m sure we’ll find their prints continue farther on. Let’s see.’

They all walked onto the gray area for some distance. Vardia suddenly looked back to make certain that they were making footprints, and was relieved to see that they were. Suddenly she stopped short.

‘Captain!’ she exclaimed, that toneless voice suddenly tinged with panic and fear. The rest caught it, stopped, and turned. Vardia was pointing back at the ships from which they had come.

There were no shuttlecraft. There was no lifeboat. Only a bleak, unbroken orange plain stretching off to the mountains in the distance.

‘Now what the hell?’ Brazil managed, looking all around him to see if they had somehow turned around. They hadn’t. He looked up to see if he could spot anything leaving, but there was nothing but the cold stars as darkness overtook them.

‘What happened?’ Hain asked plaintively. ‘Did our murderer—’

‘No, that’s not it,’ Brazil cut in quickly, a cold chill suddenly going through him. ‘No one person – not even two – could have managed all three craft, and nobody but me could have lifted that lifeboat for another two hours.’

There was a sudden vibration, like a small earthquake, that knocked them all off their feet.

Brazil broke his fall and held on in a crouch on his hands and knees. He looked up suddenly.

The whole area seemed bathed in eerie flashes of blue-white lightning, thousands of them!

‘Damn me for an asshead!’ Brazil swore. ‘We’ve been had!’

‘But by whom?’ Vardia called out.

Wu Julee screamed.

Then there was nothing but darkness and that weird, blue lightning, now laced, it appeared, with golden sparks. They all felt the sensation of falling and turning and twisting in the air, as if they were dropping down some bottomless pit. There was no up, no down, nothing but that dizzy sensation.

And Wu Julee kept screaming.

Suddenly they were lying on a flat, glassy-smooth black surface. Lights were on around them, and there seemed to be a structure – as if they were in some building, like a great warehouse.

Things didn’t stop spinning around for a while. They were dizzy, and sick. All but Brazil threw up into their helmets, which neatly and efficiently cleared the mess away. A professional spaceman, Brazil was the first to recover his equilibrium. Then he steadied himself, half sitting up on the black, glassy floor.

It was a room, he saw – no, a great chamber, with six sides. The glassy area was also a hexagon, and around it stretched a railing and what appeared to be a walkway. A single great light, also six-sided, was suspended above them in the curved ceiling. The place was huge, Brazil saw, easily large enough to house a small freighter.

The others were there. Vardia, he saw, was already sitting up, but Wu Julee, it appeared, had passed out. Hain just lay on the floor, breathing hard. Brazil struggled to his feet and made his way unsteadily to Wu Julee. He checked and saw that she was in fact still breathing but unconscious.

‘Everybody all right?’ he called. Vardia nodded and tried to rise. He helped her to her feet, and she managed. Hain groaned, but tried, and was game about it. He finally managed it.

‘Just about one gee,’ Brazil noted. ‘That’s interesting.’

‘Now what?’ asked Datham Hain.

‘Looks like some breaks in that railing – the closest one is over there to your right. We might as well make for it.’ Taking their silence for assent, he picked up Wu Julee’s limp body and they started off. She weighed hardly anything, he noted, and he wasn’t a particularly strong man.

He looked down at her, sorrow in his eyes. What will happen to you now, Wu Julee? But I tried! God! I tried!

Her eyes opened, and she looked up into his through the tinted helmet faceplates. Perhaps it was the gentle way he carried her, perhaps it was his expression, perhaps it was just the fact that she saw him and not Hain, but she smiled.

She got much heavier about halfway there, he noted, as his body was drained of the adrenalin that had pumped into him during the – fall? Finally he was straining at the weight, although she weighed no more than half what she should. He finally admitted defeat and had to put her down. She didn’t protest, but as they continued to walk she clung tightly to his arm.

No matter what, Hain no longer owned her.

Steps of what looked like polished stone led up to the break in the rail – six of them, they noted. Finally they were all up on some kind of platform from which a conveyor belt stretched out. But it was not moving in either direction.

