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  One: 3049 AD

  The Main Sequence


  



  



  



  



  



  The death cry of an exploding sun illuminated a starfleet the likes of which few men had ever seen. There were six great starships in the convoy. The smallest was forty kilometers long.


  No drive glow enveloped those ships. No ion wake marked their passing. They were drifting. But they met the flash front of the nova with an inherent velocity approaching three-tenths the velocity of light.


  Each of those starships looked like a mobile created by a sculptor, looked like someone had visited a planetary junkyard, had welded scraps together, and then had flung the results at the farthest star. Those ships were all angles, tubes and planes, globes, cubes, and what appeared to be silver sails. Whole forests of antennae bristled on the humped mountains of their backs.


  Random chunks of debris accompanied the ships, thrown out from jagged wounds in their flanks. Wisps of atmosphere leaked from those great rents, twinkling in the nova light. Smaller ships, like blowflies, fluttered around the rawest injuries.


  There had been a battle. A battle at Stars’ End. Its fury and magnitude would have beggared the imagination of men who hadn’t ever been out among the stars.


  These limping, crippled starships were the survivors.


  The great lens of the Milky Way sprawled before the starships, cold and silver and bright. Their noses were aimed toward its heart. Like a dying man crossing a desert, the starfleet was dragging itself toward healthier climes.


  A patch on the smallest ship began to glow, throwing color back into the ocean of night. It was not a happy color. It was the dull, dark red of venous blood, the red of senescent suns. It brightened, became more intense.


  The other ships drifted away. Fate had overtaken their little sister. She was about to lose control of her fusion plant. They did not want to be too close to the explosion. The smaller blowfly-vessels flitted away, carrying evacuees.


  For a moment the smaller starship yielded a light which rivalled that of the nearby nova. Fragments as big as pyramids hurtled outward, adding to the clutter traveling with the fleet. The remainder of the ship began tumbling slowly, now little more than a disemboweled corpse. The little ships darted in again, swarmed around the remains. Signals leapt across the ether. Any survivors? Anyone at all? There was no answer from the wreck. But the little ships went in anyway.


  



  Moyshe benRabi slapped the withdrawal switch beneath his left hand.


  Agony smashed into his head. A demon slapped a pair of icehooks into his temples and yanked. He screamed. “Clara! Shot!”


  He did not feel the needle bite his arm. Its prick was too tiny a pain. He knew it had happened only because blessed relief hit him seconds later.


  Hans pulled his helmet. The youngster’s face was drawn. Clara patted sweat from his face with a towel. “Bad, Moyshe?” she asked.


  “The worst. I can’t reach him anymore. He’s out there without protection… And we just lost Jariel. They couldn’t contain the anti-matter leak. The Service Ships went back… I don’t think they’ll find anybody to evacuate.”


  Hans asked, “Drink, Moyshe?” The youth’s voice was tremulous. He had had a sister on Jariel.


  “Something. Please. I must have sweated a couple of liters. They get through to Gruber yet?”


  Clara shrugged. “I haven’t heard.” She was a plump, grandmotherly, greying woman with rosy cheeks. Her appearance reflected her personality. She was a book which could be read by its cover. BenRabi was in love with her, in a filial way.


  “We’ve got to have help. We can’t hide in this nova storm forever. The particle wave is on its way. It’ll shred our screens.”


  “Payne says we’re going out. Soon as Jariel is evacuated. The sharks will have to take their chances.”


  “Oh, damn.”


  “What do the starfish say?” Hans asked, returning with a fruit drink. He was putting on a brave face. He had been in the fleet long enough to learn how to wait for good news or bad. They would let him know about his sister.


  BenRabi swung his feet to the deck. “Like I said. I couldn’t get through. Too far.”


  “Maybe somebody else did.”


  “Somebody with more experience? I don’t think so.”


  Hans was just nineteen, hardly out of creche. He had not yet hardened to all the realities of the harvestfleet.


  “Well just have to do it Payne’s way. Fight our way through.” BenRabi began shuddering as his body reacted to the massive dosage of anti-pain drug. Clara swept a blanket around his shoulders. It did not lessen the chills.


  They still did not know for certain that they had won the battle of Stars’ End. They knew only that Payne’s Fleet had held the battle space, had survived, and had begun making its way home. They had not been attacked again, yet, but it was only a matter of time till the struggle resumed.


  “Look at me,” benRabi whispered. “I can’t stop shaking.”


  “Go home,” Clara told him. “Get some sleep.”


  “We might break through. They might need me to go on minddrive. Just let me stretch my legs.” He picked at his arm where the needle had broken his skin. The strain of the emergency had begun to show on his flesh. He was getting tracks.


  He collapsed when he tried to stand.


  “Take him home, Hans,” Clara told the youth. “Lester. Help Hans load Moyshe onto a scooter, will you?”


