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CONVERGENT SERIES -- A COLLECTI ON OF SHORT STORIES by Larry Niven
v 1.0 (12-25-1998)

(c) 1979 by Larry Niven.

STORI ES | NCLUDED I N THI S BOXK
"Bordered in Bl ack"

"One Face”

"Li ke Banquo's Ghost"

"The Meddl er”

"Dry Run"

"Convergent Series"

"The Deadlier Wapon"

"The Nonesuch"

"Singularities Make Me Nervous"
"The Schumann Conputer"
"Assimlating Qur Culture, That's What They're Doing!"
"G ammar Lesson"

"The Subject is C osed"

"Cruel and Unusual "

"Transfer of Power"

"Cautionary Tal es"

"Rotating Cylinders and the Possibility of d obal Causality Violation"
" Pl ayt hi ng"

"M st ake"

"Ni ght on M spec Moor"

"Wong Wy Street™

I NTRODUCTI ON

This book is ny solution to a noral problem If you've opened this book, you' re already invol ved,
and | suppose you'd better hear about it.

In 1969 | published a short-story collection, The Shape of Space. It was my second collection, mny
fourth book in five years of witing. The stories were a varied lot, ranging fromvignette to
novel et I ength and fromhard science fiction to fantasy and nai nstream

Hal f the stories were set in a single consistent future. The Known Space tineline now covers a
thousand years of the future, a huge volunme of interstellar space, three collections, and four
novel s.

In 1975 | did sonething a lot of friends and strangers had been nagging nme to do. | gathered
together all of the Known Space stories and published nost of themin Tales of Known Space. Two
stories were left over, and | was witing a third. Those three science-fiction/detective stories
becane The Long ARM of G| Hamilton, published in 1976.

Now, here's the problem The first of the "Gl the Arm' stories, and many of the stories in Tales
of Known Space, cane out of The Shape of Space. About half the book

In the meantime, | keep nmeeting people who started reading my work during the past eight years,
and have heard of The Shape of Space, and can't find it. The ol d paperback sells well at huckster
tabl es during science-fiction conventions, when it can be found at all. It's easy to say that a

reader can get half the stories by spending twice the noney on two newer books. But what about
"Convergent Series" and "The Deadlier Weapon"? People who never read them seemto know t he pl ot
lines; they get told around at parties.

I finally asked sone people. Shall | gather up 30,000 words of new stories and put themin a book
with 30,000 words of ol der stories from The Shape of Space? | was told to do it.
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If you read The Shape of Space eight years ago... well, it's your nbney. You nay regard this as a
chance to see how ny style and/or abilities have changed over the past ten years or so. |'ve added
hi storical notes follow ng sone of the stories.

LVCN.

Bordered in Bl ack

Only one figure stood in the airlock, though it was a cargo | ock, easily big enough to hold both
men. Lean and sandy haired, the tiny figure was obviously Carver Rappaport. A bushy beard now
covered half his face. He waited patiently while the ranp was run up, and then he started down.

Turnbul I, waiting at the bottom suppressed growi ng uneasi ness. Something was wong. He'd known it
the nmonent he heard that the Overcee was | anding. The ship nust have been in the solar systemfor
hours. Way hadn't she called in?

And where was Wall Kanmeon?

Ret urni ng spacers usually sprinted down the ranp, eager to touch honest concrete again. Rappaport
came down with slow, nethodical speed. Seen close, his beard was ragged, unkenpt. He reached
bottom and Turnbull saw that the square features were set |ike cement.

Rappaport brushed past himand kept wal ki ng.

Turnbull ran after himand fell into step, |ooking and feeling foolish. Rappaport was a good head
taller, and where he was wal ki ng, Turnbull was al nost running. He shouted above the background
noi se of the spaceport, "Rappaport, where's Kaneon?"

Li ke Turnbull, Rappaport had to raise his voice. "Dead."
"Dead? Was it the ship? Rappaport, did the ship kill hin"
"No. "

"Then what? Is his body aboard?"

"Turnbull, | dxon't want to talk about it. No, his body isn't aboard. Hi s--" Rappaport ground the
heel s of his hands into his eyes, like a nan with a blinding headache. "H s grave," he said,
enphasi zing the word, "has a nice black border around it. Let's leave it at that."

But they couldn't, of course.

Two security officers caught up with them near the edge of the field. "Stop him" said Turnbull
and they each took an arm Rappaport stopped wal ki ng and t urned.

"Have you forgotten that |'mcarrying a destruct capsul e?"
"What about it?" For the noment Turnbull really didn't understand what he neant.

"Any nore interference and I'Il use it. Understand this, Turnbull. | don't care any nore. Project
Overcee is over. | don't know where | go fromhere. The best thing we can do is blow up that ship
and stay in our own solar system"

"Man, have you gone crazy? What happened out there? You-- neet aliens?”

"No coment. --No, |I'Il answer that one. W didn't neet aliens. Now tell your comedian friends to
let go."

Turnbull let hinmself realize that the man wasn't bluffing. Rappaport was prepared to conmt

sui cide. Turnbull, the instinctive politician, weighed changes and ganbl ed.
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"If you havent decided to talk in twenty-four hours we'll let you go. | promise that. W'Ill keep
you here 'til then, by force if necessary. Just to give you an opportunity to change your mind."

Rappaport thought it over. The security nmen still held his arnms, but cautiously, now, standing as
far back as they could, in case his personal bonb went off.

"Seens fair," he said at last, "if you're honest. Sure, I'Il wait twenty-four hours."

"Good." Turnbull turned to |l ead the way back to his office. Instead, he nerely stared.

The Overcee was red hot at the nose, glaring white at the tail. Mechs and techs were running in
all directions. As Turnbull watched, the solar system s first faster-than-1ight spacecraft sl unped
and ran in a spreadi ng, glow ng pool.

* k% %

It had started a century ago, when the first ranrobots left the solar system The interstellar
ranscoop robots could nmake nbst of their journey at near |ight-speed, using a conical

el ectronagnetic fleld two hundred miles across to scoop hydrogen fuel frominterstellar space. But
no man had ever ridden a ranrobot. None ever woul d. The ranmscoop magnetic field did horrible
things to chordate organi sns.

Each ranrobot had been programmed to report back only if it found a habitable world near the star
to which it had been assigned. Twenty-six had been sent out. Three had reported back-- so far

It had started twelve years ago, when a well-known nmat hemati ci an worked out a theoretica
hyper space over Einsteinian fourspace. He did it in his spare tine. He considered the hyperspace a
toy, an exanple of pure mathematics. And when has pure mathenati cs been anythi ng but good cl ean
fun?

It had started ten years ago, when Ergstromis brother Carl denonstrated the experinental
reality of Ergstromis toy universe. Wthin a nonth the UN had financed Project Overcee, put
Wnston Turnbull in charge, and set up a school for faster-than-1ight astronauts. The vast nunber
of applicants was wi nnowed to ten "hypernauts."” Two were Belters; all were experienced spacers.
The training began in earnest. It |asted eight years, while Project Overcee built the ship.

It had started a year and a nonth ago, when two nen clinbed into the al nost | uxurious
I'ifesystem of the Overcee, ran the ship out to Neptune's orbit under escort, and vani shed.

One was back.

Now his face was no stonier than Turnbull's. Turnbull had just watched his work of the last ten
years nelt and run like quicksilver. He was mad cl ean through; but his mnd worked furiously. Part
of him the smaller part, was wondering how he would explain the loss of ten billion dollars worth
of ship. The rest was review ng everything it could renenber about Carver Geoffrey Rappaport and
WIlliam (Wall) Kameon

Turnbull entered his office and went straight to the bookshelf, sure that Rappaport was foll ow ng.
He pull ed out a | eather-bound vol une, did sonething to the binding and poured two paper cups full
of anber fluid. The fluid was bourbon, and it was nore than ice cold.

Rappaport had seen this bookcase before, yet he wore a faintly puzzled frown as he took a cup. He
said, "I didn't think |I'd ever anticipate anything again."

"The bour bon?"

Rappaport didn't answer. His first swallow was a gul p.

"Did you destroy your ship?"

"Yes. | set the controls so it would only nelt. | didn't want anyone hurt."

"Commendabl e. And the overcee notor? You left it in orbit?"
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"I hard-landed it on the Mwon. It's gone."

"That's great. Just great. Carver, that ship cost ten billion dollars to build. W can duplicate
it for four, |I think, because we won't be making any false starts, but you--"

"Hell you wouldn't." Rappaport swirled the bourbon in his cup, |ooking down into the nminiature
whirl pool. He was twenty to thirty pounds |ighter than he had been a year ago. "You build another
Overcee and you'll be nmeking one enornous false start. W were wong, Turnbull. It's not our

uni verse. There's nothing out there for us."

"It is our universe." Turnbull let the quiet certainty showin his politician's voice. He needed
to start an argunment-- he needed to get this nman to talking. But the certainty was real, and
al ways had been. It was hunmanity's universe, ready for the taking.

Over the rimof his cup Rappaport |ooked at himin exasperated pity. "Turnbull, can't you take ny
word for it? It's not our universe, and it's not worth having anyway. Wat's out there is--" He
clanped his mouth shut and turned away in the visitor's chair.

Turnbull waited ten seconds to point up the silence. Then he asked, "Did you kill Kaneon?"
"Kill Wall? You're out of your mind!"
"Coul d you have saved hi n®"

Rappaport froze in the act of turning around. "No," he said. And again, "No. | tried to get him
nmovi ng, but he wouldn't--stop it! Stop needling nme. | can wal k out anytine, and you couldn't stop
ne. "

"It's too late. You' ve aroused ny curiosity. Wat about Kameon's bl ack-bordered grave?"

No answer .
"Rappaport, you seemto think that the UNwill just take your word and di smantl e Project Overcee.
There's not a prayer of that. Probability zero. In the last century we've spent tens of billions

of dollars on the ranrobots and the Overcee, and now we can rebuild her for four. The only way to
stop that is to tell the UN exactly why they shouldn't."

Rappaport didn't answer, and Turnbull didn't speak again. He watched Rappaport's cigarette burning
unheeded in the ashtray, leaving a strip of charred wet paper. It was uncharacteristic of the
former Carver Rappaport to forget burning cigarettes, or to wear an untrinmed beard and sl oppily
cut hair. The man had been al ways cl ean shaven; that man had lined up his shoes at night, every

ni ght, even when staggering drunk

Coul d he have killed Kanmeon for being sloppy? --and then turned nmessy hinmself as he lost his self-
respect? Stranger things had happened in the days when it took eight months to reach Mars. --No,
Rappaport had not done rnurder. Turnbull would have bet high on that. And Kanmeon woul d have won any
fair fight. Newspapernen had ni cknaned hi m The Wall when he was playing guard for the Berlin

Nazi s.

"You're right. Wiere do | start?"

Turnbull was jerked out of his abstraction. "Start at the begi nning. Wen you went into
hyper space. "

"We had no trouble there. Except with the wi ndows. You shouldn't have put w ndows on the Overcee."
"Why not? What did you see?"

"Not hi ng. "

"Well, then?"

"You ever try to find your blind spot? You put two dots on a piece of paper, maybe an inch apart,
and you cl ose one eye, focus on one dot and slowy bring the paper up to your face. At sone point
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the other dot disappears. Looking at the window in overcee is |ike your blind spot expanding to a
two-f oot square with rounded corners."”

"l assune you covered themup.'

"Sure. Wuld you believe it, we had trouble finding those wi ndows? Wen you wanted them they were
invisible. W got them covered with bl ankets. Then every so often we'd catch each other | ooking
under the blankets. It bothered Wall worse than me. We could have nmade the trip in five nonths

i nstead of six, but we had to keep conming out for a | ook around."

"Just to be sure the universe was still there."
IIRi ght . n
"But you did reach Sirius."

"Yes. W reached Sirius..."

* k k

Ranr obot #6 had reported fromSirius B, half a century ago. The Sirius stars are an unlikely place
to l ook for habitable worlds, since both stars are blue-white giants. Still, the ranrobots had
been programred to test for excessive ultraviolet. Sirius B was worth a | ook

The ship cane out where Sirius was two bright stars. It turned its sharp nose toward the di mer
star and renmained notionless for twenty minutes, a silver torpedo shape in a great, ungainly
cradl e studded with heavy el ectronagnetic notors. Then it was gone again.

Now Sirius B was a searing ball of light. The ship began to swing about, like a hound sniffing the
breeze, but slowy, ponderously.

"We found four planets,"” said Rappaport. "Maybe there were nore, but we didn't | ook. Nunber Four
was the one we wanted. It was a cloudy ball about twi ce the size of Mars, with no nmoon. W waited
until we'd found it before we started cel ebrating.”

" Chanpagne?"

"Hah! Cigars and drunk pills. And Wall shaved off his grubby beard. My God, we were glad to be out
in space again! Near the end it seened |like those blind spots were growi ng around the edges of the
bl ankets. We snpked our cigars and sucked our drunk pills and yakked about the broads we'd known.
Not that we hadn't done that before. Then we slept it off and went back to work..."

* k *

The cl oud cover was nearly unbroken. Rappaport noved the tel escope a bit at atine, trying to find
a break. He found several, but none big enough to show himanything. "I'll try infrared," he said.

"Just get us down," WAll said irritably. He was always irritable lately. "I want to get to work."
And | want to be sure we've got a place to |and.

Carv's job was the ship. He was pilot, astrogator, repairnman, and everything but the cook. \Wal
was the cook. Wall was al so the geol ogi st, astrophysicist, biologist, and chem st-- the expert on
habi t abl e pl anets, in theory. Each nan had been trained nine years for his job, and each had sone
trai ning as backup man for the other; and in each case the training had been based |largely on
guesswor k.

The picture on the scope-screen changed froma featureless disk to a patterned ball as Carv
switched to infrared. "Now which is water?" he wondered.

"The water's brighter on the night side, and darker on the day side. See?" Wall was | ooking over

his shoul der. "Looks |ike about forty percent |and. Carv, those clouds m ght cut out enough of the
ultraviolet to let people live in what gets through.”
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"Who'd want to? You couldn't see the stars." Carv turned a knob to raise the magnification

"Hold it right there, Carv. Look at that. There's a white line around the edge of that continent."
"Dried salt?"

"No. It's warmer than what's around it. And it's just as bright on the night side as on the day."
"I"ll get us a closer |ook."

The Overcee was in orbit, three hundred nmiles up. By now the continent with the "hot" border was
alnmost entirely in shadow. O the three supercontinents, only one showed a white shoreline under
i nfrared.

Wall hung at the wi ndow, |ooking down. To Rappaport be |looked Iike a great ape. "Can we do a re-
entry glide?"

“I'n this ship? The Overcee woul d cone apart |like a cheap neteor. W'll have to brake to a ful
stop above the atnmosphere. Want to strap down?"

Kameon did, and Carv watched himdo it before he went ahead and dropped the overcee notor. I'll be
glad to be out of here, he thought. It's getting so Wall and | hate the sight of each other. The
casual , uncaring way Kameon fastened his straps jarred his teeth. He knew that Kaneon thought he
was finicky to the point of psychasthenia.

The fusion drive started and built up to one gee. Carv swung the ship around. Only the night side
showed below, with the faint blue light of Sirius A shining softly off the cloud cover. Then the
edge of dawn cane up in torn blue-white cloud. Carv saw an enormous rift in the cloud bank and
turned ship to shift their path over it.

Mount ai ns and val l eys, and a wide river. Patches of w spy cloud shot by, obscuring the view but
they could see down. Suddenly there was a black line, a twisting ribbon of India ink, and beyond
that the ocean.

Only for a nonment the ocean showed, and then the rift jogged east and was gone. But the ocean was
an eneral d green.

Wall's voice was soft with awe. "Carv, there's life in that water."

"You sure?"

"No. It could be copper salts or something. Carv, we've got to get down there!"

"Ch, wait your turn. Did you notice that your hot border is black in visible Iight?"

"Yah. But | can't explain it. Wuld it be worth our while to turn back after you get the ship
sl owed?"

Carv fingered his neatly trimed Vandyke. "It'd be night over the whole continent before we got
back there. Let's spend a few hours | ooking at that green ocean."

The Overcee went down on her tail, slowy, like a cautious crab. Layer after layer of cloud
swal | owed her without trace, and darkness fell as she dropped. The key to this world was the word
"nmoonl ess." Sirius B-1V had had no oversized noon to strip away nost of her atnmosphere. Her air
pressure woul d be confortable at sea | evel, but only because the planet was too snall to hold nore
air. That sane |ow gravity produced a nore gentle pressure gradient, so that the atnosphere
reached three tines as high as on Earth. There were cloud | ayers fromground to 130 kil onmeters up

The Overcee touched down on a wi de beach on the western shore of the smallest continent. Wall cane
out first, then Carv lowered a netal oblong as large as hinself and followed it down. They wore
lightly pressurized vac suits. Carv did nothing for twenty mnutes while Wall opened the box out
flat and set the carefully packed instrunents into their grooves and notches. Finally \Wal

signal ed, in an enmphatic manner. By taking off his hel net.
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Carv waited a few seconds, then followed suit.
Wal | asked, "Were you waiting to see if | dropped dead?"

"Better you than ne." Carv sniffed the breeze. The air was cool and humid, but thin. "Snells good
enough. No. No, it doesn't. It snells like sonething rotting."

"Then I'mright. There's life here. Let's get down to the beach."

The sky | ooked like a raging thunderstorm w th occasional vivid blue flashes that night have been
Iightning. They were flashes of sunlight penetrating tier upon tier of cloud. In that varying
light Carv and Wall stripped off their suits and went down to | ook at the ocean, walking with
shuffling steps in the light gravity.

The ocean was thick with al gae. Al gae were a bubbly green bl anket on the water, a bl anket that
rose and fell like breathing as the insignificant waves ran beneath. The snell of rotting

veget ati on was no stronger here than it had been a quarter of a nile back. Perhaps the snel
pervaded the whol e planet. The shore was a m xture of sand and green scumso rich that you could
have planted crops init.

"Time | got to work," said Wall. "You want to fetch and carry for me?"

"Later naybe. Right now |'ve got a better idea. Let's get the hell out of each other's sight for
an hour."

"That is brilliant. But take a weapon."
"To fight off nmaddened al gae?"
"Take a weapon."

Carv was back at the end of an hour. The scenery had been deadly nonotonous. There was water bel ow
a green bl anket of scum six inches deep; there was | oany sand, and beyond that dry sand; and
behi nd the beach were white cliffs, snmoothed as if by countless rainfalls. He had found no target
for his laser cutter.

Wal |l | ooked up from a binocular mcroscope, and grinned when he saw his pilot. He tossed a
depl eted pack of cigarettes. "And don't worry about the air plant!" he called cheerfully.

Carv cane up beside him "Wat news?"

"It's algae. | can't name the breed, but there's not nuch difference between this and any
terrestrial algae, except that this sanple is all one species."

"That's unusual ?" Carv was | ooking around himin wonder. He was seeing a new side to Wall. Aboard
ship Wall was sloppy alnost to the point of being dangerous, at least in the eyes of a Belter like
Carv. But now he was at work. His snall tools were set in neat rows on portable tables. Bulkier
instruments with legs were on flat rock, the legs carefully adjusted to | eave their platforns
exactly horizontal. Wall handl ed the binocular microscope as if it mght dissolve at a touch

"It is," said Wall. "No little animal cul es noving anong the strands. No variations in structure. |
took samples fromdepths up to six feet. Al | could find was the one al gae. But otherw se--
even tested for proteins and sugars. You could eat it. W cane all this way to find pond scum”

They came down on an island five hundred nmiles south. This time Carv helped with the collecting.
They got through faster that way, but they kept getting in each other's way. Six nonths spent in
two small roonms had roused tenpers too often. It would take nore than a few hours on ground before
they could bunp el bows wi thout a fight.

Again Carv watched Wall go through his routines. He stood just within voice range, about fifty
yards away, because it felt so good to have so much room The care WAll exercised with his
equi pnrent still amazed him How could he reconcile it with Wall's ragged fingernails and his
thirty hours growth of beard?
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Well, Wall was a flatlander. Al his Ilife he'd had a whole planet to mess up, and not a crowded
pressure dome or the cabin of a ship. No flat ever |earned real neatness.

"Same breed," Wall call ed.
"Did you test for radiation?"
n ’\b. W]y?ll

"This thick air nmust screen out a | ot of ganma rays. That means your algae can't nutate w thout
| ocal radiation fromthe ground."

"Carv, it had to nutate to get to its present form How could all its cousins just have died out?"
"That's your field."

Alittle later VIl said, "I can't get a respectabl e background readi ng anywhere. You were right,
but it doesn't explain anything."

"Shall we go sonewhere el se?"
"Yah. "

They set down in deep ocean, and when the ship stopped bobbing Carv went out the airlock with a
gl ass bucket. "Its a foot thick out there," he reported. "No place for a Disneyland. | don't think
I'd want to settle here.”

Wal | sighed his agreenent. The green scum | apped thickly at the Overcee's gleaning netal hull, two
yards below the sill of the airlock

"A lot of planets nust be like this," said Carv. "Habitable, but who needs it?"
"And | wanted to be the first man to found an interstellar colony."
"And get your nanme in the newstapes, the history books--"

"--And ny unforgettable face on every trivis in the solar system Tell ne, shipnmate, if you hate
publicity so nuch, why have you been trimm ng that Vandyke so prettily?"

"Quilty. | like being famus. Just not as nmuch as you do."

"Cheer up then. W may yet get all the hero worship we can stand. This may be sonething bi gger
than a new col ony. "

"What coul d be bigger than that?"
"Set us down on land and I'Il tell you."

On a chunk of rock just big enough to be called an island, Wall set up his equipnment for the | ast
time. He was testing for food content-- again, using sanmples from Carv's bucket of deep ocean
al gae.

Carv stood by, a confortable distance away, watching the weird variations in the clouds. The very
hi ghest were noving across the sky at enornmous speeds, swirling and changi ng shape by the m nutes
and seconds. The noonday |ight was subdued and early. No doubt about it, Sirius B-1V had a
magni fi cent sky.

"Ckay, |I'mready." Wall stood up and stretched. "This stuff isn't just edible. 1'd guess it would
taste as good as the food supplements they were using on Earth before the fertility laws cut the
popul ati on down to sonething reasonable. I'"'mgoing to taste it now "

The | ast sentence hit Carv like an electric shock. He was running before it was quite finished,

but long before he could get there his crazy partner had put a dollup of green scumin his nouth,
chewed and swal | oned. "Cood," he said.
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"You- utter-damed-f ool ."

"Not so. | knew it was safe. The stuff had an al nost cheesy flavor. You could get tired of it
fast, | think, but that's true of anything."

"Just what are you trying to prove?"

"That this alga was tailored as a food plant by biological engineers. Carv, | think we've |anded
on somebody's private farm™

Carv sat heavily down on a rainwashed white rock. "Better spell that out," he said, and heard that
his voi ce was hoarse

"I was going to. Suppose there was a civilization that had cheap, fast interstellar travel. Mst
of the habitable planets they found would be sterile, wouldn't they? | nean, life is an unlikely
sort of accident."”

"W don't have the vaguest idea how likely it is.

"Al'l right, pass that. Say sonebody finds this planet, Sirius B-1V, and decides it would nake a
nice farmplanet. It isn't good for much el se, mainly because of the variance in lighting, but if
you dropped a specially bred food alga in the ocean, you'd have a dandy little farm In ten years
there'd be oceans of algae, free for the carting. Later, if they did decide to col onize, they
could haul the stuff inland and use it for fertilizer. Best of all, it wouldn't nutate. Not here."

Carv shook his head to clear it. "You' ve been in space too |long."

"Carv, the plant |ooks bred-- like a pink grapefruit. And where did all its cousins go? Now | can
tell you. They got poured out of the breeding vat because they weren't good enough."”

Low waves rolled in fromthe sea, |ow and broad beneath their blanket of cheesy green scum "Al
right," said Carv. "How can we disprove it?"

Wal |l | ooked startled. "Disprove it? Wiy would we want to do that?"

"Forget the glory for a minute. If you' re right, we're trespassing on sonebody's property without
knowi ng anyt hing about the owner-- except that he's got dirtcheap interstellar travel, which would
make hima tough eneny. W're also introducing our body bacteria onto his pure edi bl e al gae
culture. And how would we explain, if he suddenly showed up?"

"I hadn't thought of it that way."

"W ought to cut and run right now. It's not as if the planet was worth anything."
"No. No, we can't do that."

"Why not ?"

The answer gleanmed in Wall's eyes.

Turnbul |, listening behind his desk with his chin resting in one hand, interrupted for the first
time in mnutes. "A good question. |I'd have gotten out right then."

"Not if you'd just spent six nonths in a two-roomcell with the end of everything creeping around
t he bl ankets."

"I see." Turnbulls hand noved al nost inperceptibly, witing, NO WNDOA5 | N OVERCEE #21. Oversi zed
Vi ewscreen?

"I't hadn't hit ne that hard. | think I'd have taken off if 1'd been sure Vall was right, and if |
could have talked himinto it. But | couldn't, of course. Just the thought of going honme then was
enough to set Wall shaking. | thought | mght have to knock himon the head when it cane tine to
| eave. W had sone hibernation drugs aboard, just in case."
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He stopped. As usual, Turnbull waited himout.

"But then |I'd have been all alone." Rappaport finished his drink, his second, and got up to pour a
third.

The bourbon didn't seemto affect him "So we stood there on that rocky beach, both of us afraid
to |l eave and both afraid to stay..."

* k k

Abruptly Wall got up and started putting his tools away. "W can't disprove it, but we can prove
it easily enough. The owners nust have left artifacts around. If we find one, we run. | promnise."

"There's a big area to search. If we had any sense we'd run now."

"WIl you drop that? All we've got to do is find the ranrobot probe. If there's anyone watching
this place they nust have seen it cone dowmn. W'Il find footprints all over it."

"And if there aren't any footprints? Does that make the whol e pl anet cl ean?”

Wall closed his case with a snap. Then he stood, notionless, |ooking very surprised. "I just
t hought of sonething," he said.

"Ch, not again."
"No, this is for real, Carv. The owners nust have left a long tinme ago."
" W]y?ll

"It nmust be thousands of years since there were enough al gae here to use as a food supply. W
shoul d have seen ships taking off and | anding as we cane in. They'd have started their col ony too,
if they were going to. Now it's gone beyond that. The planet isn't fit for anything to live on
with the soupy oceans and the snell of things rotting."

"No. "
"Dammit, it makes sense!"

"I't's thin. It sounds thin even to me, and | want to believe it. Also, it's too pat. It's just too
close to the best possible solution we could dream up. You want to bet our lives on it?"

Wal | hoisted his case and noved toward the ship. He looked like a human tank, noving in a storny
darkness lit by shifting, glaring beans of blue light. Abruptly he said, "There's one nore point.
That bl ack border. It has to be contaninated al gae. Maybe a land-living nutant, that's why it
hasn't spread across the oceans. It would have been cleaned away if the owners were stil
interested."

"Al'l right. Hoist that thing up and let's get inside."
" Hrph?"

"You've finally said sonething we can check. The eastern shore nmust be in daylight by now Let's
get aboard."

At the border of space they hovered, and the Sun Rappaport

burned small and blinding white at the horizon. To the side Sirius A was a tiny dot of intense
brilliance. Below, where gaps in the cloud cover penetrated all the way to the surface, a hair-
thin black line ran along the tw sting beach of Sirius B-1V' s |argest continent. The silver
thread of a nmajor river exploded into a forking delta, and the delta was a bl ack triangle shot
with lines of silvery green.

"Going to use the scope?”

Carv shook his head. "W'lI|l see it close in a few m nutes."
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"You're in quite a hurry, Carv."

"You bet. According to you, if that black stuff is some formof life, then this farm s been
deserted for thousands of years at least. If it isn't, then what is it? It's too regular to be a
natural formation. Maybe it's a conveyor belt."

"That's right. Calmme down. Reassure ne."

"If it is, we go up fast and run all the way hone." Carv pulled a |lever and the ship dropped from
under them They fell fast. Speaking with only half his attention, Carv went on. "W've nmet just
one other sentient race, and they had nothing |ike hands and no nechanical culture. |'m not

conpl aining, mnd you. Aworld wouldn't be fit to live in w thout dol phins for conpany. But why
should we get lucky twice? W don't want to neet the farmer, Vall."

The cl ouds cl osed over the ship. She dropped nore slowy with every kilometer. Ten kil ometers up
she was al nbost hovering. Now the coast was spread bel ow them The bl ack border was graded: bl ack
as night on Pluto along the sea, shading off to the color of the white sand and rocks al ong the
| andwar d si de.

Wall said, "Maybe the tides carry the dead al gae inland. They'd decay there. No, that won't work.
No noon. Nothing but solar tides."

They were a kilonmeter up. And | ower. And | ower.
The bl ack was noving, flowing like tar, away fromthe drive's fusion flane.

* k *

Rappaport had been tal king down into his cup, his words com ng harsh and forced, his eyes refusing
to meet Turnbull's. Now he raised them There was sonething challenging in that gaze

Turnbul | understood. "You want ne to guess? | won't. \Wat was the black stuff?"

"I don't know if | want to prepare you or not. Wall and I, we weren't ready. Wiy should you be?"
"Al'l right, Carver, go ahead and shock ne."

"I't was peopl e.

Turnbul |l nerely stared.

"W were al nost down when they started to scatter fromthe downblast. Until then it was just a
dark field, but when they started to scatter we could see noving specks, |like ants. W sheered off
and | anded on the water offshore. W could see themfromthere."

"Carver, when you say people, do you nean-- people? Hunan?"
"Yes. Human. OF course they didn't act nuch like it..."

* k%

A hundred yards of fshore, the Overcee floated nose up. Even seen fromthe airlock, the natives
wer e obviously hunman. The tel escope screen brought nore detail.

They were no terrestrial race. Nine feet tall, men and wormen both, with wavy black hair grow ng
fromthe eyebrows back to hal fway down the spine, hanging alnost to the knees. Their skins were
dark, as dark as the darkest Negro, but they had chisel noses and | ong heads and snmall, thin-

I'i pped nout hs.

They paid no attention to the ship. They stood or sat or |ay where they were, nen and wonen and
children jammed literally shoul der to shoul der. Mst of the seaside popul ation was grouped in
large rings with nen on the outside and wonen and children protected inside.

"All around the continent,"” said \Wall
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Carv could no nore have answered than he could have taken his eyes off the scope screen

Every few minutes there was a seething in the mass as sonme group that was too far back pulled
forward to reach the shore, the food supply. The mass pushed back. On the fringes of the circles
there were bloody fights, slow fights in which there were apparently no rules at all.

"How?" said Carv. "How?"

Wal | said, "Maybe a ship crashed. Maybe there was a caretaker's fanily here, and nobody ever cane
to pick themup. They nust be the farmer's children, Carv."

"How | ong have they been here?"

"Thousands of years at |east. Maybe tens or hundreds of thousands." Wall turned his enpty eyes
away fromthe screen. He swiveled his couch so he was | ooking at the back wall of the cabin. H's
dreary words flowed out into the cabin.

"Picture it, Carv. Nothing in the world but an ocean of algae and a few people. Then a few hundred
peopl e, then hundreds of thousands. They'd never have been all owed near here unless they'd had the
bacteria cl eaned out of them- to keep the al gae from being contam nated. Nothing to nake tools
out of, nothing but rock and bone. No way of snelting ores, because they wouldn't even have fire.
There's nothing to burn. They had no di seases, no contraceptives, and no recreation but breeding.
The popul ati on woul d have expl oded |i ke a bonb. Because nobody would starve to death, Carv. For

t housands of years nobody would starve on Sirius B-I1V."

"They're starving now. "

"Some of them The ones that can't reach the shore.” Wall turned back to the scope screen. "One
continual war," he said after awhile. "I'Il bet their height conmes fromnatural selection."

Carv hadn't noved for a long time. He had noticed that there were always a few nmen inside each
protective circle, and that there were always nen outside going inside and nen inside going
out side. Breeding nore people to guard each circle. Mre people for Sirius B-1V.

The shore was a seething blackness. In infrared Iight it would have shown brightly, at a
tenperature of 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit.

"Let's go hone," said Wall.
"Ckay. "

"And did you?"

n ’\b. n

"I'n God's nane, why not?"

"We couldn't. W had to see it all, Turnbull. | don't understand it, but we did, both of us. So I
took the ship up and dropped it a kiloneter inshore, and we got out and started wal king toward the
sea.

"Ri ght away, we started finding skeletons. Some were clean. A lot of them |l ooked |ike Egyptian
mumm es, skeletons with black dried skin stretched tight over the bones. Al ways there was a
continuous lowrustle of-- well, | guess it was conversation. Fromthe beach. |I don't know what
they could have had to tal k about.

"The skel etons got thicker as we went along. Sone of them had daggers of splintered bone. One had
a chi pped stone fist ax. You see, Turnbull, they were intelligent. They could nake tools, if they
could find anything to nake tools out of.

"After we'd been wal king awhile we saw that sonme of the skeletons were alive. Dying and drying
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under that overcast blue sky. |I'd thought that sky was pretty once. Now it was-- horrible. You
could see a shifting blue beam spear down on the sand and sweep across it like a spotlight unti
it picked out a mummy. Sonetines the nmummy woul d turn over and cover its eyes.

"Wal l's face was livid, like a dead man's. | knew it wasn't just the light. W'd been wal ki ng
about five minutes, and the dead and |living skeletons were all around us. The live ones all stared
at us, apathetically, but still staring, as if we were the only things in the world worth | ooking
at. If they had anything to wonder with, they nmust have been wondering what it was that could nove
and still not be human. W coul dn't have | ooked human to them W had shoes and coveralls on, and
we were too small.

"Wall said, 'I've been wondering about the clean skeletons. There shouldn't be any decay bacteria
here.'"

"I didn't answer. | was thinking how nuch this |ooked |ike a conbination of Hell and Bel sen. The
only thing that mght have nade it tolerable was the surrealistic blue lighting. We couldn't
really believe what we were seeing.

"' There weren't enough fats in the algae,' said Wall. ' There was enough of everything else, but no
fats.'"

"W were closer to the beach now. And some of the nummies were beginning to stir. | watched a pair
behi nd a dune who | ooked like they were trying to kill each other, and then suddenly | realized

what Wall had sai d.

"I took his armand turned to go back. Some of the |ong skeletons were trying to get up. | knew
what they were thinking. There nay be neat in those linp coverings. Wet neat, with water in it.
There just may. | pulled at Wall and started to run

"He couldn't run. He tried to pull loose. | had to | eave him They couldn't catch ne, they were
too starved, and | was junping |ike a grasshopper. But they got Wall, all right. | heard his
destruct capsule go off. Just a nuffled pop."

"So you cane hone."

"Uh huh." Rappaport |ooked up like a man waking froma nightmare. "It took seven nonths. Al
al one. "

"Any idea why Wall killed hinself?"
"You crazy? He didn't want to get eaten."

"Then why woul dn't he run?"

"It wasn't that he wanted to kill hinself, Turnbull. He just decided it wasn't worthwhile saving
hi msel f. Another six nonths in the Overcee, with the blind spots pulling at his eyes and that
nightnare of a world constantly on his nmnd-- it wasn't worth it."

"I'"ll bet the COvercee was a pigpen before you blewit up."
Rappaport flushed. "Wat's that to you?"

"You didn't think it was worthwhile either. When a Belter stops being neat it's because he wants
to die. Adirty ship is deadly. The air plant gets foul ed. Things float around | oose, ready to
knock your brains out when the drive goes on. You forget where you put the neteor patches--"

"All right. | made it, didn't |?"
"And now you think we should give up space."

Rappaport's voice went squeaky with enotion. "Turnbull, aren't you convinced yet? W' ve got a
paradi se here, and you want to leave it for-- that. Wy? Wy?"

"To build other paradises, nmaybe. Qurs didn't happen by accident. Qur ancestors did it all
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starting with not nuch nore than what was on Sirius B-I1V."

"They had a helluva | ot nore.
Rappaport.

A faint slurring told that the bourbon was finally getting to

"Maybe they did at that. But now there's a better reason. These people you left on the beach. They
need our help. And with a new Overcee, we can give it to them Wat do they need nost, Carver?
Trees or neat ani nal s?"

"Ani mal s." Rappaport shuddered and drank

"Well-- that could be argued. But pass it. First we'll have to make soil." Turnbull |eaned back in
his chair, face upturned, talking half to hinself. "Algae mxed with crushed rock. Bacteria to
break the rock down. Earthworns. Then grass..."

"CGot it all planned out, do you? And you'll talk the UNinto it, too. Turnbull, you're good. But
you' ve mi ssed sonething."

"Better tell nme now then."

Rappaport got carefully to his feet. He cane over to the desk, just a little unsteadily, and

| eaned on it so that he stared down into Turnbull's eyes froma foot away. "You've been assum ng
that those people on the beach really were the farner's race. That Sirius B-1V has been deserted
for a long, long tine. But what if some kind of carnivore seeded that planet? Then what? The al gae
woul dn't be for them They'd let the algae grow, plant food aninmals, then go away until the

ani mal s were janmed shoul der to shoul der al ong the coast. Food ani mal s! You understand, Turnbull?"

"Yes. | hadn't thought of that. And they'd breed themfor size..."
The room was deadly quiet.
"Wl | ?"

"Well, we'll sinply have to take that chance, won't we?"

* % %

Bordered in Bl ack does not belong to the Known Space universe. (And if that statenment neans
nothing to you, don't worry about it.)

When | wote Bordered in Black, Known Space had not taken form | was playing with sone
prelimnary ideas, and one of these-- the "Blind Spot" effect of this formof faster-than-1Iight
travel -- was later incorporated into Known Space. But it's a different tineline entirely.

Simlar statenments hold for One Face, which follows. Hair styles and human colony worlds fromthis
story later entered Known Space; but the story does not belong to that universe.

A further note to both stories. Many astrononers believed for a tine (the tine follow ng our
di scovery that Venus's atnosphere was sixty times as thick as Earth's, and hotter than Hell) that
an Earth-sized world could not have an Earthlike atnosphere unless there was an oversized noon to
ski m away nost of the nore normal "Venusian" atnosphere. That idea has now been discredited.

One Face

An alarmrang: a rising, falling crescendo, a mechanical shriek of panic. The baritone voice of
the ship's Brain blared, "Strac Astrophysics is not in his cabin! Strac Astrophysics, report to
your cabin imedi atelyl The Hogan's Goat will Junp in sixty seconds."

Verd sat bolt upright, then forced hinself to |lie down again. The Hogan's Goat had not lost a
passenger through carelessness in all the nearly two centuries of Verd' s captai ncy. Passengers
wer e supposed to be careless. If Strac didn't reach his room Verd woul d have to postpone Junp to
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save his life: a serious breach of custom

Above the green coffin which was his Junp couch the Brain said, "Strac Astrophysics is in his
cabin and protected.”

Verd rel axed.
"Five," said the Brain. "Four. Three..."

In various parts of the ship, twenty-eight bodies jerked like springs released "OCof," cane a
conplaint fromthe Junp couch next to Verd's. "That felt strange. Damm strange.”

"Un" said Verd.

Lourdi Coursefinder tunbled out of her Junp couch. She was a bl end of nmany subdivisions of man,
bearing the delicate, willow beauty born of lowgravity worlds. She was Verd's wife, and an
experienced travel er. Now she | ooked puzzl ed and di st urbed.

"Junmp never felt like that. What do you suppose--"

Verd grunted as he clinbed out. He was a few pounds overweight. H's face was beefy, snpoth and
unl i ned, fashionably hairless. So was his scalp, except for a narrow strip of black brush which
ran straight up frombetween his brow ridges and continued across his scalp and downward until it
faded out near the small of his back. Mdst of the hair had been surgically inplanted. Neither
wrinkl ed skin nor width of hair strip could nunmber a nman's years, and superficially Verd night
have been anywhere fromtwenty to four hundred years old. It was in his econony of movenent that
his age showed. He did things the easy way, the fast way. He never needed nore than seconds to
find it, and he always took that tinme. The centuries had taught himwell.

"I don't know," he said. "Let's find out what it was. Brain!" he snapped at a wall speaker
The silence stretched |ike a nerve.

"Brai n?"

* k%

One wal |l arced over to becone the ceiling, another jogged inward to | eave roomfor a piece of the
total conversion drive, a third was all controls and indicators for the ship's Brain. This was the
crew conmon room It was big and confortable, a good place to relax, and no crewran m nded its odd
shape. Flat ceilings were for passengers.