They all looked to the captain for guidance. For the first time in his life, Nathan Brazil felt the full weight of responsibility. He had gotten them into this – never mind that they had talked him into it, it was his responsibility – and he didn’t have the slightest idea what to do next.

‘Well,’ he began, ‘if we stay here we starve to death, or run out of air – or both. We may do so anyway, but we at least ought to see what we’re into. There has to be a doorway out of this place.’

‘Probably six of them,’ Hain said caustically.

Brazil stepped out onto one of the conveyors, and it suddenly started moving. The movement was so unexpected that he found himself carried along farther and farther away from the rest before anyone could say anything.

‘Better get on,’ he called back, ‘or you’ll lose me! I don’t know how to stop this thing!’

He was receding farther and farther, when Wu Julee stepped on. The other two immediately did likewise.

The speed wasn’t great, but it was faster than a man could walk briskly. A larger, broader platform loomed ahead before Brazil could see it. So he slid off onto it, stumbled, fell down, and rolled halfway across.

‘Watch out! Platform coming up!’ he warned. The others saw the platform and him in time to step off, although each one nearly lost his balance in the attempt.

‘Apparently you’re supposed to be walking on the belt,’ Vardia said. ‘That way you just walk onto the platform. See? There are actually several belts just before the platform, each one going at a slightly slower speed.’

The belt suddenly stopped.

‘No doorway here,’ Hain noted. ‘Shall we press on?’

‘I suppose so – whoops!’ Brazil exclaimed as he was about to step out. The other belt had started in the reverse direction!

‘Looks like somebody’s coming to meet us,’ Brazil said jokingly, a tone that didn’t match his inner feelings at all. Even so, he pulled and checked his pistol, noting that Hain was doing the same. Vardia, he saw, still held onto that sword.

They could see a giant figure coming toward them, and all stepped back to the rear edge of the platform. As the figure came closer, they could see that it was like nothing in the known universe.

Start with a chocolate brown human torso, incredibly broad, and ribbed so that the chest muscles seemed to form squarish plates. A head, oval-shaped, equally brown and hairless except for a huge white walrus mustache under a broad, flat nose. Six arms – in threes, spaced in rows down the torso – extremely muscular but attached, except for the shoulder pair, on ball-type sockets like the claws of a crab. Below, the torso melded into an enormous brown-and-yellow-striped series of scales leading to a huge, serpentine lower half, coiled, but obviously five or more meters in length when outstretched.

As the creature approached the platform, it eyed them with large, human-looking orbs punctuated with jet-black pupils. As it reached the edge of the platform, the lower left arm slapped the rail. The belt stopped just short of the platform. Then, for what seemed like forever, they just stared at each other – these four humans in ghostly white pressure suits and this creature of some incredibly alien spawning.

The alien finally pointed to them, then with its top pair of arms made a motion to remove their helmets. When it saw they made no move, it pointed again to them, then did what appeared to be a deep-breathing exercise.

‘I think it’s trying to tell us we can breathe in here,’ Brazil said cautiously.

‘Sure, he thinks so, but what does he breathe?’ Hain pointed out.

‘No choice,’ Brazil replied. ‘We’re almost out of air anyway. May as well chance it.’

‘I do,’ came the unexpected voice of Wu Julee, and, with that, she unfastened her helmet – not without some trouble, for her coordination was shot. Finally the helmet fell to her feet, and she breathed in.

And continued breathing.

‘Good enough for me,’ said Vardia, and she and Brazil did the same. For a short time Hain continued to resist. Then, finally assured that everyone was still breathing, he removed his as well.

The air seemed a bit humid and perhaps a little rich in oxygen – they experienced a slight light-headedness that soon passed – but otherwise fine.

‘Now what?’ Hain asked.

‘Damned if I know,’ Brazil replied honestly. ‘How do you say hello to a giant walrus-snake?’

‘Well I’ll be goddamned!’ exclaimed the walrus-snake in perfect Confederation plain talk, ‘if it ain’t Nathan Brazil!’
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