  “What’s going on?” benRabi demanded as Hans halted the flatbed electric truck outside his quarters. For a moment he did not know where he was. “Why did you?…”


  “What happened?” a woman demanded. Worry strangled her voice.


  “He passed out,” Hans replied. “Just needs rest.”


  “I told him…”A thin, pale, nervous face outlined by short blonde hair entered Moyshe’s vision, peered down into his eyes. “What’s the matter with you, Moyshe? You think you’re a superman? Give me a hand with him, Hans. I’ll tie him in bed if I have to.”


  “Somebody’s got to…” benRabi protested.


  “You aren’t the only somebody on Danion. There’s nobody like a new convert. I love him, but sometimes he drives me up the wall.”


  “Take care of him, Amy.”


  “Don’t worry. I’ve got too much invested in this idiot.”


  They dropped benRabi into his bed. It surrounded him with a womblike comfort. He felt vaguely guilty. He shouldn’t be sleeping while other mindtechs were still trying to make contact.


  Amy sat on the edge of the bed. He was asleep long before she finished cussing him out for not taking better care of himself.


  She was still hovering around when, six hours later, the cabin comm buzzed. She answered, “Amy Coleridge, Security.”


  A grey-framed face appeared in the little screen. “Good morning, Lieutenant. Is benRabi there?”


  “Commander. Sir. Yes sir.” Her voice dropped an octave and seemed to snap to attention. “He’s sleeping, sir. But I can wake him if you really need him.”


  “No. Don’t. I wanted to speak to you, Lieutenant. I’m on my way down to see you.”


  Two minutes later there was a knock on the cabin door. The Commander must have been on the way when he’d called her.


  “I’ve just read your report on benRabi.”


  “You did? Why? It was just a routine report.”


  The Commander brushed her question aside. “We may need him for something more than Contact. Coleridge, I want to ask you a question. I want a considered answer.”


  “Sir?”


  “Is your report honest? Did you let your feelings affect it?”


  “No sir. Yes sir. I mean, it’s honest, sir.”


  “You’re sure he’s become a Seiner without reservation?”


  “He has a few. He grew up different. But he’s committed, sir. Almost too much. That’s the way he is.”


  “Will he stay committed? Under pressure? He’s changed allegiances before.”


  “Before? When, sir?”


  “When he left Old Earth.”


  “That’s not the same thing. Earth is part of Confederation. He just joined the Navy.”


  Danion’s commander reflected. “True. But, considering the way Old Earthers look at these things, it indicates a flighty nature. All right. Enough about benRabi. What about his cohort?”


  Amy’s colorless eyebrows crinkled over her pale blue eyes. “That’s more difficult, sir. Mouse is more complicated.”


  “Are you sure you’re not projecting a lack of understanding? His psych profiles make him look pretty simple. Almost black and white. He seems to have hung his whole existence on his hatred for the Sangaree.”


  “Then why did he stay here? He could’ve gone back to Confederation with the others. He can’t fight Sangaree out here.”


  “I’ve been wondering. That’s why I asked.”


  “I can’t tell you, sir. He’s all facade to me. All charm and silliness. I can’t tell when he’s serious and when he’s joking. The only feeling I get is that the man I’m seeing isn’t the real Masato Storm.”


  “Are you involved with him, too, Lieutenant?”


  “Sir!”


  “Answer me.”


  “No, sir! I am not involved with Mr. Storm.”


  “Makes you part of a vanishing breed, then. Seems he’s bedded half the single women on Danion.”


  “He attracts a certain kind of woman.”


  “Oh?” The caller smiled. “But not you?”


  She was a long time answering. “The temptation is there. He has an animal magnetism. There’s curiosity about what everyone else sees in him. But nothing is going to happen. I don’t like him very much.”


  Her answer seemed to satisfy the Commander.


  “We’re entering a new era, Lieutenant. A time of changes. Our isolationism is under attack. The sharks are wearing us down. The Stars’ End idea was a debacle. We’re going to have to adjust. Either that or bend over and kiss our tails good-bye. Those two might be useful. They have unusual backgrounds. We don’t have a secret service to speak of. They could build one. But that would mean trusting them. And they weren’t born Starfishers.”


  “A lot of us weren’t, somewhere along the line. My father…”


  “I know. We’re all refugees. Thank you, Lieutenant. Consider this discussion exclusive. Don’t mention it to anybody. And if you learn anything that might have a bearing on the matter, call my office. I’ll have your name red-tagged to my personal recorder. I’ll call you back.”


  “Yes sir.”


  The Commander left as quickly as he’d arrived. Amy sat and stared into the shadows of the room.


  After a while she lifted her thin frame and drifted into the room where benRabi was sleeping. She stared down at him with an expression approaching awe.


  She had never seen or met the Ship’s Commander before, except in public address announcements.


  Her Moyshe, her last chance man… He might amount to something after all.


  She would not have become involved with the foreigner at all had her self-image not been pit-deep. She could not make herself believe that she deserved a good man, a real Starfisher. She had expected to watch her life drift away from the foot of a social and career ladder.