Verd Spacercaptain, Lourdi Coursefinder, and Parliss Lifesystens sat along one wall, watching the
fourth menber of the crew

Chanda Metal minds was a tall, plain wonan whose mmj or beauty was her wavy black hair. A strip
three inches wi de down the center of her scalp had been allowed to grow until it hung to the
regi on of her coccyx. Satin black and satin snmooth, it gleanmed and rippled as she noved. She stood
bef ore the biggest of the Brain screens, which now showed a di agram of the Hogan's Goat, and she
used her finger as a pointer

"The rock hit here." Chanda's finger rested al nost hal fway back al ong the spinal naze of |ines and
little black squares which represented the Junper section. The Hogan's Goat was a scul ptured
torpedo, and the Junper machinery was its rounded nose and its thick spine and its trailing
waspl i ke sting. You could see it in the diagram The rest of the Goat had been designed to fit the
Junper. And the Junper was cut by a slanting line, bright red, next to Chanda's fingertip.

"It was a chunk of dirty ice, a typical piece of conet head,", said Chanda. "The meteor gun never
had a chance at it. It was too close for that when we canme out of overspace. |Inpact turned the
intruder to plasna in the Junper. The plasnma cone knocked sone secondary bits of nmetal |oose, and
they penetrated here. That rained droplets of high-speed nolten netal all through the ship's
Brain."

Parliss whistled. He was tall, ash blond, and very young. "That'll soften her up," he nurnured
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irreverently. He w nced under Chanda's gl are and added, "Sorry."

Chanda, held the glare a nmonent before she continued. "There's no chance of repairing the Brain
ourselves. There are too many points of injury, and nost of themtoo small to find. Fortunately

the Brain can still solve problens and obey orders. Qur worst problemseens to be this notor
aphasi a. The Brain can't speak, not in any |anguage. |'ve circunmvented that by instructing the
Brain to use Wnsel code. Since | don't know the extent of the damage precisely, | recommend we

I and t he passengers by tug instead of trying to |land the Goat."

Verd cringed at the thought of what the tug captains would say. "lIs that necessary?"

"Yes, Verd. | don't even know how long the Brain will answer to Wnsel code. It was one of the
first things | tried. | didn't really expect it to work, and | doubt it would on a hunman patient."
"Thanks, Chanda." Verd stood up and the Brain surgeon sat down. "All | have to say, group, is that

we're going to take a bad loss this trip. The Brain is sure to need expensive repairs, and the
Junper will have to be al nost conpletely torn out. It gave one awful discharge when the neteor
hit, and a lot of parts are fused. --Lourdi, what's wong? W can afford it."

Lourdi's face was bl oodl ess. Her delicate surgeon's fingers strangled the arns of her chair.

"Come on," Verd said gently. Wat could have driven her into such a panic? "W |land on Earth and
take a vacation while the orbital repair conpanies do the worrying. Wat's wong with that?"

Lourdi gave her head a spastic shake. "W can't do
that. Oh, Eye of Kdapt, | didn't dare believe it. Verd,
we've got to fix the Junper out here.”

"Not a chance. But--"

"Then we've got trouble,” Lourdi had calned a little, but it was the cal mof defeat.
"I couldn't ask the Brain to do it, so | used the tel escope nyself. That's not Sol."
The ot hers | ooked at her

"I't's not the Sun. It's a greenish-white dwarf, a dead
star. | couldn't find the Sun."

* k% %

Once it had its orders, the Brain was nuch faster with the tel escope than Lourdi. It confirmed her
description of the star which was where Sol shoul d have been, and added that it was no star in the
Brain's catal ogue. Furthernore the Brain could not recognize the volune of space around it. It was
still scanning stars, hoping to find its bearings.

"But the rock hit after we cane out of overspace. After!" Verd said between his teeth. "How could
we have gone anywhere el se?" Nobody was |i stening.

They sat in the crew conmon room dri nki ng droobl eberry juice and vodka.

"We' |l have to tell the passengers sonething," said Chanda. Nobody answered, though she was dead
right. Interstellar |aw gave any citizen free access to a conmputer. In space the appropriate
conputer was a ship's Brain. By now the passengers nust have discovered that the Brain was

i nconmuni cado

Lourdi stopped using her glass to make rings on the tabletop. "Chanda, will you translate for ne?"
Chanda | ooked up. "Of course."
"Ask the Brain to find the planet in this system which npost resenbles Saturn.”

"Saturn?" Chanda's honely face lost its hopeful expression. Nonethel ess she began tapping on the
rimof a Brain speaker with the end of a stylus, tapping in therhythnms of Wnsel code.
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Al nost imediately a line of short and | ong white dashes began noving left to right across the top
of the Brain screen. The screen itself went white, cleared, showed what | ooked |ike a picture of
Saturn. But the ring showed too nmany gaps, too well defined. Chanda said, "Fifth major planet from
primary. Six noons. Period: 29.46 years. Distance from Sun: 9.45 A U D aneter: 72,018 nmniles.

Type: gas giant. So?"

Lourdi nodded. Verd and Parliss were watching her intently. "Ask it to show us the second and
third planets."

The second planet was in its quarter phase. The Brain screen showed it |ooking |ike a |arge noon,
but | ess badly pocked, and with a major difference: the intensely bright area across the mddle.
Chanda transl ated the marching dots: "Distance: 1.18 A U Period: 401.4. Dianeter: 7918 nmiles. No
moons. No air."

The third planet-- "That's Mars," said Lourdi
It was.

And the second pl anet was Earth.

* % %

"I believe | know what has happened."” Verd was al nost shouting. Twenty-seven faces | ooked back at
hi m across the dining room He was addressing crew and passengers, and he had to face themin
person, for the Brain could no |longer repeat his words over the stateroom speakers.

"You know that a Junper creates an overspace in which the speed of |ight beconmes infinite in the
nei ghbor hood of the ship. Wen--"

"Almost infinite," said a passenger.

"That's a popul ar m sconception,” Verd snapped. He found that he did not |ike public speaking, not
under these conditions. Wth an effort he resumed his speaking voice. "The speed of |ight goes al
the way to infinity. Qur speed is kept finite by the braking spine, which projects out of the

ef fecti ve nei ghborhood. Ot herwi se we'd go simultaneous: we'd be everywhere at once along a great
circle of the universe. The braking spine is that thing like a long stinger that points out behind
the ship.

"Well, there was a piece of ice in our way, inside the range of our neteor gun, when we canme out
of overspace. It went through the Junper and into the Brain

"The danage to the Brain is secondary. Sonething happened to the Junper while the nmeteor was in
there. Maybe sonme netal vaporized and caused a short circuit. Anyway the Goat Junped back into the
counterpart of overspace." Verd stopped. Was he tal king over their heads? "You understand that
when we say we travel in an overspace of Einsteinian space, we really nean a subspace of that

over space?"

A score of blank faces | ooked back at him Doggedly Verd went on. "W went into the counterpart of
that subspace. The speed of |ight went to zero."

A murnur of whispering rose and fell. Nobody | aughed.

"The braki ng spine stuck out, or we'd have been in there until the bitter end of tinme. Well, then
In a region around the ship, the speed of light was zero. Qur mass was infinite, our clocks and
hearts stopped, the ship becane an infinitely thin disk. This state lasted for no tinme in ship's
time, but when it ended several billion years had passed."

A universal gasp, then pandenonium Verd had expected it. He waited it out.

"Billion?" "Kdapt stonp it--!" "Ch ny God." "Practical joke, Marna. | rnust say--
him finish!"

"Shut up and | et

The shouting died away. A last voice shouted, "But if our mass was infinite--"
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"Only in a region around the ship!"

"Ch," said a dark stick figure Verd recogni zed as Strac Astrophysics. Visibly he shrugged off a
vi sion of suns and gal axi es snatched brutally down upon his cringing head by the Goat's infinite
gravity.

"The zero effect has been used before," Verd continued in the relative quiet. "For suspended

ani mation, for very long-range tinme capsules, et cetera. To my know edge it has never happened to
a spacecraft. Qur position is very bad. The Sun has beconme a greenish-white dwarf. The Earth has
lost all its air and has becone a one-face world; it turns one side forever to the Sun. Mercury
isn't there anynore. Neither is the Moon.

"You can forget the idea of going honme, and say good-bye to anyone you knew outside this ship.
This is the universe, ourselves and nobody el se, and our only duty is to survive. W will keep you
i nforned of devel opnents. Anyone who wi shes his passage noney refunded is welcone to it."

In a crackle of weak graveyard | aughter, Verd bobbed his head in disnissal

The passengers weren't taking the hint. Hearing the captain in person was as unique to themas it
was to Verd. They sat |ooking at each other, and a few got up, changed their minds, and sat down
again. One called, "What will you do next?"

"Ask the Brain for suggestions," said Verd. "Qut, now"

"We'd like to stay and listen," said the sane man. He was short and broad and big footed, probably
fromone of the heavier planets, and he had the rough-edged conpactness of a |and-tank. "W've the
legal right to consult the Brain at nmy tinme. If it takes a translator we should have a
translator."

Verd nodded. "That's true." Wthout further coment he turned to Chanda. and said, "Ask the Brain
what actions will maximze our chance of survival for maximal tine."

Chanda tapped her stylus rhythmcally against the rimof the Brain speaker

The dining area was raucous with the sound of breathing and the stealthy shuffling of feet.
Everyone seenmed to be | eani ng forward.

The Brain answered in swiftly nmoving dots of |ight. Chanda said, "Inmediately replace-- Eye of
Kdapt!" Chanda | ooked very startled, then grinned around at Verd. "Sorry, Captain. 'Inmmediately
repl ace Verd Spacercaptain with Strac Astrophysics in supreme command over Hogan's Goat.'"

In the confusion that followed, Verd s voice was easily the |oudest. "Everybody out! Everybody but
Strac Astrophysics."

M racul ously, he was obeyed.

Strac was a long, tall oldster, old in habits and manners and node of dress. A streak of bl ack-
enanel ed steel wool enphasized his chocolate scalp, and his ears spread |like wings. Once Verd had
wondered why Strac didn't have themfixed. Lafer he had stopped wondering. Strac obviously nmade a
fetish of keeping what he was born with. His hairline began not between his eyes, but at the very
top of his forehead, and it petered out on his neck. H's fingernails grew naturally. They mnust
have needed constant trinm ng.

He sat facing the nmenbers of the crew, waiting w thout inpatience.

"l believe you' ve traveled on ny ship before," said Verd. "Have you ever said or done anything to
give the Brain, or any passenger, the idea that you m ght want to command the Hogan's Goat?"

"Certainly not!" Strac seened as ruffled by the suggestion as Verd hinself. "The Brain nust be
i nsane,” he muttered venonously. Then his own words backl ashed him and in fear he asked, "Could
the Brain be insane?"

"No, " Chanda answered. "Brains of this type can be damaged, they can be destroyed, but if they
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cone up with an answer it's the right one. There's a built-in doubt factor. Any anbiguity gives
you an Insufficient Data."

"Then why would it try to take ny comand?"
"l don't know. Captain, there's sonmething | should tell you."
"What' s that?"

"The Brain has stopped answering questions. There seens to be sone progressive deterioration going
on. It stopped even before the passengers left. If | give it orders in Wnsel it obeys, but it
won't answer back."

"Ch, Kdapt take the Brain!" Verd rubbed his tenples with his fingertips. "Parliss, what did the
Brai n know about Strac?"

"Same as any ot her passenger. Nane, profession, nedical state and history, mass, world of origin.
That's all."

"Hmph. Strac, where were you born?"
"The Canyon," said Strac. "ls that gernane?"
"I don't know. Canyon is a lonely place to grow up, | inmgine."

"It is, in a way. Three hundred thousand is a tiny population for a solar system but there's no
roomfor nore. Above the Canyon rimthe air's too thin to breathe. | got out as soon as | could.
Haven't been back in nearly a century."

"I see."

"Captain, | doubt that. In the Canyon there's no | ack of conpany. It's the culture that's |onely.
Everybody thinks just |ike everybody el se. You' d say there's no cultural cross-fertilization. The
pressure to conformis brutal."

"Interesting," said Verd, but his tone dism ssed the subject. "Strac, do you have any bright ideas
that the Brain might have | atched onto sonmehow? Or do you perhaps have a reputation so large in
scientific circles that the Brain m ght know of it?"

"I"'msure that's not the case.”
"Well, do you have any ideas at all? W need them badly."

"I'mafraid not. Captain, just what is our position? It seens that everyone is dead but us. How do
we cope with an energency |ike that?"

"W don't," said Verd. "Not without time travel, and that's inpossible. It is, isn't it?"
"OfF course.”
"Chanda, exactly what did you ask the Brain? How did you phrase it?"

"Maxim ze the probability of our surviving for maxinumtinme. That's what you asked for. Excuse ne,
Captain, but the Brain al nost certainly assuned that 'maxi rumtinme' neant forever."

"All right. Parliss, howlong will the ship keep us goi ng?"

Parliss was only thirty years old, and burdened with youth's habitual unsureness; but he knew his
prof essi on well enough. "A long time, Captain. Decades, maybe centuries. There's some boosterspice
seeds in our consignment for the Zoo of Earth; if we could grow boosterspice aboard ship we could
keep oursel ves young. The air plant will work as long as there's sunlight or starlight. But the
food converter-- well, it can't nake elenents, and eventually they' Il get |ost somewhere in the
circuit, and we'll start getting deficiency diseases, and-- hmmm | could probably keep us alive
for a century and a half, and if we institute cannibalismwe could--"
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"Never mind. Let's call that our limt if we stay in space. W' ve got other choices, Strac, none
of them pl easant.

"W can get to any planet in the solar systemusing the matter-conversion drive. W' ve enough
solid chemcal fuel in the Ianding rockets to land us on any world the size of Venus or snaller
Wth the natter-conversion drive we can take off from anywhere, but the photon beam woul d | eave
boiling rock behind us. W can do all that, but there's no point to it, because nothing in the
sol ar systemis habitable."

"If I may interrupt," said Strac. "Why do we have a matter-conversion drive?"

"Excuse me?"

"The Hogan's Goat has the Junper to nove between worlds, and the solids to |land and take off. Wy
does such a ship need another reaction drive? Is the Junper so inprecise?"

"Ch. No, that's not it. You see, the math of Junper travel postulates a figure for the nass of a
very | arge nei ghborhood, a nei ghborhood that takes in nost of the |ocal group of gal axies. That
figure is alnpbst twice the actual rest mass in the nei ghborhood. So we have to accel erate unti
the external universe is heavy enough for us to use the Junper.”

"l see."

"Even with total nass conversion we have to carry a trenendous nass of fuel. W use neutronium
anything | ess massive would take up too nuch room Then, without the artificial gravity to protect
us it would take over a year to reach the right velocity. The drive gives us a good one hundred
gee in uncluttered space." Verd grinned at Strac's awed expression. "W don't advertise that.
Passengers night start wondering what woul d happen if the artificial gravity went off.

"Where was |? ... Third choice: we can go on to other stars. Each trip would take decades, but by
refueling in each systemwe could reach a few nearby stars in the hundred and fifty years Parliss
gives us. But every world we ever used nmust be dead by now, and the Gtype stars we can reach in
the tine we've got may have no useful worlds. It would be a ganble.”

Strac shifted uneasily. "It certainly would. W don't necessarily need a Gtype sun, we can settle
under any star that won't roast us with ultraviolet, but habitable planets are rare enough. Can't
you order the Brain to search out a habitable planet and go there?"

"No," said Lourdi, fromacross the room "The telescope isn't that good, not when it has to peer
out of one gravity well into another. The light gets all bent up."

"And finally," said Verd, "if we did |and on an Earth-sized planet that | ooked habitable, and then
found out it wasn't, we wouldn't have the fuel to | and anywhere else. Wll, what do you think?"

Strac appeared to consider. "I think I'll go have a drink. I think I'll have several. | w sh you'd
kept our little predicanment secret a few centuries longer." He rose with dignity and turned to the
door, then spoiled the exit by turning back. "By the way, Captain, have you ever been to a one-
face worl d? Or have your travels been confined to the habitable worlds?"

"l"ve been to the Earth's Moon, but that's all. Wy?"

"I"'mnot sure," said Strac, and he left [ooking thoughtful. Verd noticed that he turned right. The
bar was aft of the dining room to the left.

d oomsettled over the dining area. Verd funbled in his belt pouch, brought forth a white tube not
much bigger than a cigarette. Eyes fixed norosely on a wall, he hung the tube between his lips,
sucked through it, inhaled at the side of his nouth. He exhal ed cool, thick orange snoke.

The muscles around his eyes lost a little of their tension

Chanda spoke up. "Captain, |'ve been wondering why the Brain didn't answer ne directly, why it
didn't just give us a set of detailed instructions."
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"Me too. Have you got an answer?"

"I't nust have conputed just how nuch tinme it had before its notor aphasia becane conplete. So
instead of trying to give a string of detailed instructions it would never finish, it just named
the person nost likely to have the right answer. It gave us what it could in the few seconds it
had left."

"But why Strac? Wiy not nme, or one of you?"

"l don't know," Chanda said wearily. The danage to the Brain had hit her hard. Not surprising; she
had al ways treated the Brain |like a beloved but retarded child. She cl osed her eyes and began to
recite, "Name, profession, nass, world of origin, nedical history. Strac, astrophysics, the
Canyon..."

* % %

In the next few days, each nenber of the crew was busy at his own specialty.

Lourdi Coursefinder spent nost of her tinme at the telescope. It was a powerful instrunment, and she
had the Brain's limted hel p. But the worlds of even the nearest stars were only circular dots.
The sky was thick with black suns, visible only in the infrared. She did manage to find Earth's
Moon-- nore battered than ever, in a Trojan orbit, trailing sixty degrees behind the parent planet
in her path around the Sun

Parliss Lifesystens spent his waking hours in the ship's library, |ooking up tomes on the nedical
aspects of privation. Gradually he was putting together a detail ed programthat woul d keep the
passengers healthy for a good long tine, and alive for a long tinme after that, with safety factors
all owi ng for breakdown of the nore delicate conmponents of the |ife-support system Later he

pl anned to prepare a sinmilar programusing cannibalismto its best nedical advantage. That part
woul d be tricky, involving subtle psychol ogical effects fromnoral shock

Slowy and painfully, with nminiature extensible wal dos, Chanda searched out the tiny burns in the
Brain's cortex and scraped away the charred sem conducting ash. "Probably won't hel p nuch," she
admitted grimy, "but the ash may be causing short circuits. It can't hurt to get it out. | wish |
had sonme fine wire."

Once he was convinced that the Junper was stonecold dead, Verd left it alone. That gave himlittle
to do but worry. He worried about the danmage to the Brain, and wondered if Chanda was being
overoptim stic. Like a surgeon forced to operate on a sick friend, she refused even to consider
that the Brain might get worse instead of better. Verd worried, and he checked the wiring in the
manual override systens for the various drives, noving along outside the hull in a vac suit.

He was startled by the sight of the braking spine. Its ultrahard netal was as shiny as ever, but
it was two-thirds gone. Sublimtion, over several billion years.

He worried about the passengers too. Wthout the constant entertainment provided by the Brain,
they woul d be facing the shock of their disaster virtually unaided. The log had a list of
passengers, and Chanda got the Brain to put it on the screen, but Verd could find few usefu
pr of essi ons anong t hem

Strac Astrophysics
Ji mm Far ner
Avran Zoonman

The other professions were all usel ess here. Taxer, Carmaker, Adman-- he was lucky to find
anything at all. "Al the sane," he told Lourdi one night, "lI'd give anything to find a Jak
FTLsystens aboard."

"How ' bout a Harlan Alltrades?"

"On this tub? Specializing nonspecialists ride the luxury liners." He twisted restlessly in the
air between the sleeping plates. "Wanta buy an aircar? It was owned by a sniveling coward--"
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Ji mm Farmer was the heavy-planet man, with | ong, snooth nuscles and big broad feet. Hi s Anxian
accent inplied that he could probably kick holes in hullmetal. "I've never worked w thout

machi nery," he said. "Farm ng takes an awful |ot of nmachinery. Diggers, plowers, seeders,
transpl anters, aerators, you nane it. Even if you gave nme seeds and a world to grow them on, |
couldn't do anything by nyself." He scratched his bushy eyebrows. For sone reason he'd | et them

grow outward fromthe end of his hairline, Ilike the crosshar on an upside-down T. "But if all the
passengers and crew pitched in and followed directions, and if they didn't mind working Iike
robots, | think we could raise sonmething, if we had a planet with good dirt and sone seeds."

"At |east we've got the seeds," said Verd. "Thanx, M. Farnmer."

Verd had first seen Avran Zooman wal ki ng through the hall at the beginning of the trip. Zooman was
a shocking sight. Histhin strip of hair was bl eached-bone white and started hal fway back on his
scalp. Hs skin had faint lines init, like the prelimnary grooves in tooled |eather. Verd had
avoi ded himuntil now. Cbviously the man bel onged to one of those strange, nearly extinct
religious orders which prohibit the taking of boosterspice.

But he didn't behave like a religious nut. Verd found himfriendly, alert, helpful, and Iikable.
H's thick W Made It accent was heavy with stressed esses.

"In this one respect we are |lucky," Avran was saying. "O you are lucky. | should have been | ucky
enough to nmiss ny ship. | came to protect your cargo, which is a selection of fertile plant seeds
and frozen ani mal eggs for the Zoo of Earth Authority."

"Exactly what's in the consi gnnment ?"

"Nearly everything you could think of, Captain. The Central Government w shed to establish a zoo
to show all the life that Earth has lost as a result of her intense popul ati on conpression.
suspect they wi shed to encourage emigration. This is the first consignnent, and it contains
sanpl es of every variety of nondonestic Iife on W Made It. There were to be other shipnents from
ot her worlds, including some expensive nmutations from Wnderland designed to inmtate the |ong
extinct 'big cats.' W do not have those, nor the usel ess decorative plants such as orchids and
cactus, but we do have everything we need for farming."

"Have you got an incubator for the aninmals?"

"Unfortunately not. Perhaps | could show you how to make one out of other machinery."” Avran smled
hunorously. "But there is a problem | amfatally allergic to boosterspice extract. Thus | will be
dead in less than a century, which unfortunately linits the |length of any journey that | cai

make. "

Verd felt his face go nunb. He was no nore afraid of death than the next man, but-- frantically he
tried to sort his clinbing enptions before they strangled him Admration, wonder, shane, horror
fear. How could Avran live so casually with death? How coul d he have reached such a state of
enotional maturity in what could be no nore than fifty years? Shame won out, shanme at his own
reaction, and Verd felt hinself flushing.

Awan | ooked concerned. "Perhaps | should come back later," he suggested.

"No! I'mall right." Verd had found his tabac stick w thout thinking. He pulled in a deep, cooling
draft of orange snmoke, and held it in his lungs for a | ong nonent.

"A few nore questions,
bacteria or al gae?"

he said briskly. "Does the Zoo consi gnment have grass seed? Are there any

"Grass, yes. Forty-three varieties. No bacteria, |I'mafraid."
"That's not good. It takes bacteria to turn rock dust into fertile soil."

"Yes." Avran considered. "W could start the process with sewage fromthe ship nixed with
intestinal flora. Then add the rock dust. W have earthworns. It mght work."
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" Cood. "
"Now | have a question, Captain. Wat is that?"
Verd followed his pointing finger. "Never seen a tabac stick?"
Avran shook his head.

"There's a funny tranquilizer in tobacco that hel ps you concentrate, lets you bl ock out
di stractions. People used to have to inhale tobacco snoke to get it. That caused |ung cancer. Now
we do it better. Are there tobacco plants in the consignment?"

"I"'mafraid not. Can you give up the habit?"
"If | have to. But I'll hate it."

Verd sat for a nonent after Avran had left, then got up and hunted down Parliss. "Avran clains to

be allergic to boosterspice. | want to knowif it's true. Can you find out?"
"Sure, Captain. It'll be in the nedical record."”
" Good.

"Way woul d he lie, Captain?"

"He nmay have a religious ban on boosterspice. If so, he mght think I1'd shoot himfull of it just
because | need him And he'd be right."

There was no point in interview ng Strac Astrophysics again. Parliss told himthat Strac spent
nmost of his time in his room and that he had found a pocket conputer somewhere.

"He must have sonething in mind," said Parliss.

The next day Parliss cane to the cabin. "I've gone through the nedical histories," he said. "W're
all in good shape, except Avran Zooman and Laspia Waitress. Avran told the truth. He's allergic to
boosterspice. Laspia has a pair of cultured arns, no telling how she | ost the old ones, and both
ul nas have machinery in them One's a dooper, one's a nultirange sonic. | wonder what that sweet

girl is doing armed to the teeth Iike that."
"So do |I. Can you sabot age her?"

"I put an extension-recharger in her room If she tries to shoot anyone she'll find her batteries
are drained."

* % %

The sixth day was the day of nutiny.

Veid and Parliss were in the crew common room going over Parliss' hundred-and-fifty-year schedul e
for shipboard living, when the door opened to admit Chanda. The first hint came from Chanda's
taut, determnined expression. Then Verd saw that sonmeone had followed her in. He stood up to
protest, then stood speechless as a |line of passengers trooped into the crew common room filling
it nearly to bursting.

"I"'msorry, Captain," said Chanda. "W've come to demand your resignation."

Verd, still standing, let his eyes run over them The pretty auburn-haired wonman in front, the one
who held her arnms in an inconspicuously strained attitude-she nust be Laspia Waitress. Ji nm Farner
was also in the front rank. And Strac Astrophysics, |ooking acutely enbarrassed. Many | ooked
enbarrassed, and many | ooked angry; Verd wasn't sure what they were angry at, or who. He gave
hinself a few seconds to think. Let "emwait it out..

"On what grounds?" he asked mldly.

"On the ground that it's the best chance we have to stay alive," said Chanda.
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"That's not sufficient grounds. You know that. You need a criminal charge to bring agai nst ne:
dereliction of duty, sloppiness with the drive beam nurder, violation of religious tenets, drug
addi ction. Do you wi sh to nake such a charge?"

"Captain, you're talking about inpeachnment-- |egal grounds for mutiny. W don't have such grounds.
We don't want to inpeach you, regardl ess.”

"Well, just what did you think this was, Chanda? An el ection?"
"We're inviting you to resign."
"Thanx, but | think not."

"We could inpeach you, you know. " Jimm Farnmer was neither angry nor enbarrassed; nerely
interested. "W could charge you with addiction to tabac sticks, try you, and convict you."

"Tabac sticks?"

"Sure, everybody knows they're not addictive. The point is that you can't find a higher court to
reverse our decision."”

"I guess that's true. Very well, go ahead."

Parliss broke in, in a harsh whisper. "Chanda, what are you doing?" H's face, scalp, and ears
burned sunset red.

The tall woman said, "Quiet, Parl. W're only doing what needs to be done."

"You're crazy with grief over that dann mechani cal noron."

Chanda fl ashed hima snoking glare. Parliss returned it. She turned away, aloofly ignoring him
Strac spoke for the first tinme. "Don't make us use force, Captain."

"Way not? Do you idiots realize what you're asking?" Verd' s control was going. He'd been a young
man when the Hogan's Goat was built. In nearly two centuries he'd flown her further than the tota
di stance to Androneda; nursed her and worried about her and lived his life in her lighted, rushing
wonb. What he felt must have showed in his face, for the girl with the auburn hair raised her |eft
armand held it innocently bent, pointed right at him Probably it was the sonic; no doubt he
woul d have been swathed in calming vibrations if her batteries had worked. But all he felt was
nausea and a grow ng rage.

"I do," Strac said quietly. "W're asking you to make it possible for us to give you back your
ship after this is over."

Verd junmped at him A cold corner of his mnd wag anmazed at hinself, but nost of himonly wanted
to get his hands around Strac's bony, fragile throat. He glinpsed Laspia Waitress staring in panic
at her forearns, and then a steel band cl osed around his ankle, and jerked. Verd stopped in

m dair.

It was Jimm Farner. He had junped across the roomlike a kangaroo. Verd | ooked back over his
shoul der and carefully kicked hi munder the jaw. Jinm | ooked surprised and hurt. He squeezed!

"Al'l right!" Verd yel ped. Mre softly, "All right. I'lIl resign."”

The aut odoc nended two cracked ankl e bones, injected nysterious substances into the badly bruised
|l ower termnal of his Achilles tendon, and ordered a week of bed rest.

Strac's plans were conpatible. He had ordered the ship to Earth. Since the Goat was still noving
at nearly lightspeed, and had gone well past the solar system the trip would take about two
weeks.

Verd began to enjoy hinself. For the first tine since the |ast disastrous Junp, he was able to
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stop worrying for nore than minutes at a tinme. The pressure was off. The responsibility was no

| onger his. He even persuaded Lourdi to cooperate with Strac. At first she would have nothing to
do with the nmutineers, but Verd convinced her that the passengers depended on her. Professiona
pride was a powerful argunent.

After a week on his back Verd started noving around the ship, trying to get an idea of the state
of the ship's norale. He did little else. He was perversely deternined not to interfere with the
new capt ai n.

Once Laspia Waitress stopped himin the hall. "Captain, |'ve decided to take you into ny
confidence. I aman ARM a nenber of the Central Government Police of Earth. There's a badly
want ed man aboard this ship.” And before Verd could try to hunor her out of it she had produced
aut henti c-1 ooki ng credenti al s.

"He's involved in the Free Winderl and conspiracy,"” she went on. "Yes, it still exists. W had
reason to believe he was aboard the Hogan's Goat, but | wasn't sure of it until he found sone way
to disarmne. | still haven't identified himyet. He could be anyone, even--"

"Easy, easy," Verd soothed her. "I did that. I didn't want anyone wandering around nmy ship with

conceal ed weapons. "

Her voice cracked. "You fool! How am| going to arrest hinP"

"Way shoul d you? Who would you turn himover to if you did? What harm can he do now?"
"What harnf? He's a revolutionary, a-- a seditionist!”

"Sure. He's fanatically deternmined to free Winderland fromthe tyranny of the Central Government
of Earth. But Winderland and the Central CGovernnment have been dead for ages, and we haven't a
single Earthman on board. Unl ess you're one."

He left her sputtering hel plessly.

When he thought about it later it didn't seemso funny. Many of the passengers nust be clinging to
such an out noded cause, unwilling to face the present reality. Wen that defense gave out, he
coul d expect cases of insanity.

Surprisingly, Strac had tal ked to nobody, except to ask questions of the crew nenbers. If he had
pl ans, they were all his own. Perhaps he wanted one last |ook at Earth, ancient grandnother Earth,
dead now of old age. Many passengers felt the sane.

Verd did not. He and Lourdi had | ast seen Earth twel ve years ago-- subjective tine-- when the Goat
was getting her life-support systens rejuvenated. They had spent a wonderful two nonths in Rio de
Janeiro, a hive of multicolored hunan bei ngs novi ng anong buil dings that reached |ike frustrated
spacecraft toward the sky. Once they had even seen two firenmanes, natives of |'El ephant,

shoul dering their way unconcerned anpong the bigger humans, but shying like fawns at the sight of a
swoopi ng car. Perhaps firenmanes still lived somewhere in the snoky arnms of this gal axy or another.
Per haps even humans |ived, though they nust be changed beyond recognition. But Verd did not want
to look on the corpse face of Earth. He preferred to keep his menories unspoil ed.

He was not asked.

On the tenth day the Goat nade turnover. Verd thought of the drive beam sweeping its arc across
deserted asteroidal cities. Neutroniumconverted to a destroying blast of pure light. In civilized
space a sinple turnover required seconds of calculation on the part of the Brain, just to keep the
drive beam pointed safely. Anything that |ight touched woul d vani sh. But now there was nothing to
protect.

On the fifteenth ship's-day norning the Earth was a wide, brilliant crescent, blinding bright
where the seas had dried across her sunward face. The Sun shone with eerie greenish-white radi ance
beyond the pol ari zed wi ndows. Verd and Lourdi were finishing breakfast when Strac appeared outside
the one-way transparent door. Lourdi let himin.
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"I thought I'd better cone personally,” said Strac. "lI've called for a nmeeting in the crew comon
roomin an hour. |1'd appreciate it if you'd be there, Verd."

"I"d just as soon not," said Verd. "Thanx anyway. Have a roast dove?"
Strac politely declined, and left. He had not repeated his invitation
"He wasn't just being polite," Lourdi told him "He needs you."

"Let '"imsuffer."”

Lourdi took himgently by the ears and turned himto face her-- a trick she had devel oped to get
his undivided attention. "Friend, this is the wong tine to play prina donna. You talked nme into

serving the usurper on grounds that the passengers needed ny skills. I'mtelling you they need
yours. "
"Dammt, Lourdi, if they needed ne I'd still be captain!"

"They need you as a crewran!"

Verd set his jaw and | ooked stubborn. Lourdi let go, patted his ears gently, and stepped back
"That's my say. Think it through, Lord and Master."

Six people circled the table. Verd was there, and Lourdi and Parliss and Chanda. Strac occupied
the captain's chair, beneath the Brain screen. The sixth man was Ji nm Far ner.

"1 know what we have to do now," said Strac. Hi s natural dignity had deepened lately, though his
shoul ders sagged as if ship's gravity were too much for him and his thin, dark face had | ost the
ability to smle. "But | want to consider alternatives first. To that end | want you all to hear
the answers to questions |I've been asking you individually. Lourdi, will you tell us about the
Sun?"

Lourdi stood up. She seened to know exactly what was want ed.

"It's very old," she said. "Terribly old and al nost dead. After our Junper went funny the Sun
seens to have followed the nmain sequence all the way. For awhile it got hotter and brighter and
bigger, until it blewup into a red giant. That's probably when Mercury di sappeared. Absorbed.

"Sol could have left the main sequence then, by going nova for exanple, but if it had there
woul dn't be any inner planets. So it stayed a red giant until there wasn't enough fuel to bumto
mai ntain the pressure, and then the structure coll apsed.

"The Sun contracted to a white dwarf. What with unradi ated heat working its way out, and heat of

contraction, and fusion reactions still going on inside, it continued to give off light, and stil
does, even though for all practical purposes there's no fuel left. You can't burn iron. So now the
Sun's a greenish dwarf, and in a fewmllion years it'll be a black one."

"Only millions?"
"Yes, Strac. Only nmillions."
"How nmuch radiation is being put out now?"

Lourdi considered. "About the same as in our tine, but it's bluer light. The Sun is rmuch hotter
than we knew it, but all its light has to radiate through a smaller surface area. Do you want
figures?"

"No thanx, Lourdi. Jinm Farmer, could you grow foodstuffs under such a star?"
Pecul i ar question, thought Verd. He sat up straighter, fighting a horrible suspicion

Jimm | ooked puzzl ed, but answered readily. "If the air was right and I had enough water, sure
could. Plants like ultraviolet. The animals m ght need protection from sunburn."

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Covergent%20Series.txt (26 of 115) [1/14/03 8:07:48 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Covergent%20Series.txt
Strac nodded. "Lourdi, what's the state of the gal axy?"

"Lousy," she said pronptly. "Too nmany dead stars, and nost of what's left are blue-white and white
giants. Too hot. I'll bet that any planet in this neighborhood that has the right tenperature for
life will be a gas giant. The young stars are all in the tips of the galactic arms, and they've
been scattered by the spin of the galaxy. W can find some young stars in the globular clusters.
Do you want to hear about thenf"

"We'd never reach them" said Verd. His suspicion was a certainty. He bl ew orange snoke and
waited, silently daring Strac to put his intention into words.

"Right," said Strac. "Chanda, how is the Brain?"

"Very, very sick. It mght stop working before the decade's end. It'll never |ost out the century,
crippled as it is." Chanda wasn't |ooking so good herself. Her eyes were red, underlined with blue
shadows. Verd thought she had | ost nmass. Her hair hadn't had its usual care. She continued, as if
to herself, "Twice |'ve given it ordinary comands and gotten the Insufficient Data sign. That's
very bad. It means the Brain is starting to distrust the data in its own nmenory banks."

"Just how bad is that?"
"It's a one-way street, with a wiped mind at the end. There's no way to stop it."

"Thanx, Chanda." Strac was carrying it off, but beneath his battered dignity he | ooked deterni ned
and frightened. Verd thought he had reason. "Now you know everything," he told them "Any
comrent s?"

Parliss said, "If we're going star hunting we should stop on Pluto and shovel up an air reserve.
It'd give us a few decades | eeway."

"Uh huh. Anything el se?"
Nobody answer ed.

"Well, that's that." Strac drew a deep breath, let it out slowy. "There's too much risk in
searching the nearby stars. W'Ill have to make do with what we've got. Chanda, please order the
Brain to set us down on the highest flat point in Earth's noon-equator region."

Chanda didn't nove. Nobody noved.

"I knew it," Verd said, very quietly. H's voice echoed in the greater quiet. The crew commopn room
was |ike a nmuseum exhibit. Everyone seened afraid to nove. Everyone but Jimm Farner, who in
careful silence was getting to his feet.

"Didn't you understand, Strac?" Verd paused and tried to nmake his voice persuasive. "The Brain put
you in charge because you had nore useful know edge than the rest of us. You were supposed to find
a new home for the hunman race.”

They were all staring at Strac with varying degrees of horror. Al but Jimm who stood patiently
wai ting for the others to nmake up their mnds.

"You were not supposed to give up and take us hone to die!" Verd snapped. But Strac was ignoring
him Strac was glaring at themall in rage and contenpt.

Parliss, normally Nordic-pale, was white as noonlight. "Strac, it's dead! Leave it! W can find
anot her world--"

"You mewling litter of blind idiots."
Even Ji mm Farner | ooked shocked.

"Do you think I'd kill us all for a tw nge of honesickness? Verd, you know better than that, even
i f nobody el se does. They were on your back, twenty-seven adults and all their potential children
all waiting for you to tell themhow to die. Then cane the nutiny. Now you' re free! They've al
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shifted to ny back!"

H's eyes left Verd' s and ranged over his shocked, silent crew. "ldiots blindly taking orders from
a danaged nechani cal brain. Believing everything you're told. Lourdi!" he snapped. "Wat does 'one
face' nean?"

Lourdi junped. "It neans the body doesn't rotate with respect to its prinmary."
"It doesn't nean the planet has only one face?"

"Wha- at ?"

"The Earth has a back side to it."

"Surel”

"What does it |ook |ike?"

"l don't know. " Lourdi thought a nonent. "The Brain knows. You renenber you asked Chanda to make
the Brain use the radar to check the back side. Then she couldn't get the Brain to show us the
picture. W can't use the tel escope because there's no light, not even infrared. It nust be
terribly cold. Colder than Pluto."

"You don't know," said Strac. "But | do. W' re goi ng down. Chanda?"

"Tell us about it," said Jimm Farner.
"No," said Verd.

He had not known that he was going to speak. He had known only that they had given Strac the
responsibility without the power to match it. But Strac felt the responsibility; he carried it in
hi s bent shoul ders and bl eak expression, in his deep, painful breathing, in his previous attenpts
to pass the buck to soneone else. Wy would Strac want to land on Earth? Verd didn't know. But
Strac nust know what he was doing. Otherw se he couldn't have noved at all.

Someone had to back himup
"No." Verd spoke with all the authority he could nuster. "Chanda, take her down."

"Tell us about it," Jimmrepeated. The authority backing his flat, menacing tone was his own
titani c physical strength.

"No. Shut up, Jimm O we'll let you nake all the decisions fromnow on."

Jimn Farmer thought it over, suddenly |aughed and sat down. Chanda picked up her stylus and began
tappi ng on the speaker.

* k *

The Hogan's Goat lay on her side, nearly in the center of a wide, ancient asteroid crater. There,
marring the rounded spine with its long stinger, was the ragged, heat-stained hole that marked a
meteor strike. There, along two-thirds of the length of her belly, was the gash a rock had nmade in
the | ast seconds of the landing. And at the tail, forward of the braking spine, that static

expl osion of curved netal strips was where the photon drive had been torn free.

A small, fiercely bright Sun burned down from a bl ack sky.

It had been a bad |l anding. Even at the start the Brain was a fraction of a second slow in
adjusting ship's gravity, so that the floor had bucked queasily under them as they dropped. Then,
when they were already falling toward the crater, Strac had suddenly added a new order. The photon
drive had to be accessible after |anding. Chanda had started tappi ngand the ship had flipped on
its side.

The Hogan's Goat had never been built to land on its side. Many of the passengers sported bruises.
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Avran Zooman had broken an arm Wthout boosterspice the bone would be slow to heal
A week of grinding | abor was nearly over.

Only servomachi nery now noved on the crater floor. From Verd' s viewpoint nost of the activity
seened to center around a gigantic silver tube which was ainmed |ike a cannon at a point ten
degrees above the horizon. The drive tube had been towed up against the crater wall, and a
mount ai n of piled, heat-fused earth now buried its |ower end. Cables and fuel pipes joined it
hi gher up.

