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CRASHL ANDER
by Larry N ven

(c) 1994 by Larry N ven

GHOST: ONE
We had wonderful seats ten rows back fromthe gl ass.

Two hundred feet bel ow the ocean's surface sunlight flooded down through seaweed forests in a
thousand flickering gol den beans. Players swirled in shoals anong the forest roots like half a
hundred col or-coded fighting fish.

Grandst ands had been set against the city done. Beyond the gl ass was the playing domain for ten
col or-marked teans, each team being five humans and a dol phin. Sixty players, down to fifty now,
t he humans using breathers and oversized fins.

The prey were local life-forns, three flattened turtles arned with hind flippers as w de as
wi ngs. Their painted shells glowed |ike captured suns, red, yellow, violet. The point was to nove
the prey through the arches, parabol oids painted in the sane bl azing colors. A player nmight pull a
prey against his chest to swmwth it, or hold it at armis length and steer by the strength of
his arms while the prey did the work, or even leave it swimming toward the sand during a nel ee,
hopng a teammate could get it before it di sappeared.

Sharrol was entranced. When a swarm of Entertainment Cuild Players carried the violet prey
through the violet arch, she bellowed with the rest.

| don't understand water war. She watched the gane; | watched her

Sharrol was dressed Shashter style, a fancy cloak over a body stocking with windows in it that
woul d serve for swimmng. She was snall even by flatlander standards, beginning to bulge with our
second child. Strong jaw, pale skin, straight black hair: the real Sharrol. On Earth she'd worn
many fantastic inages, in flatlander style.

For too long fear had |urked beneath her surface enotions. Sharrol wasn't nmade for this world.
But we'd lived beneath Fafnir's world-spanning ocean for a year and a half, we'd conceived and
birthed Jeena and started a sister for her, and we'd cone to see this place as our own. Gadually
the fear had been etched away. | saw no sign of it now Sharrol was at hone

Li ght beans danced down through the water and played over the wonderful |andscape of Sharro
Janss. But |'d nmissed brunch. | nudged her and said, "I'mgoing for provisions."

She didn't turn. "Good! Handneal, red, yes on veggi es. Popcorn. Juice, any."

I left nmy backpurse in the seat. | glanced back when | reached the aisle. Sharrol was lovely in
profile, and entirely absorbed in the gane.

* k%

The stands didn't include food stalls. You had to go under the stands and all the way across the
Strand, by elevated slidebridge, and into a fair-sized food court.

O you could wal k twenty yards along the glass, use a transfer booth, and save fifteen m nutes.

I flicked in on the second-floor balcony. | |ooked over the railing at several long lines. The
| ongest was a wi ndow for handneals. My attention snagged on a face bel ow

He caught ne | ooki ng.

O not. | didn't wait to be sure. | stepped to the | one phone booth at the end of the row of
transfer booths. Found a coin and dialed. |I did not want this call registered on ny pocket phone
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We might have had a whole lifetine, |I thought. W' d been pronised that, but it had been a lie.
But we'd had our year and a hal f.

The gl ass at the back of the booth reflected the top of the slidestair if |I held nmy head right.
| watched while Sharrol's phone chined six tinmnes.

She was | ooki ng past her phone, watching the gane.

"Bey? What?" She showed flat in one of the walls. Her pocket phone wasn't sophisticated enough
to give ne a hol ogram

| said, "I saw a face."
"Who?" Now she | ooked at ne. "Not her. Tell ne it's not her."

"No, of course not, but it's not good. He was ny ghostwiter --

"Bey? Your what?"

"Dear one, |'mshort of time. Ander Snittarasheed shouldn't be here. | think he knew ne --"

"Unlikel y!'"

"I was | ooking over a balcony. He saw just ny head and shoul ders, foreshortened. But maybe he
doesn't know about you. So book a single for nme at the Pequod as Persial January Hebert." It was a
nane | hadn't used in a while, but she knew it, and we'd stayed at the Pequod once. Furnish the
rooma little? Luggage? No, but -- "I left ny backpurse on ny seat. Leave it in the room Nothing
el se."

" Next ?"

The man |'d seen hadn't appeared yet.

She was taking it all in, but rmuscles were flexing at the corners of her jaw and her eyes were
wi de and frightened. | asked, "How tough are you?"

Her eyes slid away, watching the game, because soneone m ght be watching her. She said again,
" Next ?"

"I'f you can. Get Jeena. Go to Shasht. Get Qutbound Enterprises to freeze you for transfer to
Home, sign ne in, too, and pay the extra to ship Jeena. 1'll be there when |I can."

Her jaw set. Sharrol was a flat phobe, and the continent Shasht wasn't just hal fway round the
world; it was the surface. | couldn't guess whether she was strong enough to get through this. |
said, "If you can't do it, |leave word --"

"When can you join us?"

"If 1"mnot on the sane ship, go to Carlos. I'lIl get to you soonest."

"You' d better have one tanj of a good story for ne when you do," Sharrol said, and then a head
came into view, reflected in the glass. Wth ny head still turned away. | flicked off the phone,
my back bl ocking the action, and wi ggl ed out ny pocket phone.

It was him Square face, thin blond hair, jaw like a prey turde, rmuscles rippling under the
shirt. He was puffing a little. Ander was born of Earth, and he'd kept a flatlander's wild taste
in dress and appearance. Today his drawstring pants were a mracle of wiggling colored Iines. He
wore a tunic in solid colors, green and brown with a jagged bl ack |ine across chest and back.
Classical cartoon characters kept peeking over the black line, chattering to each other about what
they saw, then dropping back. He wore a backpurse, disappointingly drab

He was taking his tine, |ooking puzzled but determ ned, comng right at ne.

So | let himsee me pocket my unused phone as | turned and stepped out of the booth and ri ght

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt (2 of 162) [1/14/03 8:12:05 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt
into him | yel ped. "Aghh!"

"Sorry. Beowul f, how you've changed!" He | ooked ne over, visibly shocked, blocking nme in the
boot h.

| shied back, winp intimdated by a street thug, a bit offended and a bit afraid. "Sorry, nan,
didn't nean to nudge you."

He stepped forward and took ny hand in both of his, despite |lack of encouragenent, and punped it
and hung on. He bell owed over the crowd noise. "Ander Snmittarasheed. W made two travel ogue vids
together. Beowul f, all | can say is you nust have a hell of a tale to tell."

He had no doubts: he knew ne. | said, "Hide. Hell of a tale to hide, Ander."

"Not anynore."

| shouted, "Yeah. Right. Are you with anyone?"

"No, on ny own."

"Come watch the gane with ne. | think there's an enpty seat next to nine." There'd better be.

He was still staring. Watever he' d known, whatever had brought him here, he hadn't expected
what he was seei ng.

| hugged that thought to ne. He was seeing nme for the first time in twelve years. | dared to
hope that Ander hadn't prepared for this neeting. There was no backup. Just him

As we passed the booths, his hand closed on nmy upper arm He might not think it likely that I'd
dive into a transfer booth and vani sh, but he wasn't risking it. He shouted, "Wy a phone booth to
use a pocket phone?"

And | showed nysel f astonished at his stupidity and bell owed, "Noise!"

Then the crowd roar drowned out any hope of conversation, we noved onto the slidebridge, and
had a few nonents to think.

* k k

There's only one spaceport on W Made It, and the ships don't |and every day. Sone of us Kkids
used to watch themtake off and land. I'mthe only one who becane a pilot.

What | noticed about the tourists was nuscle.

I wasn't undernuscled for a local. Some of the tourists hailed fromworlds no nore nassive than
m ne, but we got Jinxians and flatlanders, too. They wal ked |i ke they expected us to shy away from
their noving mass. We tall, narrow, fragile crashlander men and wonen did as they expected, and
resented it alittle.

Nakanmura Lines ran their ships at one Earth gravity. | had to train hard just to wal k around on
my own ship. Thus trained, | was a superbly nuscled athlete by W Made It standards. It was stil
true that too many passengers | ooked at my albino pallor and tall, skeletal frame and saw a sickly
ghoul .

I'd gotten used to that. Maybe it had | eft nme touchy.

Vi sceral nenory had cone floodi ng back when Ander's hand closed on ny armlike a predator's
jaws. | hadn't known Ander well. I'd seen himtwi ce in fourteen years, for periods of intense
activity of a few weeks each. Now | needed a story to tell to Ander Smittarasheed; but what |
remenbered best was that |'d disliked himon sight.

* k% %

Sharrol's seat was enpty. Ander settled into it. "You really like these water wars? What guild
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do you favor?"

"No, Ander, it's not like that. You' ve seen nmy honmeworld. There's only one ocean on W Made It,
and it's all one storm Nobody sw ns."

"So what are we doi ng here?"

| had cone here following a woman's whim but Ander shouldn't know that. "I don't care who wi ns.
I just get a kick out of watching how good they are.”

But 1'd listened to enough of Sharrol's prattling. Water war derived froma gane the kzinti
pl ayed on the continent, on land. In both forms the gane is local to Fafnir. No offworld tourist
woul d know of it. | need only open nmy nouth and | et Sharrol speak

"They all swimlike dolphins, don't they? But the dol phins can't grab the prey, they can only
push the other players around, except that the Structure Team dol phin has hands. It's an option
But the rig is slow ng her down; can you tell? Do you know anyt hi ng about strategy? They're down
to seven teans, |looks like --" | saw that he was only waiting for ne to stop tal king. "Ander, what
are you doi ng on Fafnir?"

"Looki ng for you."

"Yeah, | always thought so. You're with the United Nations police." | need not pretend to |ike
it.

Ander frowned. "Not ... exactly. I'"'mnot an ARM |I'mw th Signund Ausfaller, and Signund is an
ARM but he has his own agenda. By which | nmean to say |'mnot here to bring you back, Beowul f."

"That's good. | don't want to go back."” | didn't have ny story yet, but it would not include
wanting to return to Earth. "Wy, then?"

"Can you tell me what happened to Feather Filip?"
"It's long and ugly."
"No problem I'Il take you to dinner."

"Thanks." 1t night help nme, now or later, if Ander thought | was short of noney. Better yet --
"There's an item of great value involved, Ander. One | can't touch nyself. That, and Feather, and
the way | look: they're all |inked."

"Yes. Good," he said absently. "And, though he never said so to ne, Sigmund nay have wanted you
to know that if you outsmarted the ARM you did not outsmart Signund.”

"l expect he did. Anything el se?"

"Ch, yes. | got into this because we were tal king about Pierson's puppeteers. Signund and
deci ded that you, Beowul f Shaeffer, know as nmuch about these aliens as any ARM"

"Hah. Were you sober?"

"And then we worked out where you nust be. No, not sober then, but we tal ked the next norning
and didn't change our ninds. Beowulf, how did you first |earn of the puppeteers?”

"School and the holo cube. W watched a | ot of travel ogues when we were kids. And we hung around
the spaceport, so | knew they make the General Products ships."

"And your first contact?"
"W wrote that up together. Ch, tanj, Ander! You're recording, aren't you?"

He said, "Yes," giving me an instant to object, daring ne. Who was he recording for? Wwo was
i nvol ved in hunting Beowul f Shaeffer? If it was Sigmund Ausfaller ... |'d never outguessed Sigmund
yet.
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Ander said, "We'Ill pay you a consultant's fee. Ten per hour, Beowul f. WII you accept?"

"How many hours do you need?" It was generous, but ny yes would be a verbal contract. |'d be his
pri soner.

He waved it off. "Until nidnight. Then we can renegotiate. | need the recording for Signund."

Quch. "Until mdnight," | said, "present tine being ten to noon local."

"Your first contact with Pierson's puppeteers?"

Fifteen years flying passengers between the worlds. Then Nakanura Lines collapsed, and | was on
the street ... on W Made It, because the bankruptcy courts allowed us transport hone. Two years
later | was ready to accept an offer from anyone. Anyone ..

NEUTRON STAR

The Skydi ver dropped out of hyperspace an even million mles above the neutron star. | needed a
m nute to place nyself against the stellar background and another to find the distortion Sonya
Laski n had nentioned before she died. It was to ny left, an area the apparent size of the Earth's
nmoon. | swung the ship around to face it.

Curdl ed stars, nuddled stars, stars that had been stirred with a spoon

The neutron star was in the center, of course, though | couldn't see it and hadn't expected to.

It was only eleven mles across, and cool. A billion years had passed since BVS-1 had burned by
fusion fire. MIlions of years, at |least, since the cataclysnmc two weeks during which BVS-1 was
an X-ray star, burning at a tenperature of five billion degrees Kelvin. Now it showed only by its
nmass.

The ship began to turn by itself. |I felt the pressure of the fusion drive. Wthout help from e
my faithful nmetal watchdog was putting nme in a hyperbolic orbit that would take me within one mle
of the neutron star's surface. Twenty-four hours to fall, twenty-four hours to rise ... and during
that time sonething would try to kill nme. As sonething had killed the Laskins.

The sane type of autopilot, with the sane program had chosen the Laskins' orbit. It had not
caused their ship to collide with the star. | could trust the autopilot. |I could even change its
program

| really ought to
How did | get nyself into this hole?

The drive went off after ten m nutes of maneuvering. My orbit was established in nore ways than
one. | knew what would happen if | tried to back out now.

All 1'd done was walk into a drugstore to get a new battery for ny lighter

* k k

Right in the niddle of the store, surrounded by three floors of sales counters, was the new 2603
Sinclair intrasystemyacht. |'d cone for a battery, but | stayed to admire. It was a beautifu
job, small and sleek and streanlined and blatantly different fromanything that'd ever been built.
I wouldn't have flown it for anything, but | had to admt it was pretty. | ducked nmy head through
the door to | ook at the control panel. You never saw so nany dials. Wien | pulled ny head out, all
the custoners were |looking in the sane direction. The place had gone startlingly quiet.

I can't blane themfor staring. A nunber of aliens were in the store, mainly shopping for
souvenirs, but they were staring, too. A puppeteer is unique. |Inagine a headless, three-I|egged
centaur wearing two Cecil the Seasick Sea Serpent puppets on its arns and you'll have sonething
like the right picture. But the arnms are weavi ng necks, and the puppets are real heads, flat and
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brainless, with wide flexible Iips. The brain is under a bony hunp set between the bases of the
necks. This puppeteer wore only its own coat of brown hair, with a mane that extended all the way
up its spine to forma thick mat over the brain. I"'mtold that the way they wear the mane
indicates their status in society, but to ne it could have been anything froma dockworker to a
jewel er to the president of General Products.

I watched with the rest as it cane across the floor, not because |'d never seen a puppeteer but
because there is sonething beautiful about the dainty way they nove on those slender |egs and tiny
hooves. | watched it cone straight toward ne, closer and closer. It stopped a foot away, |ooked ne
over, and said, "You are Beowul f Shaeffer, forner chief pilot for Nakamura Lines."

Its voice was a beautiful contralto with not a trace of accent. A puppeteer's nonths are not
only the nost flexible speech organs around but also the nost sensitive hands. The tongues are
forked and pointed; the wide, thick lips have little fingerlike knobs along the rinms. |nmagine a
wat chmaker Wth a sense of taste in his fingertips ..

| cleared ny throat. "That's right."
It considered ne fromtwo directions. "You would be interested in a high-paying job?"
"I'd be fascinated by a hi gh-paying job."

"1 am our equivalent of the regional president of CGeneral Products. Please cone with nme, and we
will discuss this el sewhere."

| followed it into a displacement booth. Eyes followed ne all the way. It was enbarrassi ng being
accosted in a public drugstore by a two-headed nonster. Maybe the puppeteer knew it. Maybe it was
testing me to see how badly |I needed nobney.

My need was great. Ei ght nonths had passed since Nakamura Lines had fol ded. For some tinme before
that | had been living very high on the hog, knowi ng that ny back pay woul d cover ny debts. |
never saw that back pay. It was quite a crash, Nakanura Lines. Respectabl e niddl eaged busi nessnen

took to leaving their hotel wi ndows without their lift belts. Me, | kept spending. If I'd started
living frugally, ny creditors would have done some checking ... and |I'd have ended in debtor's
prison.

The puppeteer dialed thirteen fast digits with its tongue. A nonent |ater we were el sewhere. Ar
puf fed out when | opened the booth door, and | swallowed to pop ny ears.

"We are on the roof of the General Products building.” The rich contralto voice thrilled al ong
my nerves, and | had to remind nyself that it was an alien speaking, not a | ovely worman. "You nust
exanmi ne this spacecraft while we discuss your assignment."

| stepped outside a little cautiously, but it wasn't the w ndy season. The roof was at ground
|l evel. That's the way we build on W Made It. Maybe it has something to do with the fifteen-
hundred- m | e-an- hour wi nds we get in sunmer and winter, when the planet's axis of rotation runs
through its primary, Procyon. The winds are our planet's only tourist attraction, and it would be
a shanme to slow them down by planting skyscrapers in their path. The bare, square concrete roof
was surrounded by endl ess square mles of desert, not |like the deserts of other inhabited worlds
but an utterly lifel ess expanse of fine sand just crying to be planted with ornamental cactus.
We've tried that. The wind blows the plants away.

The ship lay on the sand beyond the roof. It was a No. 2 General Products hull: a cylinder three
hundred feet long and twenty feet through, pointed at both ends and with a slight wasp-wai st
constriction near the tail. For sone reason it was lying on its side, with the | andi ng shocks
still folded in at the tail.

Ever notice how all ships have begun to | ook the same? A good ninety-five percent of today's
spacecraft are built around one of the four CGeneral Products hulls. It's easier and safer to build
that way, but sonehow all ships end as they began: nass-produced | ook-alikes.

The hulls are delivered fully transparent, and you use paint where you feel like it. Mst of
this particular hull had been |l eft transparent. Only the nose had been painted, around the
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|ifesystem There was no nmjor reaction drive. A series of retractable attitude jets had been
mounted in the sides, and the hull was pierced with smaller holes, square and round, for
observational instruments. | could see them gl eam ng through the hull.

The puppeteer was nmoving toward the nose, but sonething nade ne turn toward the stern for a
cl oser ook at the |anding shocks. They were bent. Behind the curved transparent hull panels sone
trenmendous pressure had forced the netal to flow like warm wax, back and into the pointed stem

"What did this?" | asked.

"W do not know. W wish strenuously to find out."”
"What do you nean?"

"Have you heard of the neutron star BVS-1?"

| had to think a nonent. "First neutron star ever found, and so far the only. Soneone |located it
two years ago by stellar displacenent.”

"BVS-1 was found by the Institute of Know edge on Jinx. W |earned through a go-between that the
Institute wished to explore the star. They needed a ship to do it. They had not yet sufficient
money. We offered to supply themwith a ship's hull, with the usual guarantees, if they would turn
over to us all data they acquired through using our ship."

"Sounds fair enough.” | didn't ask why they hadn't done their own exploring. Like nost sentient
veget ari ans, puppeteers find discretion to be the only part of valor

"Two humans naned Peter Laskin and Sonya Laskin wi shed to use the ship. They intended to come
within one mle of the surface in a hyperbolic orbit. At some point during their trip an unknown
force apparently reached through the hull to do this to the |anding shocks. The unknown force al so
seenms to have killed the pilots.™

"But that's inpossible. Isn't it?"

"You see the point. Conme with me." The puppeteer trotted toward the bow

| saw the point, all right. Nothing, but nothing, can get through a General Products hull. No
ki nd of el ectromagnetic energy except visible light. No kind of matter, fromthe small est
subatomic particle to the fastest neteor. That's what the conpany's advertisenents claim and the
guar ant ee backs themup. |'ve never doubted it, and |I've never heard of a General Products hul
bei ng damaged by a weapon or by anything el se.

On the other hand, a General Products hull is as ugly as it is functional. The puppeteer-owned
conpany could be badly hurt if it got around that sonething could get through a conmpany hull. But
| didn't see where | came in.

We rode an escal |l adder into the nose.

The lifesystemwas in two conpartments. Here the Laskins had used heat-reflective paint. In the
conical control cabin the hull had been divided into wi ndows. The rel axation roombehind it was a
wi ndow ess reflective silver. Fromthe back wall of the relaxation rooman access tube ran aft,
openi ng on various instruments and the hyperdrive notors.

There were two accel eration couches in the control cabin. Both had been torn | oose fromtheir
mount i ngs and wadded into the nose |ike so nuch tissue paper, crushing the instrunment panel. The
backs of the crunpl ed couches were splashed with rust brown. Flecks of the same color were al
over everything: the walls, the windows, the viewscreens. It was as if sonething had hit the
couches from behi nd: sonething |like a dozen paint-filled toy balloons striking with trenmendous
force.

"That's blood," | said.

"That is correct. Human circulatory fluid."
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* k%

Twenty-four hours to fall

| spent nost of the first twelve hours in the relaxation room trying to read. Nothing
signi ficant was happening, except that a fewtinmes | saw the phenonmenon Sonya Laskin had nenti oned
in her last report. Wien a star went directly behind the invisible BVS-1, a halo forned. BVS-1 was
heavy enough to bend light around it, displacing nost stars to the sides, but when a star went
directly behind the neutron star, its light was displaced to all sides at once. Result: a tiny
circle which flashed once and was gone al nost before the eye could catch it.

I'd known next to nothing about neutron stars the day the puppeteer picked ne up. Now | was an
expert. And | still had no idea what was waiting for me when | got down there

All the matter you're ever likely to neet will be normal matter, conposed of a nucl eus of
protons and neutrons surrounded by el ectrons in quantum energy states. In the heart of any star
there is a second kind of matter, for there the tremendous pressure is enough to smash the
el ectron shells. The result is degenerate matter nuclei forced together by pressure and gravity
but held apart by the mutual repul sion of the nore or |ess continuous electron "gas" around them
The tight circunstances nmay create a third type of matter.

G ven: a burned-out white dwarf with a mass greater than 1.44 tinmes the mass of the sun --
Chandrasekhar's Linmt, naned for an |ndi an-American astrononer of the 1900s. In such a nass the
el ectron pressure alone would not be able to hold the electrons back fromthe nuclei. Electrons
woul d be forced against protons -- to nake neutrons. In one blazing explosion nost of the star
woul d change from a conpressed nass of degenerate matter to a closely packed | unp of neutrons:
neutronium theoretically the densest nmatter possible in this universe. Mst of the remaining
normal and degenerate matter would be bl own away by the liberated heat.

For two weeks the star would give off X rays as its core tenperature dropped fromfive billion
degrees Kelvin to five hundred million. After that it would be a light-enitting body perhaps ten
to twelve mles across: the next best thing to invisible. It was not strange that BVS-1 was the
first neutron star ever found.

Neither is it strange that the Institute of Knowl edge on Jinx would have spent a good deal of
time and trouble | ooking. Until BVS-1 was found, neutronium and neutron stars were only theories
The exami nation of an actual neutron star could be of trenendous inportance. Neutron stars m ght
give us the key to true gravity control

Mass of BVS-1: 1.3 times the nmass of Sol, approx.

Di anmeter of BVS-1 (estimated): eleven niles of neutronium covered by half a mle of degenerate
matter, covered by naybe twelve feet of ordinary natter.

Not hi ng el se was known of the tiny hidden star until the Laskins went in to |ook. Now the
Institute knew one thing nore: the star's spin

* k *

"A mass that large can distort space by its rotation," said the puppeteer. "The Laskins
proj ected hyperbola was twi sted across itself in such a way that we can deduce the star's period
of rotation to be two minutes twenty-seven seconds.

The bar was sonewhere in the General Products building. | don't know just where, and with the
transfer booth's it doesn't nmatter. | kept staring at the puppeteer bartender. Naturally only a
puppet eer woul d be served by a puppeteer bartender, since any biped life-formwould resent know ng
that his drink had been made with sonebody's nouth. | had al ready decided to get dinner somewhere
el se.

"I see your problem" | said. "Your sales will suffer if it gets out that sonmething can reach
t hrough one of your hulls and snash a crew to bl oody snmears. But where do | cone in?"

"W want to repeat the experinent of Sonya Laskin and Peter Laskin. W nust find --"
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"Wth me?"

"Yes. W nust find out what it is that our hulls cannot stop. Naturally you may --"
"But I won't."

"We are prepared to offer one mllion stars.”

| was tenpted, but only for a noment. "Forget it."

"Naturally you will be allowed to build your own ship, starting with a No. 2 General Products
hul I . "

"Thanks, but 1'd Iike to go on living."