  The Commander’s call changed everything. She would have to get Moyshe moving. And make sure his friend Mouse did not lead him astray.


  The differences between the Confederated life that benRabi had chosen to leave and the lives of the Starfishers were deep.


  The Starfishers, the High Seiners, spent their adult lives aboard these vast harvestships, drifting the deep-space hydrogen streams, gleaning the droppings of an almost intangible spacebeast they called a starfish. A whole ecology existed in the interstellar rivers. It was vast and slow, in keeping with the low random collision of the molecules from which their type of life had gradually evolved. That life was invisible to the eye or radar. The atoms constituting the “bodies” of the interstellar creatures could be scattered over cubic kilometers.


  Starfish were more vast than harvestships, yet the matter in them could be compressed into a volume smaller than that occupied by the body of a ten-year-old. The atoms were as much foci for forces as part of the life process itself. And most of the creatures of the ecology existed, in part, in hyperspace and another, congruent universe.


  At the starfish’s heart a tiny fusion flame burned.


  Starfish swept up hydrogen and random molecules and occasionally passed a node of hard waste. The nodes were incalculably precious.


  The Starfishers called them ambergris. Ambergris was the foundation of their economy.


  The nodes were used in instel communicators. There was no substitute. The Seiners controlled the only supply, and, consequently, the market and price.


  Countless were the organizations which would pay almost any price for near-instantaneous communication across interstellar distance.


  Moyshe benRabi and Masato Storm had been sent among the Seiners to try to find a way for their employers, Confederation Navy, to seize the harvestships and ambergris industry. They had succeeded and failed. They had found the information…


  And had elected to become Starfishers themselves.


  The hydrogen streams boasted a complex ecology. It included the predatory “shark,” which subsisted principally upon starfish. Evolution had equipped starfish with only one truly credible defensive weapon. Intellect.


  Deep-space evolution had begun eons before the condensation of Old Earth’s sun. The modern starfish species had a remembered history spanning billions of years. They had seen countless planet-born races come and go. They knew the value of their waste.


  Over the past thousand Terran years, an eye’s blink in the life of a starfish, shark numbers had exploded insanely. A new species was coming into being. It reasoned feebly, bred obsessively, and hunted in cooperative packs which now, sometimes, numbered as many as a thousand predators. The survival of the starfish species had come into sudden doubt.


  Their Old Ones had deliberated with almost immoderate haste. A decision had been reached. They turned their intelligence to finding a means of contacting the tiny, hard, warm creatures who lived in the metal shells questing around their wakes.


  They had struck a bargain with the original Starfishers. Ambergris in return for the protection of human weapons. It had been a good bargain. The sharks had been kept at bay for two hundred years.


  Another mere blink of Time’s eye.


  Then the ever more numerous sharks had developed the tactic of assailing the protectors before the protected.


  Danion had enlisted landsmen as emergency replacements for heavy casualties suffered during one such attack. Her leaders had hoped to draw high quality technicians who might be seduced away from their lives in Confederation. Instead, they had attracted scores of spies sent in hopes of capturing control of a harvestfleet. Confederation’s Bureau of Naval Intelligence had sent senior field agents Moyshe benRabi and Masato Igarashi Storm.


  The two had found what promised to be a home.


  Sirens wailed throughout Danion.


  Amy jerked out of her seat. “Moyshe! Battle stations! We must be coming out of the flash wave.”


  BenRabi surged out of the bedroom, climbing into his jumpsuit as he came. “Let’s go, honey.” He dragged her into the passageway outside, where a pair of electric scooters nursed charger sockets. He seized one, she the other. “See you, love,” he said as he sailed away.


  He pulled to the center of the passage and opened the scooter up. The walls blurred past. People were running in the pedestrian lanes. Scooters hurtled at him from the opposite direction. There were near collisions at every cross corridor. A voice like that of a god kept booming, “Battle stations. Battle station.”


  Damn, damn, damn, Moyshe thought. I shouldn’t be going back under so soon.


  Five vast and tangled ships began nosing out of the intense nova light. The blowfly vessels still swarmed around their wounds, and between them and the derelict tumbling along in their midst, guarded by their shell of fire. One by one, the five great ships rolled to present their heaviest weapons outward from a common center.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  


  



  


  Two: 3049 AD

  The Contemporary Scene


  



  



  



  



  



  A ship came into being slightly below the surface of a dust lake rilling a crater on a nameless moon circling a world far in toward the center of the galaxy. The most centerward world of Ulant lay a thousand light years rimward. No human being had traveled this part of space before.


  Astronomers on the primary, had they been watching, would have been astonished by the geyser which exploded from the crater’s flat dust face.


  No astronomers were watching. They, like soldiers, wives, derelicts, and children… like everyone who lived on that world, were engaged in a death struggle so demanding they had ceased caring whether their satellite existed.