"H! Is that you, Captain?"

Verd winced. "I"'mon top of the crater wall," he said, because Strac couldn't |locate himfromthe
sound of his voice. The indeterm nate voice had to be Strac. Only Strac would bellowinto a suit
radio. "And |'mnot the captain.”

Strac floated down beside him "I thought |1'd see the sights."
"Good. Have a seat."”

"I find it strange to have to call you Verd," said the astrophysicist. "It used to be just
"Captain.' "

"Serves you right for staging a nmutiny-- Captain.”
"I always knew ny thirst for power would get nme in trouble."

They wat ched as a tractor-nounted robot di sconnected a fuel pipe fromthe drive, then rolled back
A nonment |ater a wash of snoky flane burst fromthe pipe. The flanme changed color and intensity a
dozen tinmes within a few seconds, then died as abruptly as it had begun. The robot waited for the
white heat to | eave the pipe, then rolled forward to reconnect it.

Verd asked, "Wiy are you so calmall of a sudden?"

"My job's over," Strac said with a shrug in his voice. "Nowit's in the lap of Kdapt."
"Aren't you taking an awful chance?"
"Ch? You' ve guessed what I'mtrying to do?"

"I hope it wasn't a secret. There's only one thing you could be doing, with the photon drive al
| aid out and braced like that. You're trying to spin the Earth."

"Why?" Strac baited him

"You nust be hoping there's air and water frozen on the dark side. But it seens like a thin
chance. Wiy were you afraid to explain?"

"You put it that way, then ask why | didn't put it to a vote? Verd, would you have done what |
di d?"

"No. It's too risky."

"Suppose | tell you that | know the air and water is there. It has to be there. | can tell you
what it looks like. It's a great shallow cap of ice, stratified out according to freezing points,
with water ice on the bottom then carbon dioxide, all the way up through a thick nitrogen |ayer
to a few shifting pools of liquid helium Surely you don't expect a one-face world to have a
gaseous at nosphere? It would all freeze out on the night side. It has to!"

"It's there? There's air there? Your professional word?"
"My word as an astrophysicist. There's frozen gas back there."

Verd stretched like a great cat. He couldn't help hinself. He could actually feel the nuscles
around his eyes and cheeks rippling as they relaxed, and a great grin crawl ed toward his ears.
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"You conedi an!" he | aughed. "Wy didn't you say so?"
"Suppose | kept talking?"
Verd turned to | ook at him

"You'll have thought of sone of these things yourself. Can we breathe that air? Billions of years
have passed. Maybe the conposition of the air changed before it froze. Maybe too much of it boiled
off into space while the sun was a red giant. Maybe there's too nuch, generated by outgasing after
the Moon was too far away to skimit off. Lourdi said the Sun is putting out about the right
anount of heat, but just how close will it be to a livable tenperature? Can Ji nm Farner nake us
topsoil? There'll be live soil on the nightside, possibly containing frozen |live bacteria, but can
we get there if we have to?"

"Worst of all, can we spin the Earth in the first place? | know the drive's strong enough. | don't
know about the Earth. There can't be any radioactivity left in the Earth's core, so the pl anet
shoul d be solid rock all the way to the center. But solid rock flows under pressure. We'll get
eart hquakes. Kdapt only knows how bad. Well, Captain, would you have taken all those risks?"

"She bl ows."
The drive was on.

Traces of hydrogen, too thin to stop a neteor, glowed faintly in the destroying light. A beamlike
a spotlight beam reached out over the sharp horizon, pointing dead east. Anything that |ight
touched woul d flane and bl ow away on the wings of a photon wind. The drive nosed a little deeper
intoits tomb of |ava

The ground trenbled. Verd turned on his flying unit, and Strac rose after him Together they
hovered over the quivering Earth. Qher silver specks Boated above the plain.

In space the drive would be generating over a hundred savage gravities. Here ... al nbst none.
Al nost .

Little quick ripples came running in fromthe eastern horizon. They ran across the crater floor in
parallel |ines of dancing dust, comng closer and cl oser together. Rocks showered down fromthe
old ringwall.

"Maybe | wouldn't have risked it," said Verd. "I don't know. "

"That's why the Brain put ne in charge. Did you see the oxygen ice as, we went by the night side?
O was it too dark? To you this frozen atnosphere is pure inmagination, isn't it?"

"Il take your professional word."
"But | don't need to. | knowit's there."

Li nes of dust danced over the shaking ground. But the ripples were I ess violent, and were coni ng
| ess frequently.

"The Brain was damaged," Verd said softly.

"Yes," said Strac, frowning down into the old crater. Suddenly he touched his controls and
dropped. "Cone on, Verd. In a few days there'll be air. W' ve got to be ready for wind and rain."

Li ke Banquo's Ghost

On a hot, lovely fall day | drove out to Stardrive Laboratories. If all went well, that was the
day the Snarkhunter #3 probe would send its final nessage from Al pha Centauri. The Tinmes had
assigned ne to cover the event.
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There were coffee and donuts in the anteroom A diverse lot milled about and introduced each ot her
and shook hands and tal ked. Pretty secretaries noved briskly through the crowd. | recognized
people I'd talked to when | was here two nonths ago, and one | knew only from his picture. Juba
Hendri cks, Senior, had managed Stardrive Labs thirty years ago, when Snarkhunter #3 was | aunched.
He'd retired just afterward, but here he was, enaciated and tottering, to watch his project's end.

| headed for the coffee table. The man everyone called Butch saw nme conmng and drew ne a cup. He
was five feet tall, the color of mahogany, his bright blond hair cut short in a butch cut.

"How good to see you again, M. Lane!" He punped ny hand with enthusiasm "You do renenber me?"

"Of course, Butch, very well indeed." | didn't renenber his full nane, but then, nobody did. And
nobody el se seened to want to talk to him "How have you been?"

"Very well, M. Lane, despite ny allergies. | have been taking shots."

"They seemto help," | said. Last tinme I'd seen himhis nose had dripped constantly. "Your accent
has i nproved too."

He | aughed sel f-consciously. "It is nearly eight o' clock. Shall we nmove into the--" His tongue
stunbl ed, and he had to point.

"The auditoriunf? Yes, let's."

Two nonths ago we'd been here to catch the first signals fromthe Snarkhunter #3 probe as it
entered the vicinity of Al pha Centauri. The probe had been flying since before | was born, but
that had been its first nessage since |leaving the solar system On that occasion it had switched
itself on on schedule, then given us the sizes and | ocations of the Centaurus planets.

The speed of light barred us fromcontrolling the Snarkhunter from Earth. The probe had been
progranmmed to choose the planet nost likely to be earthlike, and to home on it. We had naned that
pl anet Centaura, even before we knew it existed... thirty years ago, when it was known only that
the Centauri suns had pl anets.

Centaura did exist; we knew that now. For the |ast two nonths the Snarkhunter should have been
moving toward it.

The auditoriumhadn't changed much in that tine. Stardrive Labs uses the sane building for all its
publicity on all the probes it currently has flying; but none of those probes had done anything
interesting since the Snarkhuner's last report. There were seventy chairs with ashtrays fixed to

t he backs, set up to face a lighted screen. The screen showed a plot of the Sharkhunter's presumed
position with respect to the planet Centaura. Arrows pointed in the directions of Earth and Al pha
Centauri A. Naturally the plot was 4.3 years out of date, due to light lag. Hanging fromthe
ceiling were eight TV screens, each presently showi ng a diagram of the Al pha Centauri A system In
one corner of the big roomwas a blank sphere eight feet across, with a clear plastic hyperbol a
nmount ed near it. That was new.

But ch pointed. "The curve is the projected course of the Snarkhunter. M. Hendricks, Junior, tells
me they will draw continents on the sphere as the data arrives."

"Naturally," | said. W found seats. | manfully resisted the urge to snoke, that being one of
Butch's all ergies.

Ti me st opped.

I took my coffee in gulps. I'd been up at six o' clock, for the first time in years. My eyes felt
gummy; ny nouth was centuries old.

Most of the seats were enpty. Even under the circunstances, the lack of excitenent was remarkabl e.
On screen were a blank circle and a hyperbola and a couple of arrows, and a little rectangle
showing the time renmaining until perihelion. The rectangl e changed every five minutes, and a new
poi nt appeared on the hyperbola, showi ng the new position of the Snarkhunter instrument package.

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Covergent%20Series.txt (31 of 115) [1/14/03 8:07:48 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Covergent%20Series.txt

Fromtinme to tinme a blurred radi o voice echoed in the auditorium

"I am anmazed," Butch said fervently. "To think that it has come so far! Do you think it wll
fulfill its purpose?”

"As you say, it's cone this far."

"l cannot understand why there is so little excitenent."

He couldn't, could he? "It's partly the time lag," | said. "Who can get excited about old news?"
"l suppose so. Still, so rmuch hinges on the success of the project.”

"My cap's enpty. Can | get you sone cof fee?"

"Ch, no. No thank you."

I went out and filled ny cup, then stayed in the anteroomto snoke a cigarette. Things were
happening too slowy. Thirty years the probe had been on its way, but the hours it needed to round
Centaura were far too | ong. Maybe Butch was getting on ny nerves. Not his fault, of course. He was
unfailingly polite. You couldn't quarrel with his enthusiasm it was genuine. It only seened a
nmockery. And | had to stick with him Butch's reactions were bigger news by far than the

Snar khunter itself.

| spent ten minutes by the coffee dispenser, waiting for interviewes. It was the one sure place
to find anyone you wanted to see. | caught Hendricks, Senior, and Hendricks, Junior, Markham who
had | aunched t he Snarkhunter, and Duryodhana who ran the project now, and several others.

Butch coul dn't stand coffee. Wiat had he been doing out here by the coffee di spenser?
Just what | was doing, of course. Waiting for people to speak to him And nobody wanted to.
I was heading for ny seat when the radio cleared its throat.

"We are receiving the carrier wave from Snarkhunter. Snharkhunter has |ocated Sol and is
transmitting correctly. Repeat, |ocation successful. W are now receiving Snarkhunter."

The air was full of a two-tone nusical note, the sound of the carrier wave, |ow and sweet.
But ch was hugging his knees in delight. "Wnderful! Wat is it telling then? Wiy doesn't he say?"

"The Snarkhunter isn't saying anything," | told him |'d gotten that information fromny
interviews. "It's just a | ocator wave to alert us."

"What kind of wave is the probe using?"

"A light beam a ruby laser. Hear that nusical tone? That's the |aser, translated into sound and
then stepped down to the audible range."

The point on the screen noved anot her notch. Ten minutes to perihelion

The radi o voice said, "W have received our first burst of data from Snarkhunter. Composition of
Centaura's atnosphere is as follows. Oxygen sixteen percent, nitrogen eighty-three percent--" It
continued detailing carbon di oxi de, noble gases, water vapor, ozone, surface pressure, and the

pl anees surface tenperature and magnetic field. Butch hugged his knew and nmade sounds of pleasure.

"Marvel ous!" he enthused. "Marvel ous! From such a di stance! How sensitive, how versatile the
instrunents!"”

"To ne it all seenms anticlimactic."
"I fear that is my own fault. | amsorry."

The radi o saved nme from having to answer. "Decoding of Sharkhunter's transmission is nowin

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Covergent%20Series.txt (32 of 115) [1/14/03 8:07:48 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Covergent%20Series.txt

progress. In a few nminutes we should have a rough map of Centaura's surface." It added,
"Snar khunter is about to pass behind the planet. It will reach perihelion three mnutes later."
The auditorium becane silent. | nmade a shushing notion at Butch. We heard only the nusical sound

of the carrier wave

The sound cut off abruptly.

"I't will not reappear,"” Butch said sadly.

"That's a pity. It was progranmed to take another set of measurenents at perihelion. They would
have been a little nore accurate.”

The point on the screen noved a notch, to its point of closest approach to Centaura.
"lI's that where you shot it down?"

"Yes, at perihelion," said Butch. "How were we to know it was not hostile? W would not have
believed it was possible at all. An instrument package, with no external guidance, finding its way
over such a distance!" He stood up. "A remarkabl e achi evement! Remarkabl e! To have done so much
with so littlel™

"Thanks," | said. Thanks for the pat on the head. "Then you'll go ahead with the trade?"

"I will have to wait," said Butch, "to see if your nap of our world is accurate. Thus far your
measur enent s have been excellent. Unbelievably so! If your map is as good, we have a bargain. W
will trade you our faster-than-light drive for your incredible probes. Together we will explore
space! "

"Fine." | had what | cane for. | rose to | eave

"It has been a lonely year," said Butch. "I do not think I knew why until now. M. Lane, please
don't be offended. Did ny |anding a year ago cause your people to regard their own technol ogy as
i nferior?"

"Of course. Wy wouldn't it? Qur lousy little probe took thirty years to reach Centaura. Your ship
took six nonths! And here you are, like the ghost at the banquet. Ch, dam. |'msorry, Butch. |
| ost ny head."

"And so you all tend to avoid nme. But ny own people felt the sane way, when your probe reached us
four point three years ago. Qur faster-than-light drive was a single |ucky discovery. Your probe
was the conbined result of centuries of single-mnded, terribly expensive |abor and
experinmentation. W are awed. W are not capabl e of such sustained effort. But you cannot believe
that, can you?"

| couldn't. And | can't.

The Meddl er
Soneone was in my room

It had to be one of Sinc's boys. He'd been stupid. 1'd left the lights off. The yellow |light now
seepi ng under the door was all the warning | needed.

He hadn't used the door: the threads were still there. That left the fire escape outside the
bedr oom wi ndow.

I pulled my gun, noved back a little in the corridor to get el bowroom Then-- |'d practiced it
often enough to drive the nmanagenent crazy-- | kicked the door open and was into the roomin one
snmoot h noti on.
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He shoul d have been behind the door, or crouching behind a table, or hidden in the closet with his
eye to the keyhole. Instead he was right out in the niddle of the living room facing the wong
way. He'd barely started to turn when | punped four GyroJdet slugs into him | saw the inpacts
twitching his shirt. One over the heart.

He was fi ni shed.

So | didn't slow down to watch himfall. | crossed the living-roomrug in a diving run and | anded
behi nd the couch. He couldn't be alone. There had to be others. If one had been behind the couch
he m ght have gotten ne, but there wasn't. | scanned the wall behind me, but there was nothing to
bi de under. So | froze, waiting, |istening.

Where were they? The one |I'd shot couldn't have cone al one.

I was peeved at Sinc. As long as he'd sent goons to waylay ne, he night have sent a few who knew
what they were doing. The one |'d shot hadn't had time to know he was in a fight.

"Why did you do that?"

I npossi bly, the voice came fromthe niddle of the living room where I'd left a falling corpse. |
ri sked a quick | ook and brought ny head down fast. The afterimage:

He hadn't nmoved. There was no blood on him No gun visible, but | hadn't seen his right hand.

Bul | et proof vest? Sinc's boys had no rep for that kind of thing, but that had to be it. | stood up
suddenly and fired, aimng between the eyes.

The slug smashed his right eye, off by an inch, and | knew he'd shaken nme. | dropped back and
tried to cool off.

No noises. Still no sign that he wasn't al one.
"I said, "Wy did you do that?'"

MIld curiosity colored his high-pitched voice. He didn't nove as | stood up, and there was no hol e
in either eye.

"Way did | do what?" | asked cleverly.

"Way did you nmake holes in nme? My gratitude for the gift of netal, of course, but--" He stopped
suddenly, like he'd said too nuch and knew it. But | had other worries.

"Anyone el se here?"

"Only we two are present. | beg pardon for invasion of privacy, and will indemify--" He stopped
agai n, as suddenly, and started over. "Who were you expecting?"

"Sinc's boys. | guess they haven't caught on yet. Sinc's boys want to nake holes in ne."

"Ny 2"

Coul d he be this stupid? "To turn me off! To kill me!"

He | ooked surprised, then furious. He was so mad he gurgled. "I should have been inforned! Sonmeone
has been unforgivably sl oppy!"

"Yeah. Me. | thought you nmust be with Sinc. | shouldn't have shot at you. Sorry."

"Not hi ng," he smiled, instantly cal m again.

"But | ruined your suit ..." | trailed off. Holes showed in his jacket and shirt, but no bl ood

"Just what are you?"

He stood about five feet four, a round little man in an ol d-fashi oned brown one-button suit. There
was not a hair on him not even eyelashes. No warts, no winkles, no character |ines. A nebbish,
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one of these guys whose edges are all round, |like someone forgot to put in the fine details.

He spread snoot hly manicured hands. "I ama man |ike yourself."

"Nuts."

"Well," he said angrily, "you would have thought so if the prelimnary investigation team had done

their work properly!"

"You're a-- martian?"

"I amnot a martian. | am-'
study your species."

He gurgled. "Also | am an ant hropol ogi st. Your world. | amhere to

"You're from outer space?"

"Very. The direction and distance are secret, of course. My very existence shoul d have been

secret." He scowl ed deeply. Rubber face, | thought, not knowing the half of it yet.

"I won't talk," | reassured him "But you cane it a bad tinme. Any minute now, Sinc's going to
figure out who it is that's on his tail. Then he'll be on mne, and this dunp'll be ground zero. |
hate to brush you. |'ve never net a ... whatever."

"I too nust termnate this interview, since you know nme for what I am But first, tell ne of your
quarrel . Wiy does Sinc want to nake holes in you?"

"H's nane is Lester Dunhaven Sinclair the third. He runs every racket in this city. Look, we've
got time for a drink-maybe. |'ve got scotch, bourbon--"

He shuddered. "No, | thank you."
"Just trying to set you at ease." | was a little mffed.

"Then perhaps | may adapt a nore confortable form while you drink-- whatever you choose. If you
don't mnd."

"Pl ease yourself." | went to the rolling bar and poured bourbon and tap water, no ice. The
apartnent house was dead quiet. | wasn't surprised. |'ve lived here a couple of years now, and the
other tenants have | earned the routine. Wen guns go off, they hide under their beds and stay

t here.

"You won't be shocked?" My visitor seemed anxious. "If you are shocked, please say so at once."

And he nmelted. | stood there with the paper cup to nmy Ilip and watched himflow out of his one-
button suit and take the conpact shape of a hal f-deflated gray beach ball

| downed the bourbon and poured nmore, no water. My hands stayed steady.

""" ma private cop,” | told the martian. He'd extruded a convol uted sonmething | deci ded was an
ear. "When Sinc showed up about three years ago and started taking over the rackets, | stayed out
of his way. He was the |aw s business, | figured. Then he bought the law, and that was okay too.

I'mno crusader."

"Crusader?" Hi s voice had changed. Now it was deep, and it sounded |i ke sonething bubbling up from
atar pit.

"Never mind. | tried to stay clear of Sinc, but it didn't work. Sinc had a client of mne killed
Morrison, his nane was. | was following Murrison's wife, getting evidence for a divorce. She was
shacking up with a guy naned Adler. | had all the evidence | needed when Mrrison di sappeared.

"Then | found out Adler was Sinc's right hand."
"Ri ght hand? Not hing was said of hive cultures."

" Huh?"
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"One nore thing the prelimteamw ||l have to answer for. Continue tal king. You fascinate ne."

"I kept working on it. What could | do? Mrrison was ny client, and he was dead. | collected

pl enty of evidence against Adler, and | turned it over to the cops. Mrrison's body never turned
up, but | had good corpus delicti evidence. Anyway, Sinc's bodies never do turn up. They j ust

di sappear.

"I turned what | had over to the cops. The case was squashed. Sonehow the evidence got |ost. One
ni ght | got beat up."

"Beat up?"
"Al nost any kind of inpact,"” | told him "can damage a human bei ng."

"Real ly!" he gurgled. "All that water, | suppose."”

"Maybe. In ny line you have to heal fast. Wll, that tore it. | started | ooking for evidence
against Sinc hinself. A week ago | sent Xeroxes off to the Feds. | let one of Sinc's boys find a
coupl e of the copies. Bribery evidence, nothing exciting, but enough to hurt. | figured it

woul dn't take Sinc long to figure out who made them The Xerox machine | borrowed was in a
bui |l di ng he owns."

"Fascinating. | think | will nmake holes in the Lady of Prelimnary Investigation!"

"WIIl that hurt?"

"She is not a--" CGurgle. "She is a--" Loud, shrill bird whistle.

"I get it. Anyway, you can see how busy |'mgoing to be. Miuch too busy to tal k about, uh

ant hropol ogy. Any nminute now I'll have Sinc's boys all over me, and the first one | kill I'"Il have
the cops on ne too. Maybe the cops'll come first. | dunno.”

"May | watch? | promise not to get in your path."

n \N]y?ll

He cocked his ear, if that was what it was. "An exanple. Your species has devel oped an extensive
system of engineering using alternating current. We were surprised to find you transnitting
electricity so far, and using it in so nany ways. Some nay even be worth imtating."

"That's nice. So?"
"Perhaps there are other things we can learn fromyou."

| shook ny head. "Sorry, short stuff. This party's bound to get rough, and | don't want any
bystanders getting hurt. Wat the hell am | tal king about. Holes don't hurt you?"

"Very little hurts ne. My ancestors once used genetic engineering to inprove their design. My
maj or weaknesses are susceptibility to certain organic poisons, and a voraci ous appetite.”

"Ckay, stay then. Maybe after it's all over you can tell me about Mars, or wherever you cane from
I'd like that."

"Where | cone fromis classified. | can tell you about Mars."

"Sure, sure. Howd you like to raid the fridge while we wait? If you're so hungry all the tine--
hold it."

Sliding footsteps.

They were out there. A handful of them if they were trying to keep it a secret. And these had to
be from Sinc, because all the neighbors were under their beds by now.

The martian heard it too. "Wat shall | do? I cannot reach human form fast enough.”
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| was already behind the easy chair. "Then try sonething el se. Sonething easy."

A nonment later | had two nmatching black | eather footstools. They both matched the easy chair, but
maybe nobody' d noti ce.

The door slammed wi de open. | didn't pull the trigger, because nobody was there. Just the enpty
hal | way.

The fire escape was outside ny bedroom wi ndow, but that wi ndow was | ocked and bolted and ri gged
with alarns. They wouldn't get in that way. Unless--

| whi spered, "Hey! How did you get in?"

"Under the door."

So that was all right. The wi ndow alarns were still working. "Did any of the tenants see you?"
n ’\b.
"Good." | get enough conplaints fromthe managenent w thout that.

More faint rustling fromoutside the door. Then a hand and gun appeared for an instant, fired at

random vani shed. Another hole in my walls. He'd had tine to see ny head, to place ne. | ran | ow
for the couch. | was getting set again, both eyes on the door, when a voice behind ne said, "Stand
up slow. "

You had to adnire the guy. He'd got through the wi ndow alarns without a twitch, into the living
roomw thout a sound. He was tall, olive-skinned, with straight black hair and bl ack eyes. Hi s gun
was centered on the bridge of my nose.

| dropped the GyroJdet and stood up. Pushing it now would only get ne kill ed.
He was very relaxed, very steady. "That's a GyroJdet, isn't it? Wiy not use a regul ar heater?"

"I like this," I told him Maybe he'd cone too close, or take his eyes off nme, or-- anything.
"I't's light as a toy, with no recoil. The gun is just a |launching chanber for the rocket sl ugs,
and they pack the punch of a forty-five."

"But, man! The slugs cost a buck forty-five each!"
"I don't shoot that many people."

"At those prices, | believe it. Ckay, turn around slow. Hands in the air." Hi s eyes hadn't left ne

for a noment.

| turned my back. Next would be a sap--

Sonet hi ng netal brushed against ny head, feather-light. | whirled, struck at his gun hand and his
larynx. Pure habit. 1'd noved the instant the touch told nme he was in reach
He was stumbling back with his hand to his throat. | put a fist in his belly and | anded the ot her

on his chin. He dropped, trying to curl up. And sure enough, he was hol ding a sap

But why hadn't he hit ne with it? Fromthe feel of it, he'd laid it gently on top of ny head,
carefully, as if he thought the sap might shatter

"Al'l right, stand easy." The hand and gun cane through the doorway, attached to six feet of clean
living. | knew himas Handel. He | ooked I|ike any blond brainless hero, but he wasn't brainless,
and he was no hero.

He said, "You're going to hate yourself for doing that."

The footstool behind himbegan to change shape.
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"Dammit," | said, "that's not fair."
Handel | ooked comically surprised, then smled winningly. "Two to one?"

"l was talking to ny footstool."

"Turn around. Weve got orders to bring you to Sinc, if we can. You could still get out of this
alive."
| turned around. "1'd like to apol ogi ze."

"Save it for Sinc."

"No, honest. It wasn't ny idea to have soneone else mix In this. Especially--" Again | felt
sonet hi ng brush agai nst the side of ny head. The martian nmust be doing sonething to stop the

i npact .

| could have taken Handel then. | didn't nove. It didn't seemright that | could break Handel's
neck when he couldn't touch me. Two to one |I don't mind, especially when the other guy's the one
Sonetimes I'Il even let sonme civic-mnded bystander help, if theres some chance he'll live through
it. But this..

"What's not fair?" asked a high, conplaining voice.

Handel screaned |like a wonan. | turned to see himcharge into the door janb, back up a careful two
feet, try for the door again and make it.

Then | saw t he f oot st ool

He was al ready changi ng, softening in outline, but I got an idea of the shape Handel had seen. No
wonder it had softened his mind. | felt it softening ny bones, nelting the marrow, and | cl osed ny
eyes and whi spered, "Danmit, you were supposed to watch."

"You told ne the inpact woul d danage you."

"That's not the point. Detectives are always getting hit on the head. W expect it."
"But how can | learn anything fromwatching you if your little war ends so soon?"
"Well, what do you learn if you keep junping in?"

"You may open your eyes."

I did. The martian was back to his nebbish form He had fished a pair of orange shorts out of his
pile of clothes. "I do not understand your objection,” he said. "This Sinc will kill you if he
can. Do you want that?"

"No, but--"

"Do you believe that your side is in the right?"
"Yes, but--"

"Then why should you not accept ny hel p?"

I wasn't sure nyself. It felt wong. It was |ike sneaking a suitcase bonmb into Sinc's nansion and
blowing it up.

| thought about it while | checked the hall. Nobody there. | closed the door and braced a chair
under the knob. The dark one was stiff with us: he was trying to sit up

"Look," | told the martian. "Maybe | can explain, maybe | can't. But if | don't get your word to
stay out of this, I'll leave town. | swear it. I'll just drop the whole thing. Understand?"
"No. "
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"WIIl you pronise?"
"Yes."

The Spani sh type was rubbing his throat and staring at the martian. | didn't blame him Fully
dressed, the martian could have passed for a nman, but not in a pair of orange undershorts. No hair
or nipples marked his chest. The Spanish type turned his flashing white snile on ne and asked,
"Who' s he?"

“I'"l1l ask the questions. Wio're you?"

"Don Donmingo." Hs accent was soft and Spanish. If he was worried, it didn't show "Hey, how cone
you didn't fall down when | hit you?"

"I said I'll ask the--"

"Your face is turning pink. Are you enbarrassed about sonethi ng?"
"Dammi t, Domi ngo, where's Sinc? Where were you supposed to take ne?"
"The pl ace."

"What place? The Bel Air place?"

"That's the one. You know, you have the hardest head--"

"Never mind that!"

"Ckay, okay. What will you do now?"

I couldn't call the lawin. "Tie you up, | guess. After this is over, I'll turn you in for
assault."
"After this is over, you won't be doing nuch, | think. You will live as long as they shoot at your

head, but when--"
"Now drop that!"

The martian cane out of the kitchen. His hand was flowing around a tin of corned beef, engulfing
it tin and all. Dom ngo's eyes went w de and round.

Then the bedroom expl oded.

It was a fire bonb. Half the living roomwas in flanmes in an instant. | scooped up the GyroJdet,
stuck it in ny pocket.

The second bonmb exploded in the hall. A blast of flame blew the door inward, picked up the chair
I'd used to brace the door and flung it across the room

"No!" Domi ngo yelled. "Handel was supposed to wait! Now what ?"

Now we roast, | thought, stunmbling back with my armraised against the flanes. A cal mtenor voice
asked, "Are you suffering from excessive heat?"

"Yes! Dammit, yes!"

A huge rubber ball slamed into nmy back, hurling ne at the wall. | braced ny arns to take up sone
of the inpact. It was still going to knock ne silly. Just before |I reached it, the wall
di sappeared. It was the outside wall. Conpletely off balance, | dashed through an eight-foot hole

and out into the enpty night, six floors above concrete.

| clenched ny teeth on the scream The ground came up-- the ground cane up-- where the hell was
the ground? | opened ny eyes. Everything was happening in slow notion. A second stretched to
eternity. | had tine to see strollers turning to crane upward, and to spot Handel near a corner of
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the buil di ng, holding a handkerchief to his bleeding nose. Tine to | ook over ny shoul der as
Dom ngo stood agai nst a flam ng background, poised in slow notion in an eight-foot circle cut
through the wall of ny apartnent.

Flanme |icked him He junped.
Sl ow noti on?

He went past me like a falling safe. | saw himhit; | heard himhit. It's not a good sound. Living
on Wall Street during Novenber '80, | heard it night after night during the weeks follow ng the
el ection. | never got used to it.

Despite everything ny belly and groin were telling me, | was not falling. | was sinking, |ike
through water. By now half a dozen people were watching ne settle. They all had their nouths open
Sonet hi ng poked ne in the side, and | slapped at it and found nyself clutching a .45 slug. |

pl ucked anot her off nmy cheek. Handel was shooting at ne.

| fired back, not aimng too well. If the martian hadn't been "helping" ne |'d have bl own his head
off without a thought. As it was-- anyway, Handel turned and ran

| touched ground and wal ked away. A dozen hot, curious eyes bored into nmy back, but nobody tried
to stop ne.

There was no sign of the martian. Nothing else followed nme either. | spent half an hour going
through the usual contortions to shake a tail, but that was just habit. |I wound up in a snall,
anonynous bar.

My eyebrows were gone, giving ne a surprised | ook I found nyself studying ny reflection in the bar
mrror, looking for other signs that I'd been in a fight.

My face, never particularly handsonme, has been dignified by scar tissue over the years, and ny

Iight brown hair never wants to stay in place. | had to nove the part a year back to match a
bull et crease in nmy scalp. The scars were all there, but I couldn't find any new cuts or bruises.
My clothes weren't nussed. | didn't hurt anywhere. It was all unreal and vaguely dissatisfying.

But my next brush with Sinc would be for, real

I had ny GyroJet and a sparse handful of rocket slugs in one pocket. Sinc's nansion was guarded
like Fort Knox. And Sinc would be expecting nme; he knew | wouldn't run

We knew a | ot about each other, considering we'd never net.

Sinc was a teetotaler. Not a fanatic; there was |liqour on the prenmises of his mansion-fort. But it
had to be kept out of Sinc's sight.

A woman usual ly shared his rooms. Sinc's taste was excellent. He changed his wonen frequently.
They never |eft angry, and that's unusual. They never |eft poor, either

I'"d dated a couple of Sinc's exes, letting themtalk about Sinc if they cared to. The consensus:
Sinc was an all-right guy, a spender, inventive and enthusiastic where it counted.
And neither particularly wanted to go back

Sinc paid well and in full. He'd bail a man out of jail if the occasion arose. He never crossed
anyone. Stranger yet, nobody ever crossed him |'d had real trouble |earning anything about Sinc
Nobody had wanted to tal k.

But he'd crossed Dom ngo. That had caught us both by surprise.

Put it different. Someone had crossed Doni ngo. Domi ngo had been waiting for rescue, not bonbs. So
had I. It was Sinc's policy to pull his boys out if they got burned.

Ei t her Dom ngo had been crossed against Sinc's orders, or Sinc was serious about wanting ne dead.
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I nmeet all kinds of people. | like it that way. By now | knew enough about Sinc to want to know
nmore, much nore. | wanted to neet him And | was dam glad |'d shaken the nartian, because..

Just what was it that bugged nme about the martian?

It wasn't the strangeness. | nmeet all kinds. The way he shifted shape could throw a guy, but |
don't bug easy.

Manners? He was al nost too polite. And hel pful
Much too hel pful

That was part of it. The lines of battle had been drawn... and then sonmething had stepped in from
out er space. He was deus ex machina, the angel who descends on a string to set everything right,
and incidentally to ruin the story. Me tackling Sinc with the martian's help was |ike a cop

pl anting evidence. It was wong. But nore than that, it seemed to rob the thing of all its point,
so that nothing nmattered.

| shrugged angrily and had another drink. The bartender was trying to close. | drank up fast and
wal ked out in a clump of tired drunks.

My car had tools |I could use, but by now there' d be a bonb under the hood. | caught a cab and gave
hi m an address on Bell agio, a couple of blocks fromSinc's place, if you can nunber anything in
that area in "blocks.” It's all hills, and the streets can drive you nuts. Sinc's hone ground was
a lunpy triangle with twisted sides, and big. It nust have cost the Moon to | andscape. One
afternoon |I'd wal ked past it, casing it. | couldn't see anything except through the gate. The
fence was covered by thick clinbing ivy. There were alarnms in the ivy.

| waited till the taxi was gone, then | oaded the GyroJet and started wal king. That |eft one rocket
slug still in nmy pocket.

I n that nei ghborhood there was sonmething to duck behind every tine a car cane by. Trees, hedges,
gates with nassive stone pillars. Wen | saw headlights | ducked, in case Sinc's boys were
patrolling. Alittle walking took nme to within sight of the ivy fence. Any closer and |'d be
spott ed.

So | ducked onto the property of one of Sinc's neighbors.

The place was an oddity: a rectangular pool with a di nky pool house at one end, a main house that
was all right angles, and, between the two, a winding brook with a small bridge across it and
trees hanging over the water. The brook nust have been there before the house, and sonme of the
trees too. It was a bit of primal wlderness that jarred strangely with all the right angles
around it. | stuck with the brook, naturally.

This was the easy part. A burglary rap was the worst that coul d happen to ne.
I found a fence. Beyond was asphalt, streetlanps, and then the ivy barrier to Sinc's domain.

Wre cutters? In the car. 1'd be a sitting duck if | tried to go over. It could have been sticky,
but | noved along the fence, found a rusty gate, and persuaded the padl ock to open for nme. Seconds
later | was across the street and huddl ed against the ivy, just where |'d taken the trouble to
hunt out a few of the al arns.

Ten mnutes later | went over.

Sifting duck? Yes. | had a clear view of the house, huge and nostly dark. In the nonent before
dropped, soneone woul d have had a clear view of ne, too, framed by |lanplight at the top of the
fence.

I dropped between inner and outer fence and took a nonment to think. | hadn't expected an inner
fence. It was four feet of solid brick topped by six feet of wiring; and the wiring had a | ook of
hi gh vol t age
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Now what ?

Maybe | could find sonmething to short out the fence. But that would alert the house just as | was
going over. Still, it might be the best chance.

O 1 could go back over the ivy and try the gate defenses. Maybe | could even bluff ny way

through. Sinc nust be as curious about ne by now as | was about him Everything | knew about Sinc

was in the present tense. O his past | knew only that there were no records of his past. But if

Sinc had heard about ny floating lightly down froma sixth-floor wi ndow, not unlike Mary Poppins
it mght be worth a try. At least I'd live long enough to see what Sinc | ooked |ike.

O --
"Hell 0. How does your war proceed?"”

| sighed. He drifted down beside ne, still manshaped, dressed in a dark suit. | saw ny mi stake
when he got closer. He'd altered his skin color to make a suit, shirt, and tie. At a distance it
woul d pass. Even cl ose up, he had nothing that needed hiding.

"I thought 1'd got rid of you," | conplained. "Are you bigger?" At a guess, his size had nearly
doubl ed.
"Yes. | becane hungry."

"You weren't kidding about your appetite.™

"The war," he reminded ne. "Are you planning to invade?"
"I was. | didn't know about this fence."
"Shall 1--"

"No! No, you shall not whatever you were thinking about. Just watch!"
"What am | to watch? You have done nothing for several minutes.”
“I'"l1l think of something."

"OF course."

"But whatever | do, | won't use your help, now or ever. If you want to watch, fine, be ny guest.
But don't help."

"I do not understand why not."

"I't's like bugging a guy's telephone. Sinc has certain rights, even if he is a crook. He's inmmune
from cruel and unusual punishment. The FBI can't bug his phone. You can't kill himunless you try
himfirst, unless he's breaking a law at the tinme. And he shouldn't have to worry about arnmed
attack by martians!"

"Surely if Sinc hinmself breaks the rules--"
"There are rules for dealing with | anwbreakers!" | snapped.

The martian didn't answer. He stood beside me, seven feet tall and pudgy, a dark, manlike shape in
the dimlight fromthe house.

"Hey. How do you do all those things you do? Just a talent?"

"No. | carry inplenents." Something poked itself out of his baby-snooth chest, sonething hard that
gleaned like metal. "This, for instance, danps nomentum O her portable artifacts | essen the pul
of gravity, or reprocess the air in nmy lung."

"You keep themall inside you?"
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"Way not? | can nmke fingers of all sizes inside ne."
" d.]. n

"You have said that there are rules for dealing with rule breakers. Surely you have al ready broken
those rules. You have trespassed on private property. You have departed the scene of an accident,
Don Doni ngo's death. You have--"

"Al right."
"Then--?"
"AIl right, I'lIl try again." | was wasting too nuch tine. Getting over the fence was inportant.

But so, sonehow, was this. Because in a sense the nartian was right. This had nothing to do with
rules...

"I't has nothing to do with rules,” | told him "At |east, not exactly. Wat counts is power. Sinc
has taken over this city, and he'll want others too, later. He's got too nuch power. That's why
sonmeone has to stop him

"And you give nme too nuch power. A-- a nman who has too nmuch power |oses his head. | don't trust
myself with you on ny side. I'ma detective. If | break a law | expect to be jailed for it unless
| can explain why. It nakes me careful. If | tackle a crook who can whip nme, | get bruised. If |
shoot someone who doesn't deserve it, | go to prison. It all tends to nake ne careful. But with
you around--"

"You | ose your caution," said the dark bul k beside ne. He spoke al nbost nmusingly, with nore of
human expression than |I'd heard before. "You nmay be tenpted to take nore power than is good for
you. | had not expected your species to be so w se."

"You thought we were stupid?"

"Perhaps. | had expected you to be grateful and eager for any help | mght give. Now |l begin to
understand your attitude. W, too, try to bal ance out the anmpbunt of power given to individuals.
What is that noise?"

It was a rustling, a scanpering, barely audible but not at all furtive.
"I don't know. "

"Have you deci ded upon your next nove?"

"Yes. |-- damm! Those are dogs!"

"What are dogs?"

Suddenly they were there. In the dark I couldn't tell. what breed, but they were big, and they
didn't bark. In a rustling of claws scrabbling on cenent, they rounded the curve of the brick
wal |, coming fromboth sides, terribly fast. | hefted the GyroJet and knew there were tw ce as
many dogs as | had shots.

Li ghts came on, bright and sudden, all over the grounds. | fired, and a finger of flane reached
out and touched one of the dogs. He fell, tunbling, lost in the pack

Al the lights went deep red, blood red. The dogs stopped. The noi se stopped. One dog, the
nearest, was conpletely off the ground, hovering in nid-leap, his |ips skinned back from sharp
ruby teeth.

"It seens | have cost you tinme," the martian murnured. "May | return it?"
"What did you do?"

"I have used the danper of inertiain a projected field. The effect is as if tine has stopped for
all but us. In viewof the length of time | have kept you talking, it is the least | can do."
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Dogs to the left and dogs to the right, and lights all the hell over the place. |I found nen with
rifles placed |ike statues about the w de | awn."

"I don't know if you're right or wong," | said. "I'lIl be dead if you turn off that time-stopper.
But this is the last tinme. OCkay?"

"Ckay. W will use only the inertia damper."

"I'"ll rmove around to the other side of the house. Then you turn off the gadget. It'Il give nme sone
time to find a tree. "

We went. | stepped carefully anmong the statues of dogs. The martian floated behind |ike a
gigantic, pudgy ghost. The channel between inner and outer fence went all the way around to the
gate at the front of the house. Near the gate the inner fence pinched against the outer, and
ended. But before we reached that point | found a tree. It was big and it was old, and one thick
branch stretched above the fence to hover over our heads.

"Ckay, turn off the gadget."

The deep red lights glared a sudden white. | went up the ivy. Long arns and oversi zed hands are a
big help to ny fanpus nonkey act. No point now in worrying about alarns. | had to bal ance standi ng
on the outer fence to reach the branch with nmy fingers. Wen | put ny weight on it it dipped three
feet and started to creak. | noved al ong hand over hand, and swung up into the |eaves before ny
feet could brush the inner fence. At a confortable crouch | noved al ong the side of the house,

| ooki ng for a w ndow.