"You woul d dislike being confined. | find that We Made It has reestablished the debtor's prison.
If General Products made public your accounts --"

"Now, just a --"

"You owe noney on the close order of five hundred thousand stars. W will pay your creditors
before you leave. If you return --" | had to admre the creature's honesty in not saying "Wen." "-
- we will pay you the residue. You may be asked to speak to news comentators concerning the
voyage, in which case there will be nore stars.”

"You say | can build ny own ship?"
"Naturally. This is not a voyage of exploration. W want you to return safely.”
"It's a deal," | said.

After all, the puppeteer had tried to blackmail ne. What happened next would be its own fault.

* k k

They built nmy ship in two weeks flat. They started with a No. 2 General Products hull, just l|ike
the one around the Institute of Know edge ship, and the |ifesystem was practically a duplicate of
the Laskins', but there the resenbl ance ended. There were no instrunents to observe neutron stars.
Instead, there was a fusion notor big enough for a Jinx warliner. In ny ship, which | now called
Skydi ver, the drive would produce thirty gees at the safety limt. There was a | aser cannon big
enough to punch a hole through W Made It's noon. The puppeteer wanted me to feel safe, and now |
did, for I could fight and | could run. Especially |I could run

I heard the Laskins' |ast broadcast through half a dozen tinmes. Their unnaned ship had dropped
out of hyperspace a million mles above BVS-1. Gravity warp woul d have prevented their getting
closer in hyperspace. Wile her husband was crawing through the access tube for an instrunent
check, Sonya Laskin had called the Institute of Knowl edge. "... W can't see it yet, not by naked
eye. But we can see where it is. Every time sone star or other goes behind it, there's alittle
ring of light. Just a mnute. Peter's ready to use the tel escope ..."

Then the star's mass had cut the hyperspatial link. It was expected, and nobody had worried --
then. Later, the sane effect nmust have stopped them from escaping from whatever attacked theminto
hyper space.

Wien woul d-be rescuers found the ship, only the radar and the canmeras were still running. They
didn't tell us nmuch. There had been no canmera in the cabin. But the forward camera gave us, for
one instant, a speed-blurred view of the neutron star. It was a featureless di sk the orange col or
of perfect barbecue coals, if you know someone who can afford to burn wood. This object had been a
neutron star a long time.

"There'll be no need to paint the ship," | told the president.

"You should not make such a trip with the walls transparent. You would go insane."
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"I"'mno flatlander. The ni nd-w enching sight of naked space fills me with mld but waning

interest. | want to know not hing's sneaki ng up behind ne."
The day before | left, | sat alone in the General Products bar, letting the puppeteer bartender
meke nme drinks with his mouth. He did it well. Puppeteers were scattered around the bar in twos

and threes, with a couple of nen for variety, but the drinking hour had not yet arrived. The place
felt enpty.

I was pleased with nyself. My debts were all paid, not that that would matter where | was goi ng.
I would |eave with not a nminicredit to ny nane, with nothing but the ship ..

All told, I was well out of a sticky situation. | hoped I'd like being a rich exile.

| junped when the newconmer sat down across fromne. He was a foreigner, a mddl e-aged nan
wearing an expensive night-black business suit and a snow white asynmetrical beard. | let ny face
freeze and started to get up.

"Sit down, M. Shaeffer."
n W]y?ll

He told ne by showing ne a blue disk. An Earth governnent ident. | |ooked it over to show | was
alert, not because |'d know an ersatz fromthe real thing.

"My narme is Signund Ausfaller," said the government man. "I wish to say a few words concerning
your assignnent on behal f of General Products."

| nodded, not sayi ng anyt hing.

"A record of your verbal contract was sent to us as a matter of course. | noticed sone peculiar
things about it. M. Shaeffer, will you really take such a risk for only five hundred thousand
stars?"

"I"mgetting twice that.

"But you only keep half of it. The rest goes to pay debts. Then there are taxes ... But never
m nd. What occurred to me was that a spaceship is a spaceship, and yours is very well arned and
has powerful legs. An adnmirable fighting ship, if you were noved to sell it."

"But it isn't mne."

"There are those who woul d not ask. On Canyon, for exanple, or the Isolationist party of
Winder | and. "

| said nothing.

"Or you might be planning a career of piracy. A risky business, piracy, and | don't take the
notion seriously."”

| hadn't even thought about piracy. But |I'd have to give up on Winderl and.

"What | would like to say is this, M. Shaeffer. A single entrepreneur, if he were sufficiently
di shonest, could do terrible damage to the reputation of all human bei ngs everywhere. Mst species
find it necessary to police the ethics of their own nenbers, and we are no exception. It occurred
to ne that you might not take your ship to the neutron star at all, that you would take it
el sewhere and sell it. The puppeteers do not make invul nerable war vessels. They are pacifists.
Your Skydiver is unique.

"Hence, | have asked General Products to allowne to install a renote-control bonmb in the
Skydi ver. Since it is inside the hull, the hull cannot protect you. | had it installed this
af t er noon.
"Now, notice! |If you have not reported within a week, | will set off the bonb. There are severa
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worlds within a week's hyperspace flight of here, but all recognize the dominion of Earth. If you
flee, you must | eave your ship within a week, so | hardly think you will [and on a nonhabitable
world. Cear?"

"Cear."

"If I amwong, you may take a lie-detector test and prove it. Then you may punch nme in the
nose, and | will apol ogi ze handsonely."

I shook ny head. He stood up, bowed, and left ne sitting there cold sober

* k *

Four filns had been taken fromthe Laskins' caneras. In the tine left to ne | ran through them
several tinmes wthout seeing anything out of the way. If the ship had run through a gas cloud, the
i mpact could have killed the Laskins. At perihelion they were noving at better than half the speed
of light. But there would have been friction, and | saw no sign of heating in the films. If
sonmething alive had attacked them the beast was invisible to radar and to an enornous range of
light frequencies. If the attitude jets had fired accidentally -- | was clutching at straws -- the
| ight showed on none of the filns.

There woul d be savage magnetic forces near BVS-1, but that coul dn't have done any damage. No

such force could penetrate a General Products hull. Neither could heat, except in special bands of
radi ated light, bands visible to at | east one of the puppeteers' alien custoners. | hold adverse
opi nions on the General Products hull, but they all concern the dull anonynmity of the design. O

maybe | resent the fact that General Products holds a near nonopoly on spacecraft hulls and isn't
owned by human beings. But if 1'd had to trust nmy life to, say, the Sinclair yacht I'd seen in the
drugstore, |1'd have chosen jail.

Jail was one of my three choices. But |1'd be there for life. Ausfaller would see to that.

O | could run for it in the Skydiver But no world within reach would have ne. If | could find
an undi scovered Earthlike world within a week of W Made It

Fat chance. | preferred BVS-1

* k%

I thought that flashing circle of Iight was getting bigger, but it flashed so seldom | couldn't

be sure. BVS-1 wouldn't show even in ny tel escope. | gave that up and settled for just waiting.

Waiting, | renmenbered a | ong-ago sumer spent on Jinx. There were days when, unable to go
out si de because a dearth of clouds had spread the land with raw bl ue-white sunlight, we anused
ourselves by filling party balloons with tap water and droppi ng themon the sidewal k fromthree
stories up. They made | ovely splash patterns, which dried out too fast. So we put a little ink in
each balloon before filling it. Then the patterns stayed.

Sonya Laskin had been in her chair when the chairs had col |l apsed. Bl ood sanples showed that it
was Peter who had struck themfrom behind, |ike a water balloon dropped froma great height.

What coul d get through a General Products hull?
Ten hours to fall.

| unfastened the safety net and went for an inspection tour. The access tunnel was three feet
wi de, just right to push through in free-fall. Below ne was the length of the fusion tube; to the
left, the | aser cannon; to the right, a set of curved side tubes |eading to inspection points for
the gyros, the batteries and generator, the air plant, the hyperspace shunt motors. Al was in
order -- except nme. | was clunsy. My junps were always too short or too long. There was no roomto
turn at the stern end, so | had to back fifty feet to a side tube.

Six hours to go, and still | couldn't find the neutron star. Probably I would see it only for an
i nstant, passing at better than half the speed of light. Already ny speed nmust enornous.
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Were the stars turning blue?
Two hours to go -- and | was sure they were turning blue.

Was ny speed that high? Then the stars behind should be red. Mchinery bl ocked the view behind
me, so | used the gyros. The ship turned with peculiar sluggi shness. And the stars behind were
blue, not red. Al around ne were blue-white stars.

Imagine light falling into a savagely steep gravitational well. It won't accelerate. Light can't
nove faster than light. But it can gain in energy, in frequency. The light was falling on ne
harder and harder as | dropped.

| told the dictaphone about it. That dictaphone was probably the best-protected itemon the
ship. I had already decided to earn ny noney by using it, just as if | expected to collect.
Privately | wondered just how intense the Iight would get.

Skydi ver had drifted back to vertical, with its axis through the neutron star, but nowit faced
outward. 1'd thought | had the ship stopped horizontally. Mre clunmsiness. | used the gyros. Again
the ship noved nushily, until it was hal fway through the swing. Then it seened to fal
automatically into place. It was as if the Skydiver preferred to have its axis through the neutron
star.

I didn't |like that.

| tried the maneuver again, and again the Skydiver fought back. But this tinme there was
somet hi ng el se. Sonething was pulling at ne.

So | unfastened nmy safety net -- and fell headfirst into the nose.

* % %

The pull was light, about a tenth of a gee. It felt nore |like sinking through honey than

falling. | clinbed back into my chair, tied nyself in with the net, now hangi ng facedown, and
turned on the dictaphone. | told nmy story in such nit-picking detail that ny hypothetica
listeners could not but doubt ny hypothetical sanity. "I think this is what happened to the
Laskins," | finished. "If the pull increases, I'lIl call back."

Think? 1 never doubted it. This strange, gentle pull was inexplicable. Something inexplicable
had killed Peter and Sonya Laskin. QED.

Around the point where the neutron star must be, the stars were |ike sneared dots of oil paint,

sneared radially. They glared with an angry, painful light. | hung facedown in the net and tried
to think.
It was an hour before | was sure. The pull was increasing. And | still had an hour to fall

Sonet hi ng was pulling on me but not on the ship.

No, that was nonsense. What could reach out to nme through a General Products hull? It nust be
the other way around. Sonething was pushing on the ship, pushing it off course.

If it got worse, | could use the drive to conpensate. Meanwhile, the ship was being pushed away
fromBVS-1, which was fine by ne. But if I was wong, if the ship was not sonehow bei ng pushed
aWway from BVS-1, the rocket nmotor would send the Skydiver crashing mto el even niles of
neut roni um

And why wasn't the rocket already firing? If the ship was being pushed of f course, the autopil ot
shoul d be fighting back. The accel eroneter was in good order. It had | ooked fine when | had made
ny inspection tour down the access tube.

Coul d soret hi ng be pushing on the ship and on the accel erometer but not on ne? It came down to
the sane inpossibility: sonmething that could reach through a General Products hull

To hell with theory, said | to nyself, said |l. I'mgetting out of here. To the dictaphone
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said, "The pull has increased dangerously. I'mgoing to try to alter ny orbit."

O course, once | turned the ship outward and used the rocket, |1'd be adding my own accel eration
to the X-force. It would be a strain, but | could stand it for a while. If |I came within a mle of
BVS-1, I'd end |ike Sonya Laskin.

She must have waited facedown in a net like mne, waited without a drive unit, waited while the
pressure rose and the net cut into her flesh, waited until the net snapped and dropped her into
the nose, to lie crushed and broken until the X-force tore the very chairs | oose and dropped them
on her.

| hit the gyros.

The gyros weren't strong enough to turn ne. | tried it three tinmes. Each tinme the ship rotated
about fifty degrees and hung there, notionless, while the whine of the gyros went up and up
Rel eased, the ship imredi ately swung back to position. I was nose down to the neutron star, and

was going to stay that way.

Hal f an hour to fall, and the X-force was over a gee. My sinuses were in agony. My eyes were
ripe and ready to fall out.. | don't know if | could have stood a cigarette, but | didn't get the
chance. My pack of Fortunados had fallen out of ny pocket when | had dropped into the nose. There
it was, four feet beyond ny fingers, proof that the X-force acted on other objects besides ne.
Fasci nati ng.

| couldn't take any nore. If it dropped ne shrieking into the neutron star, | had to use the
drive. And | did. | ran the thrust up until | was approximately in free-fall. The bl ood which had
pooled in ny extremties went back where it bel onged. The gee dial- registered one point two gee.
| cursed it for a lying robot.

The soft pack was bobbing around in the nose, and it occurred to ne that a little extra nudge on
the throttle would bring it to ne. | tried it. The pack drifted toward ne, and | reached, and like
a sentient thing it speeded up to avoid ny clutching hand. | snatched at it again as it went past
my ear, and again it was noving too fast. That pack was going at a hell of a clip, considering
that here | was practically in free-fall. It dropped through the door to the rel axati on room
still picking up speed, blurred, and vanished as it entered the access tube. Seconds later | heard
a solid thunp.

But that was crazy. Already the X-force was pulling blood into ny face. | pulled nmy |ighter out,
held it at armis length, and let go. It fell gently into the nose. But the pack of Fortunados had
hit like |'d dropped it froma buil di ng.

Vel | .

| nudged the throttle again. The nutter of fusing hydrogen reninded me that if | tried to keep
this up all the way, | nmight well put the General Products hull to its toughest test yet: smashing
it into a neutron star at half lightspeed. | could see it now. a transparent hull containing only

a few cubic inches of dwarf-star nmatter wedged into the tip of the nose.

At one point four gee, according to that lying gee dial, the lighter canme | oose and drifted

toward me. | let it go. It was clearly falling when it reached the doorway. | pulled the throttle
back. The | oss of powerjerked ne violently forward, but | kept ny face turned. The |ighter slowed
and hesitated at the entrance to the access tube. Decided to go through. | cocked my ears for the

sound, then junped as the whole ship rang |Iike a gong.

And the acceleroneter was right at the ship's center of nass. O herwi se the ship's mass woul d
have thrown the needle off. The puppeteers were fiends for ten-decinal -point accuracy.

| favored the dictaphone with a few fast comments, then got to work reprogranmm ng the autopilot.
Luckily what | wanted was sinple. The X-force was but an X-force to ne, but now | knew how it
behaved. | mght actually live through this.

* k k
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The stars were fiercely blue, warped to streaked lines near that special point. | thought I
could see it now, very small and dimand red, but it mght have been inagination. In twenty
mnutes |1'd be rounding the neutron star. The drive grunbled behind nme. In effective free-fall, |
unf ast ened the safety net and pushed nyself out of the chair.

A gentle push aft -- and ghostly hands grasped ny | egs. Ten pounds of weight hung by my fingers
fromthe back of the chair. The pressure should drop fast. |1'd programmed the autopilot to reduce
the thrust fromtw gees to zero during the next two mnutes. All | had to do was be at the center
of mass, in the access tube, when the thrust went to zero.

Somet hi ng gri pped the ship through a General Products hull. A psychokinetic life-formstranded
on a sun twelve mles in dianmeter? But how could anything alive stand such gravity?

Sonet hi ng mi ght be stranded in orbit. There is life in space: outsiders and sail seeds and maybe
others we haven't found yet. For all | knew or cared, BVS-1 itself mght be alive. It didn't
matter. | knew what the X-force was trying to do. It was trying to pull the ship apart.

There was no pull on my fingers. | pushed aft and | anded on the back wall, on bent legs. | knelt
over the door, |ooking aft/down. Wen free-fall came, | pulled nyself through and was in the
rel axati on room | ooki ng down/forward into the nose.

Gravity was changing faster than | liked. The X-force was growi ng as zero hour approached, while
the conpensating rocket thrust dropped. The X-force tended to pull the ship apart; it was two gees
forward at the nose, two gees backward at the tail, and dimnished to zero at the center of nass.
O so | hoped. The pack and lighter had behaved as if the force pulling them had increased for
every inch they had noved sternward.

The back wall was fifteen feet away; | had to junp it with gravity changing in mdair. | hit on
my hands, bounced away. |'d junped too |ate. The region of free-fall was noving through the ship
like a wave as the thrust dropped. It had left nme behind. Now the back wall was up to ne, and so
was the access tube.

Under sonething |less than half a gee, | junped for the access tube. For one |ong nonent | stared
into the three-foot tunnel, stopped in nidair and already beginning to fall back, as | realized
that there was nothing to hang on to. Then | stuck ny hands in the tube and spread them agai nst
the sides. It was all | needed. | levered nyself up and started to craw .

The di ctaphone was fifty feet below, utterly unreachable. If |I had anything nore to say to
General Products, I'd have to say it in person. Maybe |I'd get the chance. Because | knew what
force was trying to tear the ship apart.

It was the tide.

* k k

The notor was off, and | was at the ship's mdpoint. My spread-eagl ed position was getting
unconfortable. It was four nminutes to perihelion

Sonet hing creaked in the cabin belowne. | couldn't see what it was, but | could clearly see a
red point glaring anong blue radial lines, Iike a lantern at the bottomof a well. To the sides,
bet ween the fusion tube and the tanks and other equipnent, the blue stars glared at ne with a
light that was alnost violet. | was aftaid to |look too. long. | actually thought they might blind
ne.

There nust have been hundreds of gravities in the cabin. |I could even feel the pressure change
The air was thin at this height, one hundred fifty feet above the control room

And now, al nost suddenly, the red dot was nore than a dot. My tine was up. A red disk | eapt up
at me; the ship swung around ne; | gasped and shut ny eyes tight. Gants' hands gripped ny arns
and | egs and head, gently but with great firmess, and tried to pull me in twd. In that noment it
came to me that Peter Laskin had died like this. He'd nade the sane guesses | had, and he'd tried
to hide in the access tube. But he'd slipped ... as | was slipping ... Fromthe control room cane
a multiple shriek of tearing netal. | tried to dig ny feet into the hard tube walls. Sonehow t hey
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hel d.
When | got ny eyes open, the red dot was shrinking into nothing.

* k%

The puppeteer president insisted that | be put in a hospital for observation. |I didn't fight the
idea. My face and hands were flamng red, with blisters rising, and | ached as though |I'd been
beaten. Rest and tender |oving care; that was what | wanted.

I was floating between a pair of sleeping plates, hideously unconfortable, when the nurse cane
to announce a visitor. | knew who it was from her peculiar expression.

"What can get through a General Products bull?" | asked it.

"l hoped you would tell nme." The president rested on its single back leg, holding a stick thatg
gave of f green incense-snelling snoke.

"And so | will. Gavity."
"Do not play with ne, Beowul f Shaeffer. This matter is vital."
"I"'mnot playing. Does your world have a noon?"

"That information is classified." The puppeteers are cowards. Nobody knows where they cone from
and nobody is likely to find out.

"Do you know what happens when a noon gets too close to its primary?"
"It falls apart.”

" \Nhy 2"

"I do not know. "

"Ti des. "

"What is a tide?"

Cho, said | to nyself, said|l. "I"'mgoing to try to tell you. The Earth's noon is al nbst two
thousand miles in dianeter and does not rotate with respect to Earth. | want you to pick two rocks
on the noon, one at the point nearest the Earth, one at the point farthest away."

"Very well."

"Now, isn't it obvious that if those rocks were left to thenselves, they'd fall away from each
other? They're in two different orbits, mnd you, concentric orbits, one alnbost two thousand niles
outside the other. Yet those rocks are forced to nove at the sane orbital speed.”

"The one outside is nmoving faster."

"Good point. So there is a force trying to pull the noon apart. Gravity holds it together. Bring
t he nmoon cl ose enough to Earth, and those two rocks would sinply float away."

"I see. Then this 'tide' tried to pull your ship apart. It was powerful enough in the |ifesystem
of the Institute ship to pull the acceleration chairs out of their nounts.”

"And to crush a human being. Picture it. The ship's nose was just seven mles fromthe center of
BVS-1. The tail was three hundred feet farther out. Left to thenselves, they'd have gone in
conpletely different orbits. My head and feet tried to do the same thing when | got close enough.”

"l see. Are you nolting?"

"What ?"
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"I notice you are |osing your outer integunent in spots."
"Ch, that. | got a bad sunburn from exposure to starlight. It's not inportant.”

TW heads stared at each other for an eyeblink. A shrug? The puppeteer said, "W have deposited
the residue of your pay with the Bank of W Made It. One Signund Ausfaller, hunan, has frozen the
account until your taxes are conputed.”

"Figures.”

"I'f you will talk to reporters now, explaining what happened to the Institute ship, we will pay
you ten thousand stars. W will pay cash so that you nay use it imrediately. It is urgent. There
have been runors."

"Bring '"emin." As an afterthought | added, "I can also tell themthat your world is noonless.
That shoul d be good for a footnote sonmewhere."

"I do not understand." But two |ong necks had drawn back, and the puppeteer was watching nme like
a pair of pythons.

"You' d know what a tide was if you had a nobon. You couldn't avoid it."

"Wul d you be interested in --

"Amllion stars? I1'd be fascinated. I'll even sign a contract if it states what we're hiding.
How do you |ike being blacknmailed for a change?"

GHOST: TWO

| tried to script the story nmyself, of course. There was a conputer programthat would do it as
an interview. | made lots of notes ... too many notes, because any tinme | tried to wite text for
nmysel f, 1 bl ocked.

So | advertised for a ghost.
Ander Sm ttarasheed answered.

Hs type was famliar enough. He was a gaudy flatlander athlete, too aware of the |linps and
| ames around him very aware that any woman was his for the asking. It all showed in his words and
body | anguage.

Maybe | woul dn't even have hired him but he just pushed into the situation wthout giving ne a
chance to react. Before ny caution caught up, | was telling himeverything ... nearly everything.
He turned it into a one-act play between ne and the interview program all in one afternoon. W
spent two days polishing before we filmed it. The recording sold instantly to the nets.

He could wite. That in itself was anmazing.

| said, "I couldn't tell you about the blackmail aspect." W weren't shouting now The undersea
dome isn't really glass; it's sonething that absorbs shock waves, including sound, not to nention
t sunami s.

Ander Snmittarasheed grinned at me patronizingly. "Did you think you were putting sonething over
on Ceneral Products!”

"At the tine. | still don't know for sure. Maybe | was crazy to think that a spacegoi ng species
woul dn't understand tides."

"Maybe. But why woul d they send a human pilot to | earn what they already knew?"

"Mmm ... Ander, look at it this way. A university teamsets out to investigate a cold neutron
star. They nmke a m stake, probably w thout inform ng General Products, but they're using a GP
hull. The ship cones back with the pilots dead in vividly gory fashion. General Products works out
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how it happened, but they'd rather not be seen as nmaki ng excuses. Wiy not | et sonmeone of the sane
speci es solve the problemand then talk for thenP"

"They seemto have had a good deal of faith in you."

| laughed as if | hadn't a care in the world. "Ch, Ander. | wonder how many tinmes they tried
it."

He thought it over. "No. They showed Signmund your contract. They woul d have had to do that
several tines."

"Yeah."

"Beowul f, Signund woul d not have participated while they killed one pilot after another."

| said, "Mad Bomber Signmund? Ander, | never had any intention of stealing that ship." |I saw his
| ook, but I went on. "Now, that could inply that Signund is a bad judge of character. O it could
mean that he braced ... oh, a dozen pilots, each in turn. The odds of one of us stealing a ship

get pretty good. Renenber, if each of us does our job, the hull conmes back at the end of the
orbit. Those things cost."

Ander's jaw set. He said, "No."

Al right, no. 1'd try again later. Beowlf Shaeffer is a m sunderstood innocent. Signund
Ausfaller isn't quite trustworthy. Change the subject -- "Or do you nmean they trusted ne to wite
my own script? | tried that, Ander."

"You really needed help. 'First neutron star ever discovered,'" he quoted.
First old, cold neutron star. Good thing he'd spotted that enbarrassnent. | said, "You couldn't
dive that close to a pulsar. Even a GP hull couldn't bash through the accretion disk. |'ve gotten

better at explaining things, Ander."
I was scanpering about inside ny head, seeking any hole that m ght offer an escape.

Monitoring a citizen can be easy, or cheap, or fool proof; take your choice. Ausfaller was
backi ng Ander with UN nmoney. The United Nations didn't have authority outside Sol system but
Ander coul d be using ARM funds or equi prent.