  The ship that bobbed to the dust’s surface looked like a giant doughnut with a beer can shoved through the hole and held in place by thin straws. One tall vane, like a shark’s fin, rose from the torus, leaning away from the cylinder. A globe surmounted it.


  The whole vessel was dead black. Not even a hull number broke its lack of color.


  It was a tiny ship. The beer can was just sixty meters tall. The outer diameter of the doughnut barely spanned sixty-five meters. The curves of the vessel were broken only by a handful of antennae, two missile launch bays, and the snouts of laser and graser batteries. She was a deadly little beast, designed solely to kill.


  She was a museum piece. Literally. And the nastiest little shark of a warship ever conceived by the mind of Man.


  She was a Climber left over from the Ulantonid War. She had been dragged from the War Museum at Luna Command and reactivated especially for this mission.


  She was the first Climber to space since the war’s most desperate days—because Climbers were almost as deadly to their crews as to the enemies they stalked. Only the absolute imperative of racial survival would see them used in combat again.


  Luna Command had that much heart. The Climber Fleets had been too destructive of the minds and bodies of their crews.


  The little ambushers had changed the course of the Ulantonid War. And had filled the sanitariums of Confederation with walking wounded, the few survivors of service within their sanity-devouring fields of concealment.


  The Climber generated a field in her torus which drove her into a dimension beyond hyper-space, called Null, where she remained virtually undetectable till she returned to Hyper or Norm to attack.


  Climbers in schools had destroyed whole Ulantonid fleets.


  This Climber had the most remarkable crew of any Navy had ever spaced.


  Her Ship’s Commander was Manfred, Fleet Admiral Graf von Staufenberg, First Deputy Chief of Staff of Confederation Navy. He had seen Climber duty toward the end of the war. The ship’s First Watch Officer was Melene Telle-eych Cath, Defender Prime of Ulant, or Minister of Defense. Her Operations Officer was Ulant’s Principal Peacemaker, or Chief of the General Staff, Turone Wahl-chyst Forse. Her Gunnery Officer and his leading mates were Star Lords of the Toke. One was the Star Lord who commanded Confederation’s Marine Toke Legion. The others ranked him in the Caste of Warriors.


  There was no man or woman aboard, of any of five races, who ranked below the equivalent of Admiral or General, and none of them were not decision-makers.


  A well-placed missile could have crippled the defenses of humanity and all its neighbors.


  Admiral Wildblood, the lady who directed Navy’s Bureau of Naval Intelligence, and Admiral Beckhart, who ran her department of dirty tricks, had two of the more menial assignments in Operations. One watched the hyper detection gear, the other the passive radar scans.


  Star Lords and all, they slept in hammocks slung from the Climber’s central structural member, or “keel.” They shared the one toilet and did without the shower that had never existed. In Climb they used portable chamberpots and smelled one another’s stinks as had the Climbermen of an age gone by.


  One and all, they had come to see for themselves the growing disaster Ulantonid explorers had been bemoaning for years.


  They had seen film. They had questioned witnesses. In some cases they had begun to act. But they had had to see with their own eyes before they could finally believe.


  They had to watch the war going on below. On the primary of the moon.


  A race from farther in toward the galactic core was systematically exterminating every sentient creature it encountered. The natives of this world were their latest victims.


  The people aboard the Climber came of races which had fought bitterly in the past. There was little love among some of them now. But never, in the most desperate, heated days of their contention, had any considered eradicating their enemies. Their wars had been tests of racial wills, with territorial causes.


  This world was the fourth assailed by the centerward race since its discovery by Ulantonid explorers. The first three worlds were lifeless now. The aggressors even shunned their use as bases.


  Even the Warriors of Toke could not comprehend the destruction of intelligent life simply because it was intelligent.


  The Warriors believed battle to be a crucible for purification of the soul, a road to honor and glory, grimly majestic and godlike. For them combat was almost an end in itself. They fought one another when there were no outsiders.


  They were perfectly aware of the distinction between victory and obliteration. They were as appalled by the excesses of the centerward race as were any of their shipmates.


  They had come to see for themselves. And the grim truth burned in the Climber’s display tank.


  The world’s atmosphere was alive with spiderwebs of coherent light. Energy and particle beams hacked air and space like the flailing swords of a thousand ancient armies. The planet people had the technological edge. The exterminators had the numbers and determination. Their ships clouded the stars.


  They had overwhelmed the world’s off-planet protection months ago. Now they were pounding the on-world defenses, and were making their initial landings.


  Star-bright, short-lived pinpoints speckled the world’s surface.


  “They’re using nuclears!” Ulant’s Defender growled. Even during their war’s bitterest hour, neither human nor Ulantonid had violated each other’s worlds with nuclear weapons. By tacit agreement those had been confined to vacuum.


  “They know we’re here,” Beckhart called out. “Seven destroyer displacement ships are headed this way.”