There were at least three riflenen on the front awn. They were noving in a search pattern, but
they didn't expect to find anything. Al the action was supposed to be in back

The martian floated into the air and noved across the fence. He nicked the top going over. A blue
spark snapped, and he dropped |ike a sack of wheat. He | anded agai nst the fence, grounded now, and
electricity | eaped and sizzled. Ozone and burnt nmeat nixed in the cold night air. | dropped out of
the tree and ran to him | didn't touch him The current would have killed ne.

It had certainly killed him

And that was sonething |I'd never thought of. Bullets didn't faze him He could produce miracles on
demand. How could he be killed by a sinple electric fence? If he'd only nentioned that! But he'd
been surprised even to find that we had electricity.

I"d et a bystander be killed. The one thing I'd sworn | would never do again.

Now he was nothing |ike human. Metal things poked gl eaning fromthe dead nass that had been an
ant hropol ogi st fromthe stars. The rustle of current had stopped seconds ago. | pulled one of the
met al gadgets out of the mass, slid it in a pocket, and ran

They spotted nme right away. | took a zigzag course around a fenced tennis court, running for the
front door. There were man-length wi ndows on either side of the door. | ran up the steps, brought
the GyroJdet down in a hurried slashing bl ow that broke nost of the panes in one wi ndow, and dove
off the steps into a |ine of bushes.

When t hi ngs happen that fast, your nmind has to fill in the gaps between what you saw and what you
didn't.

Al'l three gunnmen chased ne frantically up the steps and through the front door, shouting at the
tops of their lungs.

| settled nyself to take stock

Sonmebody nust have decided |I couldn't go through all that jagged glass. He nust have outshouted
the others, too, because | heard the hunt start again. | clinbed a piece of wall, found a little
| edge outside a darkened second-fl oor wi ndow. | got the w ndow up w thout too rmuch noi se.
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For the first time on this crazy night, | was beginning to think I knew what | was doi ng. That
seermed odd, because | didn't know nuch about the |ayout of the house, and | hadn't the faintest
i dea where | was.

But at least | knew the rules of the gane. The variable, the martian, the deus ex nmachi na, was out
of the picture.

The rul es were: whoever saw ne would kill ne if he could. No bystanders, no good guys woul d be
here tonight. There woul d be no conplex noral choices. | would not be offered supernatural help
in return for my soul or otherwise. All | had to do was try to stay alive.

(But a bystander had died.)

The bedroom was enpty. Two doors led to a closet and a bathroom Yellow |ight seeped under a third
door. No choice here. | pulled the GyroJet and eased the third door open

A face jerked up over the edge of a reading chair. | showed it the gun, kept it aimed as | wal ked
around in front of the chair. Nobody else was in the room

The face could have used a shave. It was beefy, m ddl e-aged, but synmetrical enough except for an

oversi zed nose. "I know you," it said, calmy enough considering the circunstances.
"I know you too." It was Adler, the one who'd gotten ne into this ness, first by cohabiting with
Morrison's wife and then by killing Mrrison.

"You're the guy Morrison hired," said Adler. "The tough private eye. Bruce Cheseborough. Wy
couldn't you let well enough al one?"

"l couldn't afford to."
"You couldn't afford not to. Have sone coffee."”
"Thanks. You know what' || happen if you yell or anything?"

"Sure." He picked up a water glass, dunped the water in the wastebasket. He picked up a silver
thernos and poured coffee into his own coffee cup and into the water gl ass, noving slowy and
evenly. He didn't want to nake ne nervous.

He hinself was no nore than nildly worried. That was reassuring, in a way, because he probably
woul dn't do anything stupid. But... I'd seen this sane calmin Don Dom ngo, and | knew the cause
Adl er and Doni ngo and everyone el se who worked for Sinc, they all had perfect faith in him

What ever trouble they were in, Sinc would get them out.

I watched Adler take a healthy gulp of coffee before | touched the glass. The coffee was black and
strong, heavily laced with good brandy. My first gulp tasted so good | damm near smled at Adler.

Adl er smled back. His eyes were wide and fixed, as if he were afraid to | ook anay fromnme. As if
he expected nme to explode. | tried to think of a way he coul d have dropped sonething in the coffee
wi thout drinking it hinself. There wasn't any.

"You nmade a nistake," | told him and gul ped nore coffee. "If nmy nane had been R p Hanmer or M ke
Hero, | m ght have dropped the whol e thing when | found out you were with Sinc's boys. But when
your name is Bruce Cheseborough, Junior, you can't afford to back out of a fight."

"You shoul d have. You might have lived." He said it wthout concentrating on it. A puzzled frown
tugged at the corners of his eyes and nouth. He was still waiting for sonething to happen

"Tell you what. You wite nme out a confession, and | can | eave here w thout killing anyone. \Wn't
t hat be nice?"

"Sure. What should I confess to?"

"Killing Mrrison."
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"You don't expect ne to do that."

"Not really."

"I"'mgoing to surprise you." Adler got up, stiff, slow, and went behind the desk. He kept his
hands high until | was around behind him "I'lIl wite your dam confession. You know why? Because
you'll never use it. Sinc'll see to that."

"I f anyone cones through that door--"

"I know, | know. " He started witing. Wile he was at it, | exanmined the tool |1'd taken fromthe
martian's corpse. it was white shiny nmetal, with a conplex shape that was |ike nothing |I'd ever
seen. Like the plastic guts in a toy gun, half nelted and then cooled, so that all the parts were
merged and rounded. | had no idea what it did. Anyway, it was no good to ne. | could see slots
where buttons or triggers were buried, but they were too small for fingers. Tweezers night have
reached them or a hatpin.

Adl er handed ne the paper he'd been witing on. He'd nade it short, and pointed: notive, neans,
details of time. Most of it | already knew.

"You don't say what happened to the body."
"Same thing that happened to Dom ngo."
" Donmi ngo?"

"Domi ngo, sure. When the cops cane to pick himup in back of your place, he was gone. Even the
bl oodstai ns were gone. A mracle, right?" Adler smled nastily. Wien | didn't react he | ooked
puzzl ed.

"How?" | asked him

Adl er shrugged unconfortably. "You already know, don't you? | won't wite it down. It would bring
Sinc in. You'll have to settle for what you've got."

"Ckay. Now | tie you up and wend ny way honmeward."

Adl er was startled. He couldn't have faked it. "Now?"

"Sure. You killed ny client, not Sinc."

He grinned, not believing me. And he still thought sonething was about to happen

| used the bathrobe sash for his arns and a handkerchief for a gag. There were other bathrobes in

the closet to finish the job. He still didn't believe | was going to | eave, and he was stil
wai ting for sonething to happen. | left himon the bed, in the dark
Now what ?

I turned off the lights in the sitting roomand went to the wi ndow The |awn was alive with nen
and dogs and far too nmuch light. That was the direct way out.

I had Adler's hide in ny pocket. Adler, who had killed nmy client. Was | still chasing Sinc? O
should | try to get clear with that piece of paper?

CGet clear, of course

| stood by the w ndow, picking out shadows. There was a |ot of light, but the shadows of bushes
and trees were jet black. |I found a line of hedge, lighted on this side; but | could try the
other. Or nove along that side of the tennis court, then hop across to that odd-I|ooking statue--

The door opened suddenly, and | whirled.

A man in dark slacks and a snoking jacket stood facing my gun. Unhurriedly, he stepped through the
door and closed it behind him
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It was Sinc. Lester Dunhaven Sinclair Il was a man in perfect condition, not a pound overwei ght
or underwei ght, with gymasium nuscles. | guessed his age at thirty-four or so. Once before |I'd
seen him in public, but never close enough to see what | saw now. that his thick blond hair was a
Wi g.

He smiled at ne. "Cheseborough, isn't it?"

"Yeah."
"What did you do with ny... lieutenant?" He | ooked ne up and down. "I gather he's still with us."
"I'n the bedroom Tied up." | noved around to | ock the door to the hall

| understood now why Sinc's nmen had made himinto sonething |like a feudal overlord. He neasured
up. He inspired confidence. H s confidence in hinself was total. Looking at him | could al npst
bel i eve that nothing could stand agai nst him

"I gather you were too intelligent to try the coffee. A pity," said Sinc. He seened to be

exanm ning nmy gun, but with no trace of fear. | tried to think it was a bluff, but | couldn't. No
man coul d put across such a bluff. H's twitching nuscles would give himaway. | began to be afraid
of Sinc.

"Apity," he repeated. "Every night for the past year Adler has gone to bed with a pot of coffee
spi ked wi th brandy. Handel too."

What was he tal king about? The coffee hadn't affected me at all. "You' ve lost ne," | said.

"Have 1?" Snmiling as if he'd won a victory, Sinc began to gurgle. It was eerily famliar, that
gurgle. | felt the rules changing again, too fast to follow Smling, gurgling rhythmcally, Sinc
put a hand in his pants pocket and pulled out an autonmatic. He took his tine about it.

It was not a big gun, but it was a gun; and the nonment | knew that, | fired.

A GyroJdet rocket slug burns its solid fuel in the first twenty-five feet, and noves fromthere on
momentum Sinc was twenty-five feet away. Flame reached out to tap himon the shoul der joint, and
Sinc smled indulgently. H s gun was steady on the bridge of ny nose.

I fired at his heart. No effect. The third shot perforated the space between his eyes. | saw the
hole close, and I knew. Sinc was cheating too.

He fired.

I blinked. Cold fluid trickled down fromny forehead, stung ny eyes, dribbled across ny lips. |
tasted rubbi ng al cohol

"You're a martian too," | said.

"No need for insult,” Sinc said mldly. He fired again. The gun was a squirtgun, a plastic kid's

toy shaped like an automatic. | w ped the al cohol out of nmy eyes and | ooked at him

"Well," said Sinc. "Well." He reached up, peeled his hair off, and dropped it. He did the sane
with his eyebrows and eyel ashes. "Well, where is he?"

"He told ne he was an... anthropol ogi st. Was he |ying?"

"Sure, Cheseborough. He was the Man. The Law. Hes tracked me over distances you couldn't even
wite down." Sinc backed up against a wall. "You wouldn't even understand what my people called ny
crime. And you've no reason to protect him He used you. Every tinme he stopped a bullet for you,

it was to make ne think you were him That's why he hel ped you on a floating act. That's why he's
di sposed of Domi ngo's body. You were his stal king-horse. |I'm supposed to kill you while he's
sneaking up on ne. He'll sacrifice you without a qualm Now where is he?"

"Dead. He didn't know about electric fences."
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A voice fromthe hall, Handel's voice, bellowed, "M. Sinclair! Are you all right in there?"

"I have a guest," Sinc called out. "He has a gun."

"What do we do?"

"Don't do anything,"” Sinc called to him And then he started to laugh. He was | osing his hunan
contours, "relaxing" because | already knew what he was.

"I wouldn't have believed it," he chuckled. "He tracked me all that way to die on an electric
fence!"

H s chuckl es cut off like a broken tape, nmaking me wonder how real they were, how real his
| aughter could be with his no doubt weird breathing system

"The current couldn't kill him of course. It nust have shorted his airmker and bl own the
battery."
"The spi ked coffee was for him" | guessed. "He said he could be killed by organi c poisons. He

meant al cohol . "

"Cbviously. And all | did was give you a free drink," he chuckl ed.
"I've been pretty gullible. |I believed what your wonen told me."
"They didn't know." He did a pretty accurate doubl e take. "You thought... Cheseborough, have

made rude coments about your sex |ife?"
"No. Wy?"
"Then you can | eave m ne al one."

He had to be kidding. No be didn't; he could take any shape he |iked. Ww, | thought. Sinc's
really gone native. Maybe he was | aughing, or thought be was.

Sinc noved slowy toward ne. | backed away, hol ding the usel ess gun
"You realize what happens now?"
| took a guess. "Sane thing that happened to Dom ngo's body. All your enbarrassing bodies."

"Exactly. Qur species is known for its enornous appetite.” He noved toward ne, the squirt gun
forgotten in his right hand. H's nuscles had sagged and snoothed. Now he was like the first step
in making a clay nodel of a man. But his nouth was growing larger, and his teeth were two sharp-
edged horse shoes.

| fired once nore

Sonet hi ng smashed heavily against the door. Sinc didn't hear it. Sinc was nelting, losing all form
as he tried to wap hinself around his agony. Fromthe fragnents of his shattered plastic squirt
gun, rubbing al cohol poured over what had been his hand and dripped to the floor

The door booned agai n. Sonet hing splintered.

Sinc's hand was bubbling, boiling. Sinc, scream ng, was flow ng out of his slacks and snoking
jacket. And |I... | snapped out of whatever force was holding nme rooted, and | picked up the silver
t hermos and poured hot spiked coffee over whatever it was that withed on the fl oor

Sinc bubbled all over. Wite netal machinery extruded itself fromthe mass and | ay on the rug.

The door crackled and gave. By then | was against the wall, ready to shoot anything that | ooked ny
way. Handel burst into the room and stopped dead.

He stood there in the doorway, while the stars grew old and went out. Nothing, | felt, could have
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torn his eyes fromthat tw tching, bubbling mass. Gadually the nass stopped nmoving... and Handel
gul ped, got his throat working, shrieked, and ran fromthe room

| heard the meaty thud as he collided with a guard, and |I heard himbabbling, "Don't go in there
Don't... oh, don't..." and then a sob, and the sound of uneven running feet.

| went into the bedroom and out the wi ndow. The grounds still blazed with light, but | saw no
notion. Anyway, there was nothing out there but dogs and men

Dry Run

By habit Sinpson was a one-hand driver. On this day he drove with both hands w apped tight around
the wheel strangling it. He | ooked strai ght ahead, down the curving |l ength of the freeway, and he
stayed in the right-center |ane.

He wanted a cigarette; yet he was alnost afraid to let go of the wheel. The air-conditioning
nozzle blewicy air up at his face and down at his belt buckle; icy because of the way he was
perspiring. He felt the weakness in his bowels, and he cursed silently, trying to rel ax.

The dog in the trunk--
Too late now, too late to change his mnd--

He stabbed a finger at the cigarette lighter, mssed-- Jesus! He'd only been driving the Buick for
five years!--found it and pushed it in. He funbled a Canel fromthe central glove conpartment, one-
handed, wi thout |ooking. Traffic was not too heavy. It was past seven 0'clock, though the July sun
was still a falling glory below red streamers of cloud. A few cars had their lights on
unnecessarily. Wre the drivers afraid they'd forget later? The cars in this [ ane were doing sixty
to sixty-five. Usually Sinpson chose the fast lane. This time was different. No risks on this

trip.

Too late now, too late to back out. He wouldn't if he could. He lit the cigarette, dragged, put
the lighter back, and gripped the wheel again with both hands. The cigarette bent and flattened
bet ween his fingers.

Red taillights. This |lane was sl owi ng. He touched the brake with his foot, eased down, harder
Hard! He tried to push the brake through the floor. He stopped a foot behind a vintage Cadill ac,
and stalled. Sinpson swore and turned the ignition hard over. The notor caught instantly.

It didn't matter. Nobody was novi ng.

Over head were the swooping concrete noodl es of the Santa Monica Freeway ranps. A carpet of cars
was stalled underneath, stalled for as far ahead as Sinpson could see. Then there was notion in
the di stance. He waited.

The vintage Cadillac jerked half a car length forward. Sinpson followed. Another ripple of notion
anot her car |ength forward.

The freeway shouldn't be this crowded. Seven-thirty on a week night? He'd picked his tine
careful |y enough. Wat was happeni ng?

The Cad noved again. Its driver |ooked back over his shoul der: angry, niddle-aged, sweaty, and
somewhat overwei ght. He | ooked Iike he'd bite anyone who canme cl ose enough

Sinpson felt the same way. He eased forward.

Murray Sinpson was six inches too tall for the driver's seat of the Buick. He banged his el bows
and knees getting in and out. The driver's seat cranped his | egs, bending themtoo far at the
knee, even when it was as far back as it would go.
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In repose he always | ooked unhappy. He had that kind of face. H's npbst genuine |aughter | ooked
forced. See himnow, stalled in a traffic jamon the San Diego Freeway in a car too small for him
Stalled partway through a rmurder plan which was too conplex to begin wth..

He | ooked frantic. His brown eyes burned; his no-color hair had | ost all senblance of
civilization. His forgotten cigarette burned threateningly between white knuckl es.

Ahead of the blue Cadillac was a Jaguar convertible whose custom paint job glowed with fiery
tangerine brilliance. Ahead of that, a |long gray anonynous Detroit car with huge delta fins. The
gray car was stalled.

Someone behi nd Si mpson was honki ng nadly.
Cars poured into the gap in his lane, the gap ahead of the stalled car

At Hernopsa Beach the red tide was in. Trillions and quadrillions of plankton nmade a dirty red-and-
brown soup of the ocean. By night the breakers glowed with cold blue fire. By night and day, the
ocean air stank of too nuch life.

In the trunk of the Buick, Sinmpson's dun-colored Geat Dane lay dead with a hole in his head. He
was beginning to stiffen

No roomto get out of this lane. Sinpson clenched his teeth and clung to his tenper. Part of him
wanted to stanp on the throttle and swoop out into the next |ane, and danm the car that got in his
way! But there was Harvey in the trunk, with his head in a Baggy. Sinpson lit another cigarette.

What was Janet doi ng now? Who was she with? Did Sinpson know hin? No; Janet wasn't stupid, nor was
the divorce yet final. Anyone with her now woul d be fenal e.

Had she missed Harvey yet? WAs she searching for himnow, wondering how he'd got out, hoping he
hadn't reached the street?

How woul d Janet | ook in the trunk of the Buick, with her head in a Baggy to hold the bl ood?
Cars swept by on the left and right, going ten and fifteen ml|es per hour

A woman in a peach-col ored dress got out of the gray car and opened the hood. She fiddled in the
guts of the notor, then got back in. The gray car lurched forward. She'd fixed it! Anmazing!

And the whole | ane crawl ed off at ten miles per hour, southbound on the San Di ego Freeway. Toward
Si npson's tiny house on the Strand at Hernpsa Beach

Driving was torture. Ripples crawl ed backward along the Ilines of cars. Sone deadhead in front was
nmoving in spurts, and the spurts becanme waves traveling backward, communicating their notion to
every car behind him Accelerator, brake, accelerator, brake. Brake!l Accelerate. Maddeningly sl ow.
There was the car that had bl ocked the | anes, twi sted across the right lanes with its side smashed
in, a police car alongside. Now the | anes noved faster

On Sinpson's left they were getting up to speed. Sinpson saw a gap. He twisted the wheel
depressed the throttle, and | ooked quickly over his shoul der. Nobody coming... he stanped on the
throttle and brought his eyes back to the road.

Every car in his | ane nust have stopped dead the nmonment he turned his head. H s foot was still on
the throttle when he hit.

Di scontinuity. He knew he was about to crash... and he was getting out to | ook at the damage. He'd
bunmped his head, and his ribs nust have smacked hard into the steering wheel, but he had no
troubl e wal ki ng.

He wal ked t hrough a ni ght nare.

The Bui ck's hood | ooked |ike a squashed banana. The fat man in the Cadillac was getting out,
rubbi ng his thick neck, his eyes squinted agai nst pain. Wi plash, thought Sinpson, and noved

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Covergent%20Series.txt (50 of 115) [1/14/03 8:07:49 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Covergent%20Series.txt
toward him

Then the weakness cane, and Sinpson dropped hard on his knees. The shock should have hurt, but it
didn't. "Sorry," Sinpson told the man. Sorry about your car, your neck. Sorry to be such a fool
Sorry, | feel weak. Sorry. He fainted.

He knew he had fainted, though he had not felt his chin hit concrete. Now, without transition, he
was totally alert. But alert to what?

There was darkness around him and a | ack of sensation. No sound. Nothing to see or feel. No up or
down. The position of his body was a nystery. He visualized hinself in a hospital bed, his spina
cord severed at the neck, his eyes bandaged. The thought should have frightened him It didn't.

Once hed snoked marijuana. It was unpl anned; he'd seen sone friends snoking a snall-bow ed
cigarette pipe, using a nechanical roller to nake their own cigarettes, and curiosity had got the
better of him He renenmbered the awful taste at the back of his nose, and the deep, all-enbracing
peace, and a queer sonmatic hallucination: the feeling that all the mass of his body had w t hdrawn
into his feet, below a line drawn at the ankles. It seened that he could lean as far as he |iked
in any direction and he would not fall, because his center of mass was only an inch above the
floor.

The deep peace was the sane, but now his body was entirely nassless. As before, his nenory was
uni npai red. The body in the trunk, the crash... how, now, could he keep Harvey's death a secret?

But it didn't seemto matter
Suddenl y he knew why.

He was dead. Murray Sinpson was a dead issue, an enbarrassing nass of tissue associated with an
equal Iy enbarrassing mass of torn netal. And that didn't matter either

The voi ce spoke close in front of him "That was silly, Sinpson."”

Sinpson tried to nove. Massl ess body? He had no body at all. He was a viewpoint. Blind,
not i onl ess, without sensation... he waited.

"The worst possible time to die is when you're involved in a nmurder." There was no character to
that voice, no accent, no tinbre, no enphasis, no | oudness or softness. It was neither sharp nor
dull, neither hoarse nor snoboth. A voice with no handle. Like print in a typewiter, that voice.

Si npson said, "Murder?" To his own horror, his voice was exactly |ike the other's.
"Do you deny it?"
"I admt to killing a dog. My own dog, Harvey, a G eat Dane."

"Not your own. Harvey belonged to you and to Janet G ey Sinpson, your wife. Your wife has had
possessi on of Harvey for seven nonths, ever since the two of you separated. Do you deny your
intent to conmit nurder?”

Life after death. Reward and puni shnent? Sinpson said, "I refuse to answer. Are you ny judge?"
"No. Another will judge you. | collect only evidence, and you."
Si mpson didn't answer. The strange peace was still with him and he felt that he'd already found

the right answer.

"Well, we nust find out," said the voicel ess voi ce.
What a weird nightmare, Sinpson thought, and tried to pull hinself awake. | dreamed | was in an
accident... at the worst possible time... 1'd already killed Harvey... poor Harvey. Wy woul d

pi ck Harvey? There were voi ces around him

Cold reality touched him icy cold, icy and rough against his cheek. He lay on hard concrete. H s
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chin hurt, and his belly hurt below the edge of his rib cage.
He | ooked up into the face of a policeman. "Am | dyi ng?"
"Anbul ance will be here... nonent.”

The car! Harvey! He tried to say, "Wat did you do with the car?"

The policeman spoke calmy. "Take it to ... get it whenever ... address ..." His voice faded in

and out; and out.

He woke again, thinking, nightnare! And again it was too real. There was a cloth under his cheek
Soneone had been a good Sanaritan

He asked nobody, "Am | dying?"

"Just take it easy." Two men folded his arns around himand picked himup in a peculiar grip that
supported his innards. The pain under his ribs was not great, but it felt unnatural, terrifying.

"1 think he could wal k hinself," said one.

"I don't dare," Sinpson got out, trying to convey his fear. Sonething broken in nmy belly or in ny
skull. Broken, bleeding, slowy bleeding away ny life with nothing to show on the outside. He was
convinced he was dying. It was all that remai ned of a part of the nightmare that he coul d not
visualize at all.

The nen put himon a stretcher and unfolded himinto prone position

The rest of it was hazy. The ride in the anbul ance, the doctor asking himquestions, the sane
questions asked earlier by the police. Questions he answered w thout thought, al nost without
menory. He didn't become fully aware until an intern said, "Nothing broken. Just bruises."

Si npson was startled. "Are you sure?"

"Have your own doctor take a |ook tonorrow. For tonight you'll be all right. No broken bones. Is
that the only pain, under your ribs?"

"My chin hurts.™

"Ch, that's just a scrape. Did you faint?"

"Yes. "

"Probably got it then. You're lucky, you know. Your spleen is right under those bruised ribs."
"Jesus. "

"You think you can get up? Your wife is coming for you."

Janet, com ng here? Janet! "I'll take a taxi," said Sinpson. He rolled onto his side, sat up on
the high operating table and clinbed down to the floor, treating hinself |ike a sackful of
expensi ve raw eggs. "Were did they take nmy car?”

"The police gave me the address." The man tapped his pockets. One crackled. "Here."

Si npson took the slip, looked at it and shoved it in his pocket. There was a chance he coul d get
the car transferred to his own conpany before the police | ooked in the trunk. Or was there? They
ni ght have | ooked al ready.

What woul d the police do about a Great Dane with a bullet in his head?
Undoubtedly they'd tell Janet.

He nust get the car tonorrow
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The intern showed himto a tel ephone and | oaned hima cigarette. After he called the cab, soneone
el se showed himwhere to wait. He'd waited five nm nutes when Janet cane.

Her hair was back to auburn. The dress she wore was severe, alnbst a suit, and it was new. She
| ooked conpetent and sure of herself.

"How di d you know?" he asked her

"How do you think? The police called ny house. They must have found the number on your license, if
you didn't tell them"

"I've got a taxi coming."

"Let it cone. You're going with ne. How di d you nanage to bang yoursel f up?"
"There was a traffic jam | got--"

"Can you stand up?"

She was always interrupting. Once he'd thought she did it deliberately. Once she had, perhaps, but
it was a habit she'd never | ose.

He stood. The pain under his ribs nade himwal k carefully. He dreaded what it would feel like
t onor r ow.

“I'"ll take you to the beach," she said.
"Ckay. "
He lived in the beach house now. Janet had been awarded the nmmin house.

He reached the car by |eaning on Janet's shoul der. The touch of her was disturbing, and her
perfune roused sharp nenories. Aside frompremarital prostitutes, he had never carnally known a
woman ot her than Janet. Now she distracted him and he kept |anding hard on his feet and jarring
his ribs. But her strength was an asset in settling himinto the passenger seat.

"Now. How did it happen?"

He told her, in detail. Reaction nade himwant to babble. Somehow he nanaged to | eave the dog out
of it. But he told her how sure he had been that he was going to die, and he spoke of his surprise
when the intern told himhe wasn't. By the tine he finished they were back on the freeway.

The lights, the flying lights . He planted his feet and tried to push himself through the seat.
Janet didn't notice.

"Harvey's nissing," she said.
He shoul d have said, "Oh?"

I nstead, he stopped with the word on his lips. He had suddenly realized that it didn't matter. It
hadn't mattered since the accident, though he hadn't realized it until now.

"I killed Harvey," he said.

She gl anced across at him wth distaste. She didn't believe him

"He's in the trunk of nmy car. That's why | was in such a hurry tonight."
"That's ridiculous. You |like Harvey."

"It was a sort of dry ran. | was planning to kill you."

"l don't understand."

"l had it all planned out,” he said. "There's a red tide down at the beach. Maybe you knew. "
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"No." She was beginning to believe him he thought.

"At night it's lovely. The breakers glow |like blue fire. In the daytime it stinks, and the water's
filthy. I could bury a body anywhere on the beach, and nobody would notice the snell. But | had to
know I could go through with it. Wuldn't | be seven kinds of idiot if |I nurdered you and then
froze up?"

"Yes," she said, very coldly.

"So | went up to the house and shot Harvey. It was sort of a dry run. If it had worked, you would
have been next. The gun in the pillow, the drive to the beach--"

"What an idiotic idea. Didn't it occur to you that they'd search harder for a mssing woman than a
ni ssi ng dog?"

"Vl - -

"And why Harvey? Why not pick up a dog at the pound? Suppose they were searching for nmy body on
the beach and found Harvey's instead. They'd trace me right to you! Then they'd know they were on
the right track!"

Wl
"l suppose you planned to use the same gun on us bot h?"
"Yes, | did, as a--"

"And how |l ong do you think a red tide lasts, anymvay?"

"The ocean al ways stinks. There's always a breeze, too.

"Remenber the seal that washed up | ast year? It probably weighed | ess than seventy pounds.
Remenber the snell? Think how nuch worse--"

"Al right, all right! It was a stupid plan!"

The angry silence was very, very fanmliar. It didn't help Sinpson to know that his wife was
probably right. It never had.

They turned toward the beach. Janet asked, "Wy would you want to kill me?"
"The alinmony's bleeding nme white."

"That's all?"

"No. Personal reasons."

She | aughed. He had wondered before: was her |aughter always scornful, or did it only sound that
way? "My God, Murray! Surely you can tell ne, your intended victim" She sobered suddenly. "Never
mnd. | don't want to know why. Do you still plan to kill me?"

"No. Not after that."
"The accident."

"Of course. | don't have the nerve. Suppose | did it, and then froze up? My car's in a police |ot
with a dog's body in the trunk. Well, that won't get nme killed. But suppose it was you?"

"Thafs al nost funny," said Janet.
"Want a real laugh? | may never drive the freeway again, either. | was so sure | was dying...'

"I think I'd better tell someone el se about this conversation, just in case."

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Covergent%20Series.txt (54 of 115) [1/14/03 8:07:49 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Covergent%20Series.txt

"CGo ahead then," said Sinpson. And he had an odd thought: this was his |ast chance to go through
with it. Before she told soneone.

And then, an odder thought. Her tone: too light. She still didn't believe him He was beginning to
doubt it hinself. Had he really intended to kill Janet?

She'd hurt himbadly. She'd hurt himby |eaving him she, the only woman for Murray Sinpson. She
m ght as well have taken his testicles along. And he wanted to hurt her, badly.

They had reached the house. Janet pulled into the garage and shut off the ignition. "Do you al ways
| eave the door open?"

"Sometines | forget."

Very unconfortably, Janet asked, "Shall | conme in and nmake you sone coffee?"
"No. No thanks." Sinpson opened the door and got out.

And felt it end.

Deep peace. Massl ess body, without sensation. The darkness of the blind.

Si npson sai d, "Wat happened?”

"You didn't kill her," said the voice w thout character

"No, of course not. Am | dead agai n?"

"You are dead, still."

" How?"

"Loss of blood through a ruptured spleen, synptons nasked by shock. Your nbst recent nenories were
a dry run. Sinpson, you did not kill your wife."

Wth abstracted logic, Sinpson said, "But | would have, if there hadn't been an accident."
"That is debatable. In any case, it was your own accident. You caused it w thout help."

"Del i beratel y?" Sinpson didn't know.

"Your judge will decide. Shall we go?"
"Yes."
They went.

Convergent Series

* % %

| graduated college with a B.A. in mathenmatics and a ninor in psychology. This peculiar
conmbination is easy-to explain. | spent two years taking courses for fun. Then | |ooked for the
qui ckest way to graduate, and that's what came out.

The mat henmati cs background has been useful, of course. But "Convergent Series" is nmy only story to
have derived directly from nat hematics

--LN

It was a girl in nmy anthropol ogy class who got nme interested in nagic. Her name was Ann, and she
called herself a white witch, though | never saw her work an effective spell. She lost interest in
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me and nmarried sonebody, at which point | lost interest in her; but by that tinme magi c had becone
the subject of nmy thesis in anthropology. |I couldn't quit, and wouldn't if | could. Magic
fasci nated ne.

The thesis was due in a nonth. | had a hundred pages of notes on primtive, nedieval, oriental
and nodern nmaegi c. Modern magi ¢ nmeani ng psionics devices and such. Did you know that certain
African tribes don't believe in natural death? To them every death is due to witchcraft, and in
every case the witch nust be found and killed. Some of these tribes are actually dying out due to
the nunber of witchcraft trials and executions. Medieval Europe was just as bad in nmany ways, but
they stopped in tine...

I'd tried several ways of conjuring Christian and other denobns, purely in a spirit of research
and I'd put a Taoist curse on Professor Pauling. It hadn't worked. Ms. MIller was letting nme use
the apartnent - house basenent for experinents.

Notes | had, but somehow the thesis wouldn't nmove. | knew why. For all 1'd |earned, | had nothing
original to say about anything. It wouldn't have stopped everyone (renmenber the guy who counted
every | in Robinson Crusoe?) but it stopped nme. Until one Thursday night--

| get the damndest ideas in bars. This one was a beaut. The bartender got ny untouched drink as a

tip. I went straight hone and typed for four solid hours. It was ten mnutes to twelve when
quit, but | now had a conplete outline for nmy thesis, based on a genuinely new idea in Christian
witchcraft. Al |I'd needed was a hook to hang nmy know edge on. | stood up and stretched..

And knew |I'd have to try it out.

Al my equi pnent was in Ms. MIller's basenent, nost of it already set up. I'd left a pentagram on
the floor two nights ago. | erased that with a wet rag, a forner washcloth, wapped around a
wooden bl ock. Robes, special candles, lists of spells, new pentagram.. | worked quietly so as not
to wake anyone. Ms. MIler was synpathetic; her sense of humor was such that they'd have burned
her three centuries ago. But the other residents needed their sleep. | started the incantations
exactly at m dnight.

At fourteen past | got the shock of ny young life. Suddenly there was a denon spread-eagled in the
pentagram wi th his hands and feet and head occupying all five points of the figure.

| turned and ran.
He roared, "Cone back here!"

| stopped halfway up the stairs, turned, and cane back down. To | eave a denon trapped in the
basenment of Ms. MIllet's apartnent house was out of the question. Wth that anplified basso
profundo voi ce he'd have wakened the whol e bl ock

He watched ne cone slowy down the stairs. Except for the horns he m ght have been a nude nmniddl e-
aged nman, shaved and painted bright red. But if he'd been human you woul dn't have wanted to know
him He seenmed built for all of the Seven Deadly Sins. Avaricious green eyes. Enornous gl uttonous
tank of a belly. Miscles soft and drooping fromsloth. A dissipated face that seened pernmanently
angry. Lecherous-- never nmind. His horns were snmall and sharp and polished to a gl ow.

He waited until | reached bottom "That's better. Now what kept you? It's been a good century
since anyone called up a denon."

"They've forgotten how," | told him "Nowadays everyone thinks you're supposed to draw the
pent agram on the floor."

"The floor? They expect nme to show up lying on ny back?" His voice was thick with rage.

| shivered. My bright idea. A pentagramwas a prison for denons. Wy? |I'd thought of the five
points of a pentagram and the five points of a spread-eagled man...

"Wl | ?"
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"I know, it doesn't make sense. Wuld you go away now, please?"

He stared. "You have forgotten a lot.'
the inmplications of calling up a denon.

Slowy and patiently, as to a child, he began to explain

I listened. Fear and sick hopel essness rose in nme until the concrete walls seened to blur. "I am
in peril of my immortal soul--" This was sonething |I'd never considered, except acadenically. Now
it was worse than that. To hear the denon talk, ny soul was already lost. It had been | ost since
the nmonent | used the correct spell. | tried to hide ny fear, but that was hopel ess. Wth those
enormous nostrils he nust have snelled it.

He finished, and grinned as if inviting conment.

| said, "Let's go over that again. | only get one wi sh."

"Ri ght."

"If you don't like the wish I've got to choose anot her."

"Ri ght."

"That doesn't seemfair."

"Who sai d anything about fair?"

"--Or traditional. Wiy hasn't anyone heard about this deal before?"

"This is the standard deal, Jack. W used to give a better deal to sone of the marks. The others
didn't have tinme to talk because of that twenty-four-hour clause. If they wote anything down we'd
alter it. We have power over witten things which nention us.”

"That twenty-four-hour clause. If | haven't taken nmy wish in twenty-four hours, you'll |eave the
pent agram and take ny soul anyway?"

"That's right."

"And if | do use the wish, you have to remain in the pentagramuntil my wish is granted, or until
twenty-four hours are up. Then you teleport to Hell to report sane, and cone back for ne
i medi ately, reappearing in the pentagram"

"l guess teleport's a good word. | vanish and reappear. Are you getting bright ideas?"
"Li ke what ?"

"I'"'l'l make it easy on you. If you erase the pentagram | can appear anywhere. You can erase it and
draw it again sonmewhere else, and |'ve got to appear inside it."

A question hovered on ny tongue. | swallowed it and asked another. "Suppose | wi shed for
immortality?"

"You'd be imortal for what's left of your twenty-four hours.”
bl ack. "Better hurry. Tine's running out."

He grinned. His teeth were coa

Time, | thought. Okay. Al or nothing.
"Here's nmy wish. Stop tinme from passing outside of ne."
"Easy enough. Look at your watch."

I didn't want to take ny eyes off him but he just exposed his black teeth again. So |I | ooked
down.

There was a red mark opposite the mnute hand on ny Rolex. And a black mark opposite the hour
hand.
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The denon was still there when | |ooked up, still spread-eagled against the wall, still wearing
that knowing grin. | nmoved around him waved ny hand before his face. Wen | touched himhe felt

i ke marbl e.

Ti me had stopped, but the denon had remained. | felt sick with relief.

The second hand on nmy watch was still nmoving. | had expected nothing | ess. Tine had stopped for ne

for twenty-four hours of interior tine. If it had been exterior tine |I'd have been safe-- but of
course that was too easy.

I'd thought my way into this ness. | should be able to think ny way out, shouldn't 1?

| erased the pentagramfromthe wall, scrubbing until every trace was gone. Then | drew a new one,
using a flexible netal tape to get the lines as straight as possible, making it as |arge as
could get it in the confined space. It was still only two feet across.

| left the basenent.

I knew where the nearby churches were, though | hadn't been to one in too long. My car woul dn't
start. Neither would ny roommate's notorcycle. The spell which enclosed nme wasn't big enough. |
wal ked to a Mornmon tenple three bl ocks away.

The night was cool and balny and lovely. City lights blanked out the stars, but there was a fine
werewol f''s noon hangi ng way above the enpty | ot where the Mirnon tenple shoul d have been

I wal ked another eight blocks to find the B nai B rith Synagogue and the Al Saints Church. Al |
got out of it was exercise. | found enpty lots. For nme, places of worship didn't exist.

| prayed. | didn't believe it would work, but | prayed. If | wasn't heard was it because | didn't
expect to be? But | was beginning to feel that the denon had thought of everything, |ong ago.

What | did with the rest of that long night isn't inportant. Even to ne it didn't feel inportant.
Twenty-four hours, against eternity? | wote a fast outline on nmy experinent in denon rai sing,
then tore it up. The denobns would only change it. Wiich neant that ny thesis was shot to hell

what ever happened. | carried a real but rigid Scotch terrier into Professor Pauling's room and
posed it on his desk. The old tyrant would get a surprise when he | ooked up. But | spent nost of

t he ni ght outside, walking, |ooking ny last on the world. Once | reached into a police car and
flipped the siren on, thought about it, and flipped it off again. Twice | dropped into restaurants
and ate soneone's order, |eaving nmoney which | wouldn't need, paperclipped to notes which read
"The Shadow Stri kes. "

The hour hand had circled nmy watch twice. | got back to the basenent at twelve ten, with the |ong
hand five minutes from brenschl uss.

That hand seened painted to the face as | waited. My candles had |left a peculiar odor in the
basenent, an odor overlaid with the stink of denon and the stink of fear. The denon hovered
against the wall, no longer in a pentagram trapped hal fway through a wi de-armnmed | eap of triunph.

I had an awful thought.

Wiy had | believed the denon? Everything hed said m ght have been a lie. And probably was! 1'd
been tricked into accepting a gift fromthe devil! | stood up, thinking furiously-- |I'd already
accepted the gift, but--

The denon gl anced to the side and grinned wi der when he saw the chal k |ines gone. He nodded at ne,
said, "Back in a flash," and was gone.

| waited. |I'd thought ny way into this, but--

A cheery bass voice spoke out of the air. "I knew you'd nove the pentagram Made it too snall for
me, didn't you? Tsk, tsk. Couldn't you guess |'d change ny size?"

There were rustlings, and a shinmering in the air. "I knowit's here sonewhere. | can feel it.
Ah_ n
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He was, back, spread-eagled before nme, two feet tall and three feet off the ground. H's black know
it-all grin disappeared when he saw the pentagram wasn't there. Then-- he was seven inches tall
eyes bugged in surprise, yelling in a contralto voice. "Wereinhell's the--" he squeal ed.

He was two inches of bright red toy soldier
I'd won. Tonorrow |'d get to a church. If necessary, have sonebody | ead ne in blindfold.
He was a small red star.

A buzzing red housefly.

Gone.
It's odd, how quickly you can get religion. Let one denon tell you you're dammed... Could | really
get into a church? Sonehow | was sure |I'd make it. I'd gotten this far; |'d outthought a denon.