But he'd seen ne on the balcony for the very first tine. He'd sprinted up the slidestairs to
intercept ne without pausing a noment to call for backup. 1'd stake our freedomon that -- their
freedom The UN had no claimon ne, but they mght well extradite Carlos, or Sharrol, or the
children.

So | was shaping a bribe to offer Ander, and telling nyself that he wasn't too big to be killed
if things broke right, and hoping that none of that showed at all while | played for tine.

| asked, "What's your concern with puppeteers? They're harm ess. They're cowards."
"Are cowards harn ess?"
"And they're gone."

Ander smled at nme. "And you were the one who sent them Beowul f, why would they deal with you a
second tinme? You bl ackmailed them"

"They don't mind blacknail; they use it thenselves. And what | thought | knew m ght not be
true." | caught that smirk again and snapped, "All right, what?"

"Tides," Ander said. "W' ve been watching their, ah, retreat. The Pierson's puppeteers
understand tides very well, Beowul f, whether or not they ever had a noon."

"Al'l right." | believed himand wasn't surprised.
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"By the way, that information is absolutely proprietary --

"Man with a secret, hah? Even so, | think they were taking a shot at nme when they hired ne the
second tine."

AT THE CORE

l.

| couldn't decide whether to call it a painting, a relief nural, a sculpture, or a hash, but it
was the prize exhibit in the art section of the Institute of Knowl edge on Jinx. The Kdatlyno nust
have strange eyes, | thought. My own were watering. The longer | |ooked at FTLSPACE, the nore

blurred it got.

I'd tentatively decided that it was supposed to | ook blurred when a set of toothy jaws cl anmped
gently on my arm | junped a foot in the air. A soft, thrilling contralto voice said, "Beowulf
Shaeffer, you are a spendthrift.”

That voi ce woul d have made a singer's fortune. And | thought | recognized it -- but it couldn't
be; that one was on W Made It, light-years distant. | turned.

The puppeteer had released my arm It went on: "And what do you think of Hrodenu?"
"He's ruining ny eyes."

"Naturally. The Kdatlyno are blind to all but radar. FTLSPACE is not neant to be seen but to be
touched. Run your tongue over it."

"My tongue? No, thanks." | tried running my hand over it. If you want to know what it felt like,
hop a ship for Jinx; the thing's still there. |I flatly refuse to describe the sensation

The puppeteer cocked its head dubiously. "I'msure your tongue is nore sensitive. No guards are
near by. "

"Forget it. You know, you sound just l|like the regional president of General Products on W Made
It."

"I't was he who sent ne your dossier, Beowlf Shaeffer. No doubt we had the same English teacher
I amthe regional president on Jinx, as you no doubt recognized fromny nmane."

Well, not quite. The auburn nop over the brain case between the two necks is supposed to show
caste once you learn to discount variations of mere style. To do that, you have to be a puppeteer
Instead of admitting my ignorance, | asked, "Did that dossier say | was a spendthrift?"

"You have spent nore than a million stars in the past four years.,'
"And loved it."

"Yes. You will shortly be in debt again. Have you thought of doing nmore witing? | adnired your
article on the neutron star BVS-1. 'The pointy bottomof a gravity well " 'Blue starlight fel
on ne like intangible sleet.' Lovely."

"Thanks. It paid well, too. But I'"'mnmainly a spaceship pilot."
"It is fortunate, our neeting here. | had thought of having you found. Do you wi sh a job?"

That was a | oaded question. The last and only tinme | took a job froma puppeteer, the puppeteer
bl ackmailed me into it, knowing it would probably kill nme. It alnmost did. | didn't hold that
agai nst the regional president of W Made It, but to |l et them have another crack at ne -- "I'I|
give you a conditional maybe. Do you have the idea |I'm a professional suicide pilot?"

"Not at all. If | show details, do you agree that the infornmation shall be confidential?"
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"I do," | said formally, knowing it would conmit nme. A verbal contract is as binding as the tape
it's recorded on.

"Good. Cone." He pranced toward a transfer booth.

The transfer booth |et us out sonmewhere in Jinx's vacuumregions. It was night. H gh in the sky,
Sirius B was a painfully bright pinpoint casting vivid blue noonlight on a ragged | unar | andscape.
| looked up and didn't see Binary, Jinx's bloated orange conpani on planet, so we nmust have been in
t he Farside End.

But there was sonet hi ng hangi ng over us.

A No. 4 Ceneral Products hull is a transparent sphere a thousand-odd feet in diameter. No bigger
ship has been built anywhere in the known galaxy. It takes a governnent to buy one, and they are
used for colonization projects only. But this one could never have been so used; it was al
machi nery. Qur transfer booth stood between two of the landing |egs, so that the swelling flank of
the ship | ooked down on us as an oW |ooks down at a nopuse. An access tube ran through vacuum from
the booth to the air |ock

| said, "Does General Products build conplete spacecraft nowadays?"
"We are thinking of branching out. But there are problens."

From the vi ewpoi nt of the puppeteer-owned conpany, it nust have seened high tine. Cenera
Products makes the hulls for ninety-five percent of all ships in space, nmainly because nobody el se
knows how to build an indestructible hull. But they'd nade a bad start with this ship. The only
room| could see for crew, cargo, or passengers was a few cubic yards of enpty space right at the
bottom just above the air lock and just big enough for a pilot.

"You'd have a hard tine selling that," | said.
"True. Do you notice anything el se?"

"Well ..." The hardware that filled the transparent hull was very tightly packed. The effect was
as if arace of ten-mle-tall giants had striven to achieve mniaturization. | saw no sign of
access tubes; hence, there could be no in-space repairs. Four reaction notors poked their
appropriately huge nostrils through the hull, angled outward fromthe bottom No small attitude
jets; hence, oversized gyros inside. herwise ... "Mdst of it looks |ike hyperdrive notors. But
that's silly. Unless you' ve thought of a good reason for moving noons around."

"At one time you were a commercial pilot for Nakamura Lines. How |l ong was the run fromJinx to
W Made It ?"

"Twel ve days if nothing broke down." Just |ong enough to get to know the prettiest passenger
aboard, while the autopilot did everything for nme but wear ny uniform

"Sirius to Procyon is a distance of four light-years. Qur ship would make the trip in five
m nutes. "

"You' ve |l ost your mnd."
"No. "

But that was alnost a |ight-year per minute! | couldn't visualize it. Then suddenly | did
visualize it, and my nmouth fell open, for what | saw was the gal axy openi ng before ne. W know so
little beyond our own small nei ghborhood of the galaxy. But with a ship like that --

"That's goddamm fast."

"As you say. But the equipnent is bulky, as you note. It cost seven billion stars to build that
shi p, discounting centuries of research, but it will nove only one man. As is, the shipis a
failure. Shall we go inside?"
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The lifesystemwas two circul ar roons, one above the other, with a small air lock to one side.
The | ower roomwas the control room wth banks of switches and dials and blinking |ights
dom nated by a huge spherical mass pointer. The upper roomwas bare walls, transparent, through
which | could see air- and food-produci ng equi pnent.

"This will be the relaxroom" said the puppeteer. "W decided to let the pilot decorate it
hi msel f. "

n \My n.E?n

"Let me further explain the problem" The puppeteer began to pace the floor. | hunkered down
agai nst the wall and watched. Watching a puppeteer nove is a pleasure. Even in Jinx's gravity the
deerlike body seemed wei ghtless, the tiny hooves tapping the floor at random "The human sphere of
col oni zation is sone thirty light-years across, is it not?"

"Maxi mum 1t's not exactly a sphere --

"The puppeteer region is nuch snaller The Kdatlyno sphere is half the size of yours, and the
kzinti is fractionally larger. These are the inportant space-traveling species. W nust discount
the Qutsiders since they do not use ships. Sone spheres coincide, naturally. Travel from one
sphere to another is nearly nil except for ourselves, since our sphere of influence extends to al
who buy our hulls. But add all these regions, and you have a region sixty light-years across. This
ship could cross it in seventy-five mnutes. Allow six hours for takeoff and six for |anding,
assumng no traffic snarls near the world of destination, and we have a ship which can go anywhere
in thirteen hours but nowhere in | ess than twelve, carrying one pilot and no cargo, costing seven
billion stars."

"How about expl oration?”

"W puppeteers have no taste for abstract know edge. And how shoul d we expl ore?" Meani ng t hat
what ever race flew the ship would gain the advantages thereby. A puppeteer wouldn't risk his necks
by flying it hinself. "What we need is a great deal of nobney and a gathering of intelligences to
desi gn sonet hing which may go sl ower but nust be | ess bul ky. General Products does not wish to
spend so nuch on sonething that nay fail. W will require the best mnds of each sentient species
and the richest investors. Beowul f Shaeffer, we need to attract attention."”

"A publicity stunt?"
"Yes. W wish to send a pilot to the center of the gal axy and back."
"Ye ... gods! WII it go that fast?"

"It would require sorme twenty-five days to reach the center and an equal tinme to return. You can
see the reasoning behind --"

"It's perfect. You don't need to spell it out. Wiy ne?"

"W wi sh you to make the trip and then wite of it. | have a list of pilots who wite. Those
have approached have been reluctant. They say that witing on the ground is safer than testing
unknown ships. | follow their reasoning."

"Me, too."
"WIIl you go?"
"What am | of fered?"

"One hundred thousand stars for the trip. Fifty thousand to wite the story, in addition to what
you sell it for."

"Sold."
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* % %

Fromthen on nmy only worry was that ny new boss would find out that someone had ghostwitten
that neutron star article.

Oh, | wondered at first why General Products was willing to trust me. The first tine | worked
for them | tried to steal their ship for reasons which seened good at the time. But the ship |
now cal |l ed Long Shot really wasn't worth stealing. Any potential buyer would know it was hot, and
what good would it be to hinf? Long Shot could have explored a gl obular cluster, but her only other
use was publicity.

Sending her to the Core was a mmsterpiece of pronotion.

Look: It was twelve days fromW Made It to Jinx by conventional craft, and twelve hours by Long
Shot. What's the difference? You spent twelve years saving for the trip. But the Core! Ignoring
refueling and reprovisioning problens, nmy old ship could have reached the gal axy's core in three
hundred years. No known speci es had ever seen the Core! It hid behind | ayer on | ayer of tenuous
gas and dust clouds. You can find libraries of literature on those central stars, but they al
consi st of generalities and educated guesses based on observation of other gal axies, |ike
Andr oneda

Three centuries dropped to |l ess than a nonth! There's sonething anyone can grasp. And with
pi ctures!

The lifesystemwas finished in a couple of weeks. | had them | eave the control-roomwalls
transparent and paint the rel axroomsolid blue, no w ndows. \Wen they finished, |I had
entertai nnent tapes and everything it takes to keep a nan sane for seven weeks in a roomthe size
of a large closet.

On the | ast day the puppeteer and | spoke the final version of ny contract. | had four nonths to
reach the gal axy's center and return. The outside caneras would run constantly; | was not to
interfere with them If the ship suffered a mechanical failure, |I could return before reaching the
center; otherwise, no. There were penalties. | took a copy of the tape to |leave with a | awer

"There is a thing you should know," the puppeteer said afterward. "The direction of thrust
opposes the direction of hyperdrive."

"l don't get it."

The puppeteer groped for words. "If you turned on the reaction notors and the hyperdrive
toget her, the flanes woul d precede your ship through hyperspace."

| got the picture then. Ass backward into the unknown. Wth the control roomat the ship's
bottom it made sense. To a puppeteer, it made sense.

1.
And | was off.

| went up under two standard gees because | like nmy confort. For twelve hours | used only the
reaction motors. It wouldn't do to be too deep in a gravity well when | used a hyperdrive,
especially an experinmental one. Pilots who do that never |eave hyperspace. The rel axroom kept me
entertained until the bell rang. | slipped down to the control room netted nyself down agai nst
free-fall, turned off the notors, rubbed nmy hands briskly together, and turned the hyperdrive.

It wasn't quite as |'d expected.

| couldn't see out, of course. Wen the hyperdrive goes on, it's |like your blind spot expanding
to take in all the windows. It's not just that you don't see anything; you forget that there's
anything to see. If there's a wi ndow between the kitchen control bank and your print of Dali's

Spai n, your eye and mind will put the picture right next to the kitchen bank, obliterating the
space between. It takes getting used to, in fact it has driven people insane, but that wasn't what
bot hered ne. |'ve spent thousands of manhours in hyperspace. | kept ny eye on the nmass pointer
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The mass pointer is a big transparent sphere with a nunber of blue lines radiating fromthe
center. The direction of the line is the direction of a star; its length shows the star's mass. W
woul dn't need pilots if the mass pointer could be hooked into an autopilot, but it can't.
Dependable as it is, accurate as it is, the nass pointer is a psionic device. It needs a mnd to

work it. I'd been using mass pointers for so long that those lines were |ike real stars.

A star came toward me, and | dodged around it. | thought that another line that didn't point
qui te straight ahead was | ong enough to show dangerous nmass, so | dodged. That put a blue dwarf
right in front of me. | shifted fast and | ooked for a throttle. | wanted to sl ow down.

Repeat, | wanted to sl ow down.

O course there was no throttle. Part of the puppeteer research project would be designing a
throttle. Along fuzzy line reached for nme: a protosun ..

Put it this way: Inmagine one of Earth's freeways. You nust have seen pictures of them from
space, a tangle of twi sting concrete ribbons, enpty and abandoned but never torn down. Sone lie
broken; others are covered with houses. People use the later rubberized ones for horseback riding.
| magi ne the way one of these nmust have | ooked about six o' clock on a week night in, say, 1970.

G oundcars fromend to end

Now, let's take all those cars and renove the brakes. Further, let's put governors on the
accel erators so that the maxi num speeds are between sixty and seventy mles per hour, not all the
sanme. Let sonmething go wong with all the governors at once so that the maxi mum speed al so becones
the mnimum You'll begin to see signs of panic

Ready? Okay. CGet a radar installed in your car, paint your w ndshield and wi ndows jet black, and
get out on that freeway.

It was |ike that.

It didn't seemso bad at first. The stars kept coming at nme, and | kept dodging, and after a
while it settled down to a kind of routine. Fromexperience | could tell at a glance whether a
star was heavy enough and cl ose enough to weck ne. But in Nakanura Lines |I'd only had to take
that gl ance every six hours or so. Here | didn't dare | ook away. As | grew fired, the near m sses
came closer and closer. After three hours of it | had to drop out.

The stars had a subtly unfanmiliar |ook. Wth a sudden jar | realized that | was entirely out of
known space. Sirius, Antares -- |I'd never recognize themfromhere; | wasn't even sure they were
visible. | shook it off and called hone.

"Long Shot calling General Products, Long Shot calling --"
"Beowul f Shaef f er ?"

"Have | ever told you what a |ovely, sexy voice you have?"
"No. |s everything going well?"

"I"'mafraid not. In fact, I'"mnot going to nmake it."

A pause. "Wy not ?"

"I can't keep dodging these stars forever. One of themis going to get ne if | keep on nuch
| onger. The ship's just too goddamm fast."

"Yes. W nust design a slower ship."

"I hate to give up that good pay, but my eyes feel |ike peeled onions. | ache all over. |'m
turni ng back."

"Shall | play your contract for you?"
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"Your only legal reason for returning is a nechanical failure. Oherwi se you forfeit tw ce your
pay. "

| said, "Mechanical failure?" There was a tool box sonewhere in the ship, with a harnner in it

"I did not nmention it before, since it did not seempolite, but two of the canmeras are in the
lifesystem W had thought to use filns of you for purposes of publicity, but --"

"I see. Tell me one thing, just one thing. Wen the regional president of W Made It sent you ny
nane, did he nention that |I'd discovered your planet has no noon?"

"Yes, he did nmention that natter. You accepted one nillion stars for your silence. He naturally
has a recording of the bargain."”

"I see." So that's why they'd picked Beowul f Shaeffer, well-known author. "The trip'|ll take
| onger than | thought."

"You nust pay a penalty for every extra day over four nonths. Two thousand stars per day late.”
"Your voice has acquired an unpl easant grating sound. Good-bye."

* % %

I went on in. Every hour | shifted to norrmal space for a ten-mnute coffee break. | dropped out
for meals, and | dropped out for sleep. Twelve hours per ship's day | spent traveling, and twelve
trying to recover. It was a losing battle.

By the end of day two | knew | wasn't going to nake the four-nonth limt. | might do it in six
mont hs, forfeiting one hundred and twenty thousand stars, |eaving nme al nost where | started. Serve
me right for trusting a puppeteer

Stars were all around me, shining through the floor and between the banked instrunents. | sucked
coffee, trying not to think. The MIky Way shone ghostly pale between ny feet. The stars were
thick now, they'd get thicker as | approached the Core, until finally one got ne.

An idea! And about time, too.

The gol den voi ce answered i nmmedi ately. "Beowul f Shaeffer?"

"There's nobody el se here, honey. Look, |'ve thought of sonething. Wuld you send --"
"I's one of your instruments mal functioning, Beowul f Shaeffer?"

"No, they all work fine, as far as they go. Look --"

"Then what could you possibly have to say that would require ny attention?"

"Honey, nowis the tine to decide. Do you want revenge, or do you want your ship back?"
A smal | silence. Then, "You nay speak,"

"I can reach the Core nmuch faster if |I first get into one of the spaces between the arns. Do we
know enough about the gal axy to know where our arm ends?"

"I will send to the Institute of Know edge to find out."
" Good. "

Four hours later | was dragged froma deathlike sleep by the ringing of the hyperphone. It was
not the president but sone flunky. | renenbered calling the puppeteer "honey" last night, tricked
by nmy own exhaustion and that seductive voice, and wondered if 1'd hurt his puppeteer feelings.
"He" might be a nmale; a puppeteer's sex is one of his little secrets. The flunky gave nme a bearing
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and di stance for the nearest gap between stars.

It took ne another day to get there. Wien the stars began to thin out, | could hardly believe
it. | turned off the hyperdrive, and it was true. The stars were tens and hundreds of |ight-years
apart. | could see part of the Core peeking in a bright rimabove the dimflat cloud of mixed dust
and stars.

V.

Fromthen on it was better. | was safe if | glanced at the mass pointer every ten nminutes or so.
I could forget the rest breaks, eat neals, and do isonetrics while watching the pointers. For
ei ght hours a day | slept, but during the other sixteen | noved. The gap swept toward the Core in
a narrowing curve, and | followed it

As a voyage of exploration the trip would have been a fiasco. | saw nothing. | stayed well away
fromanything worth seeing. Stars and dust, anomal ous wi spy clusters shining in the dark of the
gap, invisible indications that night have been stars -- ny caneras picked themup froma nice

saf e di stance, showing tiny blobs of light. In three weeks |I noved al nost seventeen thousand |ight-
years toward the Core.

The end of those three weeks was the end of the gap

Before nme was an uninteresting wash of stars backed by a wall of opaque dust clouds. | still had
thirteen thousand |light-years to go before | reached the center of the gal axy-1 took some pictures
and noved i n.

Ten-m nute breaks, mealtines that grew | onger and |onger for the rest they gave, sleep periods
that left my eyes red and burning. The stars were thick and the dust was thicker, so that the nass
poi nter showed a blur of blue broken by sharp blue lines. The lines began to get |ess sharp.

t ook breaks every half hour

Three days of that.

It was getting near lunchtime on the fourth day. | sat watching the mass pointer, noting the
fluctuations in the blue blur which . showed the changi ng density of the dust around nme. Suddenly
it faded out conpletely. Geat, wouldn't it be nice if the mass pointer went out on ne? But the

sharp starlines were still there, ten or twenty of thempointing in all directions. | went back to
steering. The clock chinmed to indicate a rest period. | sighed happily and dropped into norna
space.

The cl ock showed that | had half an hour to wait for lunch. | thought about eating anyway,
deci ded against it. The routine was all that kept nme going. | wondered what the sky | ooked like,
reflexively | ooked up so | wouldn't have to | ook down at the transparent floor. That big an
expanse of hyperspace is hard even on trained eyes. | renenbered | wasn't in hyperspace and | ooked
down.

For a tine | just stared. Then, w thout taking ny eyes off the floor, | reached for the

hyper phone.
"Beowul f Shaeffer?"

"No, this is Albert Einstein. | stowed away when the Long Shot took off, and |I've decided to
turn nmyself in for the reward."

"Gving misinformation is an inplicit violation of contract. Wiy have you cal |l ed?"

"I can see the Core."

"That is not a reason to call. It was inplicit in your contract that you would see the Core."
"Damm it, don't you care? Don't you want to know what it |ooks Iike?"

"If you wish to describe it now, as a precaution against accident, | will switch you to a

di ct aphone. However, if your nission is not totally successful, we cannot use your recording."
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I was thinking up a really searing answer when | heard the click. Geat; ny boss had hooked ne

into a dictaphone. | said one short sentence and hung up

* k%

The Core.

Gone were the obscuring nasses of dust and gas. A billion years ago they nust have been swept up
for fuel by the hungry, crowded stars. The Core lay before ne like a great jeweled sphere. |'d

expected it to be a gradual thing, a thick mass of stars thinning out into the arns. There was
not hi ng gradual about it. A clear ball of rmulticolored Iight five or six thousand |ight-years
across nestled in the heart of the gal axy, sharply bounded by the |last of the dust clouds. | was
10,400 light-years fromthe center.

The red stars were the biggest and brightest. | could actually pick sone of them out as
i ndividuals. The rest was a finger painting in fluorescent green and blue. But those red stars ..
they woul d have sent Al debaran back to ki ndergarten

It was all so bright. | needed the tel escope to see black between the stars.
I'"lI'l show you how bright it was.

Is it night where you are? Step outside and | ook at the stars. \What col or are they? Antares may
show red if you're near enough; in the system so will Mars. Sirius may show bluish. But all the
rest are white pinpoints. Why? Because it's dark. Your day vision is in color, but at night you
see black and white, |ike a dog.

The Core suns were bright enough for col or vision

I'"d pick a planet here! Not in the Core itself but right out here, with the Core on one side and
on the other the dimy starred dust clouds forning their strange convol uted curtain.

Man, what a view Imagine that flamng jewel ed sphere rising in the east, hundreds of tines as
big as Binary shows on Jinx, but w thout the constant feeling Binary gives you, the fear that the
orange world will fall on you, for the vast, twinkling Core is only starlight, lovely and
harm ess. I'd pick ny world now and stake a claim Wen the puppeteers got their drive fixed up
I'"d have the finest piece of real estate in the known universe! If | could only find a habitable
pl anet .

If only I could find it tw ce.

Hell, 1'd be lucky to find ny way home fromhere. | shifted into hyperspace and went back to
wor K.

V.

An hour and fifty mnutes, one lunch break and two rest breaks, and fifty light-years later, |
noti ced somet hing peculiar in the Core.

It was even clearer then, if not nuch bigger; |1'd passed through the al nbst transparent w sps of
the I ast dust cloud. Not too near the center of the sphere was a patch of white, bright enough to
meke the green and blue and red | ook dull around it. | |looked for it again at the next break, and

it was a little brighter. It was brighter again at the next break ..
"Beowul f Shaeffer?"
"Yeah. "
"Why did you use the dictaphone to call nme a cowardly two-headed nonster?”
"You were off the line. | had to use the dictaphone.™

"That is sensible. Yes. W puppeteers have never understood your attitude toward a natura
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caution." My boss was peeved, though you couldn't tell fromhis voice.
"I''l'l gointo that if you like, but it's not why | called."
"Expl ai n, please."

"“I"'mall for caution. Discretion is the better part of valor and Iike that. You can even be good
busi nessnen, because it's easier to survive with lots of nobney. But you' re so damm concerned with
vari ous kinds of survival that you aren't even interested in something that isn't a threat. Nobody
but a puppeteer woul d have turned down ny offer to describe the Core.”

"You forget the kzinti."

"Ch, the kzinti." Who expects rational behavior fromkzinti? You whip themwhen they attack; you
reluctantly decide not to exterm nate them you wait till they build up their strength; and when
they attack, you whip 'em again. Meanwhile you sell them foodstuffs and buy their netals and
enpl oy them where you need good ganes theorists. It's not as if they were a real threat. They'l
al ways attack before they're ready.