  “Very well,” Graf von Staufenberg replied. “Melene, most of that looks like it’s happening in the troposphere. They’re probably not pushing one in a thousand warheads through to the surface.”


  The Star Lord who commanded all Star Lords boomed, “Every one through destroys. The defense net weakness. Soon it will be two of a thousand. Then four.”


  “Not to mention what the radioactivity will do in the long run. Makes you wonder why they’re forcing it with landings. Here. This south tropic archipelago. They’ve punched an open corridor down there.”


  “Hell of a defense,” someone muttered. “Damn near as tough as Stars’ End. I wouldn’t want to try breaking it.”


  “How long till those destroyers are pushing us?” von Staufenberg asked.


  “They’re humping it in Norm. Four or five minutes for the closest. Looks like some other stuff starting to move, too.”


  “Can’t we do anything?” the D.N.I. demanded.


  Von Staufenberg replied, “We could bloody a few noses. It wouldn’t change anything. We couldn’t do that with a hundred Climbers. There’re just too damned many of them. Okay, let’s give the people in the other compartments a look. I want everybody to see it. We’ll have some decision to make on our way home.”


  “The Warriors have decided,” said the Star Lord of the Marine Toke Legion.


  “He speaks for Toke,” his non-Service superior added. “For Toke there can be but one decision. We will come to them here. Alone if we have to.”


  “It’s not that easy for me, Manfred,” Melene said. “We’re an adventurous species but I’m handicapped by democratic traditions and faith in peace. We don’t organize quickly or well.”


  Von Staufenberg chuckled. “You did before.”


  The Defender was older than he. She had been a soldier throughout the Ulantonid War.


  “I expect we will again. We can do anything when we decide to pull together. It’s the decision process that’s so abominably slow.”


  “Your decisions were made years ago, Melene,” Beckhart growled from his radar boards. “Don’t try to snow us. I can give you the names and hull numbers of a hundred new construction ships you’ve got tucked away in places you never thought we’d look.”


  “Admiral Beckhart?” von Staufenberg queried.


  “I have my sources, sir. They’re rearming as fast as their shipbuilding industry can space hulls. They come off the line looking like commercial ships, only they’ve got drive potential up the yang-yang, and they never get delivered to any of the transport outfits. They disappear for a while, then turn up somewhere else with guns dripping off them.”


  “Why wasn’t High Command informed of this, Beckhart?”


  “Because my sources are in the Defender’s office. And I knew why they were rearming. You wouldn’t have bought it. Half of High Command is still trying to refight the Ulantonid War. I let it go on playing that game because people were seeing enough of those new ships to get nervous and start us a secret building program of our own. So we’re on our way too.”


  “Beckhart… Your logic baffles me. Totally baffles me. I have the distinct feeling that you’ll have to explain it to a Board of Inquiry. What else have you hidden from us?”


  “You want an honest answer, or one that will please you?” Beckhart did not make many friends. He retained his position principally because no one else could do his job as well.


  “Beckhart!”


  “Several things, sir. Ongoing operations. If they work out, we’ll be in good shape for meeting these monsters.”


  “Monsters?” Melene demanded. “There’s no evidence…”


  “Melene, the Admiral is a xenophobe. In fact, he doesn’t like people very much. Tell me what you’re doing, Beckhart.”


  “There’s a chance I’m on the threshold to the solution of the Sangaree problem. Some new data was on its way in before we left. I’ll probably want to borrow von Drachau again.”


  “What else?”


  “Still too tentative for discussion. A possible breakthrough in communications and weapons technologies. I won’t discuss it now. Not here.”


  “Beckhart…”


  “Security privilege. Sir. Log it if you like.”


  Von Staufenberg wheeled on the Director of Naval Intelligence. She shrugged. “You won’t get anything from me, either, Manfred.”


  “Damn! All right, let’s get moving. Time’s running out, and everybody’s got to have a look at this.”


  Climbers were the most cramped vessels since Gemini. Circulating the forty-odd beings aboard was a slow, uncomfortable process.


  “She’s about to start shooting,” Beckhart said of the nearest destroyer. “She has. Missile swarm. We have four minutes to hide.”


  “How do you like that? Didn’t even try to find out who we were or what we wanted.”


  “This is the Ship’s Commander,” von Staufenberg said into the public address system. “We’re under fire. Engineering, stand by to go Null.” Thirty seconds before the swarm arrived, he ordered, “Take her up to ten Bev. First Watch Officer, a gesture is in order. Program me an attack approach on the vessel shooting at us.”


  The Ulantonid’s feathery antennae stirred, quivered. The action was comparable to a human’s pleased chuckle.


  The Star Lords were in Weapons Department already, hoping they would be allowed to play with their deadly toys.


  “One missile,” said von Staufenberg. “Right up her wake.”


  It was the classic Climber attack strategy. Drives were a warship’s soft spot. They simply could not be designed so that thrust apertures could be shielded as well as the remainder of the vessel.