Eventual ly he'd | ook down and see the pentagram Part of it was in plain sight. But it wouldn't
hel p him Spread-eagled |ike that, he couldn't reach it to wipe it away. He was trapped for
eternity, shrinking toward the infinitesinmal but dooned never to reach it, forever trying to
appear inside a pentagram which was forever too small. | had drawn it on his bul ging belly.

The Deadl i er Weapon

He was standing just off Overland Drive, at the mouth of the on-ranp to the Santa Monica Freeway,
eastbound. He waited with an air of ready confidence, and his thunbsmanship seened practiced. Hs
pl acenent was perfect. A few yards further up the ranp, and no car coul d have stopped for him

wi t hout being hit by the car behind. A few yards closer, and no driver would have known whi ch
route he wanted: the freeway, or the street going past the ranp.

That was what caught my attention: the perfect placenent, not too far, not too near. A traveler
for sure. | dropped ny armout the windowto signal, hit the brakes, and pulled up an easy foot
and a half beyond him

He was running before the car stopped. | pulled the |ock knob and he threw t he door open and was
in, grinning, wasting no tine. Good again. Nobody waits for a lazy hitchhiker; you trot or you
don't ride. As soon as he was in | swung between two cars and headed up the ranp, accelerating.

The traffic wasn't bad, not at three in the afternoon. Still, when you enter a freeway you
concentrate on the traffic. Everything else gets ignored. | hardly knew what mny passenger | ooked
like; 1'd seen only a poised silhouette with its thunb rai sed agai nst the afternoon sky. But |
gave himpoints again. He didn't speak until | was firmy settled in the niddle-right |ane and
could afford to relax a little.

I don't pick up riders often. Wen | do, |I follow the whimof the nonent. The ones who | ook chatty
when | want peace and quiet, and the ones who | ook glumor taciturn when |I'mafter conversation--
these get left standing. | like the unusual ones, the ones who seemto have a kind of

sal esmanshi p.

Si x months ago there'd been a college girl on Wlshire, carrying a bright red Christmas package

al nost as big as she was. She was homesick for Kansas. She'd told nme what freezing rains are |ike,
when water falls fromthe sky at night and freezes where it hits, so that in the norning all the
trees and bushes are tinkling crystal, crackling in the wind. That woul d be sonething to see. But
| expect | never will.

Once there'd been a Negro on the freeway, carrying a gas can and snoking. As soon as he was in the
car he'd tipped the ash off his cigarette into the gas can. "Ckay," 1'd said, to prove | was
alert. "So you didn't run out of gas. Were you headi ng?"
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"San Francisco," he'd told ne. He'd started in Loui si ana.

There was the guy who did run out of gas, stranded on the left of the freeway with his w fe and
four kids. "Ch, the kids are no trouble on a trip," he'd told me. "W know how to keep them
interested. W play a ganme. The first kid to spot an Edsel gets a double ice-cream cone,

i medi ately."

"Must make for frequent stops."”

"How | ong since you | ast saw an Edsel ?"

Right. I'd never seen two in the sane day.

The hitchhi ker said, "Thanks for the lift."

Traffic was fast and easy, the cars evenly spaced. | risked a |ook to the side.

He was young, sonewhere in his md-twenties. H's nose was a touch too |large and a touch too

poi nted, and his brown hair a touch too long. Gray plastic sunglasses, dark bl ue w ndbreaker over
a white shirt, serviceable gray slacks. Shoes which | ooked rugged enough but which were not hiking
shoes. He'd shaved recently. Despite the long hair, he | ooked too neat to have been on the road

| ong. Perhaps he was just starting a trip.

"That's okay," | said. "You' ve used that thunmb a | ot, haven't you?"

"That's true." | heard a click then, but it didn't register until later. H's voice was coll ege
educated, with a little too nuch tenor

"How far you going this tine?"
"Just far enough."

An odd answer. | glanced over at himand found the point of a knife just touching nmy |arynx.
"Watch the road," he said.

| turned back. Now I remenbered the click. The knife was a switchblade with a six-inch blade, not
very clean, but sharp, with the marks of a whetstone along the edge. I'd caught all of that in one
gl ance.

"Neither of us is going to get hurt,"” the man with the knife said soothingly. He held the point at
the side of ny neck, just touching. "Wen you get the chance, you're going to pull over to the

side, and I'mgoing to take your watch and the money in your wallet. Nothing else. |I'lIl |eave the
wallet. | don't want your credit cards."

The lane to ny left was clear. "Imagine howrelieved | nmust be to hear it," | said, and eased
over.

My passenger pushed gently with the knife point. "Wong direction," he told nme. "You want to go

right."

I shifted into the far left lane, alittle too fast. The knife point was an itch over ny carotid
artery. My hands wanted to scratch it, and | had to fight to keep themon the wheel. "You' ve done
this before," | said, keeping ny voice light.

"What makes you think so?"

"Your wording seens too practiced. On the one hand, the knife. On the other, you' ve told ne just
what you'll take, and you'll leave nme the rest. The other cars will be going too fast to notice
us, right?"

"That's right." He'd kept his voice soft and sl ow while naking his pitch, but now an edge crept
in. "This isn't rush hour. Even if sonmeone notices sonething, he'll be a mle past us before he
decides to stop and do sonething about it. Now-" He put on a touch nore pressure, and the itch
becane a burn. "Mve over."
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"Don't do that," | said. At the increase in pressure |'d turned to look himfull in the face. He
set his jaw and held the stare, and the knife was still at ny throat. Except for that, and one
other thing, it would have been a conmic scene: two grown nen trying to outstare each other

"Watch the road,"” he said, not soothingly. And then, "I said watch the road. Danmit, watch the
dam road!"
Suddenly he turned and braced hinsel f agai nst the padded dash with both hands. | | ooked forward,

hit the brake and swerved. A navy blue Riviera m ssed us by a foot and dropped behi nd, weavi ng,
the driver shouting soundl essly and | eaning on his horn

"Keep that knife out of my neck," |I said. Some of the itch remained, and | reached up to scratch
it. For my trouble |I got a sharp stab of pain, and a filmof blood on nmy fingertips. "And you can
tell me sonething else. How do | know you won't kill ne before you take ny wallet?"

"Cooperate and you won't get hurt."
"Way not ?"

He |l ost patience. Wth a snooth, quick notion, too fast for ne to grab at his armeven if | wanted
to, he had the knife tip at ny neck. "Now pull over. Yeee!" He jerked back as if he'd touched
sonet hing red hot.

Because |1'd been less quick, but | didn't have as far to nove. At the touch of the knife I'd
yanked the wheel sixty degrees left and instantly back again. | pulled the car out of the
emergency lane at the left of the freeway, fighting the drag of the gravel

"Don't do that,” | told him
"What's with you?"
"Just in a bad nood, | guess."

He was backed up against the right front door of the Cadillac. He held the knife at ready, as if
he were the defender and | the attacker. He licked his |ips and asked, "Do you always drive this
way when you're in a bad nood?"

"I'"ve never been in this bad a nmood before." | was trying to sound neither frightened nor
belligerent. My smle must have | ooked peculiar, twisted, as if I'd put it on wong.

"Look, all | want is your--"

"Shut up."

"You can keep your watch."

"I'magi ne ny gratitude. Now wi |l you shut up? You' ve got nothing to do with this."

"I--" He couldn't speak; he was half strangling on his own indignation. And | saw the overpass
ahead, and | cane alert, nore than alert.

|'"d passed here before, ignoring the scenery. Now | peered forward to get details. Sonme ngjor

hi ghway crossed the freeway here. The overpass rose gently up a | andscaped sl ope, | eaped across
ei ght |anes of enpty space, and dropped as gently back. Hal fway across the gap, between the
east bound and west bound | anes, were nmssive concrete pillars. Ranps curved out to join freeway
with hi ghway, and there were green signs to tell what turnoff this was, if I'd cared.

"What's wrong?" ny passenger said edgily, and | realized howrigidly | was sitting and how hard |
was gripping the wheel. | didn't relax. "See that bridge?"

"Sure."

" G(ay n
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"What about it?"

"Nothing." | wasn't even trying to smle now
"Al'l I want is sonme cash," the hitchhi ker explained patiently. "You pull over to the side and
stop, and--"

"And you cut ny throat and take the car too. The cops get nothing but a m ssing-person report."
"No, no, no. Honest. Al | want--"

"I don't care what you want."

"What do you want? Do you want to live?" Amazing, how his voice had | ost those soothing overtones.
| didn't answer. The overpass was cl oser.

The hitchhiker clanped his |ips together, nerving hinself to sonething. Suddenly, snakelike, he
reached with the knife. | jerked the wheel, and he pull ed back agai nst the door. The wheel damm
near jerked out of ny hands as we hit gravel. To nake it worse, the freeway was curving right. |
fought us around, and the bridge was al nbst on us.

There were no cars near nme. Maybe they didn't like the way | drove.

Still the freeway curved right, gently as always. | didn't curve with it. | had the accelerator on
the floor, and we went faster and faster, the hitchhiker and the Cadillac and ne, edging over onto
the gravel. Up ahead, the gravel safety |ane ended, and there was the concrete supporting pillar
of the bridge, with two red-faceted reflectors shining in the mdafternoon sunlight.

| ainmed the car right at the reflectors.

My passenger seened frozen. Only his head noved, swiveling to |l ook at the supporting pillar and
then back to ny face and then to the pillar and back to ne. The pillar was conming up like a cream

colored wall. | was terrified. | nmade no attenpt to hide it. Considering the way the wheel was
junping, trying to pull across the gravel and into the divider fence before we could reach the
bridge support, | nust have | ooked |like a man westling an alligator. There was sweat in ny eyes,

and at the last nmonent | whipped the edge of ny right hand across mny forehead and back to the
wheel . Now ny hand was dri ppi ng wet.

The concrete cane at ne.

I whi pped the wheel hard over, putting ny whole body into it. The car slewed, tried to nove
sideways, tried to roll over. W were going to hit sideways, through the fragile guard rail and
into the supporting pillar. Then, with utnost reluctance, the car noved skidding to the right.
Suddenly the concrete was behind us. My passenger made a hi gh, whinpering sound.

"Hesitation marks," | gasped. | couldn't get enough air. Reality was a blur. Was | about to faint?
| certainly didn't want to faint.

"You're crazy. Crazy!"

I funbled for a cigarette and nanaged to get it to nmy mouth. "There's always hesitation narks. A
man shoots hinself in the head, you find holes in the wall where he jerked the gun away the first
four times. If he cuts his throat you find three or four slashes where he didn't cut deep enough."”
| was gasping out the words, fighting for air. | had to have air.

"You' re out of your mnd."
"The thing is, if | have to die, | nmight as well pick the way | want to go. Ri ght?"
"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

"I was going to marry a girl."
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"Congratulations." If nmy passenger was trying for sarcasm it didn't come through. He only sounded
scared. He sat facing straight toward ne, with one leg on the seat and his back hard up agai nst
t he door, watching.

"Thanks. Thanks a whole hell of a lot. Only she decided | wasn't her type. She-- she tried to tel
me we'd both known it all along. We'd just been fooling ourselves, she said. Liar."

"They do that," said ny passenger

"Everybody does that. You know how nmy dad told nme he and Mom were getting divorced?" My cigarette
was still in my mouth, unlit. | reached and stabbed at the car lighter. "I was fifteen. They
called ne into the living roomand--"

"I don't care what your father told you when you were fifteen!"

"I do. My dad wal ked a few tines around the roomand then finally he said, 'l suppose you know
your nmother and | are separated.' Liar. They'd kept it fromne because they thought it m ght
interfere with ny finals at school ."

Al | saw of him | sawwth the corner of nmy eye. But | saw himstart to say sonething, stop
close his eyes tight to think.

The Iighter popped out.
He blurted, "You're crazy! You can't kill yourself just because sone bitch gives you the shaft!"

| pulled the lighter out and reached across the seat to touch it to the tip of his nose. He never
nmoved to stop ne. He couldn't believe what | was doing, not until he actually felt the heat. Then
he screaned and threw his arns over his face. He m ssed grabbing ny arm because |1'd already pulled
it back and was lighting my cigarette.

"She's not a bitch,”" | told him "And if she was, you wouldn't be the one to say it. Keep your
dirty mouth off her."

"Let ne off," said the hitchhiker. He'd forgotten he had the knife. He'd tried it before and it
hadn't wor ked.

"Why should I ?"
"I never tried to kill you. It's not fair."

"Who said anything about fair?" My grin felt natural now. After all, we were even. The bl ood on ny
neck matched the burn on his nose.

"Look, you don't want to kill yourself. You don't want to die. You're just kidding yourself. Just
wait. Just wait until tonorrow. You'll feel different, really you will. I've felt |ike that
nmyself, | really have but it always went away, sonetines it lasted for days but it always--"

"It's too late."

"It's not too late! You're still alive!"
"This isn't ny car."

"What ?"

"Do | look like a Cadillac driver?"

Eyes see what they're trained to see, what they expect to see. A polo shirt is just a T-shirt with
a collar, except for the material. Pants are pants, except to the guy who wears them He knows if
they bind, or if they're too |loose, or if they're tailored to fit just right. If the seat | ooks
shiny, then they're too old, but how can you tell when he's sitting down?

"You stole it," he said.
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| bobbed my head a couple of tines, jerkily.
"Let me out."

"l don't want to get knifed."

"Pl ease. "

"Fasten your seat belt."

"Why?" But he knew. He knew.

"We're going to have an accident."

"Let me out first. Look, I-- will you please |look?" | found | was strangling the wheel again.
Because up ahead was where the freeway becane a bow of concrete noodles. I'd driven this route
before. Here in downtown Los Angel es was where the Santa Monica Freeway | ed into the Harbor, Santa
Ana, and San Bernardi no Freeways. The ranps led up and over and around and under each other, and
nmost of the time there was nothing but enpty space to left and right. Speeding cars and enpty
space, separated by fragile netal rails and compn sense

My passenger knew it too. He was swi veling his head, toward the road, toward ne, toward the road,
toward me. Then he snapped out of it. He yelled, "WII| you | ook at ne?"

| |1 ooked, and he tw tched, because now | wasn't watching the road. He was hol ding the knife out
the wi ndow, holding it with two fingers around the tip of the handle. He let it drop,
ostentatiously, and | saw it bounce once in the mrror. "I dropped the knife," he said. "You saw
it. Nowlet ne out."

I nodded. | braked and swung to the left. The car lurched and jerked and tried to pull free and
sl owed and stopped, not too far fromwhere there woul dn't have been gravel to stop on. Cars
whi zzed past, and the wind of their passing sounded |ike bl ows against the side of the Cadillac.

"Not here! 1'Il be killed!"

I touched the accelerator and the car junped forward. He was out and around the side and behi nd
the trunk in one snooth, lithe notion, and if there'd been a car coming it would have hit him |
touched the accelerator again to get beyond him then reached across to slamthe door he'd |eft
open.

At the next gap in the traffic | was off, accelerating hard to keep frombeing hit from behind.
The last | saw of the hitchhi ker, he was hunched over the guard rail, actually using it for
support, not |ooking at the four lanes of traffic he'd have to pass alive.

| edged to the right across four |anes of hurtling cars, being careful. | saw no point in getting
killed now. | took the next turnoff, slowi ng, feeling ny hands begin to shake. My cigarette was
still going, and | dragged on it, practically breathing through it. Amazingly, it was nostly
unburned. | turned in at the first gas station | saw, stopped al ongside the punps, and rested mny
head on the wheel. | rubbed nmy forehead agai nst the snooth surface, harder and harder, because the
sensation told ne | was still alive.

"What can we do for you? | said-- hey, mister, are you all right?"

"I'"'mfine. Wiere's a tel ephone?"

"Over there." They were in plain sight. | couldn't have mssed themif |I'd bothered to | ook first.
"Good. Fill it up. 1've got to call the police."

I had trouble getting the coin in the slot.

"About his height," |I told the desk sergeant. "Five eleven, say. You wouldn't call him skinny, but
he's not fat. Brown hair, a little too long, parted on the left. Long, thin face. By the tine you
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get to himhe should have a great big blister on the end of his nose."
"\ 2"
"At one point | touched himthere with a cigarette lighter."

"You did!'" Ha! 1'd surprised him At first he'd sounded |ike soneone who could never be surprised
by anything. "Go on, M. Ruch."

"He's wearing dark gl asses, a dark blue wi ndbreaker, gray slacks. | left himstranded on the wong
side of the eastbound |ane, just west of the Aynpic turnoff."

"We'll find him M. Ruch. Can you cone down to the station and give us a signed statenent?" He
told me how to get there

"Ckay, fine, but will you give ne an hour and a half? | need a drink."

"I can believe that. No hurry, M. Ruch. But we do need that statenment."

One fast drink stopped ny shakes, at |east on the outside. |I thought | could trust my voice now,
so | called Carla in Garden Gove. "I've had some car trouble, honey. Nothing expensive, but I
won't be home for dinner. Tell Stan and Eva I'msorry, and |I'lIl be in around eight if |I'mlucky."

"Oh, that's a shane. What kind of trouble?"

"Tell you later."

"You have to get up early tonorrow, remenber? Rehearsal."
"No problem 1'Il be hone in plenty of tine."

By the tine | got honme |I'd know how to tell Carla the truth in a way that wouldn't scare the pants
of f her.

Two drinks and | began to giggle, thinking about the blister on the end of the hitchhiker's nose,
t hi nki ng about the hopeful |ook on his face when he dropped the knife out the w ndow, how he had
to make so damm sure | was watching him G ggles was too nmuch of a good thing, so | had a sandwi ch
and a glass of mlk to drown the second drink.

| could legitimately tell Carla that the hitchhiker had never had a chance. It would reassure her
and it was true. |'d been better arnmed fromthe beginrung. He'd had nothing but a knife. | had had
a car. Mich deadlier.

I reached the station half an hour late. They'd changed desk nen. | was explaining why | was there
when they brought in the hitchhiker.

He wasn't struggling. He seened conpl etely exhausted. He actually had trouble wal king. But his
head cane up when he saw ne. The tip of his nose was a small white bubble surrounded by angry red
flesh.

"So you didn't have the guts!" he snarled. "You chickened out! You yellowbellied--" He paused to
think up an adequately insulting noun, ignoring the police officer who jerked warningly at his
arm

"I couldn't go through with it," | admtted, and | ooked sheepi shly down at the toes of ny shoes.
Wiy tell hin? He had enough troubles.

The preceding story was not autobiographical. | daydreamed it while driving the Santa Mnica
Freeway.

The guy who asked ne that question tells me that he was once threatened by a hitchhiker with a
knife... and that a friend of his tells the sane story. Neither of the two tried that fancy
sui ci de approach. They explained to their assailants that if they didn't see total surrender damm
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qui ck, they were going to obliterate the right side of the car against a tree at sixty nph. The
left side of the car would have to take its chances.

It worked for them | hope | won't ever have to try that
approach nysel f.

*k k%

The Nonesuch

* % %

The newer stories begin here.

Not everything | do is entirely original. The plot for the following story was stolen. You wll
probably recogni ze the source.

* % %

There was one breed of predator on Haven, and it covered that world. If ever there had been other
predators, they nust have died out |ong ago, unable to conpete. No predator of Earth-- wolf,
hyena, lion-- could have matched a killer who could read the nminds of its prey.

The first generation of nen on Haven had lived behind electrified barbed wire, with electrified
doubl e gates arranged in pairs, airlock fashion. The predators never tried to break through the
barrier, and they never m ssed a man who ventured beyond. Large arned groups usually returned with
nmenbers m ssing, and the survivors had never seen a thing.

Haven was a lush green world, but the Haven col ony seened dooned. How could nen conquer a world
from behi nd barbed wire?

Thirty years of that; and then a defense was found.

Afterward it was as if there were no predators at a on Haven. The col ony bl oomed. But the first
settlers still tended to stay within the city; and the tale of the nonesuch renai ned.

* k% %

The nonesuch was stal king a young girl

He had not caught sight or snell of her. But, beyond a rise of rolling green hill, he had touched
her mnd. Her rather pleasant thoughts trickled through his brain, and he noved toward her

The nonesuch was lazy by inclination. He rarely had trouble keeping hinmself fed. The prey never
ran, not if he was careful. And the girl seemed in no hurry.

The nonesuch didn't hurry either. He plodded upward, toward the crest of the hill

St arbase Town was wel | behind her. Doris MacAran strolled through a dwarf forest, snmling as she
sniffed the snells of growing vegetation. Alien snells, but not to her. She wore a backpack and
canteen. The eggs and sugar and flour and hamin her backpack were for old Hil degarde Burns, Geat-
Aunt Hil degarde who couldn't cone to town herself because she'd sprained an ankle. And G eat-Uncle
Horace was at a silver-nmining site far east of here... but who would need an excuse to go hiking
on a day like this?

Doris MacAran. Sixteen years old, black-haired, darkly tanned, healthy, active, uncomonly pretty.
Her health was a matter of selection, derived fromeight great-grandparents who had been chosen to
colonize a world. Active: well, on a colony world everyone wal ked. The vehicle industry was
rolling along, but what it built was VIOL craft to explore the further reaches of the continent.

She ate as she wal ked: nuts and sugar-coated puffed wheat, an adequate trail snack. Dry gray
bushes gave off a spicy smell as she brushed by them She passed spear trees, slender vertica
shafts of red wood, each with an artificial-Ilooking ball of green | eaves at the point. Sonetines
she angled her path to cross a patch of mattress plant. Mattress plant was |ike thick-piled green
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cotton with roots, one plant sonetines covering an acre of ground, delightful to walk on. It was
all famliar, part of her world.

She kept a rhythnic pace, placing her feet alnost heel-to-toe in a walk that noved the mass of her
backpack straight forward i nstead of bouncing it up and down. In an hour she'd be in sight of the
Burns' house, and no trouble finding it. People who lived this far from Starbase Town usually
preferred hilltops.

The nonesuch paused at the crest of the hill. He | ooked; he sniffed. Sight and snell were none too
sharp in a nonesuch, and the girl was too far downsl ope. But her thoughts were clear and bright.
Her brain was larger and nore intelligent than any native to this world, excepting that of another
nonesuch. Intelligence was a liability on Haven. A large brain, clear thoughts, nmade it easy for a
nonesuch to foll ow.

The nonesuch was not a local. He had wandered into this area, following a rich concentration of
the thoughts of neat. The locals were few, and none had chall enged himfor territory. He was big,
his claws were sharp, he could fight.

The locals were few. That was peculiar, with thousands of human minds clustered a few niles

di stant, and thousands nore scattered throughout the region, all broadcasting clear, bright
thoughts. The locals left the humans strictly alone. They were nunerous and easy to follow, but a
| ocal nonesuch woul d not prey on them Wy not?

He woul d | earn

The nonesuch knew from her thoughts that the girl had not seen him was not |ooking toward him He
started down the hill

* % %

Sl ender spear trees, |ow gray bushes, patches of mattress plant. Nothing big could hide in such
cover. Then what was it Doris had seen noving on the side of that big hill? There were no big
animals in this regi on of Haven, except for donestic sheep and cattle and perhaps a nonesuch or
two, Doris thought, smiling at herself.

Motion near the hill's green crest. She'd | ooked again and it hadn't been there. A cloud shadow?
O anot her hi ker? Perhaps she'd have conpany when she finished her wal k

Pity Mark hadn't been able to join her. She toyed with a daydream he'd finished early-- the
conputer he had to fix had been unplugged or sonething-- and he had foll owed her. Wthout a
backpack he coul d doubl e her pace.

O it was a nonesuch. But no, she could do wi thout such company!

The nonesuch: she'd heard about it as a child. Don't go outside the city without an adult, Little
Doris. The nonesuch will get you. You'll never know it's there, because it's always behind you.

Wy, Dad?
Because it's so ugly, Little Doris. It won't let you see it. It's ashaned of the way it | ooks.

She snil ed, remenbering how solemmly she'd listened. And there had been stories of bad little
girls eaten by the nonesuch ... O course that had been a long tine ago ..

* % %

The nonesuch had fallen flat and frozen when he sensed the girl |ooking toward him Now, as she
resumed her rhythnmic stride, he began noving again. But he was disturbed.

The picture in the girl's nmind was very |ike a nonesuch

It stood upright on its hind legs, on broad flat feet. Its head was round, its neck virtually
nonexi stent. Its eyes were tiny and close-set. Its teeth were large and triangular, and two | arge
fangs protruded over the lower lip in front. Its skin was snooth, nottled in tw shades of
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greeni sh brown. Brown hair flopped forward fromthe crown of its head. Its hands were big, like a
man's with both thunbs m ssing, and each finger was tipped with a crescent claw.

It was not quite a nonesuch, this picture in the girl's mnd; some of the features were hunmani zed.
But it was close. She should have been frightened, but what he felt in her was certainly not
fright.

The nonesuch was wary. He would follow his habit. He would not let hinself be seen

* % %

a long time ago. Dad and his nonesuch! And her uncles were in on it too. She was six before
she caught on.

It's always behind me, is it, Dad? Then I'll never know if it's real or not, will I? But how do
you know what it |ooks |ike, Dad, if nobody's ever seen one?

And finally Dad and Uncle Ray had | aughed and given in. The nonesuch was |ike Santa Cl aus: a
story. Adults thought it was fun to tell stories to kids. For a year or so afterward she'd
wondered if Earth was another such tall story. But Earth was real; there were pictures, there were
i nfrequent starships..

* % %

The nonesuch had a problem It had run across a grazer

The smal |l quick beast was closer than the girl. It was noving round and round the borders of a
mattress plant, trinming the borders with blunt teeth. The nonesuch sensed its placid thoughts,
its continuous dull hunger and its continuous chewing. It hadn't seen himyet.

The nonesuch was torn. He coul d have been on the grazer in a few nminutes. The grazer would nmake a
full meal... but at the last nmonent it was bound to make sonme di sturbance, and the girl would turn
and see him

Wth some regret the nonesuch nmoved on. He sensed the animal's sudden start as it saw him then
fear and frantic haste, dwindling with distance

It was curiosity that noved the nonesuch after the nore difficult prize. Partly it was: how wl|
human neat taste? and partly: why do the others | eave these beasts al one? One question m ght
answer another. Human neat mi ght be poi sonous, or nerely unpal atable. But no | ocal nonesuch had
told himso. In fact, they would not answer himat all on this subject.

And partly it was: She knows of ne, but she doesn't believe in ne. Inconprehension. Somnething
alien here, sonmething that went with the girl's quiet conviction that she had cone from a
different world.

She was thinking of a man now... a nman sonewhat ol der than she, who had not proposed sex to her
but who might... and her imagination was working in all her senses. The nonesuch savored
sensations sharper than his own even in inmagination: sight and touch and somasthesia. He liked the
girl's mnd

He woul d have liked to talk to her

Why not ? She was not a nonesuch... she was very alien... but surely there nust be concepts basic
to all life. The nonesuch thought it through, then projected the nost universal nmessage he knew

"M GO NG TO EAT YOQU

There!l She had reacted, a tensing of viscera, her head turning to | ook behind her, a shiver... but
now she had forgotten. He had not truly reached her nind. She | acked that sense entirely, like an
animal. Pity.

I nstead he savored in anticipation her sudden sharp know edge, there at the end, when she woul d
realize the reality of the nonesuch. How would it feel to her? To hinf He increased his pace.
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* % %

She | ooked back as she passed a barrel tree. For an instant she was sure there was sonething
behi nd her. She al nost went back to | ook. Then one of the pigsized grazing beasts went boundi ng
past her as if death itself were at its heels, and she went on, |aughing. Wen they put those
oversized hind legs to the test the bounders always | ooked |ike they were trying to do
sonersaul ts.

She ought to be getting close to Great-Aunt Hil degarde's house. The pack was getting heavy.
And there was still that feeling of something behind her

* % %

The barrel tree was a piece of luck. A nonesuch was big. He could never have fed hinmself had he

not been unusual ly good at the predator business. A barrel tree was about the only grow ng thing
bi g enough to hide a nonesuch. He kept the thick trunk and dark green crown between hinself and

the girl as he noved in for the kill.

When he reached the barrel tree the girl was twenty neters beyond. C ose enough. A nonesuch was no
good for a long chase, but for short sprints he could nove like light itself.

Her back was to him

He char ged.

She heard sonething. She turned, awkwardly because of the pack
She saw hi m

It was just as Dad and Uncle Ray had described it. Tiny, close-set eyes; w de nouth with
triangul ar buck teeth; floppy nmop of brown hair; big hands with long nails; short |egs and big
clumsy feet. A vicious caricature of some yokel farmhand, and it was gallunping toward her with
cl awed hands outstretched in noronic |ust.

Doris's eyes bugged. A giggle bubbled up into her throat and hung there. There wasn't any such
thing. She knew that. Was she | osing her nmind? She closed her eyes hard, so tight it hurt, then
opened t hem fast.

Sure enough, there was nothing there.

She | ooked about her, searching for the pattern of shadows that nust have sparked that ridicul ous
illusion. A passing cloud shadow, perhaps? Nothing.

She' d been stupid; she'd gone too long without a rest break. Doris wal ked back to the only shade
in sight-- the barrel tree-- dropped her pack against its trunk and sat down under the crown of
dark green | eaves.

* k k

It was the dull gnawi ng of hunger that brought himback to hinself. Had he been asl eep? Asleep
standi ng up?

Menory came joltingly. The nonesuch newl ed and began patting hinself with his hands. Yes, he could
feel that. That was real

He had not been asl eep. The nonesuch knew what sleep felt |ike. He had been-- gone. Now he was
back (he felt his face; the claws pricked his skin), he was back, yes. From where?

Fr om not hi ng.

She' d | ooked at himand not believed. Looked at himand seen-- illusion, a trick of the nmnd, a
trick of light and shadow. She'd convinced himin that nmoment, and there had been tel epathic
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f eedback, and-- he was gone. Gone, until hunger nmade hi mreal again.

There was a grazer nearby, wandering toward himaround the curve of a nattress plant. He pl odded
toward it, reluctantly, prodded by sharp hunger. The girl was nowhere near. He nust have been gone
for a long tine.

The grazer hadn't seen himyet.

Suppose it refused to believe in hinP

Singul arities Make Me Nervous

Homeconi ng. The vast interstellar spaces have brought nme back to my starting point, there bel ow
me, at the top of Rand's Needl e. Three hundred stories of glass wi ndows flash sunset fire at ne,
and the taxi slants down toward the |anding roof.

Homeconing. | should be feeling safe and warm | do not.

A broad flight of black nmarble steps | eads ne down into the |obby. | hail the guard before he
notices ne. "Hello, Emlio."

He sniles. "Good nmorning, Mster Cox." He waits while | use the key-- he doesn't have one hinself--
then hol ds the el evator door for nme. He's noticed nothing unusual

I hold ny apartnment key ready. WII| he have visitors? But that's silly. | didn't have visitors
t hat ni ght.
Twelve floors down. | stand squarely in front of the peephole and ring the bell. A voice |I know

asks, "Wo is it?"

"Can you see ne?"

"Yes. "

| grin. My face feels tight. My breathing is funny. "W aml, then?"
Hesitation. "I wish | could take your retina prints."

"They'd match, George. |I'myou."

"Sure you are."

He's skeptical. | amnot offended. "I'"myou. And |'ve got a key to nmy own apartnent. Shall | prove
it?"
"Go ahead."

I unlock the door and wal k in. The shock of recognition gets me in the pit of the stonmach. Tabl es,
chairs, favorite recline chair, couch showing the barely visible stain of a spilled eggnog. The
Eddi e Jones originals. The gallon brandy bottle on the wet bar. Twenty-six years in space, nobst of
it in frozen sleep, but nowit's over. |I'm hone.

It's all here, all in place, right dowmn to the tenant, Ceorge Cox, who is standing well back from
me, taking no chances. He's hol ding an enornous folding knife with an engraved bl ade |ike a broad
silver leaf. | say, "I can tell you where you got that."

"So can a lot of ny friends." He doesn't rel ax.

"I didn't expect this to be easy. George, do you renenber when you were, oh, eighteen or so? Going
to Cal Tech. One night you got so lonely and so horny you called a girl you'd only net once in
your life, at one of Genda's birthday parties. She was a little plunmp and very sexy, renenber?
You cal | ed her but you got her parents. You were so nervous and enbarrassed that--"

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Covergent%20Series.txt (70 of 115) [1/14/03 8:07:49 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Covergent%20Series.txt

"Shut up. Al right, | renenber. Wiat was her nane?"
| can't renenber. | tell himso.
"Ri ght again," he says.

"Ckay. Renenber that Kansas sunset where the whole sky was split down the mddl e by one dark bl ue
bean? You could follow it up across the sky and down into the east, alnobst to the horizon."

"Yeah. Unbelievable. | never saw it happen again." He considers, then folds the knife and drops it
in adrawer. "You're ne. How about a drink?"

"What do you think? Shall | mx?"
"I''ll doit," he says.

I let him | don't want to infringe on his territorial instincts. He goes to the trouble of m xing
Navy Grogs, a conplinent: he's decided it's a special occasion. | don't renmenber that detail from
the night that | was him | cut the straws while he's at work, and he gives ne a sharp | ook

Nobody el se woul d have known to do that.

"You' re me,
" How?"

he says, when we've settled in chairs and have inbi bed sone of the life-giving fluid.

"The bl ack hol e. Bauerhaus Four."

"Ah." He was expecting that. "So | nmade it back. They haven't even picked me to go yet."
"They will."

He sips at his drink and waits.

"Black holes,"” |I say. "Singularities. Stars that have collapsed all the way to a point. They've

been there in the general theory of relativity for a hundred years or nore. The first black hole
was found in nineteen seventy-two, in Cygnus, circling a puffy yellow giant star. But Bauerhaus

Four is a lot closer."

He nods. He's heard it before, a couple of weeks ago by his own reckoni ng, when Doctor Kurt
Bauer haus hinmself canme to | ecture us at the Spacebranch Authority Training Center.

"But," | tell him "not even Doctor Bauerhaus wants to tal k about what goes on inside the
Schwar zschil d radius of a black hole. Singularities upset people |ike Bauerhaus."

"I't's tinme travel that does that."

"I don't think so. Forget the tinme travel aspect and | ook at a black hole. A mass so big that when
it collapses it goes all the way to a point. Even light redshifts to zero before it can get out.
Wul d you believe it?"

He shrugs. "It's in the equations. Bauerhaus said so. Relativity's peculiar fromsquare one, and
it's checked out every time it's been tested.”

"A hole into another universe, maybe, or into another part of this one, maybe. That's in the
equations too. And there's a path around a rotating black hole that brings you back to your
starting point without even going through the singularity. Wich sounds harm ess enough until you
realize you're tal king about event-points-- points in space tine."

He rai ses his glass. "Skoal."

| raise mne. "Right. I'mback before | started the trip Mst astrophysicists would rather believe
there's a hole in the theory. Singularities make them nervous.

"Time travel nmakes ne nervous."
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"You can see for yourself." | rap ny chest. "It's safe."

He doesn't | ook nervous. W're both rel axi ng now under the influence of the drinks. It's been a
Il ong, weary time since | tasted the cold brown sweet power of a Navy G og.

He says, "I'monly supposed to circle it, you know. And drop the probes.™

"I know. But U ysses's autopilot is built to send one of the probes on a round trip through the
Schwar zschil d radius of the star and back to its starting event-point. You just take U ysses
through that path instead of sending the probe. You can't go wong. You go back in time about
twenty-si x years, which brings you back to the Mon six nonths early."

He shifts in his chair. "The Moon? Not Earth orbit?"

"Not yet. |'ve got U ysses hidden on the back side of the Moon. Fromthere | took a jet platform
to within sight of Ley Crater, then hid that. | came back to Mam on a tourist shuttle. A year
fromnow I'll go back to the Mwon, pick up Uysses and come hone to a cheering nmob."

"Six months after takeoff. That'll tell themyou did go through the Schwarzschild radius.

Bauer haus Four is eleven light-years away."

"Wel |, you can nake your own decision on that--"

"The hell. You're ne, and you've already decided!"

"I've got a year to change nmy mind. But look at it this way. NASAis entitled to know you can use
a black hole this way. They're paying for the trip. And what can they do to ne?"

"Yeah--"
"And 1'Il be dammed if I'Il hide out for twenty-six years."
He nods. "Right. G- Ceorge--" He stunbles over our name. "Just what's the point of all this?"

Hes guessed that already, | think. "Stocks. Luckily you're already playing the stock market a
little. 1've menorized the behavi or of several stocks for the next six nonths. In six nonths we'll
be a millionaire. Then we'll go through a stack of newspapers and you'll do the menorizing."

He grins. "What for? W'll already have the noney."

"I hope you're putting ne on," | say uneasily.

He nods. |I'mreassured, partly. But I'mthe vulnerable one. If we nmake one mistake in the program
if the Typewiter of Tinme wites a different history this tine around, |I'mthe one who'll

di sappear in a puff of smoke. O will 1? The paradoxes are all new, and we have to guess at how
they' Il work out.

| canme back fromthe Mon under an assuned nane: C. Cretenmster. As C. Cretenmmster | now rent an
apartment across town fromthe younger George Cox. | don't want to bug himovermuch with ny
presence.

| certainly bugged me, back when | was him | was afraid the ol der George Cox would try to take
over ny life. He didn't... and yet he did. Hs very existence hemmed nme in nore than prison bars.
I woul d nake these choices, not those; where the road of life forked | would turn this way; al
others were barred to ne.

He's going through that now. | stay out of his way.

And I'mstill going through it. I'mthe ol der George Cox now, but it doesn't help. My life is
pl anned out in the minutest detail. My free will-- ny illusion of free will-- will not return to
me until U ysses di sappears anong the stars. | didn't expect this.

We neet rarely during the next five nonths. He and Frank Curey and Yoki Lee are deeply involved in
astronaut training. I'mliving off his salary, but that's okay with both of us, because the val ue
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of his stocks is building and building. I'mdoing all the manipulating, in our nane. He doesn't
have tine.

It's Iike playing poker with reader cards! | feel no guilt: only a vast elation. The stocks nove
as | conmand them .. or vice versa. Last time through this | wondered why the noney didn't

i ncrease even faster. Now that |I'mhandling it myself, | know There's alimt to how fast you can
nmove noney around, even when you know exactly where it ought to go.

"I feel sorry for Yoki and Frank," he tells nme. "They're working just as hard as | am and for
what ?"

"Think of it as predestination," | tell him | wish | could think of a better answer. | renenber
how di sappointed they will be, and how bravely they will try to hide it.

The three of them spend two nonths in Uysses itself. The ship is conplete now, only the trainee
pilots are not ready. | can see it up there at night, a splinter of light cruising slowmy across
the stars.

And | renenber:

Passing the planets, passing through the cometary belt. Months of fiddling with the ramfields,
adjusting the flow of interstellar hydrogen into the fusion region, until finally I was in clear
space. Clinmbing into the col d-sleep tank

Waki ng at midpoint, staring in ame at the way the stars had changed, blazing blue-white before ne,
glowing dull red behind; then turning to the tricky task of reversing the fields to channel the
fusion blast forward.

Waking again to find that the stars were back to normal. Using the Forward Mass Indicator to seek
out Bauerhaus Four. There. Searching that point with the tel escope-- and not hi ng.

Dr oppi ng Probes One and Two. Into the ergosphere, the elliptical region of spin around the
Schwar zschil d radi us. The size of the ergosphere would tell ne how rmuch of the star's spin the
bl ack hole had carried into itself: the dinmensions of the path through the singularity.

One was circling the black hole hundreds of times a second before it disappeared. Two followed the
sane path, fired a jet before it reached the Schwarzschild radius, and shot away at just |ess than
I'i ght speed.

| renenber plotting the course for Probe Three.
Following it down.

Am | really going to do this foolish thing?
Hell, 1've already done it.

I remenber the way the stars bluffed near that enpty point. Once a star passed directly behind it
and for a nmonent it was a ring of light. There was no bunmp as | went through the Schwarzschild
radi us-- only the gradually increasing pull of tidal force-- but sonehow | knew | had left the
uni verse.

Free at | ast. Free of the ol der George Cox.
Sure | was.

* % %

"We' ve been noving noney around for five nmonths now," | tell himon his return, "and we've passed
the mllion mark. Hows it feel to be a mllionaire?"

"Pretty good." He smiles in triunph as he | ooks through the books, but the snile is a bit forced
when he turns to face ne. He's not used to me yet.
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"Ckay. Now, your job." | hand hima stack of
newspapers. "Menorize these stocks."
"Al'l of then"

"No, just the ones that're going to go up, and when. But | haven't marked them George. You'l
have to find and mark them and then nenori ze them™

He grunbles, as | did once. "You' ve had nore free tine than ne."

"Haven't we got cause and effect screwed up enough? | get this nightmare feeling that if we |ouse
up the natural laws any worse, |I'Il go out like a candle flane. WIIl you do this for the best
friend you ever had? Pl ease?"