"The kzinti are carnivores. \Were we are interested in survival, carnivores are interested in
nmeat al one. They conquer because subject peoples can supply themwi th food. They cannot do neni al
wor k. Ani mal husbandry is alien to them They must have sl aves or be barbarians roam ng the
forests for neat. Wiy should they be interested in what you call abstract know edge? Wiy shoul d
any thinking being if the knowl edge has no chance of showing a profit? In practice, your
description of the Core would attract only an omivore."

"You' d nake a good case if it were not for the fact that nbst sentient races are omivores."
"We have thought |ong and hard on that."

Ye cats. | was going to have to think | ong and hard on that.

"Why did you call, Beowulf Shaeffer?"

Oh, yeah. "Look, | know you don't want to know what the Core |ooks like, but | see sonething
that m ght represent personal danger. You have access to information | don't. May | proceed?"

"You may."

Hah! | was learning to think |like a puppeteer. WAs that good? | told ny boss about the bl azing,
strangely shaped white patch in the Core. "Wien | turned the telescope on it, it nearly blinded
me. Grade two sungl asses don't give any details at all. It's just a shapel ess white patch, but so
bright that the stars in front |ook like black dots with colored rims. I'd like to know what's
causing it."

"I't sounds very unusual." Pause. "Is the white color unifornP? Is the brightness unifornf"

"Just a sec.” | used the scope again. "The color is, but the brightness isn't. | see di nmer
areas inside the patch. | think the center is fading out."

"Use the tel escope to find a nova star. There ought to be several in such a | arge mass of
stars."

| tried it. Presently |I found sonething: a blazing disk of a peculiar blue-white color with a
di mrer, sonmewhat snaller red disk half in front of it. That had to be a nova. In the core of
Andr omeda gal axy, and in what |'d seen of our own Core, the red stars were the biggest and
bri ghtest.

"I'"ve found one."
"Comment . "

A nmonent nore and | saw what he meant. "It's the same color as the patch. Something |ike the
same brightness, too. But what could nake a patch of supernovas go off all at once?"
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"You have studied the Core. The stars of the Core are an average of half a light-year apart.
They are even closer near the center, and no dust clouds dimtheir brightness. Wen stars are that
cl ose, they shed enough light on each other to increase materially each other's tenperature. Stars
burn faster and age faster in the Core."

"l see that."

"Since the Core stars age faster, a nmuch greater portion are near the supernova stage than in
the arns. Also, all are hotter considering their respective ages. If a star were a few mllennia
fromthe supenova stage and a supernova expl oded half a |ight-year away, estinmate the
probabilities."

"They m ght both blow. Then the two could set off a third, and the three night take a couple
nmore ..."

"Yes. Since a supernova lasts on the order of one human standard year, the chain reaction would
soon die out. Your patch of light rmust have occurred in this way."

"That's a relief Knowing what did it, | nmean. I'll take pictures going in."

"As you say." dick

The patch kept expanding as | went in, still with no nore shape than a veil nebula, getting
brighter and bigger. It hardly seenmed fair, what | was doing. The |ight which the patch novas had
taken fifty years to put out, | covered in an hour, noving down the beam at a speed which nade the

universe itself seemunreal. At the fourth rest period | dropped out of hyperspace, | ooked down
through the floor while the cameras took their pictures, glanced away fromthe patch for a nonent,
and found nyself blinded by tangerine afterimages. | had to put on a pair of grade one sungl asses,
out of the packet of twenty which every pilot carries for working near suns during takeoff and

| andi ng.

It nmade ne shiver to think that the patch was still nearly ten thousand |ight-years away.
Al ready the radiation nust have killed all life in the Core if there ever had been |life there. My
instruments on the hull showed radiation Iike a solar flare.

At the next stop | needed grade two sungl asses. Sonewhat |ater, grade three. Then four. The
patch becane a great bright anmpeba reaching tw sting tentacles of fusion fire deep into the vitals
of the Core. In hyperspace the sky was jamed bunper to bunper, so to speak, but | never thought
of stopping. As the Core cane closer, the patch grew Iike sonething alive, sonething needing ever
nmore food. | think | knew, even then

Ni ght cane. The control roomwas a blaze of light. | slept in the relaxroomto the tune of the
| aboring tenperature control. Morning, and | was off again. The radiation nmeter snarled its death
song, |ouder during each rest break. If I'd been planning to go outside, | would have dropped that
pl an. Radiation couldn't get through a General Products hull. Nothing else can, either, except
visible light.

| spent a bad half hour trying to renenber whether one of the puppeteers' custonmers saw X-rays
| was afraid to call up and ask

The mass pointer began to show a faint blue blur. Gases thrown outward fromthe patch. | had to
keep changi ng sungl asses ..

Sonetime during the nmorning of the next day | stopped. There was no point in going farther

* k% %

"Beowul f Shaeffer, have you becone attached to the sound of ny voice? | have other work than
supervi si ng your progress."

"I would like to deliver a |l ecture on abstract know edge."

"Surely it can wait until your return."”
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"The gal axy is exploding."

There was a strange noi se. Then: "Repeat, please."
"Have | got your attention?"

"Yes. "

"Good. | think I know the reason so many sentient races are omivores. Interest in abstract
know edge is a synptom of pure curiosity. Curiosity nmust be a survival trait."

"Must we discuss this? Very well. You may well be right. Qthers have nade the sanme suggestion
i ncl udi ng puppeteers. But how has our species survived at all?"

"You must have some substitute for curiosity. Increased intelligence, nmaybe. You' ve been around
| ong enough to develop it. Qur hands can't conpare with your nmouths for tool building. If a
wat chmaker had taste and snell in his hands, he still wouldn't have the strength of your jaws or
the delicacy of those knobs around your lips. Wien | want to know how old a sentient race is,
wat ch what he uses for hands and feet."

"Yes. Human feet are still adapting to their task of keeping you erect. You propose, then, that
our intelligence has grown sufficiently to ensure our survival w thout depending on your hit-or-
m ss nethod of |earning everything you can for the sheer pleasure of |earning."

"Not quite. Qur nethod is better. If you hadn't sent me to the Core for publicity, you'd never
have known about this."

"You say the gal axy is expl odi ng?"

"Rather, it finished exploding some nine thousand years ago. |'m wearing grade twenty
sungl asses, and it's still too bright. Athird of the Core is gone already. The patch is spreading
at nearly the speed of light. | don't see that anything can stop it until it hits the gas clouds

beyond the Core."

There was no comment. | went on. "A lot of the inside of the patch has gone out, but all of the
surface is new novas. And renenber, the light I'mseeing is nine thousand years old. Now, |I'm
going to read you a few instruments. Radiation, two hundred and ten. Cabin tenperature nornmal, but
you can hear the whine of the tenperature control. The mass indicator shows nothing but a blur
ahead. |'mturning back."

"Radi ati on two hundred and ten? How far are you fromthe edge of the Core?"

"About four thousand light-years, | think. | can see plunmes of incandescent gas starting to form
in the near side of the patch, noving toward galactic north and south. It rem nds ne of sonething.
Aren't there pictures of exploding galaxies in the Institute?"

"Many. Yes, it has happened before. Beowulf Shaeffer, this is bad news. Wen the radiation from
the Core reaches our worlds, it will sterilize them W puppeteers will soon need considerabl e
anounts of noney. Shall | release you fromyour contract, paying you nothi ng?"

| laughed. | was too surprised even to get mad. "No."
"Surely you do not intend to enter the Core?"
"No. Look, why do you --"

"Then by the conditions of our contract, you forfeit."

"Wong again. |I'll take pictures of these instrunents. Wen a court sees the readings on the
radi ation nmeter and the blue blur in the mass indicator, they'll know sonething's wong with
them"

"Nonsense. Under evidence drugs you will explain the readings."
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"Sure. And the court will know you tried to get ne to go right to the center of that hol ocaust.
You know what they'll say to that?"

"But how can a court of law find against a recorded contract?"

"Me point is they'll want to. Maybe they'll decide that we're both lying and the instrunents
really did go haywire. Maybe they'll find a way to say the contract was illegal. But they'll find
agai nst you. Want to make a side bet?"

"No. You have won. Come back."
Vi .

The Core was a lovely multicolored jewel when it disappeared below the lens of the galaxy. |I'd
have liked to visit it soneday, but there aren't any tine machines.

I'"d penetrated nearly to the Core in sonething like a month. | took nmy tine com ng hone, going
straight up along galactic north and flying above the | ens where there were no stars to bother ne,
and still made it in tw. Al the way | wondered why the puppeteer had tried to cheat ne at the
last. Long Shot's publicity woul d have been better than ever, yet the regional president had been
willing to throwit away just to |l eave ne broke. | couldn't ask why, because nobody was answering
ny hyperphone. Not hing | knew about puppeteers could tell me. | felt persecuted.

My come-hither brought nme down at the base in the Farside End. Nobody was there. | took the
transfer booth back to Sirius Mater, Jinx's biggest city, figuring to contact General Products,
turn over the ship, and pick up ny pay.

More surprises awaited ne.

1) Ceneral Products had paid 150,000 stars into nmy account in the Bank of Jinx. A personal note
stated that whether | wote nmy article was solely up to ne.

2) Ceneral Products has di sappeared. They are selling no nore spacecraft hulls. Conpanies with
contracts have had their penalty clauses paid off. It all happened two nonths ago, simultaneously
on all known worlds.

3) The bar I'min is on the roof of the tallest building in Sirius Mater, nore than a nile above
the streets. Even fromhere | can hear the stock market crashing. It started with the coll apse of
spacecraft conpanies with no hulls to build ships. Hundreds of others have followed. It takes a
long tine for an interstellar market to cone apart at the seans, but, as with the Core novas, |
don't see anything that can stop the chain reaction

4) The secret of the indestructible General Products hull is being advertised for sale. Ceneral
Products's human representatives will collect bids for one year, no bid to be I ess than one
trillion stars. Get in on the ground floor, folks.

5) Nobody knows anything. That's what's causing nost of the panic. It's been a nonth since a
puppet eer was seen on any known world. Wiy did they drop so suddenly out of interstellar affairs?

I know.

In twenty thousand years a flood of radiation will wash over this region of space. Thirty
thousand |ight-years may seema |long, safe distance, but it isn't, not with this big an expl osion
|'ve asked. The Core explosion will make this gal axy uninhabitable to any known formof life.

TWenty thousand years is a long tine. It's four tines as long as human witten history. W'l
all be less than dust before things get dangerous, and | for one amnot going to worry about it.

But the puppeteers are different. They' re scared. They're getting out right now Paying off
their penalty clauses and buying notors and other equiprment to put in their indestructible hulls
will take so nuch noney that even confiscating ny puny salary would have been a step to the good
Interstellar business can go to hell; fromnow on the puppeteers will have no tine for anything
but running.
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Where will they go? Well, the galaxy is surrounded by a halo of small globular clusters. The
ones near the rimnight be safe. O the puppeteers nay even go as far as Androneda. They have the
Long Shot for exploring if they come back for it, and they can build nore. Qutside the galaxy is
space enpty enough even for a puppeteer pilot, if he thinks his species is threatened.

It's a pity. This galaxy will be dull without puppeteers. Those two-headed nonsters were not
only the nost dependable faction in interstellar business, they were like water in a wastel and of
more or | ess humanoids. It's too bad they aren't brave, like us.

But is it?

I never heard of a puppeteer refusing to face a problem He may nerely be deciding how fast to
run, but he'll never pretend the problemisn't there. Sometinme within the next twenty mllennia we
humans will have to nove a population that already nunbers forty-three billion. How? To where?
Wien should we start thinking about this? Wen the gl ow of the Core begins to shine through the
dust cl ouds?

Maybe nmen are the cowards -- at the core.
GHOST: THREE
| said, "And there you were in Sirius Mater, all ready to wite ny story for ne. | guessed then

that Ausfaller nust have sent you both tinmes."
"So why did you hire nme?"

"I didn't care nuch. The big question was, How do | tell the human race about the Core
expl osi on? How do | make them believe? | hoped you were an ARM Maybe you coul d do somet hi ng. "

Ander said, "I should have asked you then. There's supposed to be a huge black hole in there,
mllions of solar masses. Did you see it?"

| shook ny head. "Maybe the shell of novas hid it, if it's there at all. Muybe it even caused
the chain reaction. Sucking gas and dust and stars for fifteen billion years, maybe its nass
passed some kind of threshold and boom Maybe you'd even find it if you processed the recordings
took. They're proprietary, Ander. Get them from General Products."

"Well, but they're gone." But he had that smirk again. "Were did you go after that?"
"Earth. After the galactic core, what else could neasure up?"
Ander | aughed.

Five teans were fighting over two prey turtles that glowed intermttently anong thrashing
bodi es. The crowd was standing, yelling their heads off. And Ander pulled a flat portable out of
hi s backpurse, ten inches by ten inches by a quarter inch thick, and opened it in ny lap. He
tapped rapidly.

A picture stood above ny lap. Five blue-white points rotated against a black background. They
pul |l ed apart, growing slowy brighter, conming toward nme. Suddenly they bl ossoned into blue and
whi te gl obes; the starscape wheel ed; the spheres went murky red and began to recede. Ander tapped,
and the picture froze.

Tiny suns circled four of the globes. The fifth glowed of itself, as if the continents of a
worl d had caught fire. Flying planets! And nobody around us was | ooking at anything but the
m ni ature war beyond the gl ass.

Ander said, "The puppeteers are still in known space. Receding at relativistic speeds, and they
took their planets with them" He snapped his portable shut. "Five worlds all about the sane size,
orbiting in a pentagon around each other. Do the math yourself. You'll find that you can put a sun

at the center, or not, and the orbits are stable either way. They understand tides just fine,
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Beowul f. That's what they hid fromyou."

My mind |urched. Cowards or not, peaceable or not, | could see how the traditionally paranoid
ARM mi ght react to so nuch sheer brute power. "Wat are they |ike? Oxygen worl ds? Natural or
terraformed? How --"

"Si gnmund says we've dropped caneras in their path, not too close. The system goes flying by at
poi nt eight lights. W haven't |earned nuch. Free oxygen, liquid water, fusion |ight sources
redder than Sol, and we don't know why the odd one | ooks so odd. There's nothing else in the
system no asteroids, no conmetary hal o, just chains of spacecraft noving between the five worlds."

"Where are they goi ng?"
"Straight north along the galactic axis."

"That's what | did, coning back fromthe Core. Get clear of occupied space and then turn ..
turning five planets could be a bitch."

"Well, there's nothing but enpty space where they're going."
"Maybe that's what they want."

Ander nmulled it. "Possible.. Meanwhile, we've got to guard them and keep their secret. They
won't pass all that close to the Patriarchy, but that's too close. It's not that they can't defend
thensel ves. It's that they' re cowards."”

| began to see what he nmeant. "Free enterprise.”
"No species can control all its nenbers."
"If some futzer published their |ocation, you could see pirates of every shape and size."

"Yes, and reporters and news anchors |ikew se. Any entrepreneur with a noney-maki ng offer. Any
undertrai ned ARM out to nake a nanme. Wole fleets lying in wait for the puppeteer worlds to pass.
Any kind of fool mght cause the puppeteer government to defend thenselves in sone drastic
fashion, with power |like that,” Ander said. "So we have to stop any passing ships frominterfering
with the fleet and guard their secret, too. Meanwhile, they haven't all |eft. There are business
matters, | oose ends bei ng wrapped up."

"I know. | had dealings with one of their agents nyself."
He perked up. "How did that cone about?"
"I had a conpl aint about a General Products hull."

" Agai n?"

FLATLANDER

The nost beautiful girl dboard turned out to have a husband with habits so solitary that |
didn't know about himuntil the second week. He was about five feet four and m ddl e-aged, but he
wore a hellflare tattoo on his shoul der, which neant he'd been on Kzin during the war thirty years
back, which neant he'd been trained to kill adult kzinti with his bare hands, feet, el bows, knees,
and what not. When we found out about each other, he very decently gave ne a first warning and
broke my armto prove he neant it.

The armstill ached a day later, and every other woman on the Lensman was over two hundred years
old. | drank alone. | stared glumy into the mirror behind the curving bar. The mirror stared
gl umy back.

"Hey. You from W Made It. What am | ?"

He was two chairs down, and he was glaring. Wthout the beard he would have had a round, al nost
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petulant face ... | think. The beard, short and black and carefully shaped, made him |l ook |ike a
cross between Zeus and an angry bulldog. The glare went with the beard. H s square fingers wapped
a large drinking bulb in a death grip. A broad belly matched broad shoul ders to make hi m| ook
massi ve rather than fat.

Qoviously he was talking to me. | asked, "What do you nean, what are you?"
"Where am | fronP"

"Earth." It was obvious. The accent said Earth. So did the conservatively synmetrical beard. His
breat hi ng was unconsciously natural in the ship's standard atnmosphere, and his build had been
forged at one point zero gee.

"Then what am | ?"
"A flatlander."

The gl are heat increased. He'd obviously reached the bar way ahead of ne. "A flatlander! Dam
it, everywhere | go I'mflatlander. Do you know how many hours |'ve spent in space?”

"No. Long enough to know how to use a drinking bulb."

"Funny. Very funny. Everywhere in human space a flatlander is a schnook who never gets above the
at nrosphere. Everywhere but Earth. If you're fromEarth, you're a flatlander all your life. For the
last fifty years |'ve been running about in human space, and what am1? A flatlander. Wy?"

"Earthian is a clunsy term"™
"What is WeMadelti an?" he demanded.

"I'"'ma crashlander. | wasn't born within fifty nmiles of Crashlanding City, but |I'ma crashl ander
anyway. "

That got a grin. | think. It was hard to tell with the beard. "Lucky you're not a pilot."
"I am Was."

"You're kidding. They let a crashlander pilot a ship?"

"If he's good at it."

"I didn't nean to pique your ire, sir. May | introduce mnmyself? My nane's El ephant."
"Beowul f Shaeffer."

He bought nme a drink. | bought hima drink. It turned out we both played gin, so we took fresh
drinks to a card table ..

* k k

When | was a kid, | used to stand out at the edge of Crashl anding Port watching the ships cone
in. I'd watch the nob of passengers | eave the |ock and nove in a great clunp toward custons, and
I'd wonder why they seemed to have trouble navigating. A mgjority of the starborn would al ways
wal k in weaving |ines, swaying and blinking teary eyes against the sun. | used to think it was
because they canme fromdifferent worlds with different gravities and different atnospheres beneath
differently col ored suns.

Later | learned different.

There are no wi ndows in a passenger spacecraft. If there were, half the passengers would go
insane; it takes an unusual nentality to watch the blind-spot appearance of hyperspace and stil
keep one's marbl es. For passengers there is nothing to watch and nothing to do, and if you don't
i ke reading sixteen hours a day, then you drink. It's best to drink in conpany. You get |ess
| ushed, knowi ng you have to keep up your side of a conversation. The ship's doc has cured nore

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt (32 of 162) [1/14/03 8:12:05 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt
hangovers than every other operation conbined, right down to manicures and haircuts.

The ship grounded at Los Angeles two days after | net Elephant. He'd made a good dri nki ng
partner. We'd been fairly matched at cards, he with his sharp card sense, | with my usual | uck
Fromthe tal king we'd done, we knew al nost as much about each other as anyone knows about anyone
In away | was sorry to see himleave.

"You' ve got ny number?"

"Yeah. But like | said, | don't know just what I'Il be doing." | was telling the truth. Wen |
explore a civilized world, | like to nake ny own di scoveri es.
"Well, call ne if you get a chance. | w sh you'd change your nmind. I'd |like to show you Earth."

"I decline with thanks. Goodbye, Elephant. It's been fun."

El ephant waved and turned through the natives' door. | went on to face the snuggler baiters. The
|ast drink was still with me, but | could cure that at the hotel. | never expected to see El ephant
agai n.

* k%

Ni ne days ago |'d been on Jinx. 1'd been rich. And |I'd been depressed.

The noney and the depression had stemed fromthe same source. The puppeteers, those three-
| egged, two-headed professional cowards and businessnen, had lured me into taking a new type of
ship all the way to the galactic core, thirty thousand Iight years away. The trip was for
publicity purposes, to get research nmoney to iron out the inperfections in the very ship | was
riding.

| suppose | should have had nore sense, but | never do, and the noney was good. The trouble was
that the Core had expl oded by the tinme | got there. The Core stars had gone off in a chain
reaction of novas ten thousand years ago, and a wave of radiation was even then (and even now)
sweepi ng toward known space

In just over twenty thousand years we'll all be in deadly danger

You're not worried? It didn't bother ne nuch, either. But every puppeteer in known space
vani shed overni ght, headi ng for Finagle knows what other gal axy.

I was depressed. | mssed the puppeteers and hated knowing | was responsible for their going. |
had time and noney and a bl ack mel ancholia to work off. And |I'd always wanted to see Earth.

Earth snell ed good. There was a used flavor to it, a breathed flavor, unlike anything |I've ever
known. It was the difference between spring water and distilled water. Sonmewhere in each breath |
took were nol ecul es breathed by Dante, Aristotle, Shakespeare, Heinlein, Carter, and nmy own
ancestors. Traces of past industries lingered in the air, sensed if not snelled: gasoline, coa
fumes, tobacco and burnt cigarette filters, diesel funes, ale breweries. | left the custons house
with inflated lungs and a questing | ook.

| could have taken a transfer booth straight to the hotel. | decided to walk a little first.
Everyone on Earth had nade the sanme deci sion.

The pedwal k held a crowd such as | had never imagi ned. They were all shapes and all colors, and
they dressed in strange and eldritch ways. Shifting colors assaulted the eye and sent one reeling.
On any world in human space, any world but one, you know i medi ately who the natives are.
Winder | and? Asymmetrical beards mark the nobility, and the common people are the ones who quickly
step out of their way. We Made It? The pallor of our skins in sumer and winter, in spring and
fall, the fact that we all race upstairs, above the buried cities and onto the bl oom ng desert,
eager to taste sunlight while the murderous winds are at rest. Jinx? The natives are short, w de,
and strong; a sweet little old |lady's handshake can crush steel. Even in the Belt, within the
solar system a Belter strip haircut adorns both nen and wonen. But Earth --!
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No two | ooked alike. There were reds and blues and greens, yellows and oranges, plaids and
stripes. I'mtalking about hair, you understand, and skin. Al my life |I've used tannin-secretion
pills for protection against ultraviolet, so that my skin color has varied fromits normal pinkish-
white (I'man albino) to (under blue-white stars) tuxedo black. But |I'd never known that other
skin-dye pills existed. | stood rooted to the pedwal k, letting it carry nme where it would,
wat ching the incredi ble cromd swarm around nme. They were all knees and el bows. Tonorrow |'d have
br ui ses.

"Hey! "

The girl was four or five heads away, and short. |I'd never have seen her if everyone el se hadn't
been short, too. Fladanders rarely top six feet. And there was this girl, her hair a topol ogica
explosion in swirling orange and silver, her face a faint, subtle green with space-bl ack eyebrows
and |ipstick, waving something and shouting at ne.

Waving my wall et.

| forced ny way to her until we were close enough to touch, until | could hear what she was
sayi ng above the crowd noi se.

"Stupid! Where's your address? You don't even have a place for a stanp!"
"What ?"

She | ooked startled. "Oh! You' re an of fworlder."

"Yeah!" My voice would give out fast at this noise |evel

"Well, look ..." She shoved her way closer to nme. "Look, you can't go around town with an
of fworlder's wallet. Next tinme soneone picks your pocket he may not notice till you're gone."

"You picked ny pocket ?"
"Sure! Think | found it? Would | risk nmy precious hand under all those spi ke heel s?"
"How if | call a cop?"

"Cop? Oh, a stoneface." She laughed nerrily. "Learn or go under, nan. There's no | aw agai nst
pi cki ng pockets. Look around you."

| 1 ooked around nme, then | ooked back fast, afraid she'd disappear. Not only my cash but ny Bank
of Jinx draft for forty thousand stars was in that wallet. Everything | owned.