  The dust in the crater flowed together suddenly, smashing in like the Red Sea on Pharaoh’s chariots. The doughnut ship had vanished.


  “Take her all the way to forty Bev,” von Staufenberg ordered. “I doubt they know enough to look for our Hawking Point, but let’s get that cross-section down anyway.” One of the curiosities about the Climber was that no other race known to humanity had ever developed it. And for humans it had been an accidental by-product of other research.


  Twenty-three minutes passed before the First Watch Officer reported, “Attack position, Commander.”


  “Weapons, Ship’s Commander. One missile. Stand by. Detection, when we go down I want you to get the ranges and vectors on everything you can see. We’ll do what we can. And I want the tape rolling. Ship’s Services, vent heat while we’re Norm. All right. Everybody ready? Take her down, Engineering.”


  Heat accumulation was the biggest weakness of the Climber. There was no way to shed heat in Null. And a Climber often had to stay up for days while enemy warships hunted her.


  The Climber was no warship in the slug-it-out sense. She was a hit-and-run fighter dependent on surprise for her effectiveness.


  The Defender Prime brought them down just four kilometers behind the destroyer. The Climber rocked. The missile accelerated at 100 g. It arrived before the destroyer knew it was coming.


  “One for the good guys,” Beckhart grumped as the Climber went up again.


  “What was that?” von Staufenberg demanded.


  “Admiral, you’re giving them valuable information just by blowing them out of space. You’re telling them we can do it. You’ll get them wondering how. Head home before we give them any hard data. Let’s save the surprises for when they’ll do some good.”


  Von Staufenberg reddened. There was no love lost between him and Beckhart.


  “He’s right, Manfred,” the Defender Prime interjected. “You almost wasted the Climber advantage by committing them piecemeal during the war. They would have more effective if whole fleets had appeared suddenly. We would not have had time to adapt.”


  “Of course. Of course. I was thinking with my guts. Program a course for the mother, Melene.”


  Climbers did not have a long range. A mother ship awaited this one a hundred light-years homeward. A small armada protected her.


  This Climber’s crew regarded themselves highly.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  


  


  Three: 3049 AD

  The Main Sequence


  



  



  



  



  



  BenRabi slammed his scooter through the entrance to Control Sector. Seconds later the massive shield doors rumbled shut behind him. The section was totally self-contained now. No one could come in or leave till those doors lifted.


  Moyshe stopped in a long, squealing slide. He jumped off, slammed the charger plug into a socket, ran through the hatch to Contact.


  “You made it,” Clara said. “We didn’t think you would. You live so far away. Here. Catch your breath.”


  “My scooter was smoking. Better have it checked, Hans.” He settled onto a fitted couch.


  “Ready?” Clara asked.


  “No.”


  She smiled at him. Hans started massaging an odorless paste into his scalp. Clara slipped her fingers inside what looked like a hairnet.


  “You never are. I thought you liked Chub.”


  BenRabi chuckled. “Chub, I like fine. He’s good people. But I’d like him a lot better if he could walk in the door, stick out a hand, and say, ‘Hey, Moyshe, let’s go grab a couple of beers.’ ”


  Chub was the starfish with whom benRabi usually linked.


  “Xenophobe.”


  “Crap. It’s not him. It’s that out-of-body feeling…”


  “Wrong, Moyshe. You can’t fool old Clara. I was babying mindtechs before you were born. And you’re all alike. You don’t want to go out because it hurts so much to come back.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Ready,” Hans said.


  Clara slid the net onto Moyshe’s head. Her fingertips were soft and warm. They lingered on his cheeks. Momentary concern clouded her smile.


  “Don’t push yourself, Moyshe. Get out if it gets rough. You haven’t had enough rest.”


  “Since Stars’ End there isn’t any rest. For anybody.”


  “We won,” Hans reminded.


  “The cost was too high.”


  “It was cheaper than losing.”


  BenRabi shrugged. “I guess you people see things different. I never would have gone in the first place.”


  “You took your whippings and smiled, back in Confederation?” Hans asked. “I never heard of that.”


  “No. We calculated the odds. We picked the right time. Then we ganged up. We didn’t just go storming around like a rogue elephant, getting hurt as much as we did hurt.”


  “Oriflamme,” Hans countered.


  “What?”


  “That’s what they call Payne sometimes. It’s something from olden times that has to do with not taking prisoners.”


  “Oh. The oriflamme. It was a special pennon that belonged to the King of France. If he raised it, it meant take no prisoners. It had a way of backfiring on him.”


  “Hans,” Clara said, “Moyshe is an Academy man. He can probably tell you how many spokes in the wheel of a Roman war chariot.”


  “Take Poitiers, for instance…”


  “Who?”


  “It’s a place. In France, which is on Old Earth…”


  “I know where France is, Moyshe.”