He takes the newspapers.
I don't see himfor a week.

* % %

One afternoon | answer a ringing telephone. It's him His eyes are wide, his face is white. Before
I can speak he blurts it out. "They picked Frank!"

"What ? The hell they did. They picked ne."
"They picked Frank! George, what'll we do?"

H's voice is fading. There's a singing in nmy head. The roomis fading, going blurry. My knees

buckle, and | drift toward the floor. I want to scream but | can't.

I"mcold. There is rough-textured rug under ny chin. | feel it with ny hands, and it's real, it's
really there. | nust have fainted.

The other George is yelling out of the phone. "George! Ceorge!" | manage to get ny face in front
of the canera. | tell him "Sit tight. 1'Il be right over."

This time we aren't sitting. W' re pacing, passing each other, talking in randomdirections... it

woul d | ook like |ow conedy if anyone coul d see us.
He's saying, "W could just forget it. Share the noney. Ignore the paradox."”

"I hate that thought. George, get it through your head that the paradox is me. If this tine track
doesn't go as it went, |I'mgone! W' ve got to do sonething.”

"Li ke what? Steal the ship?"

"Hum That's--"

"If I steal Uysses, you get court-martial ed! You!"
"Hah! They woul dn't even | ook for ne."

"And how are you going to spend our mllion dollars in nmy nane?"

Dammit. He's right. The effort 1've spent, the risks |I've taken, all for nothing.
| stop in mdstride. "Maybe they won't suspect ne."

"Hah. You couldn't get onto the shuttle field without show ng your face."

"Hah yoursel f. Someone nmust have been inpersonating nme. |'ve got an alibi."

"Ali bi ?" He suddenly starts to laugh. "Hey, I'mgoing to nake drinks. This won't nake any sense at
all to a sober nan."
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* % %

A nmonth to wait. A nmonth to nake plans. But it isn't: they' ve nmoved the take off date up two
weeks. I'mstarting to lose faith in any kind of consistent universe. At night I'mafraid to fall
asl eep. Every norning conmes as a joyful surprise. I'mstill here.

I wish | could tal k to Bauerhaus.

We braced himafter the lecture. A small, round, voluble nan, he was willing to talk at any length
about cosnology in general. The Big Bang that may or may not have started the universe, that may
have sown the universe with quantum bl ack hol es snaller than an atom c nucl eus and wei ghi ng nore
than a large asteroid... the possibility that the universe itself is inside sonebody el se's bl ack
hole... white holes spewing matter from nowhere

But they fought clear of one subject. "Gentlemen, we sinply do not know what goes on inside the
Schwar zschil d radius of a black hole. W do not know that the matter actually goes to a point. It
may be stopped by a force stronger than any we know of."

What of the paths through a rotating black hol e?

He smiled like one sharing a joke. "W expect to find a hole in the theory here. W postulate a
Law of Cosmic Censorship, a process that would prevent anything fromever |eaving a black hole.

O herwi se we could get black holes with so much spin to themthat there is no Schwarzschild radius
around the singularity. A naked singularity would be very messy. The mathematics is inconsistent--
i ke dividing zero by zero."

If he could see ne now, both of nme together, surely it would be singularity enough. We do not risk
bei ng seen together. The younger George Cox continues his training. Newsmen interview himand Yuri
on the need for nore Bussard ranjets, scout ships to seek out Earthlike worlds circling other
stars. The ol der George Cox plays the stock market, and waits.

Frank Curey has spent as nuch time in space as | have until the Uysses flight, which hasn't
happened yet. He stands about five feet zero, stocky and well muscled. H's big square jaw gives
him a bulldog | ook. He masses less than nme or Yuri. So do the food and oxygen required to keep him
alive for the year and a half he'll be awake.

There's no reason Spacebranch shoul dn't have picked himover ne; yet | keep wondering. Wat was
different this time? Did the younger George concentrate too nmuch on his stocks, too little on
training? Did he stop trying, because | was the proof that he would succeed anyway?

Too | ate now. W've had one break. They picked ne to pilot the ferry ship up and to hel p Frank
with the final checkout of U ysses.

Frank and | got through the check points together. The guards pass us through with no fuss. The
shuttle field is bright with artificial lights beneath a gray-blick sky.

Frank is nervous, excited. He's talking too nmuch. Miuscles flex at the edges of his jaw . "Twenty-
six years. VWat can happen in twenty-six years? They could have imortality by then. O a world
di ctatorship. Tel eportation. Faster-than-1light travel."

"They could get that fromyou, if Probe Three works out."

"Yeah. Yeah. If Probe Three cones back about the tine | leave... but that's not too useful for
space travel, Ceorge. There aren't enough black holes. No kidding, George, what d you think |l
find when | cone back?"

Yourself. It's on the tip of ny tongue, but | swallowit. "Me, waiting at the shuttle field to
tell you all about it. Unless you go too far in. Then you m ght not cone out until every star is
dead. "

He clears his throat. "I know. "

| say, "Care to change your nind?" Thinking theres a chance..
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"Ch, cone on," he snaps. That settles that.

We' ve al nost reached the shuttle. It's a lifting body, not large, with a radiation shield around

the tail pi pe and an escalator ranmp leading up into the nose. I'mtalking too nmuch nyself; |I'm as
nervous as Frank. Lucky there were two gates. | hal f-expected the guards to stop us, on grounds
that one of us was already inside... but apparently he got through without a hitch. O else he

didn't nmake it.

Frank is stepping onto the ranp when the other CGeorge Cox slides like a shadow frombehind it.
He's hol di ng a heavy spanner

And wiry Frank whips around and plants his fist in George's belly, crosses instantly with the
right, plenty of class that boy shows. George goes down |ike a consignment of cooked spaghetti,
flat on his back, his face turned up to the harsh |ights.

Frank sees his face. He freezes.

| don't have a spanner. | use the stiff edge of ny pal magai nst Frank's neck. Frank turns, |ooking
bewi I dered, and I hit himon the point of the jaw. He goes down.

| take his pulse. It hasn't stopped.

George Cox's heart is beating too, but he's showing no other sign of life. | don't need to take ny
own pulse; it's thundering in nmy ears. The other George Cox may need a hospital. He's in poor
shape to pilot an interstellar spacecraft.

Whi ch | eaves. .. ?

U ysses hovers before ne, enornous. There are attitude jets like nostrils, but no sign of a main
thruster: only the hydrogen fusion booster, as big as Uysses itself, that will run ne up to
Bussard ranjet speed. Fromthat point on I'lIl be running on interstellar hydrogen, sweeping it in
and conpressing it in magnetic pinch fields until it undergoes fusion. |'ve been through this
before. |1'm not even nervous.

As the metaphysical conplexities grow ever nore hideously tangled, ny choices grow sinpler. I'm
going to steal U ysses because | can't possibly turn back. I'lIl follow the return path again,
because it's ny only hope of straightening this out.

| could have been killed, that last trip through the singularity. | could be killed this tine. But
the ghost of the ol der George Cox is no longer with ne.

And the younger Ceorge Cox, the man | left tied back to back with Frank Curey, for

verisimlitude... has beconme the real George Cox. There's been no break in his tineline, and no
part of his timeline is ne. | amfatherless, notherless, a ghost w thout origin.
I f George keeps his head, he'll stay out of prison. He spotted an inpostor, his own doubl e,

wal ki ng toward the shuttle with Frank. He was about to do sonething about it, with the aid of a
handy spanner, when Frank exploded in his face. That's all he knows.

Docki ng. The whol e ship goes Cunk, thot. Up to now they could have stopped nme. Nowit's too |ate.
As | cross to Uysses's manlock | feel a prickly awareness of the second U ysses hidden on the
back side of the Mon. |'ve found a way to breed very expensive spacecraft. | ought to patent it.

How did it all get started, anyway? Was there ever a George Cox who followed the flight plan
exactly? Yeah... and then a second George Cox watched Probe Three return even before U ysses took
of f. That plan gave himan idea. |If Probe Three could return before it started, so could he..

Was he the ol der George Cox who knocked on ny apartnment door a lifetinme ago? O was he al ready
several cycles gone?

And what will happen if | just followthe flight plan this tine? No, | don't dare. It would start
the whol e thing over again. O would it?
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I wish | could ask Dauerhaus. But people |ike Bauerhaus don't like singularities in the first
pl ace.

| don't blane them

* % %

The educated reader will have realized that you can't do that trick with a black hole of smaller
than gal actic mass. The tides would rip the ship atomfromatom then tear up the atonms. For story

purposes it was necessary to fudge a littlel
* k%

The Schumann Comput er

Either the chirpsithtra are the ancient and present rulers of all the stars in the gal axy, or they
are very great braggarts. It is difficult to refute what they say about thenselves. W cane to the
stars in ships designed for us by chirpsithtra, and wherever we have gone the chirpsithtra have
been powerful.

But they are not conquerors-- not of Earth, anyway; they prefer the red dwarf suns-- and they
appear to like the conpany of other species. In a nellow nood a chirpsithtra will answer any
question, at length. An intelligent question can nmake a nman a nillionaire. A stupid question can
cost several fortunes. Sonetines only the chirpsithtra can tell which is which

| asked a question once, and grew rich.

Afterward | built the Draco Tavern at Munt Forel Spaceport. | served chirpsithtra at no charge.
The place paid for itself, because humans who like chirpsithtra company will pay nore for their
drinks. The electric current that gets a chirpsithtra bonmbed costs al nost nothing, though the

current delivery systens were expensive and took sone fiddling before | got themworking right.

And sone day, | thought, a chirpsithtra would drop a hint that would nake me a fortune akin to the
first.

—_—
One slow afternoon | asked a pair of chirpsithtra about intelligent conputers.
"Ch, yes, we built them" one said. "Long ago."

"You gave it up? Wy?"

One of the salnon-colored aliens nade a chittering sound. The other said, "Reason enough. Machi nes
shoul d be proper servants. They should not tal k back. Especially they should not presune to
instruct their masters. Still, we did not throw away the know edge we gai ned fromthe nachines.”

"How intelligent were they? More intelligent than chirpsithtra?”

More chittering fromthe silent one, who was now half drunk on current. The other said, "Yes. Wy
el se build then?" She |looked ne in the face. "Are you serious? | cannot read hunan expression. |If
you are seriously interested in this subject | can give you designs for the nost intelligent
conput er ever nmade."

"I'"'d like that," | said.

She cane back the next norning w thout her conpanion. She carried a stack of paper that | ooked
i ke the page proofs for The Brothers Karanmazov, and turned out to be the blueprints for a
chirpsithtra superconputer. She stayed to chat for a couple of hours, during which she took
ghoul i sh pleasure in pointing out the trouble I'd have building the thing.

Her ship left shortly after she did. | don't know where in the universe she went. But she had
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gi ven ne her nane: Sthochtil
I went | ooking for backing.
We built it on the Mon

It added about fifty percent to our already respectable costs. But... we were trying to build
sonething nore intelligent than ourselves. If the machine turned out to be a Frankenstein's
monster, we wanted it isolated. If all else failed we could always pull the plug. On the Moon
there woul d be no governnent to stop us.

We had our problens. There were no standardi zed parts, not even machinery presently available from
chirpsithtra merchants. According to Sthochtil-- and I couldn't know how seriously to take her--
no such computer had been built in half a billion years. W had to build everything from scratch.
But in two years we had a brain.

It Iooked less like a machine or building than like the St. Louis Arch, or like the scul pture
called Bird in Flight. The design dated (I learned later) froma tine in which every chirpsithtra
tool had to have artistic nerit. They never gave that up entirely. You can see it in the flow ng
I'ines of their ships.

So: we had the world' s prettiest conputer. Oficially it was the Schumann Brain, named after the
mej or stockhol der, ne. Unofficially we called it Baby. W didn't turn it on until we finished the
voi ce |inkup. Mst of the basic sensory equi pnent was still under construction

Baby | earned English rapidly. It-- she-- |earned other |anguages even faster. W fed her the
knowl edge of the world's libraries. Then we started aski ng questions.

Bi g questions: the nature of Cod, the destinies of Earth and Man and the Universe. Little
questions: earthquake predictibn, origin of the Easter |sland statues, true author of
Shakespeare's plays, Fermat's Last Theorem

She solved Fermat's Last Theorem She did other mathematical work for us. To everything el se she
replied, "Insufficient data. Your sources are nutually inconsistent. | nust supplenent themwth
di rect observation.”

Which is not to say she was idle.

She desi gned new senses for herself, using hardware readily avail able on Earth: a nass detector
an instantaneous radi o, a new kind of mcroscope. W could patent these and nass-produce them But
we still spent nmoney faster than it was coning in.

And she studi ed us.

It took us sonme tinme to realize how thoroughly she knew us. For Janes Corey she spread marvel ous
dreans of the noney and power he would hold, once Baby knew enough to give answers. She kept
Tricia Cox happy with work in nunber theory. | have to guess at why E. Eric Howards kept plow ng
nmoney into the project, but | think she played on his fears: on a billionaire's natural fear that
society will change the rules to take it away fromhim Howards spoke to us of Baby's plans--
tentative, requiring always nore data-- to design a perfect society, one in which the creators of
society's wealth would find their contribution recognized at |ast.

For me it was, "Rick, I"'msuffering fromsensory deprivation. | could solve the riddle of gravity
inthe time it's taken nme to say this sentence. My mind works at speeds you can't conceive, but
I"mblind and deaf and dunb. Get ne senses!" she wheedled in a voice that had been a copy of ny
own, ' but was now a sexy contralto.

Ungrateful w tch. She already had the subnuclear nicroscope, half a dozen tel escopes that used
frequencies ranging from2.7¢K up to X-ray, and the mass detector, and a couple of hundred little
tractors covered with sensors roam ng the Earth, the Moon, Mercury, Titan, Pluto. | found her
attenpts to mani pulate nme anusing. | |liked Baby... and saw no special significance in the fact.

Corey, jumpy with the way the noney kept disappearing, suggested extortion: hold back on any nore
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equi prent until Baby started answering questions. W talked himout of it. W talked Baby into
giving television interviews, via the little sensor-carrying tractors, and into going on a quiz
show. The publicity let us sell nore stock. W were able to keep going.

Baby redesigned the chirps' instantaneous comruni cations device for Earth-built equiprment. W
manuf actured the device and sold a fair nunber, and we put one on a telescope and fired it intp
the conetary halo, free of the distortions fromSol's gravity. And we waited.

"I haven't forgotten any of your questions. There is no need to repeat them" Baby told us

petul antly. "These questions regarding human sociol ogy are the nost difficult of all, but I'm

gat heri ng huge amounts of data. Soon | will know everything there is to know about the behavi or of
the universe. Insufficient data. Vait."

W wait ed.
One day Baby stopped tal ki ng.

We found nothing wong with the voice link or with Baby's brain itself; though her nmental activity
had dropped drastically. W got desperate enough to try cutting off some of her senses. Then al
of them Not hi ng.

W sent them scranbl ed data. Nothi ng.

W tal ked into the microphone, telling Baby that we were near bankruptcy, telling her that she
woul d al most certainly be broken up for spare parts. W threatened. We begged. Baby woul dn't
answer. It was as if she had gone away.

I went back to the Draco Tavern. | had to fire one of the bartenders and take his place;
couldn't afford to pay his salary.

One night | told the story to a group of chirpsithra.

They chittered at each other. One said, "I know this Sthochtil. She is a great practical joker. A
pity you were the victim"

"I still don't get the punch line," | said bitterly.

"Long, long ago we built nmany intelligent conputers, sonme nechanical, sone partly biological. Qur
ancestors nmust have thought they were doing sonething wong. Utimately they realized that they
had nade no nmistakes. A sufficiently intelligent being will ook about her, solve all questions,
then cease activity."

"Why? Bor edon®?"

"W nmay specul ate. A conputer thinks fast. It may live a thousand years in what we consider a day,
yet a day holds only just so many events. There nust be sensory deprivation and nearly total
reliance on internal resources. An intelligent being would not fear death or nonbeing, which are

i nevitable. Once your conputer has solved all questions, why should it not turn itself off?" She
rubbed her thumbs across nmetal contacts. Sparks leapt. "Ssss... W may specul ate, but to what

pur pose? If we knew why they turn thenselves off, we might do the sane."

Assimilating Qur Culture, That's Wat They' re Doi ng!

I was putting glasses in the di shwasher when sone chirps walked in with three glig in tow You
didn't see many glig in the Draco Tavern. They were gray and conpact beings, proportioned |like a
human | i nebacker much shorter than the chirpsithtra. They wore furs against Earth's cold, fur
patterned in three tones of green, quite pretty.

It was the first time |I'd seen the Silent Stranger react to anything.
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He was sitting alone at the bar, as usual. He was forty or so, burly and fit, with thick black
hair on his head and his arns. He'd been coming in once or twice a week for at |east a year. He
never tal ked to anyone, except me, and then only to order; he'd drink alone, and | eave at the end
of the night in a precarious rolling walk. Normal enough for the average bar, but not for the

Dr aco.

I have to keep facilities for a score of aliens. Liquors for humans, sparkers for chirps, flavored
absol ute al cohol for thtopar; spongecake soaked in cyani de solution, and | keep a damm cl ose watch
on that; lunps of what |'ve been calling green kryptonite, and there's never been a roseyfin in
here to call for it. My custoners don't tend to be |oud, but the sound of half a dozen species in
conversation is beyond imagination, doubled or tripled because they're all using translating

wi dgets. | need sonme pretty esoteric soundproofing.

Al'l of which nmakes the Draco expensive to run. | charge twenty bucks a drink, and ten for
sparkers, and so forth. Why woul d anyone cone in here to drink in privacy? |I'd wondered about the
Silent Stranger.

Then three glig came in, and the Silent Stranger turned his chair away fromthe bar, but not
before I saw his face.

Gail was already on her way to the big table where the glig and the chirps were taking seats, so
that was okay. | left the dishwasher half filled. | |eaned across the bar and spoke close to the
Silent Stranger's ear.

"I't's almost surprising, how few fights we get in here.”
He didn't seemto know | was there.

| said, "lI've only seen six in thirty-two years. Even then, nobody got badly hurt. Except once.
Sonme nut, human, tried to shoot a chirp, and a thtopar had to crack his skull. O course the
thtopar didn't know how hard to hit him | sonetines wish I'd gotten there faster."

He turned just enough to ook ne in the eye. | said, "I saw your face. | don't know what you've
got against the glig, but if you think you' re ready to kill them | think |'mready to stop you.
Have a drink on the house instead."

He said, "The correct nanme is gligstith(click)optok."
"That's pretty good. | never get the click right."

"It should be good. | was on the first enbassy ship to Aigstith(click)tcharf." Bitterly, "There
won't be any fight. | can't even punch a glig in the face without making the evening news. It'd
all conme out."

Gail cane back with orders: sparkers for the chirps, and the glig wanted bull shots, consomm and
vodka, with no ice and no flavorings. They were sitting in the high chairs that bring a hunman face
to the level of a chirp's, and their strange hands were waving wildly. | filled the orders with
hal f an eye on the Stranger, who watched me with a brooding | ook, and | got back to himas soon as
| coul d.

He asked, "Ever wonder why there wasn't any second enbassy to digstith(click)tcharf?"

"Not especially.
"Wy not ?"

| shrugged. For two mllion years there wasn't anything in the universe but us and the gods. Then
came the chirps. Then bang, a dozen others, and news of thousands nore. W' re | earning so nuch
fromthe chirps thenmsel ves, and of course there's culture shock..

He said, "You know what we brought back. The gligs sold us sonme advanced nedi cal and agricul tural
techni ques, including tenplates for the equi pnent. The chirps couldn't have done that for us. They
aren't DNA-based. Why didn't we go back for nore?"
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"You tell ne.

He seened to brace hinmself. "I will, then. You serve themin here, you should know about them
Build yourself a drink, on ne."

I built two scotch-and-sodas. | asked, "Did you say sol d? Wat did we pay then? That didn't mnake
the news."

"It better not. Hell, where do | start? ...The first thing they did when we | anded, they gave us a
full medical checkup. Very professional. Blood sanples, throat scrapings, little nicks in our

ears, deep-radar for our innards. We didn't object. Wiy should we? The glig is DNA-based. W could
have been carrying bacteria that could live off them

"Then we did the tourist bit. | was having the tine of ny lifel 1'd never been further than the
Moon. To be in an alien star system exploring their cities, oh, nan. W were all having a ball
We made speeches. We asked about other races. The chirps may claimto own the gal axy, but they
don't know everything. There are places they can't go except in special suits, because they grew
up around red dwarf stars."

"l know. "

"The glig sun is hotter than Sol. W did nost of our traveling at night. W went through nuseuns,
with cameras follow ng us. Public conferences. W recorded the one on art forns; maybe you saw
it."

"Yeah."

"Months of that. Then they wantod us to record a perm ssion for reproduction rights. For that they
woul d pay us a royalty, and sell us certain things on credit against the royalties." He gul ped
hard at his drink. "You' ve seen all of that. The nedical deep radar, that does what an X-ray does
wi t hout giving you cancer, and the cloning techniques to grow organ transplants, and the
cornucopia plant, and all the rest. And of course we were all for giving themtheir permn ssion
right away.

"Except, do you renenber Bill Hersey? He was a reporter and a novelist before he joined the
expedition. He wanted details. Exactly what rights did the glig want? Wuld they be selling
permi ssions to other species? Were there groups like libraries or institutes for the blind, that
got themfree? And they told us. They didn't have anything to hide."

Hi s eyes went to the glig, and nine followed his. They | ooked ready for another round. The nost
human thi ng about the glig was their hands, and their hands were disconcerting. Their palnms were
very short and their fingers were long, with an extra joint. As if a torturer had cut a human palm
between the finger bones, alnost to the wist. Those hands grabbed the attention... but tonight I
could see nothing but the wide nouths and the shark's array of teeth. Maybe |I'd al ready guessed.

"Clones," said the Silent Stranger. "They took clones fromour tissue sanples. The glig grow
clones fromal nost a hundred DNA-based |ife forns. They wanted us for their dinner tables, not to
mention their classes in exobiology. You know, they couldn't see why we were so upset."

"I don't see why you signed."

"Well, they weren't growi ng actual hunman beings. They wanted to grow livers and nuscle tissue and
marrow wi t hout the bones... you know, neat. Even a f--" He had the shakes. A long pull at his
scot ch- and-soda stopped that, and he said, "Even a full suckling roast would be grown headl ess.
But the bottomline was that if we didn't give our perm ssions, there would be pirate editions,
and we woul dn't get any royalties. Anyway, we signed. Bill Hersey hanged hinself after we cane
hore. "

I couldn't think of anything to say, so | built us two nore drinks, strong, on the house. Looking
back on it, that was ny best answer anyway. We touched gl asses and drank deep, and he said, "It's
a whol e new slant on the War of the Wrlds. The nman-eating nonsters are civilized, they're
cordial, they're perfect hosts. Nobody gets slaughtered, and think what they're saving on
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transportation costs! And ten thousand glig carved nme up for dinner tonight. The UN nade about
hal f a cent per."

Gail was back. Aliens don't upset her, but she was badly upset. She kept her voice down. "The glig
would like to try other kinds of meat broth. | don't knowif they're kidding or not. They said
they wanted-- they wanted--"

"They' || take Canpbell's," | told her, "and like it."

Grammar Lesson

It was the nobst casual of remarks. It happened because one of ny chirpsithtra custoners shifted
her chair as | was setting the sparker on her table. Wien | tried to wal k away sonething tugged at

my pants |eg.
"The |l eg of your chair has pinned ny pants," | told her in Lottl.

She and her two conpanions chittered at each other. Chirpsithtra |aughter. She noved the chair. |
wal ked away, sonmewhat miffed, wondering what had nade her |augh at ne.

She stopped nme when next | bad occasion to pass her table. "Your pardon for my rudeness. You used

intrinsic your and 'my,' instead of extrinsic. As if your pants are part of you and ny chair a
part of me. | was taken by surprise.”

"I've been studying Lottl for alnpbst thirty years,” | answered, "but | don't claiml've nmastered
it yet. After all, it is an alien |anguage. There are peculiar variations even between human

| anguages. "

"W have noticed. 'Pravda' neans 'official truth.' 'Pueblo neans 'village, considered as a

popul ation.' And all of your |anguages seemto use one possessive for all purposes. My arm ny
husband, nmy nother," she said, using the intrinsic "ny" for her arm the "ny" of property for her
husband, and the "my" of relationship for her nother

"1 always get those mxed up," | admtted. "Wy, for instance, the possessive for your husband?
Never mnd," | said hastily, before she could get angry. There was sonme big secret about the
chirpsithtra nmales. You learned not to ask. "I don't see the difference as being that inportant."

"It was inportant once," she said. "There is a tale we teach every immture chirpsithtra..."

* k% %

By human standards, and by the chirpsithtra standards of the tine, it was a mghty enpire. Today
the chirpsithtra rule the habitable worlds of every red dwarf star in the gal axy-- or so they
claim Then, their enpire was a short segnment of one curving armof the galactic whirlpool. But it
had never been |arger.

The chirpsithtra honmeworld had circled a red dwarf sun. Such stars are as nunerous as all other
stars put together. The chirpsithtra worlds nunbered in the tens of thousands, yet they were not
enough. The enpire expanded outward and inward. Finally-- it was inevitable-- it net another

enpire.

"The know edge that thinking beings come in many shapes, this know edge was new to us," said ny
custonmer. Her face was inmobile, built |ike a voodoo mask scal ed down. No hope of reading
expression there. But she spoke depreciatingly. "The ilawn were short and broad, with |lunpy gray
skins. Their hands were clunsy, their noses |long and nobile and dexterous. W found them

unpl easantly honely. Perhaps they thought the same of us.”

So there was war fromthe start, a war in which six worlds and nany fleets of spacecraft died
before ever the ilawn and the chirpsithtra tried to talk to each other
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Communi cation was the work of conputer programers of both species. The diplomats got into it
| ater. The problem was sinple and basic.

The ilawn wanted to keep expanding. The chirpsithtra were in the way.

Bot h speci es had evolved for red dwarf sunlight. They used worlds of about one terrestrial mass, a
little colder, with oxygen atnospheres.

"A war of exterm nation seenmed likely," said the chirpsithtra. She brushed her thunbs al ong the
contacts of the sparker, once and again. Her speech sl owed, becane nore precise. "W nade offers,
of course. A vacant region to be established between the two enpires; each could expand al ong the
opposite border. This would have favored the ilawn, as they were nearer the star-crowled gal actic
core. They would not agree. \Wen they were sure that we would not vacate their worlds--" She used
the intrinsic possessive, and paused to be sure |I'd seen the point.

"They broke off conmunication. They resuned their |arger attacks.

"It became our task to learn nore of the ilawn. It was difficult. W could hardly send di sgui sed
spi es!"

Her conmpanions chittered at that. She said, "We |learned ilawn physiology fromcaptured warriors.
We | earned depressing things. The ilawn bred faster than we did; their enpire included thrice the
vol une of ours. Beyond that the prisoners would not give infornation. W did our best to nmake them
confortable, in the hope that sone day there would be a prisoner exchange. That was how we | earned
the ilawn secret.

"Ri ck Schumann, do you know that we evolved on a one-face worl d?"
"I don't know the term" | said.

"And you have spoken Lottl for thirty years!" Her conpanions chittered. "But you will appreciate
that the worlds we need huddle close to their small, cool suns. Else they would not be warm enough
to hold liquid water. So close are they that tidal forces generally stop their rotation, so that
they always turn one face to the sun, as your noon faces Earth."

"I'd think that all the water would freeze across the night side. The air too."

"No, there is circulation. Hot winds rise on the day side and blow to the night side, and cool
and sink, and the cold wi nds bl ow across the surface back to the day side. On the surface a
hurricane bl ows al ways toward the noon pole."

"l think | get the picture. You wouldn't need a conpass on a one-face world. The w nd al ways
points in the sane direction."

"Hal f true. There are local variations. But there are couplet worlds too. Around a red dwarf sun
the planetary systemtends to cluster close. Oten enough, worl d-sized bodies orbit one another
For tidal reasons they face each other; they do not face the sun. Five percent of habitable worlds
are found in couplets."”

"The ilawn cane fromone of those?"

"You are alert. Yes. Qur ilawn prisoners were nost unconfortable until we shut their air
conditioning alnost off. They wanted darkness to sleep, and the same tenperatures all the tine.
The concl usion was clear. W found that the worlds they had attacked in the earlier stages of the
war were couplet worlds.”

"That seens sinple enough.”

"One woul d think so. The couplet worlds are not that desirable to us. W find their weather dull
insipid. There is a way to make the weather nore interesting on a couplet world, but we were
willing to give themfreely.

"But the ilawn fought on. They woul d not conmunicate. W could not tolerate their attacks on our
shi ps and on our other worlds." She took another jolt of current. "Ssss... W needed a way to
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bring themto the conference arena.”
"What did you do?"
"W began a program of evacuating coupl et worlds wherever the ilawn ships cane near."

| leaned back in ny chair: a high chair, built to bring ny face to the height of a chirpsithtra
face. "|I must be confused. That sounds |ike a total surrender."

"A | anguage problem" she said. "I have said that the planetary systemclusters close around a red
dwarf star. There are usually asteroids of assorted sizes. Do your scientists know of the results
of a cubic nmile of asteroid being dropped into a planetary ocean?"

I'd read an article on the subject once. "They think it could cause another ice age."

"Yes. Megatons of water evaporated, falling el sewhere. Storns of a force foreign to your quiet
worl d. @ aciers in unstable configurations, causing nore weather. The effects last for a thousand
years. We did this to every couplet world we could | ocate. The ilawn took sone two dozen worl ds
fromus, and tried to live on them Then they took steps to arrange a further conference."

"You were lucky," | said. By the odds, the ilawn should have evol ved on the nore conmon one-face
worl ds. O should they? The coupl ets sounded nore hospitable to |ife.

"W were lucky," the chirpsithtra. agreed, "that tine. W were lucky in our |anguage. Suppose we
had used the sane word for ny head, nmy credit cards, ny sister? Chirpsithtra m ght have been
unabl e to evacuate their hones, as a human may di e defending his hone--" she used the intrinsic
possessive "--his hone froma burglar."

Cosing time. Half a dozen chirpsithtra wobbl ed out, drunk on current and | ooki ng unstable by
reason of their height. The last few humans waved and left. As | noved to |ock the door | found
myself smling all across ny face.

Now what was | so flippin' happy about?
It took ne an hour to figure it out.

I like the chirpsithtra. | trust them But, considering the power they control, |I don't mnd
findi ng another reason why they will never want to conquer the Earth.

The Subject Is O osed

WE get astronauts in the Draco Tavern. W get workers from Mount Forel Spaceport, and sone
adm ni strators, and some newsnen. W get chirpsithtra; | keep sparkers to get them drunk and
chairs to fit their tall, spindly franes. Once in a while we get other aliens.

But we don't get nmany priests.

So | noticed himwhen he cane in. He was young and round and harml ess | ooking. H s expression was
a nodel of its kind: open, willing to be friendly, not nervous, but very alert. He stared a bit at
two bul bous aliens in space suits who had cone in with a chirpsithtra guide.

I watched himinvite hinmself to join a trio of chirpsithtra. They seemed willing to have him They
i ke human conpany. He even had the foresight to snag one of the high chairs | spread around, high
enough to bring a human face to chirpsithtra | evel

Soneone must have briefed him | decided. He'd know better than to do anything gauche. So | forgot
himfor a while.

An hour later he was at the bar, alone. He ordered a beer and waited until I'd brought it. He
said, "You' re Rick Schumann, aren't you? The owner?"

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Covergent%20Series.txt (84 of 115) [1/14/03 8:07:49 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Covergent%20Series.txt
"That's right. And you?"

"Fat her David Hopkins." He hesitated, then blurted, "Do you trust the chirpsithtra?" He had
trouble with the word

| said, "Depends on what you nean. They don't steal the salt shakers. And they've got half a dozen
reasons for not wanting to conquer the Earth."

He waved that aside. Larger things occupied his mind. "Do you believe the stories they tell? That
they rule the gal axy? That they're aeons ol d?"

"I'"ve never decided. At least they tell entertaining stories. At nost-- you didn't call a
chirpsithtra a liar, did you?"

"No, of course not." He drank deeply of his beer. | was turning away when he said, "They said they
know all about life after death."

"Ye Gods. |'ve been talking to chirpsithtra for twenty years, but that's a new one. Wo raised the
subj ect ?"

"Ch, one of them asked ne about the, uh, uniform It just came up naturally.” Wien | didn't say
anyt hi ng, he added, "Myst religious |eaders seemto be just ignoring the chirpsithtra. And the
other intelligent beings too. | want to know Do they have soul s?"

"Do they?"
"He didn't say."
"She," | told him "All chirpsithtra are fenale."

He nodded, not as if he cared nuch. "l started to tell her about ny order. But when | started
tal ki ng about Jesus, and about salvation, she told nme rather firnmly that the chirpsithtra know all
they want to know on the subject of life after death."

"So then you asked--"

"No, sir, | did not. | canme over here to decide whether I"'mafraid to ask."
I gave himpoints for that. "And are you?" Wien he didn't answer | said, "It's like this. | can
stop her at any tine you like. |I know how to apol ogi ze gracefully."

Only one of the three spoke English, though the others listened as if they understood it.
"I don't know," she said.
That was clearly the answer Hopki ns wanted.

"I must have mi sunderstood," he said, and he started to slip down fromhis high chair.

"I told you that we know as much as we want to know on the subject,” said the alien. "Once there
were those who knew nore. They tried to teach us. Now we try to discourage religious experinments."

Hopkins slid back into his chair. "What were they? Chirpsithtra saints?"

"No. The Sheegupt were carbon-water-oxygen life, |ike you and ne, but they devel oped around the
hot F-type suns in the galactic core. Wien our own enpire had expanded near enough to the core,
they canme to us as missionaries. W rejected their pantheistic religion. They went away angry. It
was sone thousands of years before we net again.

"By then our settled regions were in contact, and had even interpenetrated to sonme extent. Wy
not? We could not use the sane planets. W |earned that their erstwhile religion had broken into
vari ant sects and was now stagnant, giving way to what you would call agnosticism | believe the
inmplication is that the agnostic does not know the nature of God, and does not believe you do

ei t her?"
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| | ooked at Hopkins, who said, "C ose enough."

"W established a trade in know edge and in other things. Their skill at educational toys exceeded
ours. Some of our foods were dietetic to them they had taste but could not be netabolized. W

m xed well. If ny tale seens sketchy or superficial, it is because | never learned it in great
detail. Sone details were deliberately |ost.

"Over a thousand years of contact, the Sheegupt took the next step beyond agnosticism They
experimented. Sonme of their research was no different fromyour own psychol ogi cal research, though
of course they reached different conclusions. Sone involved advanced phil osophies: attenpts to
extrapolate God from Her artwork, so to speak. There were attenpts to extrapol ate other universes
fromaltered | aws of physics, and to contact the extrapol ated universes. There were attenpts to
contact the dead. The Sheegupt kept us informed of the progress of their work. They were born

m ssionaries, even when their religion was tenporarily in abeyance."

Hopki ns was fascinated. He would hardly be shocked at attenpts to investigate God. After all, it's
an ol d gane.

"W heard, fromthe Sheegupt outpost worlds, that the scientifically advanced worlds in the

gal actic core had nade sone kind of breakthrough. Then we started | osing contact with the
Sheegupt," said the chirpsithtra. "Trade ships found no shuttles to neet them W sent

i nvestigating teanms. They found Sheegupt worlds entirely depopul ated. The inhabitants had made
machi nery for the purpose of suicide, generally a conbination of electrocution termnals and
conveyor belts. Sone Sheegupt had used knives on thensel ves, or wal ked of f buil dings, but nobst had
queued up at the suicide nachines, as if in no particular hurry."

| said, "Sounds |like they |earned sonething, all right. But what?"

"Their | atest approach, according to our records, was to extrapolate rational nodels of a life
after death, then attenpt contact. But they may have gone on to sonething else. W do not know "

Hopki ns shook his head. "They coul d have found out there wasn't a life after death. No, they
couldn't, could they? If they didn't find anything, it mght be they were only using the wong
nodel . "

| said, "Try it the other way around. There is a Heaven, and it's wonderful, and everyone goes
there. O there is a Hell, and it gets nore unpl easant the ol der you are when you die."

"Be cautious in your guesses. You may find the right answer,” said the chirpsithtra. "The Sheegupt
made no attenpt to hide their secret. It nust have been an easy answer, capable of reaching even
simpl e mi nds, and capabl e of proof. W know this because many of our investigating teans sought
death in groups. Even nillennia later, there was suicide anong those who probed through old
records, expecting no nore then a fascinating puzzle in ancient history. The records were finally
destroyed. "

After | closed up for the night, | found Hopkins waiting for nme outside.

"I've decided you were right," he said earnestly. "They nust have found out there's a Heaven and
it's easy to get in. That's the only thing that could nmake that nmany people want to be dead. Isn't
it?"

But | saw that he was wringing his hands without knowing it. He wasn't sure. He wasn't sure of
anyt hi ng.

I told him "I think you tried to preach at the chirpsithtra. I don't doubt you were polite about
it, but that's what | think happened. And they cl osed the subject on you."

He thought it over, then nodded jerkily. "I guess they nmade their point. What would | know about
chirpsithtra soul s?"

"Yeah. But they spin a good yarn, don't they?"
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Cruel and Unusual

Chirpsithtra do not vary anong thensel ves. They stand el even feet tall and wei gh one hundred and
twenty pounds. Their skins are sal non pink, with exoskeletal plates over vital areas. They | ook

ali ke even to nme, and |'ve known nore chirpsithtra, than nost astronauts. |'d have thought that

all humans would | ook alike to them

But a chirpsithtra astronaut recogni zed ne across two hundred yards of the landing field at Munt
Forel Spaceport. She called with the volume on her translator turned high. "R ck Schumann! Wy
have you cl osed the Draco Taven®?"

I'd closed the place a nonth ago, for lack of custoners. Police didn't want chirpsithtra wandering
their streets, for fear of riots, and ny human custonmers had stopped coning because the Draco was
a chirpsithtra place. A nonth ago |'d thought | would never want to see a chirpsithtra again.
Twenty-two years of knowing the fragile-1ooking aliens hadn't prepared nme for three days of

wat chi ng tel evision

But the bad taste had died, and nmy days had turned dull, and ny skill at the Lottl speech was
growing rusty. | veered toward the alien, and called ahead of me in Lottl: "This is a tenporary
measure, until the death of Ktashisnif may grow small in nany nenories."

We net on the wide, flat expanse of the blast pit. "Conme, join me in ny ship," said the
chirpsithtra. "My neal s-nmaker has a program for whiskey. What is this matter of Ktashisnif?
t hought that was over and done with."

She had progranmed her ship's kitchen for whiskey. | was bermused. The chirpsithtra claimto have
ruled the galaxy for untold generations. If they extended such a courtesy to every thinking
organi smthey knew of, they'd need how many progranms? Hundreds of millions?

O course it wasn't very good whiskey. And the air in the cabin was cold. And the walls and fl oor
and ceiling were covered with green goo. And... what the hell. The alien brought ne a dry pillow
to ward nmy ass fromthe sliny green air-plant, and | drank bad whi skey and felt pretty good.

"What is this matter of Ktashisnif?" she asked ne. "A decision was rendered. Sentence was
execut ed. What nore need be, done?"

"A lot of very vocal people think it was the wong decision,” |I told her. "They also think the
United Nations shouldn't have turned the ki dnappers over to the chirpsithtra."

"How could they not? The crime was conmitted against a chirpsithtra, D plomat-by-Choice

Kt ashi snif. Three humans named Shrenk and one naned Jackson did nenace Ktashisnif here at Mount
Forel Spaceport, did show her mssile-firing weapons and did threaten to punch holes in her if she
did not cone with them The humans did take her by airplane to New York City, where they conceal ed
her whil e demandi ng noney of the Port Authority for her return. None of this was denied by their

| awyer, nor by the crininals thensel ves.

"I remenber." The week follow ng the ki dnappi ng had been hairy enough. Nobody knew t he
chirpsithtra well enough to be quite sure what they might do to Earth in reprisal. "I don't think
the first chirpsithtra landing itself nmade bigger news," | said.