"See themall? Sixty-four mllion people in Los Angel es alone. Eighteen billion in the whole
wor | d. Suppose there was a | aw agai nst pi cki ng pockets? How woul d you enforce it?" She deftly
extracted the cash fromny wallet and handed the wallet back. "Get yourself a new wallet, and

fast. It'll have a place for your address and a window for a tenth-star stanp. Put your address in
right away, and a stanp, too. Then the next guy who takes it can pull out the noney and drop your
wallet in the nearest mailbox -- no sweat. O herwi se you | ose your credit cards, your ident,

everything." She stuffed two hundred-odd stars in cash between her breasts, flashing ne a parting
smle as she turned.

"Thanks," | called. Yes, | did. | was still bew | dered, but she'd obviously stayed to help ne.
She could just as easily have kept wallet and all.

"No charge,"” she called back, and was gone.

| stopped off at the first transfer booth | saw, dropped a half star in the coin slot, and
di al ed El ephant.

* % %

The vestibul e was intimdating.
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I'd expected a vestibule. Wiy put a transfer booth inside your own hone, where any burglar can
get in just by dialing your number? Anyone who can afford the | ease on a private transfer booth
can also afford a vestibule with a | ocked door and an intercom sw tch.

There was a vestibule, but it was the size of a living room furnished with massage chairs and
an autovendor. There was an intercom but it was a flat vidphone, three hundred years old,
restored at perhaps a hundred times its original cost. There was a | ocked door; it was a double
door of what | ooked |ike polished brass, with two enornous curved handles, and it stood fifteen
feet high.

I'd suspected El ephant was well off, but this was too rmuch. It occurred to ne that I'd never
seen himconpletely sober, that | had in fact turned down his offer of guidance, that a sunple
nor ni ng-after treatnent m ght have wiped ne fromhis nenory. Shouldn't | just go away? | had
wanted to explore Earth on ny own.

But | didn't know the rul es!

| stepped out of the booth and glinpsed the back wall. It was all picture wi ndow, with nothing
outside -- just fleecy blue sky. How peculiar, | thought, and stepped closer. And cl oser.

El ephant lived hal fway up a cliff. A sheer nile-high cliff.
The phone rang.

On the third ear-jarring ring | answered, mainly to stop the noise. A supercilious voice asked,
"I's sonmebody out there?”

"I"'mafraid not," | said. "Does soneone named El ephant |ive here?"

"Il see, sir,'
me quite clearly.

sai d the voice. The screen had not lit, but | had the feeling soneone had seen

Seconds crawled by. | was half minded to junp back in the transfer booth and dial at random But
only half; that was the trouble. Then the screen |it, and it was El ephant. "Bey! You changed your
nm nd! "

"Yeah. You didn't tell ne you were rich.”

"You didn't ask."

"Well, no, of course not."

"How do you expect to learn things if you don't ask? Don't answer that. Hang on, I'Il be right
down. You did change your mind? You'll let ne show you Earth?"

"Yes, | will. I'mscared to go out there alone."

"Way? Don't answer. Tell nme in person.” He hung up. Seconds |ater the big bronze doors swung
back with a bone-shaki ng boom They just barely got out of Elephant's way. He pulled ne inside,
giving ne no tine to gape, shoved a drink in ny hand, and asked why | was afraid to go outside.

| told himabout the pickpocket, and he | aughed, He told nme about the tinme he tried to go
outside during a W Made It summer, and | |aughed, though |I've heard of outworl ders being bl own
away and to Hades doing the sanme thing. Amazingly, we were off again. It was just like it had been
on the ship, even to the end of Elephant's anecdote. "They called me a silly flatlander, of
course."

"I'"ve been thinking about that," | said.
" About what ?"

"You said you'd give a lot to do sonediing conpletely original, so the next tine someone called
you a flatlander, you could back himinto a corner and force himto listen to your story. You said
it several times."

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt (35 of 162) [1/14/03 8:12:05 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt

"I didn't say just that. But | would like to have sonme story to tell, sonething |ike your
neutron star episode. If only to tell nyself. The silly offworlder wouldn't know, but |I'd know "

| nodded. 1'd tal ked about the neutron star episode over gin cards -- a habit |'ve devel oped for
distracting ny opponent -- and El ephant had been suitably inpressed.

"I'"ve thought of a couple of things you could do," | said.

"Spill."

"One. Visit the puppeteer homeworl d. Nobody's been there, but everyone knows there is one, and
everyone knows how difficult it is to find. You could be the first."

"Great." He nused a monment. "Great! And the puppeteers wouldn't stop nme because they're gone
Where is the puppeteer homeworl d?"

"I don't know. "

"What's your second idea?"
"Ask the Qutsiders."

" Huh?"

"There's not a systemin the galaxy that the Qutsiders don't know all about. W don't know how
far the puppeteer empire extended, though it was way beyond known space, but we do know about the
Qut siders. They know the galaxy like the palmof their -- uh ... And they trade for information;
it's just about the only business they do. Ask them what's the nost unusual world they know of
within reach.™

El ephant was nodding gently. There was a glazed |look in his eyes. | had not been sure he was
serious about seeking some uni que achi evenent. He was.

"The problemis,"” | said, "That an Qutsider's idea of what is unique may not --" | stopped
because El ephant was up and half running to a tridphone.

I wasn't sorry. It gave ne an opportunity to gape in private.

|'ve been in bigger hones than El ephant's. Mich bigger. | grew up in one. But |'ve never seen a
roomthat soothed the eye as Elephant's living roomdid. It was nore than a living room it was an
optical illusion, the opposite of those jittering black-and-white i mages they show in |l ectures on
how we see. These clinical children of op art give the illusion of notion, but Elephant's living
roomgave the illusion of stillness. A physicist would have | oved the soundproofing. Sone interior
decorator had beconme famous for his work here, if he hadn't been fanopus al ready, in which case he
had becone rich. How could tall, thin Beowul f Shaeffer fit into a chair designed to the neasure of

short, wi de El ephant? Yet | was bonelessly linp, blissfully relaxed, using only the nuscles that
hel d a doubl e-wal |l ed gl ass of an odd-tasting, strangely refreshing soft drink called Tzl otz Beer.

A gl ass which would not enpty. Somewhere in the crystal was a tiny transfer notor connected to
the bar, but the bent light in the crystal hid it. Another optical illusion, and one that nmnust
have tricked good nen into acute alcoholism 1|'d have to watch that.

El ephant returned. He wal ked as if he massed tons, as if any kzinti foolish enough to stand in
his path would have a short, wide hole in him "All done," he said. "Don Cranmer'l| find the
nearest Qutsider ship and make ny pitch for me. W should hear in a couple of days."

"Ckay," said |, and asked himabout the cliff. It turned out that we were in the Rocky Mountains
and that he owned every square inch of the nearly vertical cliff face. Wiwy? | renenbered Earth's
ei ghteen billion and wondered if they'd otherw se have surrounded hi mup, down, and sideways.

Suddenl y El ephant renenbered that someone named Di anna nmust be hone by now. | followed himinto
the transfer booth, watched himdial eleven digits, and waited in a much smaller vestibule while
El ephant used the nore conventional intercom Dianna seenmed dubi ous about letting himin until he
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roared that he had a guest and she should stop fooling around.

D anna was a snall, pretty woman with skin the deep, uniformred of a Martian sky and hair |ike
flowi ng quicksilver. Her irises had the same polished-silver luster. She hadn't wanted to let us
in because we were both wearing our own skins, but she never mentioned it again once we were
i nsi de.

El ephant introduced nme to Dianna and instantly told her he'd acted to contact the Cutsiders.
"What's an CQutsider?" she asked.

El ephant gestured with both hands, |ooked confused, turned helplessly toward me.

"They're hard to describe," | said. "Think of a cat-o'-nine-tails with a big thick handle."
"They live on cold worlds," said El ephant.

"Small, cold, airless worlds |ike Nereid. They pay rent to use Nereid as a base, don't they,
El ephant? And they travel over npbst of the galaxy in big unpressurized ships with fusion drives
and no hyperdrives."

"They sell information. They can tell nme about the world | want to find, the nbst unusual planet
in known space."

"They spend nost of their tine tracking starseeds."

Di anna broke in. "Wy?"

El ephant | ooked at me. | |ooked at El ephant.

"Say!" El ephant exclained. "Wiy don't we get a fourth for bridge?"

D anna | ooked t houghtful. Then she focused her silver eyes on nme, exam ned ne from head to foot,
and nodded gently to herself. "Sharrol Janss. ['Il call her."

Whi | e she was phoni ng, Elephant told ne, "That's a good thought. Sharrol's got a tendency toward
hero worship. She's a conputer analyst at Donovan's Brains Inc. You'll l|ike her."

"Good," | said, wondering if we were still talking about a bridge gane. It struck me that | was
buil ding up a debt to El ephant. "El ephant, when you contact the Qutsiders, I'd like to cone
al ong. "

"Ch? Way?"
"You'll need a pilot. And |I've dealt with Qutsiders before."
"Ckay, it's a deal ."

The intercomrang fromthe vestibule. D anna went to the door and canme back with our fourth for
bridge. "Sharrol, you know El ephant. This is Beowlf Shaeffer, fromW Mde It. Bey, this is --"

"You!" 1 said.

"You!" she said.

It was the pickpocket.

—_—

My vacation lasted just four days.

| hadn't known how long it would last, though | did know how it would end. Consequently | threw
myself into it body and soul. If there was a dull nonent anywhere in those four days, | slept
through it, and at that | didn't get enough sleep. Elephant seenmed to feel the same way. He was
living life to the hilt; he nust have suspected, as | did, that the Qutsiders would not consider

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt (37 of 162) [1/14/03 8:12:05 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt

danger a factor in choosing his planet. By their own ethics they were bound not to. The days of
El ephant's life m ght be running short.

Buried in those four days were incidents that made me wonder why El ephant was | ooking for a
weird world. Surely Earth was the weirdest of all.

| remenber when we threw in the bridge hands and decided to go out for dinner. This was nore
conplicated than it sounds. Elephant hadn't had a chance to change to flatlander styles, and
neither of us was fit to be seen in public. D anna had cosnetics for us.

| succunbed to an odd inpulse. | dressed as an al bi no.

They were body paints, not pills. Wen I finished applying them there in the full-length mrror
was ny younger self. Blood-red irises, snowwhite hair, white skin with a tinge of pink: the

t eenager who had di sappeared ages ago, when | was old enough to use tannin pills. | found ny mnd
wandering far back across the decades, to the days when | was a flatlander nyself, ny feet firmy
beneat h the ground, nmy head never higher than seven feet above the desert sands ... They found ne

there before the mirror and pronounced nme fit to be seen in public.

| renmenber that evening when Dianna told ne she had known El ephant forever. "I was the one who
naned hi m El ephant," she bragged.

"I't's a ni cknanme?"
"Sure," said Sharrol. "H s real nane is Gregory Pelton."

"O-0-oh." Suddenly all canme clear. Gregory Pelton is known anong the stars. It is runored that
he owns the thirty-Iight-year-w de rough sphere called hunan space, that he earns his incone by
renting it out. It is runored that General Products -- the all-enbracing puppeteer conpany, now
defunct for |ack of puppeteers -- is a front for Gegory Pelton. It's a fact that his great-to-die-
ei ght h-grandnot her invented the transfer booth and that he is rich, rich, rich

| asked, "Wy El ephant? Why that particul ar ni ckname?"
D anna and Sharrol | ooked denurely at the tabl ecloth.
El ephant said, "Use your inmagination, Bey."

"On what ? What's an el ephant, sone kind of aninal ?"

Three faces registered annoyance. 1'd nmissed a joke.

"Tormorrow, " said El ephant, "we'll show you the zoo."

* % %

There are seven transfer booths in the Zoo of Earth. That'll tell you how big it is. But you're

wrong; you've forgotten the two hundred taxis on permanent duty. They're there because the booths
are too far apart for walking.

W stared down at dusty, conpact aninmals smaller than starseeds or Bandersnatchi but bigger than
anything else |I'd ever seen. Elephant said, "See?"

"Yeah," | said, because the animals showed a conpactness and a pl odding invulnerability very
like Elephant's. And then | found myself watching one of the animals in a nuddy pool. It was using
a hollow tentacle over its nouth to spray water on its back. | stared at that tentacle ... and
stared ...

"Hey, look!" Sharrol called, pointing. "Bey's ears are turning red!"

| didn't forgive her till two that norning.

* % %
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And | renenber reaching over Sharrol to get a tabac stick and seeing her purse |lying on her
other things. | said, "How if | picked your pocket now?"

Orange and silver lips parted in a lazy smle. "I'"mnot wearing a pocket."

"Whuld it be in good taste to sneak the noney out of your purse?”

"Only if you could hide it on you."

| found a small flat purse with four hundred stars in it and stuck it in my nouth.

She made ne go through with it. Ever nake love to a woman with a purse in your nouth?
Unforgettable. Don't try it if you've got asthma.

I remenber Sharrol. | remenber snooth, warm blue skin, silver eyes with a wealth of expression
orange and silver hair in a swirling abstract pattern that nothing could ness up. It always sprang
back. Her |augh was silver, too, when | gently extracted two handfuls of hair and tied themin a
hard doubl e knot, and when | gi bbered and junped up and down at the sight of her hair slowy
untying itself |ike Medusa's |ocks. And her voice was a silver croon

* k% %

I remenber the freeways

They were the first thing that showed coming in on Earth. If we'd |anded at night, it would have
been the lighted cities, but of course we cane in on the day side. Wiy else would a world have
three spaceports? There were the freeways and autostradas and autobahns, strung in an all-
encl osi ng net across the faces of the continents.

Froma few niles up you still can't see the breaks. But they're there, where girders and
paverment have coll apsed. Only two superhi ghways are still kept in good repair. They are both on
the sane continent: the Pennsylvania Turnpi ke and the Santa Monica Freeway. The rest of the
network i s broken chaos.

It seems there are people who collect old groundcars and race them Sone are actually renovated
machi nes, fifty to ninety percent replaced; others are handmade reproductions. On a perfectly flat
surface they'Il do fifty to ninety niles per hour

| laughed when El ephant told nme about them but actually seeing themwas different.

The rodders began to appear about dawn. They gathered around one end of the Santa Monica
Freeway, the end that used to join the San Diego Freeway. This end is a naze of fallen spaghetti,
great curving |l oops of prestressed concrete that have lost their strength over the years and
sagged to the ground. But you can still use the top loop to reach the starting |ine. W watched
from above, hovering in a cab as the groundcars noved into |ine.

"Their dues cost nmore than the cars," said El ephant. "I used to drive one myself. You'd turn
white as snowif | told you how much it costs to keep this stretch of freeway in repair.”

"How rmuch?"
He told ne. | turned white as snow.
They were off. | was still wondering what kick they got driving an obsol ete nmachi ne on fl at

concrete when they could be up here with us. They were off, weaving slightly, weaving nore than
slightly, foolishly noving at different speeds, coming perilously close to each other before
sheering off -- and | began to realize things.

Those aut onpbi |l es had no radar

They were being steered with a cabin wheel geared directly to four ground wheels. A nistake in
steering and they'd crash into each other or into the concrete curbs. They were steered and
stopped by nuscle power, but whether they could turn or stop depended on how hard four rubber
bal | oons could grip snooth concrete. If the tires lost their grip, Newton's first |aw would take
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over; the fragile netal mass would continue noving in a straight Iine until stopped by a concrete
curb or another groundcar.

"A man could get killed in one of those."

"Not to worry," said El ephant. "Nobody does, usually."

"Usual | y?"

The race ended twenty minutes later at another tangle of fallen concrete. | was wet through. W
| anded and nmet sone of the racers. One of them a thin guy with tangled, glossy green hair and a
bony white face with a widely grinning scarlet mouth, offered ne a ride. | declined with thanks,

backing slowy away and wi shing for a weapon. This joker was obviously dangerously insane.

* k% %

I renmenber flatlander food, the best in known space, and an odd, mldly alcoholic drink called
Taittinger Contes de Chanpagne '59. | renenber invading an outworl der bar, where the four of us
tal ked shop with a girl rock m ner whose inch-w de auburn crest of hair fell clear to the small of
her back. | remenber flying cross-country with a lift belt and seeing nothing but city enclosing
wi dely separated patches of food-growing land. | remenber a submerged hotel off the G and Banks of
Newf oundl and and a dol phin enbassy off Italy, where a m xed group of dol phins and fl atl anders
seened to be solving the general problem of sentient beings w thout hands (there are nany, and
we'll probably find nore). It seenmed nore a coffee-break discussion than true business.

We were about to break up for bed on the evening of the fourth day when the tridphone rang. Don
Craner had found an Cutsider

| said, disbelieving, "You're |eaving right now?"

"Sure!" said Elephant. "Here, take one of these pills. You won't feel sleepy till we're on our
way. "

A deal is a deal, and | owed El ephant plenty. | took the pill. W kissed Sharrol and D anna
goodbye, Dianna standing on a chair to reach ne, Sharrol clinbing ne |like a beanpol e and w appi ng
her legs around ny waist. | was a foot and a half taller than either of them

Cal cutta Base was in daylight. Elephant and | took the transfer booth there, to find that the
ST8 had been shi pped ahead of us.

Her full nane was Slower Than Infinity. She had been built into a General Products No. 2 hull, a
three-hundred-foot spindle with a wasp-wai st constriction near the tail. | was relieved. | had
been afraid El ephant m ght own a flashy, vulnerable dude's yacht. The two-nan control room | ooked
pretty small for a lifesystemuntil | noticed the bubble extension folded into the nose. The rest
of the hull held a one-gee fusion drive and fuel tank, a hyperspace notor, a gravity drag, and
belly-1anding gear, all clearly visible through the hull, which had been |l eft transparent.

She held fuel, food, and air. She nust have been ready for days. W took off twenty mnutes
after arriving.

Using the fusion drive in Earth's atnobsphere woul d have gotten us into the organ banks, in
pi eces. Flatlander laws are strict about air pollution. A robot rocket with huge wings lifted us
to orbit, using air conpressed nearly to degenerate matter as a propellant. W took off from
t here.

Now there was plenty of tinme for sleep. It took us a week at one gee just to get far enough out
of the solar systenmis gravity well to use the hyperdrive. Sonewhere in that time | renoved ny
false coloring (it had been false; I'd continued to take tannin-secretion pills against Earth's
sunlight), and El ephant turned his skin back to light tan and his beard and hair back to bl ack.
For four days he'd been Zeus, with marble skin, a netal-gold beard, and gl owi ng nolten-gold eyes.
It had fitted himso perfectly that | hardly noticed the change.

Hyperdrive -- and a long, slow three weeks. W took turns hovering over the mass indicator
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though at first-quantum hyperdrive speeds we'd have seen a nass at |east twelve hours before it
became dangerous. | think | was the only man who knew there was a second quantum a puppeteer
secret. The CQutsider ship was near the edge of known space, well beyond Tau Ceti.

"It was the only one around," El ephant had said. "Number fourteen."
"Fourteen? That's the sane ship | dealt with before.™

"Ch? Good. That should help."

Days | ater he asked, "How d it happen?"

"The usual way. Nunber fourteen was on the other side of known space then, and she sent out an
of fer of information exchange. | was al nost to Winderland, and | caught the offer. Wen | dropped
ny passengers, | went back."

"Did they have anything worthwhil e?"
"Yah. They'd found the Lazy Eight I1."

The Lazy Eight Il had been one of the old slowboats, a circular-flying wing taking colonists to
Ji nx. Somet hing had gone wong before turnover, and the ship had continued on, carrying fifty
passengers in suspended ani mation and a crew of four, presuned dead. Wth a ramscoop to feed
hydrogen to her fusion drive, she could accelerate forever. She was five hundred years on her way.

"I remenber," said El ephant. "They couldn't reach her."

"No. But we'll know where to find her when the state of the art gets that good." Wich woul dn't
be soon, | thought. A hyperdrive ship not only would have to reach her but would have to carry
fuel to match her speed. Her speed was barely |l ess than a photon's, and she was nore than five
hundred |ight-years away, seventeen tines the dianeter of known space.

"Did you have any probl ens?"

"Their translator is pretty good. But we'll have to be careful, Elephant. The thing about buying
information is that you don't know what you're getting until you' ve got it. They couldn't just
offer to sell nme the present position of the Lazy Eight Il. W'd have tracked their course by

tel escope until we saw the light of a fusion drive and gotten the information free."

The tinme canme when only a small green dot glowed in the center of the nmass indicator. A star
woul d have shown as a line; no star would have shown no dot. | dropped out of hyperspace and set
the deep radar to hunt out the Qutsider

The Qutsider found us first.

Sonewhere in the cylindrical netal pod near her center of mass, perhaps occupying it conpletely,
was the reactionless drive. It was common knowl edge that that drive was for sale and that the cost
was a full trillion stars. Though nobody, and no nation now extant, could afford to pay it, the
price was not exorbitant. In two or three mnutes, while we were still searching, that drive had
dropped the Qutsider ship fromabove point nine lights to zero relative and pulled it al ongside
t he ST8.

One nmonent, nothing but stars. The next, the Qutsider ship was al ongside.

She was nostly enpty space. | knew her popul ation was the size of a small city, but she was much
bi gger because nmore strung out. There was the m nuscul e-seeming drive capsule, and there, on a
pole two and a half mles long, was a |light source. The rest of the ship was netal ribbons,
wi nding in and out, swooping giddily around thensel ves and each other, until the ends of each
tangl ed ri bbon stopped neandering and joined the drive capsule. There were around a thousand such
ri bbons, and each was the width of a wide city pedwal k.

"Like a Christmas tree decoration," said El ephant. "Wat now, Bey?"

"They'll use the ship radio."
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A few mnutes of waiting, and here cane a bunch of Qutsiders. They |ooked |ike black cat-o'-nine-
tails with grossly swollen handles. In the handles were their brains and invisible sense organs;
in the whip ends, the clusters of notile root tentacles, were gas pistols. Six of thembraked to a
stop outside the air |ock

The radi o spoke. "Wl cone to Ship Fourteen. Please step outside for conveyance to our office.
Take nothing on the outsides of your pressure suits."

El ephant asked, "Do we?"
| said, "Sure. The Qutsiders are nothing if not honorable."

We went out. The six Qutsiders offered us a tentacle each, and away we went across open space.
Not fast. The thrust fromthe gas pistols was very low, irritatingly weak. But the Qutsiders
t hemsel ves were weak; an hour in the gravity of Earth's nmoon woul d have killed them

They maneuvered us through the tangled clutter of silver ribbons, landing us on a ranp next to
the | oom ng convex wall of the drive capsule.

It wasn't quite like being lost in a giant bow of noodles. The rigid ribbons were too far apart
for that. Far above us was the |ight source, about as small and intense and yell owi sh-white as
Earth's sun seen froma nmoon of Neptune. Shining down through the interstellar vacuum it cast a
networ k of sharp bl ack shadows across all the thousand | ooping strands that made up, the city.

Al ong every |ight-shadow borderline were the Qutsiders. Just as their plantlike ancestors had
done billions of years ago on sone unknown world near the galactic core, the Qutsiders were
absorbing life energy. Their branched tails lay in shadow, their heads in sunlight, while
thernoel ectricity charged their biochenical batteries. Sone had root tentacles dipped in shall ow
food dishes; the trace el enents which kept them alive and growi ng were in suspension in liquid
hel i um

We stepped carefully around them using our headl anps at | owest intensity, follow ng one of the
Qutsiders toward a door in the wall ahead.

The encl osure was dark until the door closed behind us. Then the light came on. It was
sourcel ess, the color of normal sunlight, and it illuminated a cubicle that was bare and square.
The only furnishing was a transparent hem sphere with an Qutsider resting inside. Presumably the
hem sphere filtered out excess light going in

"Wl cone," said the room Whatever the Qutsider had said was not sonic in nature. "The air is
breat habl e. Take of f your helnmets, suits, shoes, girdles, and whatnot." It was an excell ent
translator, with a good grasp of idiomand a pleasant baritone voice.

"Thanks," said El ephant, and we did.
"Which of you is Gregory Pelton?"
"G onk."

The wall was not confused. "According to your agent, you want to know how to reach that pl anet
whi ch is npbst unusual inside or within five mles of the sixty-light-year wi de region you cal
known space. Is this correct?"

"Yes. "

"We rmust know if you plan to go there or to send agents there. Also, do you plan a | anding, a
near orbit, or a distant orbit?"

"Landi ng. "
"Are we to guard agai nst danger to your |ife?"

"No." Elephant's voice was a little dry. The Qutsider ship was an intimdating place.
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"What kind of ship would you use?"