  “All right. One of the big battles of the Hundred Years War was fought there. And you could say that the French lost because of the oriflamme. See, they caught the English in a bad spot. Outnumbered them like ten to one. The Black Prince decided to surrender. But the French raised the oriflamme. Which pissed the English, so they proceeded to kick ass all over the countryside. When the dust settled, the French were wiped out and Louis was in chains. There’s a lesson in there somewhere, if you want to look. Namely, don’t ever push anybody into a corner where he can’t get out.”


  “You see what he’s doing, Hans?” Clara asked.


  “You mean trying to educate us until the all-clear comes through? You’re out of luck, Moyshe. Lift your head so I can put your helmet on.”


  BenRabi raised his head.


  His scalp began tingling under the hairnet device. The helmet devoured his head, stealing the light. He fought the panic that always hit before he went under.


  Hans strapped him in and adjusted the bio-monitor’s pickups.


  “Can you hear me, Moyshe?” Clara asked through the helmet’s earphones.


  He raised a hand. Then spoke: “Coming through clear.”


  “Got you too. Your boards look good. Blood pressure is up, but that’s normal for you. Take a minute in TSD. Relax. Go when you want.”


  His, “I don’t want,” remained unspoken.


  He depressed the switch beneath his right hand one click.


  The only senses left him were internal. Total Sensory Deprivation left him only his aches and pains, the taste in his mouth, and the rush of blood. Once the field took hold, even those would go.


  In small doses it was relaxing. But too much could drive a man insane.


  He flicked his right hand again.


  A universe took form around him. He was its center, its lord, its creator… There was no pain in that universe, nor much unhappiness. Too many wonders burned there, within the bounds of his mind.


  It was a universe of colors both pastel and crisp. Every star was a blazing jewel, proclaiming its individual hue. The oncoming storm of the nova’s solar wind was a rioting, psychedelic cloud that seemed to have as much substance as an Old Earth thunderhead. Opposite it, the pale pink glimmer of a hydrogen stream meandered off toward the heart of the galaxy. The surrounding harvestships were patches of iridescent gold.


  A score of golden Chinese dragons drifted with the fleet, straining toward it, yet held away by the light pressure of the dying star. Starfish!


  BenRabi’s sourness gave way to elation. There would be contact this time.


  He reached toward them with his thoughts. “Chub? Are you out there, my friend?” For a time there was nothing.


  Then a warm glow enveloped him like some sudden outbreak of good cheer.


  “Moyshe man-friend, hello. I see you. Coming out of the light, hello. One ship is gone.”


  “Jariel. They’re still evacuating.”


  “Sad.”


  Chub did not seem sad. This fish, benRabi thought, is constitutionally incapable of anything but joy.


  “Not so, Moyshe man-friend. I mourn with the herd the sorrows of Stars’ End. Yet I must laugh with my man-friends over the joys of what was won.”


  “The ships-that-kill weren’t all destroyed, Chub. The Sangaree carry their grudges forever.”


  “Ha! They are a tear in the eye of eternity. They will die. Their sun will die. And still there will be starfish to swim the rivers of the night.”


  “You’ve been puttering around in the back rooms of my mind again. You’re stealing my images and shooting them back at me.”


  “You have an intriguing mind, Moyshe man-friend. A clouded, boxy mind, cobwebby, atticy, full of trap doors…”


  “What would you know about trap doors?”


  “Only what I relive through your memories, Moyshe man-friend.”


  Chub teased and giggled like an adolescent lover.


  By starfish reckoning he was a child. He had not yet seen his millionth year.


  BenRabi simply avoided thinking about starfish time spans. A life measured in millions of years was utterly beyond his ken. He only mourned the fact that those incredible spans could never touch upon worlds where beings of a biochemical nature lived. The stories they could have told! The historical mysteries they could have illuminated!


  But starfish dared not get too near major gravitational or magnetic sources. Even the gravity of the larger harvestships felt to a starfish much as rheumatism to a human being.


  They were terribly fragile creatures.


  While Chub teased and enthused, Moyshe turned a part of his mind to his private universe again.


  Red torpedoes idled along far away, across the pink river, against the galaxy.


  “Yes,” Chub said. “Sharks. Survivors of Stars’ End called them here. They will attack. They starve. Another feast for the scavenger things.”


  Smaller ghosts in a mix of colors shadowed both dragons and torpedoes. They were Chub’s scavengers.


  The great slow ecology of the hydrogen streams had niches for creatures of most life-functions, though their definition in human terms was seldom more than an approximation. A convenient labeling.


  Moyshe yielded to nervousness. Chub reached into his mind, calming him…


  “I’m learning, Chub. I can see the river this time. I can see the particle storm coming from the sick sun.”


  “Very good, Moyshe man-friend. You relax now. Sharks come soon. You watch scavenger things instead. They tell when sharks can’t wait anymore. They get dancey.”


  Moyshe laughed into his secret universe. Starfish believed in doing things with deliberation, as might be expected of creatures with vast life spans. Young starfish tended to be restless and excitable. They were prone to flutter impatiently in the presence of their elders. The Old Ones called it “getting dancey.”


