
  “Think I can handle it,” Nick replied. “We’re hitting pretty dense plasma already. There’ll be plenty of it pouring through the throat.” He was big but he gave the impression of lightness and speed, trim like a boxer, with broad shoulders and thick wrists.


  “Lots of flux,” Jake said. “Easy to screw up.”


  “I didn’t get my rating by screwing up ’cause some extra ions came down the tube.”


  “Yeah. You’re pretty far up the roster, as I remember,” Jake said, eyeing the big man.


  “Uh huh. Number one, last time I looked,” Faye put in from the next locker. She laughed, a loud braying that rolled through the locker room and made people look up. “Bet 3t’s what’s botherin’ you, uh, Jake?”


  Jake casually made an obscene gesture in her general direction and went on. “You feelin’ okay, Nick?”


  “What you think, I got clcnchrot?” Nick spat out with sudden ferocity. “Just had a cold, is all.”


  Faye said slyly, “Be a shame to prang when you’re so close to vrin-nin’, movin’ on up.” She tugged on her halter and arranged her large breasts in it.


  Nick glanced at her. Trouble was, you work with a woman long enough and after a while, she looked like just one more competitor. Once he’d thought of making a play for Faye—she really did look fairly good sometimes—but now she was one more sapper who’d elbow him into a vortex if she got half a chance. Point was, he never gave her—or anybody else—a chance to come up on him from some funny angle, throw him some unexpected momentum. He studied her casual, deft movements, pulling on the harness for the connectors. Still, there was something about her...


  “You get one more good run,” Faye said slyly, “you gonna get the promotion. ’At’s what I’d say.”


  “What matters is what they say upstairs, on A deck.”


  “Touchy, touchy, tsk tsk,” Jake said. He couldn’t resist getting in a little gig, Nick knew. Not when Jake knew it might get Nick stirred up a little. But the larger man stayed silent, stolidly pulling on his neural hookups.


  



  Snick, the relays slide into place and Nick feels each one come home with a percussive impact in his body, he never gets used to that no matter it’s been years he’s been in the Main Drive crew. When he really sat down and thought about it he didn’t like this job at all, was always shaky before coming down here for his shift. He’d figured that out at the start, so the trick was, he didn’t think about it, not unless he’d had too much of that ’ponics-processed liquor, the stuff that was packed with vitamin B and C and wasn’t supposed to do you any damage, not even leave the muggy dregs and ache of a hangover, only of course it never worked quite right because nothing on the ship did anymore. If he let himself stoke up on that stuff he’d gradually drop out of the conversation at whatever party he was, and go off into a corner somewhere and somebody’d find him an hour or two later staring at a wall or into his drink, reliving the hours in the tube and thinking about his dad and the grandfather he could only vaguely remember. They’d both died of the of black creeping cancer, same as eighty percent of the crew, and it was no secret the Main Drive was the worst place in the ship for it, despite all the design specs of fifty-meter rock walls and carbon-steel bulkheads and lead-lined hatches. A man’d be a goddamn fool if he didn’t think about that, sure, but somebody had to do it or they’d all die. The job came down to Nick from his father because the family just did it, that was all, all the way back to the first crew; the original bridge officers had decided that long before Nick was born, it was the only kind of social organization that the sociometricians thought could possibly work on a ship that had to fly between stars, they all knew that and nobody questioned it any more than they’d want to change a pressure spec on a seal. You just didn’t, was all there was to it. He’d learned that since he could first understand the church services, or the yearly anniversary of the Blowout up on the bridge, or the things that his father told him, even when the old man was dying with the black crawling stuff eating him from inside, Nick had learned that good—


  



  “God, this dump is gettin’ worse every—lookit ‘at.” Faye pointed.


  A spider was crawling up a bulkhead, inching along on the ceramic smoothness.


  “Musta got outta Agro,” somebody put in.


  “Yeah, don’t kill it. Might upset the whole damn biosphere, an’ they’d have our fuckin’ heads for it.”


  A murmur of grudging agreement.


  “Lookit ’at dumb thing,” Jake said. “Made it alia way up here, musta come through air ducts an’ line feeds an’ who knows what.” He leaned over the spider, eyeing it. It was a good three centimeters across and dull gray. “Pretty as sin, huh?”


  Nick tapped in sockets at his joints and tried to ignore Jake. “Yeah”


  “Poor thing. Don’t know where in hell it is, does it? No appreciation for how important a place this is. We’re ’bout to see a whole new age start in this locker room, scon’s Nick here gets his full score. He’ll be the new super an’ we’ll be—well, hell, we’ll be like this li’l spider here Just small and havin’ our own tiny place in the big design of Nick’s career, just you think how it’s gonna—”


  “Can the shit,” Nick said harshly.