"The one outside."

"Do you plan col onization? Mning? Gowh of food plants?"

"I plan only one visit."

"W have selected a world for you. The price will be one nillion stars."

"That's high," said El ephant. | whistled under ny breath. It was, and it wouldn't get |ower. The
Qut si ders never dickered.

"Sol d," said El ephant.

The transl ator gave us a triplet set of coordinates some twenty-four light-years fromEarth
al ong gal actic north. "The star you are looking for is a protosun with one planet a billion and a
half mles distant. The systemis noving at a point eight lights toward --" He gave a vector
direction. It seemed the protosun was drawi ng a shall ow chord through known space; it would never
approach human space.

"No good," said Elephant. "No hyperdrive ship can go that fast in real space."
"You could hitch a ride," said the translator, "with us. Mor your ship to our drive capsule."

"That'll work," said El ephant. He was getting nore and nore uneasy; his eyes seened to be
searching the walls for the source of the voice. He would not | ook at the Qutsider business agent
i n the vacuum chanber

"Qur ferry fee will be one million stars."

El ephant sputtered.

"Just a sec," | said. "I may have information to sell you."

There was a | ong pause. El ephant | ooked at me in surprise.

"You are Beowul f Shaeffer?"

"Yeah. You remenber ne?"

"We find you in our records. Beowul f Shaeffer, we have information for you, already paid. The
former regional president of General Products on Jinx wi shes you to contact him | have a transfer-

boot h nunber."

"That's late news," | said. "The puppeteers are gone. Anyway, why woul d that two-headed sharpie
want to see ne?"

"I do not have that information. | do know that not all puppeteers have left this region. WII
you accept the transfer-booth number?”

"Sure."

| wote down the eight digits as they cane. A nonent |ater Elephant was yelling just as if he
were a tridee set turned on in the mddle of a program "-- hell is going on here?"

"Sorry about that," said the translator
"What happened?" | asked.
"I couldn't hear anything! Did that non-- Did the Qutsider have private business with you?"

"Sort of. I'Il tell you later."
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The transl ator said, "Beowulf Shaeffer, we do not buy information. W sell information and use
the proceeds to buy territory and food soil."

"You may need this information," | argued. "lI'mthe only man within reach who knows it."
"What of other races?"

The puppeteers night have told them but it was worth taking a chance. "You're about to | eave
known space. If you don't deal with me, you may not get this information in time."

"What price do you set on this iten?"

"You set the price. You' ve got nore experience at putting values on inforrnation, and you're
honor abl e. "

"W may not be able to afford an honest price."
"The price may not exceed our ferry fee."
"Done. Speak."

I told himof the Core explosion and how I'd cone find out about it. He nade ne go into detai
on what |'d seen: the bright patch of supernovas, spreading out as ny ship caught up with ancient
Iight waves, until all the bright multicolored ball of the Core was abl aze with supernovas. "You
woul dn't have known this until you got there, and then it would have been too |ate. You don't use
faster-than-1ight drives."

"We knew fromthe puppeteers that the Core had expl oded. They were not able to go into detai
because they had not seen it for thenselves."

"Ch. Ah, well. | think the explosion nust have started at the back side of the Core from here.
QG herwise it would have seened to go nuch nore slowy."

"Many thanks. W will waive your ferry fee. Now, there is one nore item Gegory Pelton, for an
addi ti onal two hundred thousand stars we will tell you exactly what is peculiar about the planet
you intend to visit."

"Can | find out for nyself?"

"It is likely."
"Then | will."
Silence followed. The Qutsider hadn't expected that. | said, "I'mcurious. Your galaxy is

rapi dly beconming a death trap. What will you do now?"
"That information will cost you --"
"Forget it."
Qut si de, El ephant said, "Thanks."
"Forget it. | wonder what they will do."
"Maybe they can shield thensel ves against the radiation.”
"Maybe. But they won't have any starseeds to follow "

"Do they need thenP"

Fi nagl e only knew. The starseeds followed a highly rigid mgratory mating pattern out fromthe
Core of the galaxy and into the arns, alnost to the rim before turning back down to the Core.
They were dooned. As they returned to the Core, the expanding wave of radiation fromthe nmultiple
novas woul d snuff out the species one by one. What would the Qutsiders do without dien? Wat the
hell did they do with dien? Wiy did they follow then? Did they need starseeds? Did starseeds need
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Qut si ders? The Qutsiders would answer these and related questions for one trillion stars apiece.
Per sonal questions cost high with the Qutsiders.

A crew was already bringing the ST8 into dock. W watched fromthe ranp, with crewren sunbat hi ng
about our feet. W weren't worried. The way the Qutsiders handled it, our invulnerable hull m ght
have been nmade of spun sugar and sunbeans. \Wen a spiderweb of thin strands fastened the ST8 to
the wall of the drive capsule, the voice of the translator spoke in our ears and invited us to
step aboard. W junped a few hundred feet upward through the trace of artificial gravity, clinbed
into the air lock, and got out of our suits.

"Thanks again," said El ephant.

"Forget it again," | said magnaninously. "I owe you plenty. You've been putting me up as a
houseguest on the npbst expensive world in known space, acting as ny gui de where the cost of |abor

1S --

"Ckay okay okay. But you saved nme a nmillion stars, and don't you forget it." He whopped nme on
the shoul der and hurried into the control roomto set up a mllion-star credit base for the next
CQut si der ship that cane by.

"I won't," | called at his retreating back, and wondered what the hell | neant by that.

Much later | wondered about sonething else. Had El ephant planned to take nme to "his" world? O
did he think to go it alone, to be the first to see it and not one of the first two? After the
Qutsider episode it was already too late. He couldn't throw me off the ship then

I wished I'd thought of it intine. | never wanted to be a batnan. My stake in this was to
gently, tactfully keep El ephant fromkilling hinself if it becanme necessary. For all his vast self-
confidence, vast riches, vast generosity, and vast bulk, he was still only a flatlander and thus a

little bit hel pl ess.

* % %

W were in the expansi on bubble when it happened. The bubbl e had inflatable seats and an
inflatable table and was there for exercising and killing time, but it also supplied a fine view,
the surface was perfectly transparent.

O herwi se we would have missed it.

There was no pressure agai nst the seat of the pants, no crawing sensation in the pit of the
stomach, no feel of notion. But El ephant, who was tal king about a Jinxian frail he'd picked up in
a Chicago bar, stopped just as she was getting ready to tear the place apart because sone suicida
idiot had insulted her.

Sonmebody heavy was sitting down on the universe.

He cane down slowly, like a fat man cautiously letting his weight dowmn on a beach ball. From
inside the bubble it |ooked like all the stars and nebul as around us were squeezi ng thensel ves
together. The Qutsiders on the ribbons outside never noved, but El ephant said sonething profane,
and | steeled nyself to | ook up.

The stars overhead were bl ue-white and bl azing. Around us, they were squashed together; bel ow,
they were turning red and wi nking out one by one. It had taken us a week to get out of the solar
system but the Qutsider ship could have done it in five hours.

The radi o spoke. "Sirs, our crewren will renmove your ship fromours, after which you will be on
your own. It has been a pleasure to do business with you."

A swarm of Qutsider crewnen haul ed us through the maze of basking ranps and |eft us. Presently
the Qutsider ship vanished like a pricked soap bubble, gone off on its own business.

In the strange starlight Elephant let out a |ong, shaky sigh. Sone people can't take aliens.
They don't find puppeteers graceful and beautiful; they find themhorrifying, wong. They see
kzinti as slavering carnivores whose only love is fighting, which is the truth, but they don't see
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the rigid code of honor or the self-control which allows a kzinti anbassador to ride a hunan-city
pedwal k wi t hout slashing out with his claws at the inpertinent stabbing knees and el bows. El ephant
was one of those people.

He said, "Okay," in anmazed relief. They were actually gone. "I'll take the first watch, Bey."

He did not say, "Those bastards woul d take your heart as collateral on a tenth-star loan." He
didn't see themas that close to human.

"Fine," | said, and went into the control bubble. The Fast Protosun was a week away. |'d been in
a suit for hours, and there was a shower in the extensi on bubbl e.

* k%

| f El ephant's weakness was aliens, mne was relativity.

The trip through hyperspace was routine. | could take the sight of the two small w ndows turning
into blind spots, beconmi ng areas of nothing, which seemed to draw together the objects around
them So could El ephant; he'd done some flying, though he preferred the confort of a luxury liner
But even the best pilot occasionally has to drop back into the nornal universe to get his bearings
and to assure his subconscious that the stars are still there.

And each tinme it was changed, squashed flat. The crowded blue stars were all ahead; the sparse,
dimred stars were all behind. Four hundred years ago nen and wonen had lived for years with such
a view of the universe, but it hadn't happened since the invention of hyperdrive. |'d never seen
the universe look like this. It bothered ne.

"No, it doesn't bug ne," said El ephant when | nentioned it. W were a day out from our
destination. "To me, stars are stars. But | have been worried about sonmething. Bey, you said the
Qut si ders are honorable."

"They are. They've got to be. They have to be so far above suspicion that any species they deal
with will renenber their uni npeachable ethics a century later. You can see that, can't you?
Qut siders don't show up nore often than that."

"Un Okay. Why did they try to screw that extra two hundred kil ostars out of ne?"
IIUh __II

"See, the goddamm problemis, what if it was a fair price? Wiat if we need to know what's funny
about the Fast Protosun?"

"You're right. Knowing the Qutsiders, it's probably infornmation we can use. Al right, we'll
nose around a little before we |land. W'd have done that anyway, but now we'll do it better."

* k%
What was peculiar about the Fast Protosun?

Around lunchtine on the seventh ship's day a short green line in the sphere of the nass
i ndi cator began to extend itself. It was wide and fuzzy, just what you'd expect of a protosun. |
let it reach alnost to the surface of the sphere before | dropped us into nornal space.

The squashed universe | ooked in the wi ndows, but ahead of us was a circul ar darkeni ng and
blurring of the vivid blue-white stars. In the center of the circle was a dull red gl ow

"Let's go into the extension bubble," said El ephant.

"Let's not.

"We' || get a better viewin there." He turned the dial that woul d nmake the bubble transparent.
Naturally we kept it opaque in hyperspace.

"Repeat, let's not. Think about it, Elephant. What sense does it nmake to use an inperneabl e

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt (46 of 162) [1/14/03 8:12:05 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt

hul |, then spend nost of our time outside it? Until we know what's here, we ought to retract the
bubbl e. "

He nodded his shaggy head and touched the board agai n. Chuggi ng noi ses announced that air and
wat er were being pulled out of the bubble. El ephant noved to a w ndow.

"Ever see a protosun?”
"No," | said. "I don't think there are any in human space."
"That could be the peculiarity.”

"It could. One thing it isn't is the speed of the thing. Qutsiders spend all their tinme noving
faster than this."

"But planets don't. Neither do stars. Bey, naybe this thing canme from outside the gal axy. That
woul d nake it unusual ."

It was time we made a list. | found a pad and sol emmly noted speed of star, nature of star, and
possi bl e extragal actic origin of star.

"I'"ve found our planet," said El ephant.
"Wher eabout s?"
"Al nost on the other side of the protosun. W can get there faster in hyperspace.”

The planet was still invisibly small where El ephant brought us out. The protosun | ooked about
t he sane.

A protosun is the fetus of a star: a thin nass of gas and dust, brought together by slow eddies
ininterstellar nagnetic fields or by the presence of a Trojan point in sone |oose cluster of
stars, which is collapsing and contracting due to gravity. I'd found material on protosuns in the
ship's library, but it was all astronom cal data; nobody had ever been near one for a close | ook.
In theory the Fast Protosun nust be fairly well along in its evolution, since it was glow ng at
the center.

"There it is," said El ephant "Two days away at one gee."
"Good. W can do our instrument checks on the way. Strap down."

Wth the fusion notor pushing us snoothly al ong, El ephant went back to the scope, and | started
checking the other instrunents. One thing stood out |ike a beacon

"El ephant. Have you noticed in me a tendency to use profanity for enphasis?"
"Not really. Wy?"

"It's goddann radi oactive out there."

"Could you be a little nore specific, sir?"

"Qur suit shields would break down in three days. The extension bubble would go in twenty
hours."

"Ckay, add it to your list. Any idea what's causing it?"

"Not one." | made a note on ny list, then went back to work. W& were in no danger; the GP hul
woul d protect us from anything but inpact w th something big.

"No asteroid belts," said El ephant. "Meteor density zero, as far as | can tell. No other
pl anets."

"The interstellar gas nmay cl ean away anything snall at these speeds."
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"One thing's for sure, Bey. |'ve got ny noney's worth. This is a damm funny system"”
"Yeah. Well, we mssed |lunch. Shall we get dinner?"
"Philistine."

El ephant ate fast. He was back at the tel escope before | was ready for coffee. Watching him
move, | was again rem nded of a juggernaut, but he'd never shown as nuch determ nati on when | knew
himon Earth. If a hungry kzinti had been standi ng between him and the tel escope, he'd have |left
footprints in fur.

But the only thing that could get in his way out here was ne.

"Can't get a close |ook at the planet," said El ephant, "but it |ooks polished."
"Like a billiard ball?"

"Just that. | don't see any sign of an atnosphere.”

"How about bl ast craters?”

"Not hi ng. "

"They should be there."

"This systenis pretty clean of nmeteors.”

"But the space around us shouldn't be. And at these speeds --"
"Uh huh. That better go on your list."

| wote it down.

We slept on the disaster couches. In front of me were the yellow lights of the control panel
the stars glowed red through one side w ndow, blue through the other. | stayed awake for a |ong
time, staring through the forward wi ndow into the red darkness of the protosun. The wi ndow was
opaque, but | saw the dark red blur clearly in nmy inagination

The radi ati on held steady all through the next day. | did some nore thorough checking, using
tenperature readi ngs and deep radar on both sun and planet. Everywhere | | ooked was a new anomnaly.

"This star definitely shouldn't be glowing yet. It's too spread out; the gas should be too thin
for fusion."

"I's it hot enough to gl ow?"

"Sure. But it shouldn't be."

"Maybe the theories on protosuns are wong."

"Then they're way wrong."

"Put it on your list."

And, an hour later:

"El ephant . "

"Anot her peculiarity?"

"Yeah. "

From under shaggy brows El ephant's eyes plainly told me he was getting sick of peculiarities.

"According to the deep-radar shadow, this planet doesn't have any lithosphere. It's worn right
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down to what ought to be the nagna but isn't because it's so cold out here."
"Wite it down. How many entries have you got?"
"Nine."
"I's any one of themworth paying two hundred kil ostars to know about beforehand?"
"The radi ation, maybe, if we didn't have a GP hull."

"But," said Elephant, glaring out at the huge, dark disk, "they knew we had a GP hull. Bey, can
anyt hing get through a General Products hull?"

"Light, like a | aser beam Gavity, like tides crushing you into the nose of a ship when you get
too close to a neutron star. Inmpact won't harmthe hull, but it'Il kill what's inside."

"Maybe the planet's inhabited. The nore | think about it, the nore sure | amit came from
outside. Nothing in the galaxy could have given it this velocity. It's diving through the plane of
the galaxy; it wouldn't have to push in fromthe rim"

"Ckay. What do we do if soneone shoots a | aser at us?"

"We perish, | think. | had reflective paint spread around the cabin, except for the w ndows, but
the rest of the hull is transparent.”
"We can still get into hyperspace fromhere. And for the next twenty hours. Afterward we'll be

too close to the planet.”

I went right to sleep that night, being pretty tired despite the lack of exercise. Hours later |
slowy realized that | was being exanmined. | could see it through my closed eyelids; | could fee
the heat of the vast red glare, the size of the angry eye, the awful power of the mind behind it.
I tried to struggle away, smacked ny hand on sonething, and woke with a shock

| lay there in the red darkness. The edge of the protosun peeked through a window | could fee
its hostile glare.

| said, "Elephant."

" Mhgl ?"

"Not hi ng." Morning woul d be soon enough

Mor ni ng.

"El ephant, would you do ne a favor?"

"Sure. You want Dianna? My right arn®? Shave off ny beard?"
"I"ll keep Sharrol, thanks. Put on your suit, will you?"

"Sure, that nakes sense. W aren't nearly unconfortable enough just because we closed off the
bubbl e. "

"Right. And because |'m a dedicated nmasochist, |'mgoing to put ny suit on this instant. Now, |
hate to enjoy nyself alone ..."

"You got the wind up?"
"Alittle. Just enough."
"Anything for a friend. You go first."

There was just roomto get our suits on one at a tinme. If the inner air |ock door hadn't been
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open, there wouldn't have been that. W tried | eaving our helnets thrown back, but they got in our
way agai nst the crash couches. So we taped themto the window in front of us.

| felt better that way, but Elephant clearly thought 1'd flipped. "You sure you wouldn't rather
eat with your hel met on?"

"I hate suit food syrup. W can reach our helnets if we get a puncture."
"What puncture? We're in a General Products hull!"

"I keep renenbering that the Qutsiders knew that."

"We've been through that."

"Let's go through it again. Assune they thought we m ght be killed anyway if we weren't
prepared. Then what ?"

"G onk."

"Either they expected us to go out in suits and get killed, or they know of something that can
reach through a General Products hull."

"Or both. In which case the suits do us no good at all. Bey, do you know how long it's been
since a General Products hull failed?"

"I"ve never heard of it happening at all."

"It never has. The puppeteers offer an enornmpus guarantee in case one does. Sonmething in the
tens of millions if soneone dies as a result."

"You're dead right. |I've been stupid. Go ahead and take off your suit."
El ephant turned to | ook at ne. "And you?"

"I'l'l keep mine on. Do you believe in hunches?"

"No. "

"Neither do I. Except just this once."

El ephant shrugged his shaggy eyebrows and went back to his telescope. By then we were six hours
out fromthe nanel ess planet and decel erati ng.

"I think I've found an asteroid crater," he said presently.
"Let's see." | had a look. "Yeah, | think you're right. But it's dam near disappeared.”

He took the tel escope back. "It's round enough. Al nbst has to be a crater. Bey, why should it be
so eroded?"

"It nust be the interstellar dust. If it is, then that's why there's no atnosphere or
lithosphere. But | can't see the dust being that thick, even at these speeds."

"Put it --"
"Yeah." | reached for ny list.
"If we find one nore anomaly, |I'Il scream"

* k k

Hal f an hour later we found life.

By then we were close enough to use the gravity drag to slow us. The beautiful thing about a
gravity drag is that it uses very little power. It converts a ship's monmentumrelative to the
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near est powerful nass into heat, and all you have to do is get rid of the heat. Since the ST8's
hul I woul d pass only various ranges of radiation corresponding to what the puppeteers' varied
custoners considered visible light, the shipbuilders had run a great big radiator fin out fromthe
gravity drag. It glowed dull red behind us. And the fusion drive was off. There was no white
fusion flanme to hurt visibility.

El ephant had the scope at highest nmagnification. At first, as | peered into the eyepiece, |
couldn't see what he was tal king about. There was a dull white plain, all the same col or except
for a few bl obs of blue. The bl obs woul dn't have stood out except for the uniformty of the
surface around them

Then one of them noved. Very slowy, but it was noving.

"Right," | said. "Let nme run a tenperature check."

The surface tenperature in that region was about right for heliumlIl. And on the rest of the
pl anet as well; the protosun wasn't putting out rmuch energy, though it was very gung ho on
radi ati on.

"I don't think they match any species | know "

"I can't tell," said Elephant. He had the tel escope and the library screen going at the sane
time, with a Sirius VIIl blob on the library screen. "There are twenty different species of helium
life in this book, and they all |ook exactly alike."

"Not quite. They rmust have a vacuunproof integunment. And you'll notice those granules in the --"

"I treasure ny ignorance on this subject, Bey. Anyway, we aren't going to find any species we
know on this world. Even a stage-tree seed would explode the nonment it hit."

| let the subject die.

Once again El ephant ran the scope over "his" planet, this time |ooking for the bl obby life-
forns. They were fairly big for heliumlIl life, but not abnormally so. Lots of cold worlds devel op
life using the peculiar properties of heliumll, but because it hasn't nuch use for conplexity, it
usual Iy stays in the anpbeba stage.

There was one peculiarity, which I duly noted. Every animal was on the back side of the planet
with relation to the planet's course through the gal axy. They weren't afraid of protosun sunlight,
but they seened to fear interstellar dust.

"You prom sed to scream”
"I't's not odd enough. I'Il wait."
Two hours passed.

The red glow of the radiator fin becane nore pronounced. So did the dull wuniformty of the
pl anetary surface. The planet was a di sk now beyond the front window, if you watched it for a
while you could see it grow. Turning ship to face the planet had nade no difference to the gravity
dr ag.

"Cue Ball," said El ephant.

"No good. It's been used. Beta Lyrae I."
"Cannonbal | Express, then."

"El ephant, what are you doi ng here?"

He turned, startled. "Wat do you nean?"

"Look, you know by now I'mw th you all the way. But | do wonder. You spent a mllion stars
getting here, and you'd have spent two if you had to. You could be hone in the Rockies with Dianna
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or hovering near Beta Lyrae, which is unusual enough and better scenery than this snowball. You
could be sanpling oddball drugs in Crashlanding or |ooking for Mst Denons on Pl ateau. Wy here?"

"Because it is there."
"What the blazes is that supposed to nean?"

"Bey, once upon a time there was a guy named MIler. Six years ago he took a ranscoop-fusion
drive ship and put a hyperdrive in it and set out for the edge of the universe, figuring he could
get his hydrogen from space and use the fusion plant to power his hyperdrive. He's probably still
going. He'll be going forever unless he hits sonething. Wy?"

"A psychiatrist I'mnot."
"He wants to be renenbered. Wen you're dead a hundred years, what will you be renenbered for?"

"I'"l'l be the idiot who rode with Gregory Pelton, who spent two nonths and nore than a mllion
stars to set his ship down on a totally worthless planet."

"Gronk. Al right, what about abstract know edge? This star will be out of known space in ten
years. Qur only chance to explore it is right now Wat --"

There was an al nost silent breeze of air, and a strangling pressure in ny larynx, and a stabbing
pain in ny ears, sinultaneously. | heard the bare beginning of an alarm but | was already
reaching for ny helnet. | clanped it down hard, spun the collar, and gave vent to an enor nous
belch at the sane tinme that the wind went shrieking fromny |ungs.

There was no way to realize what was happening -- and no tine. But vacuumwas around us, and air
was spraying into ny suit, frigid air. Iron spikes were being driven through nmy ears, but | was
going to live. My lungs held a ghastly enptiness, but | would live. | turned to El ephant.

The fear of death was naked in his face. He had his hel met down, but he was having trouble with
the collar. | had to force his hands away to get it fastened right. H's helnet misted over, then
cleared; he was getting air. Had it conme in tine to save his life?

| was alive. The pain was |leaving ny ears, and | was breathing: inhale, pause, inhale, as the
pressure rose to nornal

I'd seen what had happened. Now | had tinme to think it through, to renenber it, to play it back
What had happened was i nsane.

The hull had turned to dust. Just that. Al at once and nothing first, the ship's outside had
di sintegrated and bl own away on a whi spering breath of breathing air. I'd seen it.

And sure enough, the hull was gone. Only the innards of the ship renained. Before nme, the
lighted control board. Alittle belowthat, the manhole to the packed bubble and the bubble
package itself. Above the board, the half disk of the nystery planet and stars. To the left,
stars. To the right, Elephant, |ooking dazed and scared, and beyond him stars. Behind ne, the air
| ock, the kitchen storage block and dial board, a glinpse of the |anding | egs and gl owi ng radi at or
fin, and stars. The ST8 was a skel eton

El ephant shook his head, then turned on his suit radio. | heard the nmagnified click in ny
hel net .

We | ooked at each other, waiting. But there was nothing to say. Except, Elephant, |ook! W don't
have a hull no nore! Isn't that remarkabl e?

| sighed, turned to the control board, and began nursing the fusion drive to life. Fromwhat |
could see of the ship, nothing seened to be floating away. Whatever had been fixed to the hul
must al so have been fixed to other things.

"What are you doi ng, Bey?"
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"CGetting us out of here. Uh, you can scream now. "
"Way? | nean, why | eave?"