  Chub was dancey most of the time.


  The Old Ones considered him the herd idiot. Chub said they regretted exposing him to human hasty-think while he was still young and impressionable.


  “Is a joke, Moyshe man-friend. Is a good joke? Yes?”


  “Yes. Very funny.” For a starfish. The Old Ones had to be the most phlegmatic, humorless, pragmatic intelligences in all creation. They couldn’t even grasp the concept of a joke. With the exception of Chub, benRabi found them a depressing mob.


  “I was lucky to become your mind-mate, Chub. Very lucky.”


  He meant it. He had linked with Old Ones. He compared it to making love to his grandmother bare-assed on an iceberg, with a crowd watching. Drawing Chub was the best thing that had happened to him in years.


  “Yes. We half-wits stick together. Venceremos, Comrade Moyshe.”


  BenRabi filled the universe with laughter. “Where the hell did you get that?”


  “Your mind full of cobwebby memories, Moyshe man-friend. One time you play revolutionary on hard matter place called Dustball.”


  “Yeah. I did. About two weeks. Then it was duck bullets all the way back to the Embassy.”


  “You live much in few years, Moyshe man-friend. Ten times anyone else linked by starfish Chub. Many adventures. Think Chub would make good spy?”


  “Who would you spy on?”


  “Yes. Problem. Very difficult to disguise as shark.”


  “That’s another joke, isn’t it?”


  “Yes. You still spying, Moyshe man-friend?”


  “Not anymore. I’m not Thomas McClennon anymore. I’m Moyshe benRabi. I’ve found me a home, Chub. These are my people now. You can’t spy on your own people.”


  “Oh. Saw shadows in your mind. Thought maybe secret spy-stuff lurked. So. Hey! Maybe someday you go spy on hard matter place people? Be double spy.”


  “Double agent?”


  “Oh. Yes. That right words.”


  “No more spying, Chub. I’m going to be a mindtech.”


  “Dangerous.”


  “So is spying. In more ways than you’ll ever understand.”


  “Hurts-of-the-heart dangers, you mean?”


  “I don’t know why they tell you you’re stupid. You’re a lot smarter in a lot of ways than most people I know. You see things without having to have them explained.”


  “Helps, being starfish. People can’t look inside, Moyshe man-friend. You have to tell. You have to show. You not the kind of man to do that.”


  “Yeah. Let’s talk about something else, huh?”


  “Running out of talk time, Moyshe man-friend. Scavenger creatures getting dancey. You not paying attention?”


  “I still haven’t got the hang of seeing everything at once.”


  That was one of the beauties of the mindtech’s linked universe. He was not subject to the limitations of binocular vision. But he did have to unlearn its habits.


  Blind people made better techs faster. They had no habits to unlearn, no preoccupations to overcome. But blind people who suffered from classical migraine were scarce.


  Scarlet torpedoes edged toward the fleet. They were not yet wholly committed. Hunger still had not banished good sense.


  Sharks were slow of wit, but they knew they had to get past the harvestships to reach their prey.


  That was the whole point of the starfish-Starfisher alliance.


  “Can’t visit anymore, Chub. We’re not going on mind-drive, so I’ll have to help fight.”


  “Oh, yes, Moyshe man-friend. Shoot straight. I help, putting right vectors in your brain.”


  “All right.” Aloud, into his helmet, benRabi said, “Gun Control.”


  A second later his earphones crackled. “Gun Control, aye.”


  “Mindtech. In link and free to assume control of a sector battery. Sharks will attack. Repeat, will attack.”


  “Shit. All right, buddy. But never mind the sector battery. Master Gunner says he wants you to feed the main battle tank. Think you and your link can give us good realtime input?”


  “Yes,” Chub murmured deep in benRabi’s hindbrain.


  “Yes,” Moyshe said. And wondered why. It was not something he had ever tried.


  “Monitor?”


  “All go, Gun Control,” Clara’s voice interjected. “Green boards all across. I’ve just keyed the translator. You can bring the computer on-line whenever you’re ready.”


  “Stand by for draw, Linker.”


  “Moyshe,” said Clara, “don’t take any chances. Key out if it gets rough.”


  “Drawing, Linker.”


  For an instant benRabi felt as though some intangible vacuum were sucking his mind away. A smatter of panic quickly yielded to Chub’s soothing.


  Moyshe relaxed, became a conduit. He became an almost disinterested observer.


  The scavengers suddenly grew dancey with a vengeance.


  “Attack imminent,” benRabi muttered.


  Those pilot fish were excited because they would feast no matter what the outcome of battle. They would be perfectly content nibbling dead shark or dead starfish.


  A dozen crimson torpedoes suddenly misted, stretched into long, fuzzy lines, and solidified again near the starfish herd.


  A hundred swords of light started carving them into scavenger food. Sharks were easy meat for particle beams.
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