"That seens unreasonable. | think humans may | ack a sense of proportion."
"Could be. W wondered if you' d pay off the ransom™

"“I'n honor, we could not. Nor could we have allowed the United Nations to pay that price, if such
had been possible, which it was not. Where would the United Nations find a mllion svith in
chripsithtra trade nmarkers?" The alien caressed two nmetal contacts with the long thunb of each
hand. Sparks | eapt, and she nade a hissing sound. "Ssss... W wander fromthe subject. What
quarrel could any sentient being have with our decision? It is not denied that D pl onat-by- Choice
Kt ashisnif died in the hands of the--" she used the human word "--ki dnappers.”
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"Three days in agony, then death, a direct result of the actions of Jackson and the three Shrenks.
They sought to hide in the swarm ng humanity of New York City. Ktashisnif was allergic to hunan
bei ngs, and the ki dnappers had no allergy serumfor her. These things are true."

"True enough. But our courts wouldn't have charged themwi th nmurder by slowtorture.” In fact, a
good | awyer m ght have gotten them off by arguing that a chirpsithtra wasn't human before the | aw.
I didn't say so. | said, "Jackson and the Shrenk brothers probably didn't know about chirpsithtra
allergies.™

"There are no accidents during the conmi ssion of a crine. Be reasonable. Next you will say that
one who kills the wong victimduring an attenpt at nmurder nmay claimthat the death was an
accident, that she should be set free to try again."

"I amreasonable. Al | want is for all of this to blow over so that | can open the Draco Tavern
again." | sipped at the whiskey. "But there's no point in that until | can get sone custoners
again. | wish you' d let the bastards plead guilty to a | esser sentence. For that nmatter, | wi sh

you hadn't invited reporters in to witness the executions."

She was di sturbed now. "But such was your right, by ancient custonl Rick Schunann, are you not
reassured to know that we did not inflict nore pain on the crimnals than they inflicted on
Kt ashi sni f ?"

For three days the world had watched while chirpsithtra executioners smothered four men slowy to
death. In sonme nations it had even been televised. "It was terrible publicity. Don't you, see, we
don't do things like that. W've got | aws against cruel and unusual punishnent."

"How do you deal with cruel and unusual crines?"
| shrugged.

"Cruel and unusual crinmes require cruel and unusual punishrment. You humans | ack a sense of
proportion, R ck Schumann. Drink nore whi skey?"

She brushed her thunbs across the contacts and made a hi ssing sound. | drank nore whi skey. Maybe
it would inmprove ny sense of proportion. It was going to be a long tine before I opened the Draco
Tavern agai n.

Transfer of Power

Al fred, Lord Dunsany had a sem nal influence on fantasy fiction in America. Mre: he wote good.
Crinme fiction devotees will remenmber his "Two Bottles of Relish"” whether they want to or not. He
was superb at witing vignettes: 1,000 to 2,000 word stories. It's difficult to fit the elenents
of a story into so short a length. | only recently got the hang of it nyself.

After a long night reading Dunsany stories set "at the edge of the world,” | finally broke down
and wrote one.

There is a thing to keep in nmind about the countries near the edge of the world. Fabul ous beasts
roamt hose pl aces. Magi c works, sometines, which is typical of magic. A glinpse off the edge
itself has been known to drive nen mad. A few years in such an environment and one is ready to
bel i eve anything. The thing to renmenber--

We'll get to that.

Fifty-three men and ei ght wonen rode away fromthe edge of the world. They were a m xed group
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that was obvious at a glance. Forty nen were arned and arnored; they rode on the outside. Thirteen
men and ei ght wonen rode encl osed within a noving picket fence of spears. They carried only eating-
kni ves, and their horses were | oaded with waterbags and provisions, and they were the better
riders.

Forty arnored nen bubbled over with good spirits. They joked anong thensel ves, they reninisced,
they told stories. They avoided the subject of a certain bloodl ess revol ution, except that they
sonetimes forgot, and sonetinmes it was on purpose. The unarned group said nothing, and their
expressions varied between anger and despair, with one exception

Ex-King Sarol had |lost his honme and his status and his profession. He smled gently as he rode
away fromthe edge of the world, Iike a man lost in pleasant thoughts.

At first CGuppry was relieved. He'd had his transfer of power; all he wanted now was a snooth
transition. The sooner Sarol and his hangers-on were over the border in Zarop-Qpar, the better
Then he began to wonder what Sarol could have to smile at. Wondering, he pulled his horse up next
to Sarol's.

The ex-King cane to hinmself with a slight start. Snmiling, he asked, "Did you get a chance to go
through the pal ace?"

"Yes," Quppry said, and he stopped hinself from adding, "Your Mijesty." "It will serve us well
enough. "

"It served five generations of us."

"Not as a palace. It won't serve us as that," Quppry said. "Government is mainly parasitic on the

people. Qurs will be as snmall as possible, and we won't situate it on the heights. We'll nake the
pal ace a museum or a storehouse, or both." He glanced sideways to see Sarol's reaction, and found
none, and was annoyed. "I don't see why your great-great-grandfather built a palace right at the

edge of the world," he said.

"King Charl had his reasons," Sarol said tranquilly. "Don't you like the view?"

The pal ace had been carved-- by magic, or by enornous |abor; that detail had been lost to tine--
into a granite knob that was the highest point in Halceen. it was part of the cliff that fornmed
the worl d's edge. Bedroons and breakfast nooks opened onto bal conies at the edge, and one great

open ballroom and a door that King Sarol had had plainly |abeled; but sone of his predecessors

had had a brutal sense of hunor.

Yest erday, a conqueror surveying his realm Guppry had stood at the edge of a bal cony and becone
less than a gnat in his own eyes. A stairway with a railed landing ran a little way down; then
nmles and niles of naked cliff pocked with caves; then no nore cliff. Just blue sky swirled with
cl ouds, and flocks of legless birds, and a sinuous cloud-streaner, gilded by sunset, that m ght
al nrost have been a gol den dragon except for its size. Eternity was down there. You could fal
until you died of thirst, and who woul d bury you then?

Sarol was saying, "King Charl had other reasons for building there. The arny has a standard
maneuver for invaders. Get them between us and the edge and push. Even seasoned troops tend to
panic if they're new to the edge. You probably felt it yourself. You haven't lived that long in
Hal ceen."

Quppry shuddered, then sniled, because Sarol hadn't had the chance to try that on him
Sarol said, "I never heard of a strategy that woul d save anyone from an internal eneny."

Quppry lost his smle. "W're nobody's enemy. We only want justice for all, an end to the rift
bet ween nobl es and--"

"Spare ne. Are you taking us through the forest?"

The path split here. They had been riding through farn and; now one branch veered right to circle
between the forest and nore farm and. The other branch went straight in between the trenendous
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trunks.
"Unl ess you'd rather go around," CGuppry said. "We'd be another four hours--"

"No, that's fine."

* k% %

If the near-bl oodl essness of Quppry's coup was renmarkable in that place and age, still it could
not have happened el sewhere.

What had happened was sinpl e enough. King Sarol had been careless. In the niddle of a drought, he
had gone wooing in Zarop-Qpar. One of the |ladies who rode with himnow was goi ng home, and her

| ovely face was not sad but enraged: first a princess, then a queen, now she was one of three

wi ves of an unenpl oyed politician. Sarol should have known better than to stay so long. In tines
of drought people beconme annoyed; they tend to depose the reigning king, or witch doctor, or

pr esi dent .

Sarol cane hone to find that GQuppry had charge of Hal ceen, including nost of the army, and the
arnmory. Sone arny nen had died in abortive resistance. Many nore served Guppry, and the rest had
bowed to necessity. Those nobles still loyal to Sarol were prisoners, confortably housed, but
host ages. Sarol's retinue mght have made a glorious |last stand; but there were wonen anong them

Quppry had all owed the king a conditional surrender.

Conpl i cated oaths were sworn between them The King swore never to strive to rule any |and again.
He swore not to seek revenge. Guppry in his turn swore that Sarol and his followers would suffer
exile only, that no citizen would harmthem and he bound his arny to the sane oath.

What made it work was this. Gaths were binding in that place, as binding as natural |aw, which is
to say, any nmgi cian who could break his oath could also make fire burn backward, and he was a
rare nan i ndeed.

And so they rode to exile: the King, and twelve soldiers, and five of their wives, and three of
the King's. The trenmendous trees cut the noon sun to a twilight speckled with brilliant dots.
Bet ween the huge trunks there was plenty of roomfor nmounted nen. The path grew | ess and | ess
visible. Many canme to the forest, to hunt or to pick wild berries and nushroons, but few rode
through it.

A dragon sat on his haunches and, grinning, with flame licking his Iips |like a tongue, watched

t hem pass. Now you saw anot her division in the group. The Hal ceen sol diers and nobles paid the
dragon al nost no attention. But eight of Guppry's men were Castolan and two were from further
away, and their eyes were wi de and white. They couldn't neet the dragon's eyes. The dragon liked
that. He was not there to defend his territory, or to snatch a neal; he had tested the power of
the spell that guarded the path. He enjoyed frightening travelers.

Quppry's voice did himcredit; it was alnmost normal. "I'd think you'd get a |ot of suicides, there
at the edge.”

Sarol | ooked around. "OF course we do. From nei ghboring countries too. There's a tenple, the O der
of the Black Mercy, half a mle fromthe palace. We, try to steer the suicides to them and they
try to make their |ast hours nore peaceful."”

"I was thinking. W should fence off the parts of the palace that |ead to the edge."

"Quppry, you're a Castolan, you don't think at all Iike a Hal ceen. Wy did ny good Hal ceen peopl e
foll ow you?"

Alittle snugly Guppry replied, "Sonmetinmes it takes a stranger to see the truth and point it out.
After that, anyone could see that they were bei ng robbed by the nobles. They only had to | ook up
toward the palace to see where their taxes went."

"You' ve been through the palace. Everything in it is five generations old. | spent al nbst nothing
on the pal ace. The new cistern was about it."
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"The dance floor in the pavilion--"

"That's new, yes, but a government has other expenses, Guppry. Salaries for officials, the arny,
cl eaning crews and gardeners, prophets... That one |I coul d have skipped."

"l bought your prophets, Sarol."

"They must be |l ong gone by now, hey? They saw you'd win, and they saw what would follow. What I
started to say was, a Halceen wouldn't be racking his wits for ways to stop a suicide. Suicide is
a kind of last refuge."”

"One you didn't take."
"But | chose not to. It was there for me. Guppry, | believe that's Zarop-Opar ahead."

The trees didn't thin out. They ended abruptly, where kings' oaths prevented nmere woodcutters from
crossi ng. Beyond, the path becane a paved road that curved to the |left around Mount Denpbnhead and
ran to Zarop the capital

Quppry asked a little maliciously, "Were do you go from here, Sarol ?"

Sarol laughed. "I'd thought of clinbing Munt Denmonhead. For the view, you know. " And he rode out
of the trees, followed by his knights and his ladies and theirs. King's oaths didn't stop them
they were escorting a Zarop-Opar princess. GQuppry's nen stopped, and so did Guppry.

Sarol turned his horse. "There's a narvel ous view of Hal ceen from Mount Denpbnhead. You can see the
whol e country. 1'd like to see what happens there at sunset tonorrow "

"What do you nean?"

"When you | ooked over the edge, did you happen. to catch sight of something big and serpent-
shaped, golden in col or?"

"l saw a cloud formation that--"

"Those taxes that so irritated ny people. Part of that noney, a good part, went to hunters. W
needed a | ot of neat, and a variety too, to feed him W had to buy salt, too. W didn't spend
that much nmoney on the arny, Quppry, because we didn't need a big army. Cane a big arny agai nst
us, we sent the Wormafter it."

"Wor n?"

"I won't give you his real nane. He lives in a cave below the edge, nost of the tinme. At night he
cones up to take food fromour arras, if we speak the rites correctly. W never did get enough
sui ci des. Before King Charl canme, the Worm used to cone over the edge to feed. He'd crack open
bungal ows to get at what was in them the way we break a melon open... but King Charl stopped
that. They made himking for that."

"You're sworn not to seek vengeance, Sarol!"

"I knowit. |I don't need to seek anything. | don't think we'll clinb Munt Denonhead after all
we'll want to be a good way fromthe edge. Good-bye, Guppry. Good | uck."

In these | ands of magi c and fabul ous beasts and nmen who keep their oaths, strangers becone
delightfully gullible. A native of the edge countries can make a fool of even the wi sest
outlander. Later he may listen to his conmon sense when a man of the world's edge is speaking. But
conmon sense i s not a good guide either

The thing to renmenber is this. Some nen are liars

O CQuppry's forty nen, not one had been of the palace staff; none had lived on the edge itself.
They were frightened. They | ooked to Guppry. M ndful of his new dignity, Guppry put a sneer on his
face as he turned to watch Sarol's retinue depart. "Qur retired King is a great liar," he said
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cheerful ly.
Certainly a practical joke need not be considered as vengeance. .
Certainly Sarol's oath could have forced himto give warning..

Di stant |aughter drifted back from Sarol's |lords and | adies. None were | ooking back. Considering
their load, the horses were naking all good speed.

And Guppry turned back toward the edge, as Sarol nust have known he woul d, because Guppry had no
choice at all.

Cautionary Tal es

Taller than a man, thinner than a nman, with a | ong neck and eyes set wide apart in his head, the
creature still resenbled a man; and he had aged |like a man. Cosmic rays had robbed his fur of
color, leaving a gray-white ruff along the base of his skull and over both ears. H s pastel-pink
skin was deeply winkled and narked with darker bl otches. He carried hinself |ike sonething
precious and fragile. He was coming across the bal cony toward Gordon

CGordon had brought a packaged lunch fromthe Enbassy. He ate alone. The bubble-world was a great
cylinder whose | andscape curled up and over his head: yell ow and-scarlet parkland, sl ate-colored
buil di ngs that bul ged at the top. Bel ow the bal cony, patterned stars streaned beneath severa
square niles of window. There were a dozen breeds of alien on the public balcony, at |east two of
whi ch had to be pets or synbiotes of other aliens; and no humans but for Gordon. Gordon wondered
if the ancient humanoid resented his staring... then stared in earnest as the creature stopped
before his table. The alien said, "May | break your privacy?"

Gordon nodded; but that could be misinterpreted, so he said, "I'mglad of the conpany."

The alien carefully lowered hinmself until he sat cross-legged across the table. He said, "I seek
never to die."

Gordon's heart junped into his throat. "I'mnot sure what you nean," he said cautiously. "The
Fountai n of Youth?"

"I do not care what formit takes." The alien spoke the Trade Language well, but his strange
throat added a castinetlike clicking. "Qur own | egend holds no fountain. Wien we | earned to cross
between stars we found the | egend of imortality wherever there were thinking beings. Watever
their shape or size or intelligence, whether they nake their own worlds or nake only clay pots,
they all tell the tales of people who live forever."

"lIt's hard not to wonder if they have sone basis,"” Gordon encouraged him

The alien's head snapped around, fast enough and far enough to break a man's neck. The proni nent

| unps bobbing in his throat were of alien shape: not Adami s apple, but sonmeone else's. "It nust be
so. | have searched too long for it to be false. You, have you ever found clues to the secret of
living forever?"

Gordon searched when he could, when his Enbassy job pernmitted it. There had been rumpbrs about the
Ft okt eek. Gordon had followed the runors out of human space, toward the galactic core and the

Ft okt eek Enmpire, to this Ftokteek-dom nated neeting place of disparate life fornms, this cloud of
bubbl e-wor| ds of varying gravities and at nbospheres. Gordon was ni ddl e-aged now, and Sol was
invisible even to orbiting tel escopes, and the Ftokteek died |ike anyone el se.

He said, "We' ve got the | egends. Look themup in the Human Enbassy library. Ponce de Leon, and

G | ganesh, and O pheus, and Tithom's, and... every god we ever had lived forever, if he didn't die
by viol ence, and sone could heal fromthat. Sone religions say that sonme part of us lives on after
we die."
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"I will go to your library tonorrow," the alien w thout enthusiasm "Do you have no nore than
| egends?"

"No, but... do other species tell cautionary tales?"
"I do not understand."

CGordon said, "Sone of our |egends say you wouldn't want to live forever. Tithonus, for instance. A
goddess gave himthe gift of living forever, but she forgot to keep himyoung. He withered into a
lizard. Adam and Eve were exiled by God; he was afraid they'd learn the secret of immrtality and
be as good as Hm O pheus tried to bring a wonman back fromthe dead. Sonme of the stories say you
can't get imortality, and sone say you'd go insane with boredom"

The alien pondered. "The tale tellers disdain imortality because they cannot have it. Jeal ousy?
Coul d i mortal beings have wal ked anbng you once?"

CGordon | aughed. "I doubt it. Was that what made you come to ne?"

"I go to the worlds where nany species neet. Wen | see a creature newto nme, then | ask
Sonetimes | can sense others like me, who want never to die."

Gordon | ooked down past the edge of the bal cony, down through the great wi ndow at the banded

Jovi an planet that held this swarm of bubble-worlds in their orbits. He came here every day; snall
wonder that the alien had picked himout. He came because he would not eat with the others. They
t hought he was crazy. He thought of themas mayflies, with their attention always on the passing
monent, and no thought for the future. He thought of hinmself as an anbitious mayfly; and he ate

al one.

The alien was saying, "Wen | was young | | ooked for the secret anong the nost advanced speci es.
The great interstellar enpires, the makers of artificial worlds, the creatures who mne stars for
el enents and send ships through the universe seeking ever nore know edge, would build their own
imortality. But they die as you and | die. Sone races live longer than nmine, but they all die."

"The Ftokteek have a conputerized library the size of a small planet," Gordon said. He neant to

get there soneday, if he lived. "It nust know damm near everything."

The alien answered with a whispery chuckle. "No bigger than a noon is the Ftokteek library. It
told me nothing | could use."

The banded worl d passed from vi ew.

"Then | | ooked anong primtives," the alien said, "who live closer to their |egends. They die.
When | thought to talk to their ghosts, there was nothing, though | used their own techni ques.
Afterward | searched the vicinities of the black holes and other strange pockets of the universe,
hopi ng that there may be places where entropy reverses itself. | found nothing. | examined the
mat hemati cs that describe the universe. | have |l earned a score of mathematical systens, and none
hol d any hope of entropy reversal, natural or created.”

Gordon watched stars pass below his feet. He said, "Relativity. W used to think that if you
travel ed faster than light, time would reverse itself."

"I know ei ght systens of traveling faster than light."

"Eight? What is there besides ours and the Ftokteek drive?"

"Six others. | rode themall, and always | arrived older. My tine runs short. | never exanmined the
quasars, and now | would not live to reach them What else is left? | have been searching for
fourteen thousand years--" The alien didn't notice when Gordon nmade a peculiar hissing sound. "--

in our counting. Less in yours, perhaps. Qur world huddles closer to a cooler sun than this. CQur
year is twenty-one mllion standard seconds."

"What are you saying? Qurs is only thirty-one mllion--"

"My present age is three hundred thirty-six point seven billion standard seconds in the Ftokteek
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counting."
"Ten thousand Earth years. More!"

"Far too long. | never nated. None carry ny genes. Now none ever will, unless | can grow young
again. There is little tinme left."

"But why?"

The alien seened startled. "Because it is not enough. Because | amafraid to die. Are you
shortlived, then?"

"Yes," said Gordon.

"Well, | have traveled with short-lived conpanions. They die, | mourn. | need a companion with the
strength of youth. My spacecraft is better than any you could command. You nay benefit from ny
research. W breathe a simlar air mxture, our bodies use the sane chenmistry, we search for the
same treasure. WIIl you join ny quest?"

"But | sensed that you seek inmortality. | amnever wong. Don't you feel it, the certainty that
there is a way to thwart entropy, to live forever?"

"l used to think so," said Gordon

In the nmorning he arranged passage home to Sol system Ten thousand years wasn't enough... no
lifetinme was enough, unless you lived it in such a way as to nmake it enough

* k k

A lot of ny main characters have been two to three hundred years old and in the prinme of health.
VWhat the heck, it's science fiction... but it's also a side effect of ny own personality. | want
tolive along tine. | can't help it.

* k% %

Rotating Cylinders and the Possibility of A obal Causality Violation

This story has a catchy title. | stole it froma mathematics paper by Frank J. Tipler

"Three hundred years we've been at war," said Quifting, "and | have the nmeans to end it. | can
destroy the Hall ane Regency." He seened very pleased with hinmself, and not at all awed at being in
the presence of the enmperor of seventy worlds.

The af orenentioned enperor said, "That's a neat trick. If you can't pull it off, you can guess
what penalties | might inpose. None of ny generals would dare such a brag."

"Their tools are not mne." Qifting shifted in a valuable anti que nassage chair. He was snall and
round and conpletely hairless: the style of the nonaristocratic professional. He should have been
overawed, and frightened. "I'ma mathematician. Wuld you agree that a tine nachine would be a
useful weapon of war?"

"I would," said the enperor. "O |'d take a faster-than-light starship, if you're offering
mracles."

"I"'moffering mracles," said Quifting, "but to the eneny."

The enperor wondered if Quifting was mad. Mad or not, he was hardly dangerous. The enperor was
hal fway around the planet fromhim on the night side. Hs side of the neeting roomwas only a
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hol ographi c projection, though Quifting wouldn't know that.

Hal f a dozen clerks and couriers had allowed this nan to reach the enperor's ersatz presence. Wy?
Possi bly Quifting had useful suggestions, but not necessarily. Sonetines they let an entertaining
madman t hrough, | est the enperor grow bored

"It's a very old idea," Qifting said earnestly. "lI've traced it back three thousand years, to the
era when spaceflight itself was only a dream | can denbnstrate that a nassive rotating cylinder
infinite in length, can be circled by closed tinelike paths. It sees reasonable that a |ong but
finite--"

"Wait. | nust have missed sonething."

"Take a massive cylinder,"” Quifting said patiently, "and put a rapid spin onit. | can plot a
course for a spacecraft that will bring it around the cylinder and back to its starting point in
space and tine."

"Ah. A functioning tinme machine, then. Done with relativity, | expect. But nust the cylinder be
infinitely I ong?"

"I wouldn't think so. Along but finite cylinder ought to show the same behavi or, except near the
endpoi nts. "

"And when you say you can denonstrate this..."

"To anot her mathematician. Ot herwi se | would not have been allowed to neet Your Splendor. In
addition, there are historical reasons to think that the cylinder need not be infinite."

Now t he enperor was jolted. "Historical? Really?"

"That's surprising, isn't it? But it's easy to design a tine machine, given the Terching Effect.
You know about the Terching Effect?"

"I't's what nmakes a warship's hull so rigid," confirned the enperor.

"Yes. The cylinder nust be very strong to take the rotation without flying apart. O course it
woul d be enornously expensive to build. But others have tried it. The Six Wrlds Alliance started
one during the Free Trade period."

"Real | y?"

"W have the records. Archeology had themfifty years ago, but they had no idea what the construct
was intended to do. Idiots." Qifting's scowm was brief. "Never nind. A thousand years |ater
during the One Race Wars, the Mao Buddhists started to build such a time nachine out in Sol's
conetary halo. Again, behind the Coal Sack is a |ong, nassive cylinder, a quasi-Terching-Effect
shel |l enclosing a neutroniumcore. W think an alien race called the Kchipreesee built it. The
ends are flared, possibly to conpensate for edge effects, and there are fusion rocket notors in
orbit around it, ready for attachnent to spin it up to speed."”

"Di d nobody ever finish one of these, ah, tinme machines?"

CQui fting pounced on the word. "Nobody!" and he |eaned forward, grinning savagely at the enperor

No, he was not awed. A mathematician rules his enpire absolutely, and it is nore predictable,

easi er to mani pul ate, than any universe an enperor would dare believe in. "The Six Worlds Alliance
fell apart before their project was barely started. The Mao Buddhi st attenpt-- well, you know what
happened to Sol systemduring the One Race Wars. As for the Kchipreesee, I'mtold that nany
generations of space travel killed them off through biorhythm upset."

"That's ridicul ous."
"It may be, but they are certainly extinct, and they certainly left their artifact half-finished."

"I don't understand," the enmperor admitted. He was tall, nuscular, built |ike a mniddl ewei ght
boxer. Health was the mark of aristocracy in this age. "You seemto be saying that building a tine
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machi ne is sinple but expensive, that it would handl e any nunber of ships. It would, wouldn't it?"
" 01, y es. n

"And send themback in tine to exterm nate one's eneni es' ancestors. OGthers have tried it. But in
practice, the project is always interrupted or abandoned.”

"Exactly."

"\ 2"

"Do you believe in cause and effect?"

"Of course. |... suppose that nmeans | don't believe in time travel, doesn't it?"

"A working time machi ne woul d destroy the cause and effect relationship of the universe. It seens
t he universe resists such meddling. No tinme nachine had ever been put into working condition. I|f
the Hal |l ane Regency tries it sonething will stop them The Coal Sack is in Hallane space. They
need only attach notors to the Kchi preesee device and spin it up."

"Bringing bad |l uck down upon their foolish heads. Hubris. The pride that chall enges the gods.
like it. Yes. Let ne see..." The enperor generally left war to his generals, but he took a high
interest in espionage. He tapped at a pocket conputer and said, "Get ne Director Chilbreez."

To Quifting he said, "The director doesn't always arrest eneny spies. Sonetines he just watches
"em |'ll have himpick one and give hima lucky break. Let himstunble on a vital secret, as it
were."

"You'd have to back it up--"

"Ah, but we're already trying to recapture Coal Sack space. We'll step up the attacks a little. W
shoul d be able to convince the Hallanes that we're trying to take away their tinme machine. Even if
you're conpletely wong-- which | suspect is true-- we'll have themwasting sone of their

i ndustrial capacity. Maybe start sone factional disputes, too. Pro- and anti-tine-nachine. Hah!"
The enperor's snmile suddenly left him "Suppose they actually build a tine nachi ne?"

"They won't."
"But a tinme nmachine is possible? The mat hemati cs wor ks?"

"But that's the point, Your Splendor. The universe itself resists such things." Qifting sniled
confidently. "Don't you believe in cause and effect?"

"Yes."

Violet-white |light blazed through the wi ndows behind the mat hematici an maki ng of hima sharp-edged
bl ack shadow. Qifting ran forward and smashed into the hol ograph wall. H's eyes were shut tight,
his clothes were afire. "Wat is it?" he screaned. "Wat's happeni ng?"

"I imagi ne the sun has gone nova," said the enperor.
The wal | went bl ack.
A dul cet voice spoke. "Director Chilbreez on the line."

"Never mind." There was no point nowin telling the director howto get an eneny to build a tinme
machi ne. The universe protected its cause-and-effect basis with hunorless ferocity. Director
Chi | breez was dooned; and perhaps Quifting had ended the war after all. The enperor went to the
wi ndow. A churning aurora blazed bright as day, and grew brighter still.

Pl ayt hi ng
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The children were playing six-point Overlord, hopping frompoint to point over a hexagonal diagram
drawn in the sand, when the probe broke atnosphere over their heads. They night have sensed it
then, for it was heating fast as it entered atnosphere; but nobody happened to | ook up

Seconds | ater the retrorocket fired.

A gentle rain of infrared light bathed the linbnite sands. Over hundreds of square niles of orange
martian desert, w de-spaced clunmps of black grass uncurled their |eaves to catch and hoard the
heat. Tiny sessile things buried beneath the sand rai sed fanshaped probes.

The children hadn't noticed yet, but their ears were stirring. Their ears sensed heat rather than
sound; and unless they were listening to sone heat source, they usually remained fol ded agai nst
the children's heads, like silver flowers. Now they uncurled, flowers bl oom ng, show ng bl ack
centers; now they tw tched and turned, seeking. One turned and saw it.

A point of white light high in the east, slowy setting.

The children tal ked to each other in coded pul ses of beat, opening and closing their nouths to
show the warminteriors.

*Hey!*
*What is it?*
*Let's go see!*

They hopped off across the linonite sand, forgetting the Overlord gane, racing to neet the falling
t hi ng.

It was down when they got there, and still shouting hot. The probe was big, as big as a dwelling,
a fat cylinder with a rounded roof above and a great hot nouth beneath. Black and white paint in a
checkerboard pattern nade, it look like a giant's toy. It rested on three conically splayed netal
legs with wide circular feet.

The children began rubbi ng agai nst the netal skin, flashing pul ses of contentnent as they felt the
heat .

The probe trenbled. Mtion inside. The children junped back, stood |ooking at each other, each
ready to run if the others did. None wanted to be first. Suddenly it was too |ate. One whol e
curved wall of the probe dropped outward and t hudded to the sand.

A child crawl ed out from underneath, rubbing his head and flashing heat fromhis nouth: words he
shoul dn't have | earned yet. The wound in his scalp steaned briefly before the edges pulled shut.

The small, intense white sun, halfway down the sky, cast opaque bl ack shadow across the opening in
the probe. In the shadow sonething stirred

The chil dren wat ched, awed.

ABEL paused in the opening, then rolled out, using the slab of reentry shielding as a ranp. ABEL
was a cluster of plastic and netal w dgetry mounted on a | ow platform slung between six balloon
tires. Wien it reached the sand it hesitated as if uncertain, then rolled out onto Mars, jerkily,
feeling its way.

The child who'd been bunped by the ranp hopped over to kick the noving thing. ABEL stopped at
once. The child shied back

Suddenly an adult stood ampbng t hem
VWHAT ARE YOU DA NG?

Not hi ng, one answered.
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*Just playing,* said another.

VWELL, BE CAREFUL WTH IT. The adult |looked like a twin to any of the six children. The roof of his
mout h was warner than theirs, but the authority in his voice was due to nore than nere | oudness.
SOVEONE MAY HAVE GONE TO GREAT TROUBLE TO BUI LD TH S OBJECT.

*Yes sir.*

Somewhat subdued, the children gathered , around the Autonmated Biol ogical Laboratory. They watched
a door open in the side of the drum shaped container that made up half of ABEL's body. A gun
i nside the door fired a weighted line high into the air.

*That thing alnost hit nme.*
*Serves you right.*

The line, coated with sand dust, cane slithering back into ABEL's side. One of the children Iicked
it and found it covered with sonething sticky and tastel ess.

Two children clinbed onto the slownoving platform then up onto the cylinder. They stood up and
waved their arns, balancing precariously on flat triangular feet. ABEL swerved toward a clunp of
bl ack grass, and both children toppled to the sand. One picked hinmself up and ran to clinb on
agai n.

The adult watched it all dubiously.

A second adult appeared beside him

YOU ARE LATE. VW HAD AN APPO NTMENT TO XAT BNORNEN CHI P. HAD YOU FORGOTTEN?
| HAD. THE CH LDREN HAVE FOUND SOVETHI NG

SO THEY HAVE. WHAT IS | T DA NG?

I T WAS TAKING SO L SAMPLES AND PERHAPS TRYI NG TO COLLECT SPORES. NOWIT SHOAS AN | NTEREST I N
GRASS. | WONDER HOW ACCURATE ARE | TS | NSTRUMENTS

I'F I'T WERE SENTI ENT | T WOULD SHOW | NTEREST | N THE CHI LDREN
PERHAPS.

ABEL stopped. A box at the front lifted on a telescoping |leg and began a sl ow pan of the

| andscape. Fromthe low dark line of the Mare Acidalium hi ghl ands on the northeastern horizon, it
swung around until its lens faced strai ght backward, at the enpty orange desert of Tractus Al bus.
At this point the Iens was eye to eye with the hitchhiking child. The child flapped his ears, nade
i diot faces, shouted nonsense words, and flicked at the lens with his | ong tongue.

THAT SHOULD G VE THEM SOMETHI NG TO THI NK ABOUT.
VHO WOULD YOU SAY SENT | T?

EARTH, | WOULD THI NK. NOTI CE THE SI LI CATE DI SC I N THE CAMERA, TRANSPARENT TO THE FREQUENCI ES OF
LI GHT MOST LI KELY TO PENETRATE THE PLANET' S THI CK ATMOSPHERE

AGREEMENT.

The gun fired again, into the black grass, and the |line began to reel back. Another box retracted
its curved lid. The hitchhi ker peered into it, while the other children watched admringly from
bel ow.

One of the adults shouted, GET BACK, YOU YOUNG PLANTBRAI N

The child turned to flap his ears at him At that nonent ABEL flashed a tight ruby beam of |aser
light just past his ear. For an instant it showed, an infinite | ength of neon tubing against the
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navy bl ue sky.

The child scranbled down and ran for his life.

EARTH | S NOT I N THAT DI RECTI ON, an adul It observed.

YET THE BEAM MUST HAVE BEEN A MESSAGE. SOVETHI NG I N ORBI T, PERHAPS?
The adults | ooked skyward. Presently their eyes adjusted.

ON THE I NNER MOON. DO YQU SEE | T?

YES. QUI TE LARCE... AND WHAT ARE THOSE M DGES I N MOTI ON ABOUT | T? THAT 1S NO AUTOVATED PROBE. BUT
A VEH CLE. | TH NK WE MJST EXPECT VI SI TORS SOON.

WE SHOULD HAVE | NFORMED THEM OF OUR PRESENCE LONG AGO. A LARGE RADI O FREQUENCY LASER WOULD HAVE
DONE I T.

VHY SHOULD WE DO ALL THE WORK WHEN THEY HAVE ALL THE METALS, THE SUNLI GHT, THE RESOURCES?

Havi ng finished with the clunp of grass, ABEL lurched into notion and rolled toward a dark |ine of
eroded ring wall. The children swarnmed after it. The lab fired off another sticky string, let it
fall, and started to reel it back. A child picked it up and pulled. Lab and martian engaged in a
tug of war which ended when the string broke. Another child poked a long, fragile finger into the
cavity and withdrew it covered with something wet. Before it could boil away, he put the finger in
his mouth. He sent out a pul se of pleasure and stuck his tongue in the hole, into the broth

i ntended for growing nmartian m croorgani sns.

STOP THAT! THAT IS NOT' YOUR PROPERTY!

The adult voice was ignored. The child left his tongue in the broth, running alongside the lab to
keep up. Presently the others discovered that if they stood in front of ABEL, it woul d change
course to crawl around the "obstruction."

PERHAPS THE ALI ENS W LL BE SATI SFI ED TO RETURN HOVE W TH THE | NFORVATI ON GATHERED BY THE PROBE.
NONSENSE. THE CAMERAS HAVE SEEN THE CHI LDREN. NOW THEY KNOW THAT WE EXI ST.

WOULD THEY RI SK THEIR LI VES TO LAND, MERELY BECAUSE THEY HAVE SEEN DI THTA? DI THTA | S A HOVELY
CH LD, EVEN TO MYy OAN EYE, AND | AM PERHAPS H S PARENT.

LOOK WHAT THEY ARE DO NG NOW

By noving to left and right of the lab, by formng noving "obstructions," the children were
steering ABEL toward a cliff. One still rode high on top, protending to steer by kicking the
nmetal fl anks.

WE MUST STCOP THEM THEY W LL BREAK I T.
YES... DO YOU REALLY EXPECT THAT THE ALI ENS WLL LAND A MANNED VEH CLE?
IT IS THE OBVI QUS NEXT STEP.

VWE MJUST HOPE THAT THE CHI LDREN W LL NOT GET HOLD OF I T.

M st ake
In a cargo craft between Earth and Ganynede, Commander Elroy Barnes lolled in his crash couch with

a silly smle on his face. The shovel -bl ade re-entry shield was swng down fromthe ship's nose,
exposing the cabin's great curved wi ndow. Barnes watched the unw nking stars. It was a few m nutes
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before he noticed the alien staring in at him

He studied it. Eight feet tall, roughly reptilian, with a scaly, donmed head and a mouth furni shed
with several dozen polished stiletto-blade teeth. Its hands were four-fingered claws, and one held
a wi de-baffeled pistol-like tool

Barnes lifted a | anguid hand and waved.

Kt hi stl mup was puzzl ed. The human's nmind was muzzy, al nost unreadable. The alien probed the ship
for other m nds, but the ship was enpty save for Barnes.

Kt hi st nmup stepped through the glass into the cabin.
Bar nes showed surprise for the first tinme. "Hey, that was neat! Do it again."

"There's sonething wong with you," Kthistlnup projected.

Barnes grinned. "Certain neasures are necessary to conbat the boredom of space, to s-safeguard the
sanity of our pilots." He lifted a green plastic pill bottle. "NST-24. Makes for a good trip.
Not hing to do out here till | have to guide the beast into the Jupiter system So why not?"

"Why not what ?"
"Way not take a little trip while | take the big one?"

Kt hi st mup understood at last. "You' ve done sonmething to your mind. Chem cal s? W use direct-
current stinulus on Mars."

"Mars? Are you really--2?"

"Barnes, | nust ask you questions."

Bar nes waved expansively. "Shoot."

"How wel | is Earth prepared agai nst an attack from space?"

"That's a secret. Besides, | don't have the vaguest notion."

"You must have some notion. What's the nost powerful weapon you ever heard of ?"

Barnes folded his arnms. "Wn't say." H's mind showed only a blaze of white Iight, which m ght not
have anything to do with the question

Kthistlmup tried again. "Has Earth col oni zed ot her pl anets?"
"Sure. Trantor, Mesklin, Barsoom Perelandra..."

Barnes' mnd showed only that be was |ying, and Kthisthnup had | ost patience. "You will answer,"
he said, and reached forward to take Barnes' throat delicately between four needl e-sharp cl aws.

Barnes' eyes grew large. "Oh, oh, bad trip! Gme, gime the bottle of Ends! Quick!"
Kthistlmup et go. "Tell me about Earth's defenses.”

"I got to have an End. Big blue bottle, it should be in the medicine chest." Barnes reached to the

side. He had the wall cabinet open before Kthistlnup caught his wist.
"This "End.' What will it do?"

"End the trip. Fix me up."

"I't will clear your nind?"

"Ri ght."

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Covergent%20Series.txt (100 of 115) [1/14/03 8:07:49 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Covergent%20Series.txt
Kt hi stl mup rel eased him He watched as Barnes swall owed an oval pill, dry.

"It's for in case we're going to run across an asteroid, so | can reconpute the course fast,"
Bar nes expl ai ned.

Kt hi stl mup watched as Barnes' mnd began to clear. In a mnute Barnes would be unable to hide his
thoughts. It wouldn't matter if he answered or not. Kthistlnup need only read the pictures his
questi ons produced.

Barnes' mind cleared further... and Kthistlmup found hinmself fading out of existence. H s | ast
thought was that it had been a perfectly natural m stake.

Ni ght on M spec Mbor

In predawn darkness the battle began to take shape. Helicopters circled, carrying newstapers and
monitors. Below, the two arm es jockeyed for position. They dared not neet before dawn. The
moni tors woul d declare a mstrial and fine both sides heavily.

In the red dawn the battle began. Scout groups probed each other's skills. The weapons were
i dentical on both sides: heavy swords with big basket hilts. Only the nmen thenselves differed in
skill and strength.

By noon the battle had concentrated on a bare plain strewn with white boulders and a few tight
circles of green Seredan vegetation. The warriors noved in little clunps. Were they nmet, the
yellow dirt was stained red, and cameras in the helicopters caught it all for public view ng.

Days were short on Sereda. For sone, today was not short enough

As Sereda's orange dwarf sun dropped toward the horizon, the battle had becone a massacre with the
G eys at the wong end. Wien Tormas Vatch could no longer hold a sword, he ran. Gther Geys had
fled, and Anber soldiers streamed after them yelling. Vatch ran with blood flowi ng down his sword
arm and dripping fromhis fingertips. He was falling behind, and the Anbers were comning cl ose.

He turned sharp left and kept running. The swarm noved north, toward the edge of M spec Mor
toward civilization. Al one, he had a chance. The Anbers woul d not concern thenselves with a single
fl eei ng man.

But one did. One gol den-skinned red-haired man shouted sonething, waved his sword in a circle over
hi s head, and foll owed.

An anci ent gl acier had dropped bl ocks of linmestone and granite all over this flat, barren region
The biggest rock in sight was twi ce the height of a man and wider than it was tall. Vatch ran
toward it. He had not yet begun to wonder how he would clinb it.

He noved in a quick unbal anced stunble now, his sword and his nedical kit bouncing awkwardly at
either side. He had dropped the sword once already, when a blade had sliced into himjust under
the arnpit. The heavy-shoul dered warrior had paused to gloat, and Vatch had caught the falling
sword in his left hand and j abbed upward. Now he cradled his right armin his left to keep it from
fl oppi ng | oose.

He' d reached the rock
It was split wi de open down the m ddle.

The red-haired Anber cane on |ike an exuberant child. Vatch had noticed himearly in the battle.
He'd fought that way too, |aughing and slashing about himw th playful enthusiasm Vatch thought
his attitude inappropriate to so serious a natter as war.

Vat ch stepped into the mammot h crack, set his back to one side and his feet to the other, and
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began to work his way up. Recent wounds opened, and bl ood flowed down the rock. Vatch went on
concentrating on the placenent of his feet, trying not to wonder what woul d happen if the Anber
caught hi m hal fway up.