He'd flipped. Flatlanders are basically unstable. | got the drive pushing us at | ow power,
turned off the gravity drag, and turned to face him "Look, Elephant. No hull.” | swept an arm
around ne. "None."

"But what's left of the ship is still mne?"
"Uh, yeah. Sure."
"I want to land. Can you talk nme out of it?"

He was serious. Conpletely so. "The landing |l egs are intact," he went on. "Qur suits can keep
out the radiation for three days. W could | and and take off in twelve hours.™

"W probably could."

"And we spent going on two nonths getting here."

"Ri ght."

"I'd feel like an idiot getting this close and then turning for home. Wuldn't you?"

"I woul d, except for one thing. And that one thing says you're landing this ship over ny
unconsci ous body."

"Al'l right, the hull turned to dust and bl ew away, \Wat does that mean? It neans we've got a
faulty hull, and I1'mgoing to sue the hind |l egs off General Products when we get back. But do you
know what caused it?"

"No. "
"So why do you assune it's sone kind of threat?"

"Tell you what I'Il do," | said. | turned the ship until it was tail down to Cannonbal |l Express.
"Now. W'll be there in three hours if you insist on landing. It's your ship, just as you say. But
I"'mgoing to try to talk you out of it."

"That's fair."

"Have you had space-pil ot training?"

"Naturally."

"Did it include a history of errors course?"

"I don't think so. W got a little history of the state of the art."

"That's sonething. You renenber that they started out with chem cal fuels and that the first
ship to the asteroids was built in orbit around Earth's noon?"

"Uh huh."

"This you may not have heard. There were three men in that ship, and when they were | aunched, it
was in an orbit that took themjust slightly inside the nobon's orbit, then out again and away.
About thirty hours after launching the nmen noticed that all their ports were turning opaque. A
concentration of dust in their path was putting little neteor pits all through the quartz. Two of
the men wanted to continue on, using instrunments to finish their mssion. But the third man was in
command. They used their rockets and stopped thensel ves dead.

"Remenber, naterials weren't as durable in those days, and nothing they were using had been well
tested. The nen stopped their ship in the orbit of the nmoon, which by then was 230,000 mniles
behi nd them and called base to say they'd aborted the nission."
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"You renenber this pretty well. How cone?"

"They drilled these stories into us again and again. Everything they tried to teach us was
illustrated with sonething fromhistory. It stuck."

"Go on."

"They call ed base and told them about their w ndows foggi ng up. Sonebody decided it was dust,
and soneone el se suddenly realized they'd | aunched the ship through one of the noon's Trojan
points."

El ephant | aughed, then coughed. "Wsh | hadn't breathed so nmuch vacuum | gather you're | eading
up to sonething."

"If the ship hadn't stopped, it would have been wecked. The dust would have torn it apart. The
nmoral of this story is, anything you don't understand is dangerous until you do understand it."

"Sounds paranoid."

"Maybe it does to a flatlander. You cone froma planet so kind to you, so seeningly adapted to
you, that you think the whole universe is your oyster. You night renenber ny neutron star story.
I'd have been killed if | hadn't understood that tidal effect in time."

"So you would. So you think flatlanders are all fools?"

"No, Elephant. Just not paranoid enough. And | refuse to apol ogi ze."
"Who asked you?"

"I'"ll land with you if you can tell ne what nmade our hull turn tp dust."
El ephant crossed his arnms and glared forward. | shut up and waited.

By and by he said, "Can we get hone?"

"I don't know. The hyperdrive nmotor will work, and we can use the gravity drag to sl ow us down
to something like normal. Physically we should be able to do it."

"Ckay. Let's go. But 1'll tell you this, Bey. If | were alone, 1'd go down, and damm the hull."

So we turned tail and ran, under protest from El ephant. In four hours we were far enough from
Cannonbal | Express's gravity well to enter hyperspace.

| turned on the hyperdrive, gasped, and turned it off just as fast as | could. W sat there
shaki ng, and El ephant said, "W can inflate the bubble."

"But can we get in?"
"It doesn't have an air |ock."

We worked it, though. There was a pressure-control dial in the cabin, and we set it for zero;
the el ectromagnetic field that fol ded the bubble would now inflate it w thout pressure. W went
i nside, pressurized it, and took off our hel nets.

"We're out of the radiation field," said Elephant. "I | ooked."

"Good." You can go pretty far in even a couple of seconds of hyperdrive. "Now, there's one thing
I'"ve got to know. Can you take that again?"

El ephant shuddered. "Can you?"
"I think so. | can do all the navigating if | have to."

"Anyt hing you can take, | can take."
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"Can you take it and stay sane?"
"Yes."

"Then we can trade off. But if you change your nmind, let me know that instant. A |lot of good nen
have left their marbles in the Blind Spot, and all they had were a couple of w ndows."

"I believe you. Indeed | do, sir. How do we work it?"

"We' || have to chart a course through the | east dense part of space. The nearest inhabited world
is Kzin. | hate to risk asking help fromthe kzinti, but we may have to."
"Tell you what, Bey. Let's at least try to reach Jinx. | want to use that nunber of yours to

gi ve the puppeteers hell."
"Sure. W can always turn off to sonething closer."

I spent an hour or so working out a course. When |'d finished, | was pretty sure we could
navigate it without either of us having to | eave the bubble nore than once every twenty-four hours
to look at the nmass indicator. W threw fingers for who got the first watch, and | |ost.

We put on our suits and depressurized the bubble. As | crawl ed through the manhole, | saw
El ephant opaquei ng the bubbl e wal |

| squeezed into the crash couch, all alone anong the stars. They were bl ue ahead and red behi nd
when | finished turning the ship. I couldn't find the protosun.

More than half the view was enpty space. | found nyself |ooking thoughtfully at the air lock. It
was behind and to the left, a metal oblong standing alone at the edge of the deck, with both doors
tightly closed. The inner door had sl ammed when the pressure dropped, and now the air |ock
mechani sms guarded the pressure inside agai nst the vacuumoutside in both directions. Nobody
inside to use the air, but how do you explain that to a pressure sensor?

| was procrastinating. The ship was ainmed; | clenched ny teeth and sent the ship into
hyper space.

The Blind Spot, they call it. It fits.

There are ways to find the blind spot in your eye. Close one eye, put two dots on a piece of
paper, and bring the paper toward you, focusing on one of the dots. If you hold the paper just
right, the other dot will suddenly vanish

Let a ship enter hyperspace with the wi ndows transparent, and the wi ndows will seemto vanish.
So will the space enclosing them Objects on either side stretch and draw cl oser together to fill
the m ssing space. |If you I ook | ong enough, the Blind Spot starts to spread; the walls and the
thi ngs against the walls draw even closer to the missing space until they are engul fed.

It's all in your mind, they tell me. So?

I turned the key, and half ny view was Blind Spot. The control board stretched and fl owed. The
mass- i ndi cator sphere tried to wap itself around me. | reached for it, and ny hands were
distorted, too. Wth considerable effort |I put themback at nmy sides and got a grip on nyself.

There was one fuzzy green line in the plastic distortion that had been a nmass indicator. It was
behind and to the side. The ship could fly itself until Elephant's turn cane. | funbled ny way to
t he manhol e and craw ed t hrough

* k k

Hyper space was only half the probl em

It was a big problem Every twenty-four hours one of us had to go out there, see if there were
any dangerous masses around, drop back to nornmal space to take a fix and adjust course. | found
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nysel f getting unbearably tense during the few hours before each turn. So did El ephant. At these
times we didn't dare talk to each other.

Onnmy third trip | had the bad sense to ook up -- and went nore than blind. Looking up, there
was nothing at all in ny field of vision, nothing but the Blind Spot.

It was nore than blindness. A blind nan, a man whose eyes have | ost their function, at |east
renenbers what things | ooked |ike. A man whose optic brain center has been danaged doesn't. |
could remenber what |1'd come out here for -- to find out if there were masses near enough to harm
us -- but I couldn't remenber howto do it. | touched a curved glass surface and knew that this
was the machine that would tell me, if only I knew its secret.

Eventual |y ny neck got sore, so | nmoved nmy head. That brought mnmy eyes back into existence.

When we got the bubble pressurized, Elephant said, "Were were you? You' ve been gone half an
hour . "

"And | ucky at that. When you go out there, don't |ook up."
" d.l n

That was the other half of the problem Elephant and | had stopped comunicating. He was not
interested in saying anything, and he was not interested in anything | had to say.

It took ne a good week to figure out why. Then | braced himwth it.
"El ephant, there's a word missing fromour |anguage.”

He | ooked up fromthe reading screen. If there hadn't been a reading screen in the bubble,
don't think we'd have nmade it. "Mre than one word," he said. "Things have been pretty silent."

"One word. You're so afraid of using that word, you're afraid to talk at all."

"So tell ne.

"Coward. "
El ephant winkled his brows, then snapped off the screen. "All right, Bey, we'll talk about it.
First of all, you said it, |I didn't. R ght?"

"Ri ght. Have you been thinking it?"

"No. |'ve been thinking euphem sns |ike 'overcautious' and 'reluctance to risk bodily harm' But
since we're on the subject, why were you so eager to turn back?"

"I was scared." | let that word soak into him then went on. "The people who trai ned nme nade
certain that |1'd be scared in certain situations. Wth all due respect, Elephant, |'ve had nore
training for space than you have. | think your wanting to | and was the result of ignorance."

El ephant sighed. "I think it would have been safe to land. You don't. W' re not going to get

anywhere argui ng about it, are we?"

W weren't. One of us was right, one wong. And if | was wong, then a pretty good friendship
had gone out the air | ock.

It was a silent trip.

We cane out of hyperspace near the two Sirius suns. But that wasn't the end of it, because we
still faced a universe squashed by relativity. It took us al nost two weeks to brake ourselves. The
gravity drag's radiator fin glowed orange-white for nost of that tine. | have no idea how nany
times we circled around through hyperspace for another run through the system

Finally we were noving in on Jinx with the fusion drive.

| broke a silence of hours. "Now what, El ephant?"
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"As soon as we get in range, I'mgoing to call that nunber of yours."
"Then?"

"Drop you off at Sirius Mater with enough noney to get you hone. I'd take it kindly if you' d use
my house as your own until | conme back from Cannonball Express. |I'Il buy a ship here and go back."

"You don't want me al ong."

"Wth all due respect, Bey, | don't. I'"'mgoing to land. Wuldn't you feel like a damm fool if
you di ed t hen?"

"I've spent about three nonths in a snall extension bubble because of that silly planet. If you
conquered it alone, | would feel like a dam fool ."

El ephant | ooked excruciatingly unhappy. He started to speak, caught his breath --
If ever | picked the right time to shut a nan up, that was it.
"Hold it. Let's call the puppeteers first. Plenty of tinme to decide."

El ephant nodded. In a nonent he'd have told ne he didn't want ne al ong because | was
overcautious. |Instead, he picked up the ship phone.

Jinx was a banded Easter egg ahead of us. To the side was Binary, the primary to which Jinx is a
moon. W shoul d be cl ose enough to talk ... and the puppeteers' transfer-booth number would al so
be their phone nunber.

El ephant di al ed.

A sweet contralto voice answered. There was no picture, but | could tell: no woman's voice is
qui te that good. The puppeteer said, "Eight eight three two six seven seven oh."

"My General Products hull just failed." El ephant was wasting no tinme at all
"I beg your pardon?"

"My name is Gregory Pelton. Twelve years ago | bought a No. 2 hull from General Products. A
month and a half ago it failed. W' ve spent the intervening time |inping home. May | speak to a
puppet eer ?"

The screen cane on. Two flat, brainless heads | ooked out at us. "This is quite serious," said
the puppeteer. "Naturally we will pay the indemity in full. Wuld you nmind detailing the
ci rcumnst ances?"

El ephant didn't mind at all. He was quite vehenent. It was a pleasure to listen to him The
puppeteer's silly expressi ons never wavered, but he was blinking rapidly when El ephant fi nished.

"I see," he said. "Qur apologies are insufficient, of course, but you will understand that it
was a natural mstake. We did not think that antinmatter was avail abl e anywhere in the gal axy,
especially in such quantity."

It was as if he'd screaned. | could hear that word echoing fromside to side in ny skull.
El ephant's booni ng voice was curiously soft. "Antinmatter?"

"OfF course. W have no excuse, of course, but you should have realized it at once. Interstellar
gas of normal matter had polished the planet's surface with ninuscul e expl osions, had raised the
tenperature of the protosun beyond any rational estimte, and was causing a truly incredible
radi ati on hazard. Did you not even wonder about these things? You knew that the systemwas from
beyond the gal axy. Humans are supposed to be highly curious, are they not?"

"The hull," said El ephant.
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"A General Products hull is an artificially generated nolecule with interatonm c bonds
artificially strengthened by a snall power plant. The strengthened nol ecul ar bonds are proof
agai nst any kind of inpact and heat into the hundreds of thousands of degrees. But when enough of
the atonms had been obliterated by antimatter explosions, the nolecule naturally fell apart."

El ephant nodded. | wondered if his voice was gone for good.

"When may we expect you to collect your indemity? | gather no human was killed; this is
fortunate, since our funds are |ow "

El ephant turned off the phone. He gul ped once or twice, then turned to ook nme in the eye. |

think it took all his strength, and if I'd waited for himto speak, | don't know what he would
have sai d.

"I gloat," | said. "I gloat. | was right; you were wong. If we'd |l anded on your forsaken
pl anet, we'd have gone up in pure light. At this tine it gives ne great pleasure to say, | Told
You So. "

He smiled weakly. "You told nme so."

"Ch, | did, | did. Time after time | said, Don't Go Near That Haunted Planet! It's Wrth Your
Life And Your Soul, | said. There Have Been Signs in the Heavens, | said, To Warn Us from This
Pl ace --"

"Al'l right, don't overdo it, you bastard. You were dead right all the way. Let's leave it at
that."

"Ckay. But there's one thing | want you to renenber."”

"I'f you don't understand it, it's dangerous."

"That's the one thing | want you to renmenber besides | Told You So."
—_—

And that should have ended it.

But it doesn't. Elephant's going back. He's got a little flag with a UN insignia, about two feet
by two feet, with spring wires to nmake it look like it's flapping in the breeze, and a solid
rocket in the handle so it'll go straight when the flag is furled. He's going to drop it on the
anti matter planet froma great height, as great as | can talk himinto.

It should make quite a bang.

And 1'mgoing along. |1've got a solidly mounted tridee camera and a contract with the bi ggest
broadcasting conpany in known space. This time |'ve got a reason for going!

GHOST: FOUR
"But he never went back," | said.

"It happens | know why," Ander said, and then the crowd drowned us out. Administration and
Structure swirled together; Entertai nment saw a chance and arrowed into the dance behind its
dol phin. The depleted fourth team Police, hung back in a nervous arc. Al the teams | ooked to be
mlling without purpose, and fromlistening to Sharrol | could guess why.

So | said, "Prey subnerged." The last of the prey turtles nust have escaped into the sand. For
the next few minutes | watched the gane with a concentration that woul d have surprised Sharrol

This was the story | was telling Ander: If | hadn't been | ed here by a wonan, why was | here? |
must | ove the gane! "There! Yellow prey!" | shouted as sand stirred. An instant |ater the gl owi ng
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mock turtle energed outside the nelee and fl apped cl ownishly toward safety. A Police sw nmer dove
to capture it, his dol phin keeping station to block for him and everyone converged too late: he
was swimm ng |ike mad, and so was the prey; he was through the yellow arch at the point of a great
angry cloud --

And that was the end. | bell owed over the crowd's roar: "D nner!"
n G.]?ll
"l mssed brunch. |I'mstarving."

| didn't want to fight the crowds trying to | eave. W crossed the slidebridge instead, this tine
in conparative quiet. The booths Iined below us were whirlpools in a surging sea of escapees.

Ander's hand was above ny el bow, conpanionably. | was a prisoner, and that was hard to ignore.
Make conversation? | asked, "Did you know there's an ice age going on Earth?"

"Sure."
"Well, | never even wondered. | did wonder why Cuba wasn't nuch hotter than None."

Ander said, "The whole planet's a web of superconductor cable. W had to restart the @Qulf Stream
five hundred years ago, and it just went fromthere. Nome inports heat; Cuba inports cold. Even
so, Earth would be pretty cold if we weren't getting so much power fromthe orbiting satellites."

"Uh huh. What are you going to do when the ice age turns off?"

"Move." Ander grinned. "Were did you go after the antimatter systenf"
"I moved in with Sharrol in Nome."

He | ooked at ne. "You? Settled down like a Gog on a rock?"

Maybe he had the right to sneer. Ander and | had toured singles nodes together on two worlds,
bl owi ng of f steam after marathon work sessions. | held ny tenper and said, "You can spend a
lifetime seeing Earth."

"Where do you want to eat?"

| said, "The Pequod Gill is good." Good and expensive, and an of fworlder would have heard of
it. Just the place a destitute B. Shaeffer mght pick if someone el se was payi ng. And nobody woul d
ask me where Sharrol was.

We had al nost reached the transfer booths. Just to pull Ander's chain, | turned suddenly into
t he phone booth to see if | could break his grip.

He pulled me back effortlessly. "Wat?"

"l thought 1'd phone and see if the Gill's full up,” | said, and renenbered. | couldn't use ny
pocket phone. It was in the wong nane.

"I"ll doit." He used a card. It took himten seconds to get a reservation. There are m stakes
you don't pay for.

We pushed into a transfer booth. He said, "So there you were, nesting --"

| said, "It was love, stet? W weren't |ockstepped ... well, we were, a little. |I didn't know
any woren on Earth. Sharrol had sone playmates, but a |ot of the nen she knew were noani ng and
clutching thenmselves." | grinned, remenbering. "Rasheed. 'Lockstepped, sure, but you can't mnean
me!' with a great dramatic wave of his arms, |ike he could have been joking. There were sone
couples we played with, but not so nuch of that, either, after a while. W tal ked about havi ng
children. Then we |ooked into it."

Ander said, "You?" | wasn't sure howto read his expression. Alittle disgust, alittle pity.
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| dialed the Pequod.

* k *

We flicked in on the roof, under a rolling curve of greenblack water. The daylight was fading.
Ander led off toward the restaurant twelve floors down. He seened to be familiar with the Pequod.
M ght even be registered here.

Test that. "I need to visit a 'cycler, Ander. Long day."

"Me, too," he said. "This way."

In the 'cycler he maneuvered hinself between me and the door, and | let him Anusing scenarios
came to mind: If | needed a booth, he could watch the door, but what if he needed a boot h? Not
that it mattered. | didn't want to escape, not until | could know | was |loose. | wanted to speak

of lost treasure.

But | needed to know how nuch he al ready knew. Wy was | here? Who had come with nme? How? How
was | surviving? | waited in the hope that he mi ght speak of those things, and of Carlos WI's
aut odoc, too.

So we didn't talk nmuch until we were settled at a table, with drinks. Ander wasn't interested in
| ocal cuisine. He ordered beef -- no inmagination. | found crew snapper on the nmenu, billed as an
order for two. Heh heh

| asked, "What happened to Greg Pelton's expedition?"

Ander said, "Antinmatter planet. The nore he thought about it, the nore he needed to know. He
kept expanding his plans until some governnent gnonme took notice. After that it just inflated.
Government projects can do that. Everyone wants in; they always think there's infinite nmoney, and
suddenly it's gone from science fiction to fantasy.

| don't even know if Pelton's still involved. The UN has probes in the system Meanwhile the
current plan calls for a base on the planet."

| laughed. "Cnh, sure!"

He grinned at ne. "Set on a netal dish in stasis, inside a roller sphere also in stasis. It is
antimatter, after all."

He wasn't making it up. He was too amused. "Civil servants |ove making plans. You can't get
caught in a mstake if you're only making plans, and it can pay your salary for life. And
shoul dn't have heard that nuch, Beowul f, nor should you. If a terrorist knew where to find
infinite masses of antimatter, things could get sticky."

"And that is why you weren't asked to ghostwite the tour guide," | surnised.
Ander smled. He said, "Back to work. You've net Qutsiders. Wuld you consider thema threat?"
"No. "

He waited. | said, "They're fragile. Superfluid heliumnetabolismand no real skeleton, | think
Any place we consider interesting, they die. But never mind that, Ander --"

"They' ve got the technology to take accel erations that would reduce you or ne to a film of
neutrons."

"Not the point. Can you tell ne why they honor contracts? They've got ships to run away from any
obligation. |I think it nust be built into their brains, Ander. They honor contracts, and they keep
their prom ses. They're trustworthy."

He nodded, in no way dissatisfied. "G ogs? Are they dangerous?"
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"Tanj straight they're dangerous."
He [aughed. "Well, finally! Kzinti?"
"Sure."

"Puppet eers. Where are they goi ng?"

"Anywhere they wast to." He kept |ooking, so | said, "C ouds of Magellan? That's not the
i nteresting question. The Qutsiders can boost a ship or a planet to near |ightspeed. Can the
puppeteers do that too? O wll they have to sumon Qutsiders to change their course?"

"And stop."
"Yeah. 1'd say they have the Qutsider drive. They bought it or they built it."
"Or they've got a research project that'll get it for them"

"I ... futz." Hire Qutsiders to push five planets up to four-fifths of |ightspeed, then try to
figure out howto slow themdown. Was that as risky as it sounded? | began to believe it wasn't.
There was not hi ng dangerous in the path of the puppeteer fleet. They had thousands of years to
sol ve the puzzle.

Ander asked again: "Are the puppeteers a threat?"
He had generated in nme a nulish urge to defend them "My honor their contracts.”
"They' re mani pul ati ve bastards, Beowul f. You know that."

"So are the ARMs. Your people have been in ny face since | reached Earth. Do you know what
Sharrol and | had to go through to have chil dren?"

"The Fertility Board turned you down, of course."
"Yeah."
"What did you do?"

"Sharrol used to play with a Carlos Wi. Carlos had an open birthright. So we worked sonet hi ng
out. Then | went traveling."

He was, fromthe ook of him learning far nore about Beowul f Shaeffer than he had ever wanted
to. He tried to stick to what he knew. "Traveling. Any contact at all with Pierson's puppeteers
during that period?"

"No. "
"Qther aliens? Aliens the puppeteers dealt w th?"

That made me smile. "I'ma celebrity anong the Kdatlyno ...

GRENDEL
There were the sounds of a passenger starship.

You | earn those sounds, and you don't forget, even after four years. They are never |oud enough
to distract, except during takeoff, and nost are too |low to hear anyway, but you don't forget, and
you wake knowi hg where you are.

There were the sensations of being al one.

A sleeper field is not a straight no-gee field; there's an inbalance that keeps you nore or |ess
centered so you don't float out the edge and fall to the floor. When your field holds two, you set
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two i nmbal ances for the distance you want, and sonehow you feel that in your muscles. You touch
fromtime to time, you and your |love, twisting in sleep. There are rustlings and the sounds of
br eat hi ng.

Nobody had touched ne this night. Nothing breathed here but ne. | was dead center in the
sl eeping field. I woke knowing | was alone, in a tiny sleeping cabin of the Argos, bound from Down
to Gunmm dgy.

And where was Sharrol ?

Sharrol was on Earth. She couldn't travel; sone people can't take space. That was hal f our
problem but it did narrowit down, and if | wanted her, | need only go to Earth and hunt her up
in a transfer-booth directory.

| didn't want to find her. Not now Qur bargain had been clear, and also inevitable; and there
are advantages to sleeping alone. I'll think of themin a nonent.

I found the field control switch. The sleeper field collapsed, letting me down easy. | clinbed
into a navy-blue falling junper, noving carefully in the narrow sl eeping cabin, started ny hair
and went out.

Margo hailed me in the hall, looking refreshingly trimand lovely in a clinging pilot's uniform
Her long, dark hair streanmed behind her, rippling, as if underwater or in freefall. "You' re just
intine. | was about to wake everyone up."

"It's only nine-thirty. You want to get |ynched?"

She laughed. "I1'Il tell themit was your idea. No, |'m serious, Bey. A nonth ago a starseed went
t hrough the Gunmidgy system |'mgoing to drop the ship out a light-nmonth away and | et everybody
wat ch. "

"Ch. That'll be nice," |I said, trying for enthusiasm "I|'ve never seen a starseed set sail."
"Il give you time to grab a good seat."