  Jake laughed.


  There was a tight feeling in the air. Nick felt it and figured it was something about his trying to get the promotion, something like that, but not worth bothering about. Plenty of time to think about it, once he had finished this job and gotten on up the ladder. Plenty of time then.


  The gong rang brassily and the men and women finished suiting up. The minister came in and led them in a prayer for safety, the same as every other shift. Nothing different, but the tension remained. They’d be flying into higher plasma densities, sure, Nick thought. But there was no big deal about that. Still, he murmured the prayer along with the rest. Usually he didn’t bother. He’d been to church services as usual, everybody went, it was unthinkable that you wouldn’t, and anyway he’d never get any kind of promotion if he didn’t show his face reg’lar, hunch on up to the altar rail and swallow that wafer and the alky-laced grape juice that went sour in your mouth while you were trying to swallow it, same as a lot of the talk they wanted you to swallow, only you did, you got it down because you had to and without asking anything afterward either, you bet, ’cause the ones who made trouble didn’t get anywhere. So he muttered along, mouthing the familiar litany without thinking. The minister’s thin lips moving, rolling on through the archaic phrases, meant less than nothing. When he looked up, each face was pensive as they prepared to go into the howling throat of the ship.


  



  Nick lies mute and blind and for a moment feels nothing but the numb silence. It collects in him, blotting out the dim rub of the snouts which cling like lampreys to his nerves and musclcs, pressing embrace that amplifies every movement, and—


  —spang—


  —he slips free of the mooring cables, a rush of sight-sound-taste-touch washes over him, so strong and sudden a welter of sensations that he jerks with the impact. He is servo’d to a thing like an eel that swims and flips and dives into a howling dance of protons. The rest of the ship is sheltered safely behind slabs of rock. But the eel is his, the eel is him. It shudders and jerks and twists, skating across sleek strands of magnetic plains. To Nick, it is like swimming.


  The torrent gusts around him and he feels its pinprick breath. In a blinding orange glare Nick swoops, feeling his power grow as he gets the feel of it. His shiny shelf is wrapped in a cocoon of looping magnetic fields that turn the protons away, sending them gyrating in a mad gavotte, so the heavy particles cannot crunch and flare against the slick baked skin. Nick flexes the skin, supple and strong, and slips through the magnetic turbulence ahead. He feels the magnetic lines of force stretch like rubber bands. He banks and accelerates.


  Streams of protons play upon him. They make glancing collisions with each other but do not react. The repulsion between them is too great and so this plasma cannot make them burn, cannot thrust them together with enough violence. Something more is needed or else the ship’s throat will fail to harvest the simple hydrogen atoms, fail to kindle it into energy.


  There— In the howling storm Nick sees the blue dots that are the keys, the catalyst: carbon nuclei, hovering like sea gulls in an updraft.


  Split-image phosphors gleam, marking his way. He swims in the streaming blue-white glow, through a murky storm of fusing ions. He watches plumes of carbon nuclei striking the swarms of protons, wedding them to form the heavier nitrogen nuclei. The torrent swirls and screams at Nick’s skin and in his sensors he sees and feels and tastes the lumpy, sluggish nitrogen as it finds a fresh incoming proton and with the fleshy smack of fusion the two stick, they hold, they wobble like raindrops—falling—merging—ballooning into a new nucleus, heavier still: oxygen.


  But the green pinpoints of oxygen are unstable. These fragile forms split instantly. Jets of new particlcs spew through the surrounding glow—neutrinos, ruddy photons of light, and slower, darker, there come the heavy daughters of the marriage: a swollen, burnt-gold cloud of a bigger variety of nitrogen.


  Onward the process flies. Each nucleus collides millions of times with the others in a fleck-shot swirl like glowing snowflakes. All in the space of a heartbeat. Flakes ride the magnetic field lines. Gamma rays flare and sputter among the blundering motes like fitful fireflies. Nuclcar fire lights the long roaring corridor that is the ship’s main drive. Nick swims, the white-hot sparks breaking over him like foam. Ahead he sees the violet points of gravid nitrogen and hears them crack into carbon plus an alpha particle. So in the end the long cascade gives forth the carbon that catalyzed it, carbon that will begin again its life in the whistling blizzard of protons coming in from the forward maw of the ship. \ ith the help of the carbon, an interstellar hydrogen atom has built itself up from mere proton to, finally, an alpha particle—a stable clump of two neutrons and two protons. The alpha particle is the point of it all. It flees from the blurring storm, earning the energy that fusion affords. The ruby-rich interstellar gas is now wedded, proton to proton, with carbon as the matchmaker.