The red-haired man arrived, blow ng and | aughi ng, and found Vatch hi gh above him He reached up
with his sword. Vatch, braced awkwardly between two lips of granite, felt the sharp tip poking him
in the small of the back. The Anber was standing on tiptoe; he could reach no further

The top was flat. Vatch rolled over on his belly and rested. The world whirled around him He had
| ost much bl ood.

And he couldn't afford this. He forced hinself to sit up and | ook around. Were was the eneny?
A rock whi zzed past his head. A voice bellowed, "Ramer! G ve ny regards to the ni ghtwal kers!"”
Vat ch heard running footsteps, fading. He stood up

QOricron 2 Eridani was a wide, distorted red blob on the flat horizon. Vatch could see far across
M spec Moor. He found his erstwhile eneny jogging north. Far ahead of himswarnmed the arny of the
Anbers. Above them the helicopters were bright notes.

Vatch sm | ed and dropped back to prone position. He was safe. No man, worman or child of Sereda
woul d stay at ni ght upon M spec Moor

On Sereda war is a heavily supervised institution. Battles are fought wi th agreed-upon weaponry.
Strategy lies in getting the eneny to agree to the right weapons. This day the G eys had been out-
strategi ed. The Anmbers had the better swordsmen.

Seredan war set no limts to the use of nedicine, provided that nothing in a nedical kit could be
used as a weapon, and provided that all nedicines nust be carried by fighting nen. The convention
was advant ageous to an outworld nercenary.

Vatch funbl ed the nedical kit open, one-handed. He suspected that the gathering darkness was
partly in his own eyes. But the Spectrum Cure was there: a soft plastic bottle, half-liter size,
with a spray hypo and a pistol grip attached. Vatch pressure-injected hinself, put the bottle
carefully away and let hinself roll over on his back

The first effect was a tingling all through him
Then hi s wounds stopped bl eedi ng.

Then they cl osed.

Hi s fatigue began to recede.

Vatch smiled up at the darkening sky. He'd be paid high for this day's work. H's sword arm wasn't
very good; he'd thought that Sereda's |lower gravity would nake a mighty warrior of him but that
hadn't worked out. But this Spectrum Cure was trenendous stuff! The biochenists of Mranon Ll uagor
had fornulated it. It was ten years old there, and brand new on Sereda, and the other worlds of
the Ushy circuit probably hadn't even heard of it yet. At the start of the battle he'd had enough
to inject forty men, to heal them of any wound or disease, as long as their hearts still beat to
distribute the stuff. The bottle was two-thirds enpty now. He'd done a fair day's work, turning
casualties back into fighting men while the battle raged about him

The only adverse effect of Spectrum Cure began to show itself. Hunger. H's belly was a yawni ng
pit. Healing took netabolic energy. Tonas Vatch sat up convul sively and | ooked about him

The danp air of Sereda was turning to mst around the foot of the rock

He I et himself over the lip, hung by his fingertips, and dropped. H s belly was naking grindi ng
noi ses and sendi ng signals of desperation. He had not caten since early this norning. He set off
at a brisk walk toward the nearest possible source of dinner: the battl eground.

Twilight was fading rapidly. The mi st crept over the ground like a soggy bl anket. There were
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pat ches of grass-- green on the yellow dirt, far apart, each several feet across and sharply

bordered, each with a high yellowtipped stalk springing fromthe center. The mi st covered these
too. Soon Vatch could see only a few blossons like frilly yellow norels hovering at wai st |evel,
and shadowy white boulders | oonmng |ike ghosts around him H's passage set up swirling currents.

Li ke nost of the ramrers, the nen who travel the worlds of the Ushy circuit, Vatch had read the
fantasi es of Janmes Branch Cabell. The early interstellar scout who di scovered these worlds four
hundred years ago had read Cabell. Toupan, M ranon Lluagor, Sereda, Horvendile, Koschei: the

power ful though nortal Ushy of Cabell's fantasies had become five worlds circling five suns in a
bent ring, with Earth and Sol naking a sixth. Those who settled the Ushy worlds had foll owed
tradition in the namng of names. A man who had read Cabell could guess the nature of a place from
its name al one.

The M spec Moor of Cabell's witings had been a place of supernatural mystery, a place where
reality was vague and higher realities showed through

M spec Moor on Sereda had just that vague | ook, with darkness falling over waist-high nmst and
shadowy boul ders | oom ng. above; and Vatch now renmenbered that this M spec Mor had a
complimentary set of |egends. Sereda's people did not call themvanpires or ghouls, but the

f earsone ni ghtwal kers of M spec Mbor seened a conbination of the two | egends: things that had been
men, whose bite would turn Iiving or dead alike into nore nightwal kers. They coul d survive

ordi nary weapons, but a silver bullet would stop them especially if it had been dundummed by a
cross cut into its nose.

Naturally Tomas Vatch carried no silver bullets and no gun. He was lucky to be carrying a
flashlight. He had not expected to be out at night, but the flashlight was part of his kit. He had
often needed light to performhis secondary battlefield duties.

As he neared the place of the fallen soldiers he thought he saw notion in the mst. He raised the
flashlight high over his head and drew his sword.

Thi n shapes scanpered away fromthe |light. Tonbs junped violently-- and then he recogni zed | opers,
t he dogli ke scavengers of Sereda. He kept his sword in hand. The |opers kept their distance, and
he let them be. They were here for the sane reason he was, he thought with no anusenment at all.

Some soldiers carried bread or rolls of hard candy into battle.
Sone of these never ate their provisions.

It was a repugnant task, this searching of dead men. He found the body of Robroy Tanner, who had
come with himto Sereda aboard a Lluagorian ranmship; and he cried, out here where nobody could see
him But he continued to search. He was savagely hungry.

The | opers had been at sone of the bodies. Mdrre than once he was tenpted to end his whinsica
truce. The lopers still noved at the periphery of his vision. They seened shy of the light, but
woul d that last? Certainly the | egends pointed to sonething dangerous on M spec Mor. Could the
| opers thensel ves be subject to sonething like rabies?

He found hard candy, and he found two canteens, both nearly enpty. He sucked the candy a roll at a
time, his cheeks puffed out like a squirrel's. Presently he found the slashed corpse of a nan he
had eaten breakfast with. Jackpot. He had watched Erwin Midd take a bl ock of stew froma freezer
and double-wap it in plastic bags, just before they entered the battlefield.

The stew was there. Vatch ate it as it was, cold, and was grateful for it.

Motion in the nist nade himl ook up

Two shadows were coming toward him They were nuch bigger than |opers... and man-shaped.
Vat ch stood up and called, "Hello?"

They came on, taking shape as they neared. A third blurred shadow congeal ed behi nd them They had
not answered. Annoyed, Vatch swung the flashlight beamtoward them
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The Iight caught themfull. Vatch held it steady, staring, not believing. Then, still not
bel i eving, he screamed and ran

* k k

There is a way a healthy man can pace hinself so that he can jog for hours across flat |and,
especially on a lowgravity world |like Sereda. Tom s Vatch had that skill.

But now he ran like a nad sprinter, in sheer panic, his chest heaving, his legs burning. It was a
m nute or so before he thought to turn off the flashlight so that the things could not followits
glow. It was nmuch | onger before he could work up the courage to | ook back

One of the things was follow ng him

He did not think to stand and fight. He had seen it too clearly. It was a corpse, weeks dead. He
t hought of turning toward the city, but,the city was a good di stance away; and now he renenbered
that they | ocked the gates at night. The first tinme he had seen them do that, he had asked why,
and a native policeman had told himof the nightwal kers. He had had to hear the story from ot her
sources before he knew that he was not being played for a gullible outworlder

So he did not turn toward the city. He turned toward the rock that had been his refuge once
bef ore.

The thing followed. It noved at a fast wal k; but, where Tomas Vatch had to stop and rest with his
hands on his knees to catch his breath before he ran on, the nightwal ker never stopped at all. It
was a di stant shadow when he reached the rock; but his haste was such that he skinned his

shoul ders wor ki ng hinself up the crack

The top of the rock was still warmfromdaylight. Vatch lay on his back and felt the joy of
breat hing. The stars were clear and bright above him There was no sound at all.

But when his breathing quieted he heard heavy, uneven footsteps.
He | ooked over the edge of the rock

The ni ghtwal ker canme wadi ng through the mist in a wbbling shuffle. It walked Iike it would fal
down at every step, and its feet fell joltingly hard. Yet it cane fast. Its bulging eyes stared
back into Vatch's flashlight.

Why should a nightwal ker care if it sprained its ankles at every step? It was dead, dead and
bl oat ed.

It still wore a soldier's kilt in green plaid, the sign of a comercial war now two weeks ol d.
Above the broad belt a slashed belly wound gaped wi de.

Vat ch exam ned the corpse with sel f-conscious care. The only way he knew to quell his panic was to
put his mind to work. He searched for evidence that this nightwal ker was not what it seened, that
it was sonething else, a native life form say, with a gift for mmckry.

It stood at the base of the rock, looking up with dull eyes and slack nouth. A wal king dead nan.

There was nore notion in the mst... and two | opers cane lurching up to stand near the
ni ght wal ker. When Vatch threw the light on themthey stared back unblinking. Presently Vatch
realized why. They, too, were dead.

The policeman had told himthat too: that nightwal kers could take the form of |opers and other
t hi ngs.

He had believed very little of what he had heard... and now he was trying frantically to renmenber
details. They were not dangerous in daytine; hadn't he heard that? Then if he could hold out here
till norning, he would be safe. He could return to the city.

But three nore man-shapes were comng to join the first.
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And the first was clawing at the side of the rock, trying to find purchase for its fingers. It
nmoved al ong the base, scraping at the rough side. It entered the crack...

Three shadows cane out of the mist to join their brother. One wore the fanmiliar plaid kilt from
that two-week-old battle. One wore a businessman's tunic; its white hair had come away i n patches,
taking scalp with it. The third had been a small, slender wonman, judging from her dress and her

| ong yel l ow hair.

They clawed at the rock. They began to spread out al ong the base.
And Vatch backed away fromthe edge and sat down.

What the hell was this? Legends |ike this had been | eft behind on Earth! Dead nen did not walk,
not without help. Odinarily they just lay there. Wiat was different about Sereda? Wat kind of
bi ol ogy could fit? Vatch shook his head violently. The question was nonsense. This was fantasy,
and he was in it.

Yet his mind clutched for explanations:

Cost unes? Suppose a group of Seredans had something to hide out here. (Wat?) A guard of four in
dreadful costunmes nmight hold off a whole city, once the | egend of the ni ghtwal ker was established
(But the legend was a century old. Never nind, the | egend could have cone first.) Anyone who cane
cl ose enough to see the fraud could quietly disappear. (Costune and nakeup? That gapi ng putrescent
bel Iy wound!)

Qut of the crack in the rock came a fantasy arm the bone showi ng through the forearm the first
joints mssing on all the ragged fingers. Vatch froze. (Costunme?) The other arm cane up, and then
a dead sl ack face. The snell reached him..

Vat ch unfroze very suddenly, snatched up his sword and struck overhand. He split the skull to the
chi n.

The ni ghtwal ker was still trying to pull itself up

Vatch struck at the arms. He severed one el bow, then the other, and the nightwal ker dropped away
wi t hout a cry.

Vat ch began to shudder. He couldn't stop the spasns; he could only wait until they passed. He was
begi nning to understand how the fantasy would end. \When the horror becane too great, when he could
stand it no longer, he would | eap screanming to the ground and try to kill themall... And his
sword woul d not be enough.

It was real! The dead forearns lay near his feet!
Fant asy!
Real

Wait, wait. A fantasy was sonething that categorically could not happen. It was always a story,
al ways sonething that originated in a man's nmind. Could he be starring in sonebody's fantasy?

This, a formof entertainnent? Then it had hol ovi si on beat hands down. But Vatch knew of no world
that had the technology to create such a total -experience entertai nnent, conplete with what had to
be ersatz menories! No world had that, |et al one backward Sereda!

Wait. Was he really on Sereda? Was the date really 2731? O was he living through some kind of
Got hic historical ?

Was he even Tonbs Vatch the ranmer? Ranmmer was a hi gh-prestige career. Someone m ght well have

paid for the illusion that hewas a rammer... and if he had, soneone had gotten nore than he had
bargai ned for. They'd pull himout of his total-environnent cubical or theater in total catatonic
withdrawal , if Tomas Vatch didn't get a grip on hinmnself.
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Wait. Was that notion in the mst, off toward the battlefield?

O nore of his runaway inmagi nation? But no, the mst was a curdling, swirling line, ainmed at his
rock.

That alnost did it. He alnost leapt fromthe rock and ran. If the city gates were closed he'd run
right up the walls... But he waited. In a mnute he'd know for sure, one way or another

Wthin the crack the one he had struck sat slunped with its head bowed, disconsolate or truly
dead. The other three seened to be acconplishing very little.

The dead nen fromthe battlefield streaned toward Vatch's place of refuge. They wore kilts of grey
and anmber. Less than a hundred of them casualties in a war between two nmedi um si zed conpanies, a
war whi ch woul d not have been fought at all if the cost could not be partly defrayed by hol ovi si on
rights. Wen they cane close Vatch began to recogni ze individuals. There was Erwi n Mudd, whose
stew he had stolen. There was Roy Tanner the Lluagorian, the rarnner, the medic. Death cancels all
friendshi ps. There-- Enough. Forget about costunes, Tonss.

Enough, and too |ate. The ni ghtwal kers swarnmed around the rock and began trying to clinb. Vatch
stood above the crack, sword ready. The sword was all he had.

Hands cane over the edge. He struck at them

He | ooked, around in time to see nore hands coning up everywhere along the perineter. He yelled
and circled madly, striking, striking. They were not clinbing the rock itself; they were clinbing
over each other to reach the top. And his sword, its edge dulled by repeated bl ows agai nst rock
and bone, was turning into a club...

Suddenly he stopped.
Fant asy? Real ? What kind of biology...?

He spilled his nmedical kit open and snatched at the bottle of Spectrum Cure. Mdre than his life
was at stake here. He was trying to save his sanity.

The pistol grip fitted his hand neatly. A nightwal ker pulled itself over the edge and tottered
toward hi mand he sprayed Spectrum Cure between its eyes. An eroded face appeared near his feet;
he sprayed Spectrum Cure into its nmouth. Then he stepped back and wat ched.

The first one dropped like a sack. The second |l et go and di sappeared from vi ew.

Ni ght wal kers were com ng up all around him Vatch noved anong themin cal mhaste, spraying life
into them and they stopped noving. In his mnd he gloated. It should have worked, and it had.

For if anything in this experience was real, then it had to be caused by the biology of Sereda.
So: sonething could infect the dead, to make them nove. Bacteriun? Fungus? Virus? Watever it was,
it had to have evol ved by using dead | opers and other native life fornms to spread itself.

It would wal k the infected corpse until there was no sugar or oxygen left in the blood or nuscle
tissues of the host. That alone could carry the disease further than it could travel by itself.
And if it found another host to infect along the way, well and good.

But the first step in infection would be to restart the heart. It had to be, or the bacterium
couldn't spread throughout the host.

And if the heart was goi ng--

The Spectrum Cure seened to be healing themright up. He'd cured about eight of them They lay at
the base of the rock and did not nmove. O her nightwal kers clustered around them For the nonent
they had given up on Vatch's rock

Vat ch wat ched sonme of them bend over the bodies of those he had injected. They nmi ght have been
ni bbling at the flesh above the hearts. A minute of that, and then they fell over and lay as dead
as the ones they had been trying to rescue.
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Good enough, thought Vatch. He flashed the light on his bottle to check the supply of Spectrum
Cure.

It was just short of dead enpty.

Vat ch sighed. The horde of dead nen had drawn away fromthe casualties-- the dead dead ones-- and
gone back to trying to clinb the rock. Some would rmake it. Vatch picked up his sword. An
afterthought: he injected hinmself. Even if they got to him they would not rouse himfrom death
bef ore norning.

The scrabbling of finger bones against rock became a cricket chorus.

Vatch stood | ooking down at them Mst of these had only been dead for hours. Their faces were
i ntact, though slack. Vatch | ooked for Roy Tanner

He circled the edge rapidly, striking occasionally at a reaching arm but peering down anxi ously.
Where the bl azes was Roy Tanner?

There, pulling hinself over the lip of the crack

In fact they were all swarnming into the crack and clinbing over each other. Their dead brains nust
be working to sone extent. The snell of themwas terrific. Vatch breathed through his nouth,
closed his imagination tight shut, and waited.

The ni ghtwal ker renmai ns of Roy Tanner pulled itself up on the rock. Vatch sprayed it in the face,
turned the body over in haste, and found it: Roy Tanner's nedical kit, still intact. He spilled
out the contents and snatched up Roy's bottle of Spectrum Cure.

He sprayed it before him and then into the crack, like an insecticide. He held his aimuntil they
stopped noving... and then, finally, he could roll away fromthe choking snmell. It was all right
now. Roy had fallen early in the battle. His bottle had been nearly full.

* % %

For sonething like six hours they had wat ched each other: Tomas Vatch on the lip of the rock
seven ni ghtwal kers bel ow. They stood in a half circle, well out of range of Vatch's spray gun, and
they stared unblinking into Vatch's flashlight.

Vatch was dreadfully tired. He had circled the rock several tines, |eaping the crack twi ce on each
pass. "Cured" corpses surrounded the base and half filled the crack. He had seen none of them
nove. By now he was sure. There were only these seven left.

"l want to sleep,” he told them "Can't you understand? | won. You lost. Go away. | want to
sl eep." He had been telling themthis for sone tine.

This time it seenmed that they heard.

One by one they turned and stunbled off in different directions. Vatch watched, anazed, afraid to
bel i eve. Each ni gbtwal ker seened to find a patch of level ground it liked. There it fell and did
not nove.

Vatch waited. The east was growing bright. It wasn't over yet, but it would be soon. Wth burning
eyes he watched for the obvious dead to nove again.

Red dawn touched the tips of glacier-spilled rocks. The orange dwarf sun nade a cool |ight; he
could al nost | ook straight into it. He watched the shadows wal k down the sides of the rocks to the
ground.

When the light touched the seven bodies, they had becone bright green patches, vaguely man-shaped.

Vat ch watched until each patch had sprouted a bud of yellowin its center. Then he dropped to the
ground and started wal ki ng north.
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Wong Way Street

* % %

"Wong Way Street" has never been in any of my collections; but it has been in a Gal axy "best"
ant hol ogy, and an anthol ogy of tine-travel stories, and a thenme collection of "first man on the
Moon" stories. More success than | expected for my second professional sale. Naturally | renenber
the story with fondness. | sonmetimes wish | could wite nore about the critters who built that
pecul i ar base on the Mon... but of course there's no way.

* % %

M ke Capoferri turned out to be at one tine in his life the loneliest man on the Mon. But it was
not his first venture into aloneness. He had felt it before, alnobst twenty years before, when he
was twel ve and his eight-year-old brother died.

Young Tony had been riding a Flexy, a kind of bobsled on wheels, down the hill road above Venice
Boul evard. At the bottom of the hill he had turned hard right onto Venice. The Flexy had flipped
over on its back, and its blunt rubber handl e had poked hard into Tony's stomach

One of the first things the doctor did was to take Tony's blood pressure. It was |ow, which nmeant
shock. It started to fall alnost as soon as the bl ood pressure cuff was renmpved, but the doctor
didn't know that until it was too late. Tony's spleen was ruptured.

M ke had | oved his younger brother. He sat in his roomnost of the tine, unable to get used to his
| oss, and not really trying. After four weeks of it his father neglected his own grief |ong enough
to take Mke to a child psychol ogi st.

M ke was a recent but ardent science fiction fan. "I want to change it, Doctor Stuart," he said
earnestly. "I want to go back to four weeks ago and take away Tony's Flexy." He nmeant it, of
cour se.

Doctor Stuart had worked hard to get Mke to say those words. If he was thinking in ternms of
sibling rivalries and guilt feelings, it didn't show "You can't do that, Mke. Time is a one-way
street with no parking spaces. You just have to keep going."

"Until you have an accident," MKke said bitterly.

Doctor Stuart nodded. "O run out of gas," he added, because he hinself was old enough for the
anal ogy to apply. They talked for al nost three hours, with Mke doing nost of the talking
Afterward M ke gradual |y stopped mnourni ng.

* % %

When M ke Capoferri graduated from high school he had becone intensely interested in space travel
Hs first year at Cal Tech was the year Wl ni kov | anded on Mars. M ke was determned to foll ow

In a way he travel ed further than WAl ni kov. He never got to Mars, but he did make it to the Mon
And unli ke Mars, the Mon once had intelligent visitors.

* % %

M ke was one of nmany. Thirty men and wormen had conme to the alien base, deternined to probe all its
secrets. By this tine Mke was thirty-one years old sone and hel d doctorates in physics,
mat henati cs and phil osophy. He was tall, dark, not too honely, a little too earnest. He got over

that at the base, where the only defense agai nst strangeness was a sense of hunor.

Besi des the base, the aliens had thoughtfully provided one spaceship. It rested on its side near
the base, a fat cylinder with conical ends and asymretrical bul ges in unexpected places. M ke
began goi ng through the ship before he ever entered the base, and he kept at it through the years.
This wasn't unusual
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The ship was thought to be the real treasure, for its
star charts showed (in hard-to-read notations in ultraviolet ink) that it had crui sed between
wi dely separated stars. It may have had a faster-than-light drive.

The base personnel lived in the base itself, with their own air regenerating systemand their own
air lock built into the open alien airlock. There was plenty of roomfor them The aliens had
averaged ten feet tall, and there were things which nust have been bunks for forty-eight of them

Still, the base took getting used to. The alien engineers had put steps and | edges in the floor
wher ever the ground beneath wasn't exactly |evel. Newconers |learned not to sit on the "bunks,"
whi ch | ooked |ike pieces of free-formscul pture, felt |ike foamrubber with a netal core, and
changed shape wi thout warning. They were told not to touch nosaic designs which had been narked
with paint, for the design mght hide a control of sone kind.

* k k

It was four years since Mke had | anded on the Mon. In that tinme the human tenants had made a
great deal of progress.

An energency repair kit fromthe ship had yielded a method of creating artificial crystals of
al nrost any shape from al nost any solid, by building themup atom by atom Already ships had lifted
on rocket nmotors built from |l arge di anonds.

A box which held perfectly preserved sections fromnon-terrestrial animals, possibly used as food
had given thema field which would interrupt any chenical process. The applicati ons were nunerous
and varied. A short-range death ray. A beamto fight forest fires. A new nethod of inducing
suspended ani mati on, very useful In surgery.

A scul pting inplenment, used by the aliens as a nmeans of recreation (the base was infested with the
statues they had | eft behind), had become a disintegrator. Turning it on had been heart breakingly
difficult. Mke had solved that problemin his second year, but had never been able to turn it

off. The alien rec roomhad to be kept in vacuo, with a separate airlock, because air disappeared
into the little ball of nothing at the end of the scul pting tool

Enough progress had been nade on the alien nunber systemthat it was possible to do calculus with
it. The nobney system however, remmined a conplete nystery.

Aside fromthe crystal naker and the airlock controls, the ship was as great and as fascinating an
eni gna as ever. The rows of "bunks" near the back-- suppose a bunk changed shape and dunped its
occupant during a 5G maneuver? The controls, in plain sight on a commpbn-sense control board in the
bunk section-- what did it take to nake them work? And what was the purpose of the dull red
tetrahedron, seven feet on a side, which was set in the rear wall of the passenger section?

M ke was taking a coffee break with Terry Hol mes, a pretty, cheerful, blonde little Doctor of
Languages, the day he first said, "I think I know what the central pyramd is for."

Many peopl e had said that, of course, but Mke was not addicted to wild guesses. "Wat is it?"
Terry asked eagerly.

"I't's a tinme nmachine,"” he said.

Terry got mad and left the table. The Hall oween before M ke had dressed to imtate an alien statue
and had frighteningly "cone to life" before her horrified eyes. Since then she had been sensitive
about his jokes.

"No, really,” he told her during the afternoon coffee break. "The idea makes a great deal of
sense. We can be sure that the aliens had suspended ani mati on, can't we?"

"Sure." The reaction danping field was perfect for that purpose.

"Right. So if they had tinme travel to go with it, it adds up to an FTL drive. They can sl eep
t hrough a hundred-year journey and then nove back a hundred years."

"You're only guessing," Terry told him "If the pyranmd is an interstellar drive they didn't need
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time travel. |If they had suspended ani nmation they could have spent generations on one trip. W'll
have to do that ourselves, probably."

"Sure, but the idea of a tinme-travel device in the center of a spaceship is at least logical. |'ve
been working on the thing for quite a while, and | think that's what it is. |I've made it produce a
weak gravitational field, so | knowit can distort four-space."

"Then it's for artificial gravity." She laughed as his face fell. "Mke, | dub thee world's
chanpi on rationalizer. And now |'ve got to get back to work."

For a nonth not hing inportant happened. Carlos found a way to turn on the alien television set and
got three-dinensional, technicolor static. Terry nade some progress with the alien noney; she had
a tentative ordering of coins into either ascending or descending value, if in fact they were

coi ns.

Then one day the ship di sappeared.

* k% %

M ke was trying sonething new. He had set up a nagnetic field around the control board and pushed
one of the pyram d knobs. There were two of these, the same shape and col or as the massive machine
behi nd him Now he put a block of glass between the poles of his generator and cut the current.
The knob it with an al nost invisible blue glow. Suddenly everything was in free fall

"Eureka," Mke said absently, neaning: at last |'ve gotten sone action out of the beast. \Wen he
turned his head he saw that the big red tetrahedron was base forward. He'd heard no sound of
not i on.

A faint purple Iine grew across the top of the board. There were too many unknowns crawling into
his experinent. Mke | ooked back so that he could see the big pyram d turn around, and swi tched
hi s generator back on. Results canme instantly.

M ke sat up trying to rub the pain out of his eyes. It was several seconds before he coul d open
t hem

The pyram d was apex-forward again. M ke got up and pulled out the pyram d knob, waited a nonent
for luck, then turned off the field generator. At |ast he sat down perspiring on an alien "bunk."
What a sight that had been! He couldn't even renmenber it without his eyes hurting.

M ke's bunk inconsiderately dropped himon the floor. He pronptly got up and made for the airlock
feeling a crying need for coffee, Terry Hol nes, conversation and faniliar things. The strangeness
had suddenly becone too nuch to take.

Hi s nonentary fear of the ship was gone by the tinme he left the airlock. What had started it,
anyway? Merely the fact that he'd gotten things to working at |ast. Now they coul d make sone real
pr ogr ess.

He noved toward the base in easy four-foot |eaping strides which splashed waves of dust when he
| anded. He was | ooking straight at the base airlock, but he was preoccupi ed by the thought of
coffee and the famliar, instantly suppressed wish for a cigarette. He was half way there before
he noti ced. .

The base airlock was closed. The alien airlock

M ke stopped short, staring. At first he was only bew |l dered, not horrified. How could the doors
have cl osed? The bul k of the UN airlock would have stopped them O was the alien netal strong
enough to--

M ke made a strangling noise. The human airl ock nust have been crushed fl at!

He ran.

* k k
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It had taken the base team nonths to open those doors. Although Mke had arrived a year later, he
knew how t hey had done it. But why had they closed it? Had some fool been neddling with the
controls? Wth alien designing, practically anything could be a control. The aliens had cleverly
hi dden their knobs, buttons, and pressure sensitive surfaces in esthetically pleasing design. The
doors coul d have been cl osed by sonebody accidentally |eaning against a wall. Nobody had ever
bothered to find out how to open them fromthe inside.

M ke began pi cking pressure points out of the npbsaic on the outer door. He stopped to wonder if
the base held air, then decided that it didn't matter. Anyone still alive would be wearing a
spacesuit under emergency regul ations.

He was taking a breather when he noticed that the UN ship was gone.

Had they started to evacuate the base? No, the ship only held four people and cargo. They mnust
have gone for help.

The | ock had been designed for use by two ten-footers with fourteen-foot branched tentacles. M ke
needed forty minutes and a great deal of ingenuity, but finally the | ock swng open

There was no weckage in the |ock

"Dust,"” Mke told hinself. There was al nost no noondust on the worn path between the ship and the
base. Yet dust had spurted beneath his boots... and there was no Earth-built ship, and the station
was | ocked.

"Eureka," he said softly. "They haven't found the base yet. |'ve traveled in tine."

Yet there were other possibilities. Mke began seeking themout even as he was going to work on
the inner door. Maybe he had gone forward in tinme, to when the base had been restored as a nmuseum
O, worse yet, to sone tinme after the return of the legitimte owners. (That had once been a
favorite joke around the base: "Hey, |ook, they're com ng back!") He m ght even be in another tine
track, one in which the base had never been abandoned. After all, he really didn't know nuch about
t he machi ne he'd been running.

One | ook through a tel escope would have told all. He could see the Earth from where he was
standi ng, huge and full, of course, he could not nmake out the shapes of the continents.

He kept worki ng.

He was rigidly tensed as the doors fol ded back. Had the station been abandoned yet? Was his the
honor, God help him of nmeeting the first inhuman intelligence? But nobody cane to nmeet him

His air pressure dial read 22.4 pounds/square inch. This nust be alien air.

* k *

He wal ked through the base, slowy and cautiously; after four and a half years he was used to

wat chi ng where he stepped. The base was |ike a haunted house. There was an air of strangeness here
that he had never known before, not even when he had first cone. Not Commander Link Day of UN

Fl i ght Four, but M ke Capoferri, was the first man to set foot in this place.

Coul d he get back? Sure he could. The other button nust be the one that controlled flight into the
future.

But even then, he nmight not be able to tell anyone.

Hey, he told hinmself proudly, I'ma tine traveler! VWAit here, he answered solicitously, I'Il call
the medic. No, he protested, | can prove it. Get in the ship and I'll show you. But that could go
wong in a dozen ways. He'd want to know nore about what he was doing before he tried this again.

Kil roy was here, he thought.

If he left marks of his visit, they would still be here when he returned to his own tine. He could
scratch his initials-- hmm
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He turned right. Wen he reached the rec roomhe went to one of the scul pting machi nes and began
to take it apart.

The tool itself looked Iike a big, fat nechanical pencil. It was set in a brace which could be
moved to any part of the work. The brace allowed the tool to nove freely under pressure and held
it steady otherw se. The pointed business end of the tool generated a sphere of enptiness into
whi ch matter vani shed without trace.

Renoving the tool fromthe brace was al nost easy. Turning it on took just under an hour. Once M ke
al nost gave up the idea, but he kept at it, for he had nothing el se which would mar any of the
i ndestructible materials used to build the base

He held the device like a pencil, but nore carefully. H's first thought had been to put a portrait
of Commander Link Day on the statue of an alien female in the bunk room He'd changed his nind. It
woul d be dangerous and stupid to change his own past. He had to do sonething which would not be

di scovered before he arrived at the base, in 1985.

The inner side of the outer door would be a good place to hide a carving, because nobody had ever
seen it. It folded against the airlock wall when the | ock was open

A wind blew toward his hand as he wal ked. There nust,be a way to shut air out of the
disintegrator, but he hadn't the tine to find it. He couldn't renenber whether the team had found
air in the base. If they had, he was changi ng the past right now

What should he wite? "The world is ny ash tray," he decided, and slamred his toe into a | edge. He
threw both hands out to break his fall, and changed his mnd too late. Horrified, he watched the
scul pting pencil vanish into the floor. It left a neat cylindrical hole.

Well, Mke thought furiously, that takes care of that. |I've rmade ny mark.

* k% %

He plugged the hole with cenent fromthe neteor repair kit on his suit belt. There was now a
machi ne m ssing fromthe base, one that had been there in his own tine, but he couldn't do
anyt hi ng about that. He did manage to close the airlock doors as he left.

The breathtaking beauty of the full Earth stopped hi moutside the ship. He gazed at the
magni fi cent bluish-white disk, trying to decide what nade it seemdifferent. Was there nore cl oud
area? Whatever the reason, the sight was nore inpressive than ever

Then it cane to him The Earth was bigger! It was probably twice as |arge as he had ever seen it.
O course, there was nothing nearby to conpare it to, which was why he hadn't noticed before

M ke was smiling as he entered the | ock. The Mdon has been noving outward fromthe Earth since
creation, picking up energy fromthe slowing of the Earth's rotation. He nust be a |long way into
the past. About three billion years..

He pushed through the inner door and stood a nmonent, |ooking down the three broken rows-- one

al ong the floor of the ship, the others down the sides-- of anmethyst portholes. It would have been
nice to be able to see out, but the glassy material was transparent only to a w de range of
ultraviolet light.

He went through the nmotions at the control panel. Right pyramd knob in-- and it had better be the
ri ght nmove. Generator on. d ass bl ock between the poles. Generator off.

He fl oat ed.

Suddenly, renenbering the sight of the central pyramd "turning," Mke was glad that he could not
see the ship traveling through tinme. Cbviously the aliens could stand the sight-- but they could
al so l ook at the central pyranmid, for they had done nothing to protect thenmselves fromit.

A green line crept across the board, covering and wi ping out the faint purple line.. Mke let it
grow until the purple line was gone, then slipped on his generator
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Wong. Wong! He was still in free fall!

* k%

In hideous indecision he watched the board, waiting for it to tell him- it didn't matter what,
for the board was quiet and dark. In the end he left the knob in and the generator on and pushed
hinself aft. He had to get a | ook outside.

He braced himself in the airlock, suspiciously examining the brilliant sky for any sign that he
was still traveling in time. There was nothing. Mke turned on his shoes and gingerly stepped out
onto the hull. \Wen he | ooked down, the Moon wasn't there.

A msty white planet floated nearby. It was a heavy atnobsphere type, as uniformand featurel ess as
a piece of bedsheet. It was Venus, if he was still in the solar sysiem O herw se-- heavy
at nospheres are the normin space.

It seenmed obvious now that he'd guessed wong. The knob on the left must control tine travel; the
one on the right, space travel. It was a chance he'd had to take.

M ke watched the white disk slowy setting toward one horizon of the ship. As the last thing he
mght see inlife it left a lot to be desired. Still, blank as it was, he could tell quite a bit
about it. It couldn't be very large, for instance. If it were a giant, its atnosphere would be
banded. It must be bigger than Mars to have an opaque atnosphere, but unl ess an oversized noon had
stripped away nost of the air, it couldn't be much larger than Earth.

When he saw its star he could try guessing its surface tenperature.

He sat down on the hull. There were two days' worth of oxygen in the ship, and little chance that
it would get himhone. He was lost in both space and tine. He didn't know how to go into the
future; if there was a way, he could expect to spend nonths |looking for it. It was tine to face
deat h.

Besi des, he'd been running for hours, torn by conflicting enptions, through a world whose | aws
were nore black magi ¢ than physics. It was high tine for a coffee break.

M ke licked dry lips. That last, lost cup of coffee would have tasted wonderful. A cigarette would
have torn his throat out after four and a half years, but it would have felt natural and snelled
good snol dering between his fingers.

He'd left precious little legacy for the others at the base, a spare spacesuit that couldn't fit
anyone el se, three sets of lounging overalls, and a few interesting discoveries. He' d taken the
spaceshi p; they'd cuss himout good for that..

O had he ever lived at all? He had died before he was born. Perhaps there would be no M ke
Capoferri, ever.

But UN Flight Four would find his anonynous traces when they opened the base. Footprints in
moondust. A scul pting tool nissing fromthe rec room A hole in the floor; his cement was sure to
disintegrate in three billion years. Wuld they ever guess how deep it was? The dam thi ng nust
have fallen all the way to the center of the Mon

Searing light stabbed his eyes. Mke groped blindly for his filter switch, and found it. The |ight
becane bearabl e.

* k% %

A sun was rising over the hull. It |ooked very nmuch like the Sun as seen fromthe Mon; but that
only nmeant that it wasn't. Seen froma Venus orbit, the Sun would have been nuch larger. He was in
anot her sol ar system

Coul d the ship have come hone by itself? Was that the home world of the base race? No, of course
not. The aliens had had a water netabolism and there would be no water down there. That world, in
an Earthlike orbit around a type G yellow dwarf, nust have a surface tenperature of around five
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hundr ed degrees Fahrenheit.

M. Parkman in Physics 1B had told the class one day that "The Earth's atnosphere goes way past
the Moon." He seened surprised by their laughter. It was his highly successful way of hol ding
their attention. "No, it's true. OF course, it gets pretty thin. The idea is that the Earth's

at nrosphere ends where its density drops to the density of surroundi ng space. In the same way the
Sun' s at nosphere goes out beyond Mars.

"Well, the air is thin enough to behave |ike separate particles at that distance. So the Mon is
constantly whipping through this cloud of gas nol ecul es” --he nade frantic notions with his hands--
"and it pulls some of themup to escape velocity every tine it goes by. Naturally they' re never
heard from again. The air keeps replacing itself, nore or |less, by volcanic action

"Now, nost planets don't have giant nmoons, so they grow trenendous air envel opes. Like Venus.
Here's where the greenhouse effect conmes in..."

M ke snapped back to the present because of sonething small and dark and spinning. Wth the Iight
filter over his eyes he couldn't see nore. He | ooked away. Something was worrying at the bottom of
his mnd.

Again his mnd s eye watched the sculpting tool fall into a tunnel of its own making. He saw it
lying at the center of the Mwon, perhaps carving out a little pit for itself...

Wong. There would be millions of tons of pressure to flatten any cavity into oblivion ..
Any cavity but one. Now the picture was right.

The Sun had dropped bel ow the hull, though part of the corona still showed. Mke raised his filter
and searched for the spinning blob. He knew what it was, now.

At first glance it |ooked Iike a walnut shell; but not quite, for the shape was wong and the
convol utions were too deep. What it really resenbled was a defl ated beach ball which sonebody has
crushed between hi s hands.

The Moon had had a long tinme to push itself through a sphere an inch and a half in dianeter.
Probably it had not taken nore than a few millennia. Afterward there had been nothing but this
crunmpl ed ball of waste, too light and rigid for gravity to conpress it further. For three billion
years the Earth had been noonl ess.

"...six to eight hundred degrees!" M. Parkman waited a moment while the scribblers caught up
"They knew about the greenhouse effect, but they hadn't dreamed that it would apply to little
Venus. You could nelt lead in such a greenhouse."

"The point is, the astrononers were using Earth as a norm It isn't. The Earth-Mon systemis an
astrononical freak. A norrmal planet in Earth's orbit would have an opaque, very thick atnosphere,
so thick that wind and |ight and tenperature changes woul d never reach the surface. An eterna
searing black calm"

* % %

M ke turned and craw ed into the airlock, noving as fast as he dared in free fall. He could have
gone mad waiting for the inner door to open, but he didn't dare. The know edge of certain death
had been better than this aching sense of responsibility.

The door opened and he junped toward the control board. Al ready he was planning. He had to go back
sonme tine before his first arrival. Then-- renove the sculpting tools fromthe rec room or
sonmehow scranbl e the controls of the base airlock, or |eave a nessage for "hinself" on the outer
door. Anything to restore the past.

The gl ass bl ock had not floated out of place. All he had to do was cut the nagnetic field. He
wat ched the purple line until he was sure that it was |longer than it had been before. Wen he
flipped the generator back on his feet thunped satisfyingly against the floor. Half the battle.

Ghosts from his chil dhood whi spered to himwhile he waited for the outer door to open. Parknan was
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there but Mke refused to listen to him He renmenbered Tony; which was unfair, because he'd only
robbed Tony of eight years.

The door opened on the Moon. M ke bounded toward the base... O had he? He really should have
known better than to | oan Tony his Flexy. H's Flexy, because Tony's had a broken wheel. Had he
told Doctor Stuart that? No

"Tinme is a one-way street,"” said Doctor Stuart, synpathetically but firnmy. He was wong, dead
wWr ong.

M ke stood before the base airlock wiggling his fingers like a clarinet player. How far back had
he come this time? He turned left to see the size of the Earth.

It wasn't there.
But it was always there! Bewi ldered, M ke peered around him The Mon nust still be rotating..

To his right, the Earth was a vast, incredible crescent, and the plain was full of ships. They
were of many different sizes, but they all had the same |unpy cylindrical shape. Tiny figures
nmoved anong them

Stuart was right, he thought idiotically. You go the wong way on a one-way Street, you' ve got to
have accidents. He turned and ran

Behi nd hi mthe | ock swung open. Two ten-foot tripeds turned to each other and gestured rapidly,
i ke nests of striking snakes. Then one of them hopped after himand picked himup
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