"Right. Thanks." | waved and went on, marveling at nyself. Since when have | had to work up
ent husi asn? For anyt hi ng?

Margo was Captain M Tellefsen, in charge of getting the Argos to Gumm dgy sonetinme this
evening. W'd spent many of her off-duty hours tal king shop, since the Argos resenbled the liners
| used to fly seven years ago, before ny boss, Nakanura Lines, collapsed. Margo was a bright girl,
as good a spacer as |'d been once. Her salary nmust have been good, too. That free-fall effect is
the nost difficult trick a hairdresser can attenpt. No machine can imtate it.

Expensive tastes ... | wondered why she'd left Earth. By flatlander standards she was | ovely
enough to make a fast fortune on tridee.

Maybe she just |iked space. Many do. Their eyes hold a dreamy, distant |look, a look |I'd caught
once in Margo's green eyes.

This early the I ounge held only six passengers out of the twenty-eight. One was a big biped
alien, a Kdatlyno touch scul ptor named LI oobee. The chairs were too short for him He sat on a
table, with his great flat feet brushing the floor, his huge arnms resting on horn-capped knees.

The ot her nonhumans aboard woul d have to stay in their roons. Roons 14-16-18 were joi ned and
hal f-full of water, occupied by a dolphin. H's name was Pszzzz, or Bra-a-ack, or some such
unpolite sound. Human ears couldn't catch the ultrasonic overtones of that nane, nor could a human
throat pronounce it, so he answered to Moby Dick. He was on his way to Winderl and, the Argos's
next stop. Then there were two sessile grogs in 22 and a flock of junmpin' jeepers in 24, with the
connecting door open so the Grogs could get at the junpin' jeepers, which were their food supply.
Ll oobee, the Kdatlyno touch scul ptor, had room 20.

I found Em| at the bar. He raised a thunb in greeting, dialed nme a Bl oody Marriage, and waited
in silence for ny first sip. The drink tasted good, though I'd been thinking in terns of tuna and
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eggs.

The other four passengers, eating breakfast at a nearby table, all wore the false gl ow of health
one carries out of an autodoc tank. Probably they'd been curing hangovers. But Em | al ways | ooked
heal thy, and he couldn't get drunk no natter how hard he tried. He was a Jinxian, short and wi de
and bull-strong, a top-flight conputer programrer with an intuitive knack for asking the right
guesti ons when everyone el se has been asking the wong ones and bl owi ng expensive circuits in
their iron idiots.

"So," he said.
"So," | responded, "I'lIl do you a favor. Let's go sit by the wi ndow. "
He | ooked puzzled but went.

The Argos | ounge had one picture window. It was turned off in hyperspace, so that it |ooked |ike
part of the wall, but we found it fromnmenory and sat down. Enil asked, "What's the favor?"

"This is it. Now we've got the best seats in the house. In a few nminutes everyone will be
fighting for a view because Margo's stopping the ship to show us a starseed setting sail."

"Ch? Okay, | owe you one."
"We're even. You bought ne a drink."

Em | | ooked puzzled, and | realized I'd put an edge in ny voice. As if | didn't want anyone
owing me favors. Which | didn't. But it was no excuse for being a boor

| dialed a breakfast to go with the drink: tuna fillet, eggs Florentine, and doubl e-strength
tea. The kitchen had finished delivering it when Margo spoke over the intercom as foll ows:
"Ladi es and gentl enen and other guests, we are droppi ng out sone distance from CY Aquarii so that
you may watch a starseed which set sail in the systemof Gunmidgy last nonth. | will raise the
| ounge screen in ten mnutes." dick

In nonents we were surrounded. The Kdadyno scul ptor squeezed in next to ne, spiked knees hunched
up against the lack of room the silver tip of the horn on his elbow inperiling ny eggs. Em|l
smled with one side of his mouth, and | nmade a face. But it was justice. |I'd chosen the seats

mysel f.

The wi ndow went on. Silence fell

Everyone who coul d nove was crowded around the | ounge wi ndow. The Kdadyno's horned el bow pi nned
a fold of ny sleeve to the table. I let it lie. | wasn't planning to nove, and Kdatlyno are
supposed to be touchy.

There were stars. Brighter than stars seen through atnosphere, but you get used to that.
| ooked for CY Aquarii and found a glaring white eye.

W watched it grow

Margo was giving us a slow tel escopi c expansion. The bright dot grew to a disk bright enough to
make your eyes water, and then no brighter. The eyes on a ship's hull won't transmt nore than a
certain anmount of light. The disk swelled to fill the wi ndow, and now dark areas showed beneath
the surface, splitting and di sappearing and changi ng shape and size, grow ng darker and clearer as
they rode the shock wave toward space. The core of CY Aquarii exploded every ei ghty-nine mnutes.
Each tinme the star grew whiter and brighter, while shock waves rode the explosion to the surface
Men and instrunents watched to | earn about stars.

The view swung. A curved edge of space showed, with curling hydrogen flanes tracing arcs bigger
than some suns. The star slid out of sight, and a dully glowing dot cane into view Still the view
expanded, until we saw an eggshaped object in dead center of the w ndow.

"The starseed," said Margo via intercom There was cool authority in her public-speaking voice
"This one appears to be returning to the galactic core, having presumably left its fertilized egg
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near the tip of this galactic arm Wen the egg hatches, the infant starseed will nake its own way
home across fifty thousand |ight-years of space ..."

The starseed was noving fast, straight at the sensing eye, with an inmediacy that jarred
strangely against Margo's dry | ecture voice. Suddenly |I knew what she'd done. She'd placed us
directly in the path of the starseed. If this one was typical of its brethren, it would be noving
at about point eight lights. The starseed's light inage was nmoving only one-fifth faster than the
starseed itself, and both were coming toward us. Margo had set it up so that we watched it five
times as fast as it actually happened.

Quite a showran, Margo.

"... believe that at |east sone eggs are | aunched straight outward, toward the C ouds of
Magel | an or toward the globular clusters or toward Andronmeda. Thus, the starseeds could col oni ze
ot her gal axi es and could al so prevent a popul ation explosion in this galaxy." There were pinpoints
of blue Iight around the starseed now newsnmen from Down, come to Gunmidgy to cover the event,
darting about in fusion ships. This specinmen is over a nmile in thickness and about a nmile and a
hal f in | ength.

Suddenly it hit me.

Whati nhel | was the Kdatlyno watching? Wth nothing resenbling eyes, with only his radar sense to
give formto his surroundings, he was seei ng nothing but a blank wall!

I turned. LlIoobee was watching ne.

Natural ly. Ll oobee was an artist, subsidized by his own world government, selling his touch
scul ptures to humans and kzinti so that his species would acquire interstellar noney. Finagle knew
they didn't have much else to sell yet. They' d been propertyl ess slaves before we took their world
fromthe kzinti, but now they were building industries.

He didn't look like an artist. He | ooked |like a nmonster. That brown dragon skin would have
stopped a knife. Curved silver-tipped horns marked his knees and el bows, and his huge hands, hunman
i n design, nonethel ess showed eight retractile claws at the knuckles. No silver there. They were
filed sharp and then buffed to a polished gl ow. The hands were strangler's hands, not sculptor's
hands. Hi s arns were huge even in proportion to his ten-foot height. They brushed his knees when
he stood up.

But his face gave the true nightmare touch. Eyel ess, nosel ess, marked only by a gash of a nouth
and by a goggl e-shaped region above it where the skin was stretched drumhead taut. That tynpanum
was turned toward me. LI oobee was nenorizing ny face.

| turned back as the starseed began to unfold.

It seened to take forever. The big egg fluttered; its surface grew dull and crinkly and began to
expand. It was rounding the sun now, lighted on one side, black on the other. It grew still
bi gger, becane lopsided ... and slowy, slowy the sail came free. It streamed away |like a conet's
tail, and then it filled, a silver parachute with four threadlike shrouds pointing at the sun
Where the shrouds net was a tiny knob

This is how they travel. A starseed spends nost of its time folded into a conpact egg shape,
falling through the galaxy on its own nomentum But inevitably there cone tinmes when it nust
change course. Then the sail unfolds, a silver mirror thinner than the paint on a cheap car but

t housands of miles across. A cross-shaped thickening in the material of the sail is the living
body of the starseed itself. In the knob that hangs fromthe shrouds is nmore living matter. There
are the nmuscles to control the shrouds and set the attitude of the sail, and there is the egg,

fertilized at the Core, |aunched near the galactic rim

The sail came free, and nobody breathed. The sail expanded, filled the screen, and swung toward
us. A blue-white point crossed in front of it, a newsman's shit, a candle so tiny as to be barely
visible. Now the sail was fully inflated by the light from behind, belling outward, crinped al ong
one side for attitude control
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The intercomsaid, "And that's it, |ladies and gentlenmen and other guests. W will rmake one short
hyper space hop into the system of Gummi dgy and will proceed fromthere in normal space. W will be
I anding in sixteen hours.”

There was a collective sigh. The Kdatlyno scul ptor took his horn out of ny sleeve and stood up
i mprobably erect.

And what would his next work be like? | thought of hunan faces set in expressions of sheer
wonder and grinning incredulity, muscles bunched and backs arched forward for a better view of a
flat wall. Had Ll oobee known of the starseed in advance? | thought he had.

Most of the spectators were drifting away, though the starseed still showed. My tea was icy.
We' d been watching for nearly an hour, though it felt like ten minutes.

Em| said, "How are you doing with Captain Tellefsen?"

I |1 ooked bl ank.

"You call ed her Margo a while back."

"Ch, that. I'"'mnot really trying, Eml. What would she see in a crashl ander?"

"That girl nust have hurt you pretty bad."

"What girl?"

"It shows through your skull, Bey. None of ny business, though.” He |ooked ne up and down, and
had the unconfortable feeling that ny skull really was transparent. "Wat would she see? She'd see
a crashl ander, yes. Height seven feet, weight one sixty pounds -- close enough? Wiite hair, eyes

bl ood-red. Skin darkened with tannin pills, just like the rest of us. But you nust take nore
tannin pills than anybody."

"I do. Not, as you said, that it's any of your business."
"Was it a secret?"

| had to grin at that. How do you hide the fact that you're an al bino? "No, but it's half ny
problem Do you know that the Fertility Board of Earth won't accept al binos as potential fathers?"

"Earth is hardly the place to raise children, anyway. Once a flatlander, always a flatlander."

"I fell inlove with a flatlander."
"Sorry."
"She | oved ne, too. Still does, | hope. But she couldn't |eave Earth."

"Alot of fladanders can't stand space. Sonme of them never know it. Did you want children?"
"Yeah."

In silent synpathy Em| dialed two Bloody Marriages. In silent thanks | raised the bulb in toast
and drank.

It was as neat a cleft stick as had ever caught man and wonan. Sharrol couldn't |eave Earth. On
Earth she was born, on Earth she would die, and on Earth she woul d have her children

But Earth wouldn't let me have children. No matter that forty percent of W Made It is al bino.
No matter that al binismcan be cured by a sinple supply of tannin pills, which anyone but a full-
bl ooded Maori has to take anyway if he's visiting a world with a brighter than average star. Earth
has to restrict its population, to keep it down to a confortable eighteen billion. To a flatl ander
that's confortable. So ... prevent the usel ess ones fromhaving children -- the liabilities, such
as paranoi a prones, nental deficients, crimnals, uglies, and Beowul f Shaeffer.

Em | said, "Shouldn't we be in hyperspace by now?"
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"Up to the captain,” | told him

Most of the passengers who had watched the starseed were now at tables. Sleeping cubicles induce
cl austrophobi a. Bridge ganes were form ng, reading screens were being folded out of the walls,
drinks were being served. | reached for ny Bloody Marriage and found, to ny amazenent, that it was
too heavy to pick up.

Then | fainted.

* % %

I woke up thinking, It wasn't that strong!
And everyone el se was waki ng, too.

Sorret hi ng had knocked us all out at once. Which mght nmean the ship had an unconsci ous captai n!
I left the lounge at full speed, which was a wobbly wal k.

The control -room door was open, which is bad practice. | reached to close it and changed ny m nd
because the | ock and doorknob were gone, replaced by a snmooth hole nine inches across.

Margo drooped in her chair. | patted her cheeks until she stirred.
"What happened?" she wanted to know.
"We all went to sleep together. My guess is gas. Stun guns don't work across a vacuum"

"Ch!" It was a gasp of outrage. She'd spotted the gaping hole in her control board, as snpoth
and rounded as the hole in the door. The gap where the hyperwave radi o ought to be.

"Right," | said. "W've been boarded, and we can't tell anyone about it. Now what?"

"That hole ..." She touched the rounded nmetal with her fingertips.

"Slaver disintegrator, | think. A digging tool. It projects a beamthat suppresses the charge on
the electron, so that matter tears itself apart. If that's what it was, we'll find the dust in the

air filters."

"There was a ship," said Margo. "A big one. | noticed it just after | ended the ghow. By then it
was inside the mass limt. | couldn't go into hyperspace until it left."

"I wonder how they found us." | thought of sone other good questions but |et them pass. One
let out. "What's mnissing? W'd better check."

"That's what | don't understand. W aren't carrying anything sal able! Valuable, yes. Instrunents
for the base. But hardly black-nmarket stuff." She stood up. "I'lIl have to go through the cargo
hol d. "

"Waste of tine. Where's the cargo mass neter on this hul k?"

"Ch, of course." She found it sonewhere anpong the dials. "No change. Nothing m ssing there,
unl ess they replaced whatever they took with equival ent masses."

"Way, so we woul dn't know they were here? Nuts."
"Then they didn't take anything."

"Or they took personal |uggage. The lifesystemmass nmeter won't tell us. Passengers nove around
so. You'd think they'd have the courtesy to stay put just in case sonme pirates should -- ung."

"What ?"

| tasted the idea and found it reasonable. Mdire. "Ten to one Ll oobee's mssing."
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n W] O?"

"Qur fanopus, valuabl e Kdatlyno sculptor. The third Kdatlyno in history to | eave his hone
pl anet . "

"One of the ET passengers?”
Ch, brother. | left, running.

Because LI oobee was the perfect theft. As a well-known alien artist who had been under the
protection of Earth, the ransom he could command was huge. As a hostage his value woul d be equal
No special equipnent woul d be needed; LIoobee could breathe Earth-nornmal air. Hi s body could even
use certain human food proteins and certain gaseous human anesthetics.

LI oobee wasn't in the |ounge. And his cabin was enpty.

* % %

Wth Ll oobee nmissing and with the hyperwave snashed, the Argos proceeded to Gunmi dgy at norma
speed. Normal speed was top speed; there are few good reasons to dawdle in space. It took us six
hours in hyperdrive to reach the edge of CY Aquarii's gravity well. Fromthere we had to proceed
on reaction drive and gravity drag.

Margo called Gummidgy with a com | aser as soon as we were out of hyperspace. By the tine we
| anded, the news would be ten hours old. W would land at three in the norning, ship's tine, and
at roughly noon Gunmi dgy tine.

Most of us, including ne, went to our cabins to get some sleep. An hour before planetfall | was
back in the | ounge, watching us come in.

Emil| didn't want to watch. He wanted to talk
"Have you heard? The ki dnappers called the base a couple of hours ago."

"What' d they have to say?"

"They want ten mllion stars and a contract before they turn the Kdatlyno | oose. They also --

Emil was outraged at their effrontery. "-- reminded the base that Kdatlyno don't eat what hunmans
eat. And they don't have any Kdat foodstuffs!”

"They must be crazy. Where woul d the base get ten nillion stars in time?"

"Ch, that's not the problem If the base doesn't have funds, they can borrow noney fromthe
hunting parties, |'msure. There's a group down there with their own private yacht. It's the
contract that bothers ne."

Gurmi dgy was bl ue on blue under a broken |ayer of white, with a di mnutive noon show ng behind
an arc of horizon. Very Earthlike but with none of the signs that mark Earth: no yell ow gl ow of
sprawing cities on the dark side, no tracery of broken freeways across the day. A nice-|ooking
world, fromup here. Unspoiled. No transfer booths, no good nightclubs, no tridee except old tapes
and those only on one channel. Unspoiled --

Wth only half ny m nd working on conversation, | said, "Be glad we've got contracts. O herwi se
we m ght get him back dead."

"Cbviously you don't know nuch about Kdatlyno."

"Cbviously." | was nettled.
"They' || do it, you know. They'll pay the kidnappers ten nmillion stars to give Ll oobee back, and
they'll tape an immunity contract, too. Total immunity for the kidnappers. No reprisals, no

publicity. Do you know what the Kdatlyno will think about that?"

"They'l|l be glad to have their second-best scul ptor back."
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"Best."
"Hrodenu is the best."

"I't doesn't matter. What they'll think is, they' |l wonder why we haven't taken revenge for the
insult to LI oobee. They'll wonder what we're doi ng about getting revenge. And when they finally
realize we aren't doing anything at all ..."

"Go on."

"They' Il blame the whole hunan race. You know what the kzinti wll think?"

"Who cares what the kzinti think?"

He snorted. Great. Now he had ne pegged as a chauvini st.

"Way don't you drop it?" | suggested. "W can't do anything about it. It's up to the base MPs."
"I't's up to nobody. The base MPs don't have ships."

Ri ght about then | should have accidentally bitten nmy tongue off. | didn't have that nuch sense.
I never do. Instead | said, "They don't need ships. Woever took LI oobee has to | and sonewhere."

"The nessage cane in on hyperwave. Woever sent it is circling outside the systems gravity
well."

"Whoever sent it may well be." | was showi ng off. "But whoever took Ll oobee | anded. A Kdatlyno
needs lots of room roomhe can feel. He sends out a supersonic whistle -- one tone -- all his
life, and when the echoes hit the tynmpanum above his nouth, he knows what's around him On a liner
he can feel corridors leading all around the ship. He can sense the access tubes behind walls and
the rooms and cl osets behind doors. Nothing smaller than a liner is big enough for him You don't
seriously suggest that the kidnappers borrowed a liner for the job, do you?"

"l apol ogi ze. You do seemto know sonething about Kdatlyno."
"I accept your apology. Now, the kidnappers have definitely | anded. \Were?"
"Have to be sonme rock. Gummi dgy's the only planet-sized body in the system Look down there."

| | ooked out the wi ndow. One of Gunm dgy's oceans was passi ng beneath us. The bi ggest ocean
G@unmi dgy had, it covered a third of the planet.

"Circle Sea. Round as a ten-star piece. A whale of a big asteroid nust have hit there when
Gumm dgy was passing through the system Stopped it cold, or alnost. Al the other rocks in the
system are cl ose enough to the star to be half-nolten.”

"Ckay. Could they have built their own space station? O borrowed one? Doubtful. So they nust
have | anded on Gumm dgy," | concl uded happily, and waited for the appl ause.

Emi| was slowy noddi ng his head, up, down, up, down. Suddenly he stood up. "Let's ask Captain
Tel | efsen. "

"Hold it! Ask her what?"

"Ask her how big the ship was. She saw it, didn't she? She' |l know whether it was a liner."
"Sit down. Let's wait till we're aground, then tell the MPs. Let them ask Margo."

"What for?"

Bel atedly, | was getting cautious. "Just take ny word for it, will you. Assune |'ma genius."

He gave ne a peculiar |ook, but he did sit down.
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Later, after we | anded, we favored the police with our suggestions. They'd al ready asked Margo
about the ship. It was a hell of a lot smaller than the Argos ... about the size of a big yacht.

* k% %

"They aren't trying," Em| said as we energed fromcity hall

"You can't blame them" | told him "Suppose we knew exactly where LI oobee was. Suppose that.
Then what? Should we charge in with lasers blazing and risk Ll oobee catching a stray bean®"

"Yes, we should. That's the way Kdatlyno think."
"I know, but it's not the way | think."

I couldn't see Emil's face, which was bent in thought two feet bel ow eye level. But his words
came slowy, as if he had picked themwith care. "W could find the ship that brought hi m down.
You can't hide a spaceship |landing. The gravity drag nakes waves on a spaceport indicator."”

"Granted."
"He could be right here in the base. So many ships go in and out."
"Most of the base ships don't have hyperdrive."”

"CGood. Then we can find them wherever they |anded."” He | ooked up. "What are we waiting for?
Let's go | ook at the spaceport records!”

It was a waste of tinme, but there was no talking himout of it. | tagged al ong.

* % %

The tim ng was a probl em

From where the ki dnapping took place, any ship in known space woul d take six hours to reach the
breakout Point. If it tried to go farther in hyperspace, CY Aquarii's gee well would drop it
permanently into the Blind Spot.

From breakout it had taken us ten hours to reach Gumm dgy. That was at five-gee accel eration
fusion drive and gravity drag, with four gees conpensated by the internal gee field. CY Aquari
was a hot star, and if Gunmidgy hadn't been near the edge of the system it would have been
boiling rock. Now, the fastest ship I'd ever heard of could nake twenty gees ...

"Which would take it here in five hours," said Enmil. "Total of eleven. A one-gee ship would --"

"Wuld take too long. LlIoobee would go crazy. They nust know sonet hi ng about Kdatlyno. In fact,
1"l bet they're lying about not having Kdatlyno food."

"Maybe. kay, assune they're at |east as fast as the Argos. That gives us five hours to play in.
Hmm ... ?"

"Ni neteen ships." On the tinmetable they were listed according to class. | crossed out fifteen
that didn't have hyperdrive, crossed out the Argos itself to | eave three. Crossed out the Pregnant
Banana because it was a cargo job, flown by conputer, ten gee with no internal conpensating
fields. Crossed out the Gol den Voyage, a passenger ship snmaller than the Argos, with a one-gee
drive.

"That's nice," said Enmil. "Drunkard' s Wal k. Say! Renenmber the hunting party | told you about,
with their own yacht?"

"Yeah. | know that nane."
"Well, that's the yacht. Drunkard's Wal k. What did you say?"

"Tbe owner of the yacht. Larchnont Bellamny. | met himonce, at El ephant's house."

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt (69 of 162) [1/14/03 8:12:05 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt

"Go on."

By then it was too late to bite nmy tongue, though | didn't know it yet. "Not nuch to tell
El ephant's a friend of mne, a flatlander. He's got friends all over known space. | wal ked in at
I ush hour one afternoon, and Bellany was there, with a woman named ... here she is, Tanya W] son.

She's in the same hunting party. She's Bellamy's age."
"What's Bel l anmy i ke?"

"He's three hundred years old, no kidding. He was wearing a checkerboard skin-dye job and a
shocki ng-pink Belter crest. He talked well. Od jokes, but he told themwell, and he had sone new
ones, too."

"Wul d he kidnap a Kdatl|yno?"

I had to think about that. "He might. He's no xenophobe; aliens don't nake hi m nervous, but he
doesn't like them | renenber himtelling us that we ought to wi pe out the kzinti for good and
all. He doesn't need noney, though."

"Would he do it for kicks?"

Bel  any. Pink bushy eyebrows over deep eyes. A ninmic's voice, a deadpan way of telling a story,

deadpan delivery of a punch line. I'd wondered at the tine if that was a put-on. In three hundred
years you hear the same joke so many tines, tell the same story so nany ways, change your politics
again and again to match a changi ng universe ... Was he deadpan because he didn't care anynore?

How rmuch boredom can you neet in three hundred years?

How many times can you change your norals w thout |osing themall? Bellanmy was born before a
certain Jinxian biological |aboratory produced boosterspice. He reached maturity when the organ
banks were the only key to long life, when a crimnal's life wasn't worth a paper star. He was at
draft age when the kzinti were the only known extrasolar civilization and a fearful alien threat.
Now civilization included human and nine known alien life-forms, and crimnal rehabilitation
accounted for half of all published work in biochem stry and psychot her apy.

What woul d Bellany's norals say about LI oobee? If he wouldn't kidnap a Kdatlyno, would he
"steal " one?

"You make your own guess there. | don't know Bellany that well."

"Well, it's worth checking." Jilson bent over the tinetables. "M st Denons, he landed a third of
the way around the planet! Ch, well. Let's go rent a car."

"Huh?"

"We' |l need a car." He saw he'd left ne behind. "To get to their canp. To find out if they
rescued Ll oobee. You know, the Kdadyno touch scul ptor who --"

"I get the picture. Good-bye and good luck. If they ask who sent you, for Finagle' s sake don't
mention ne."

"That won't work," Emil said firmy. "Bellany won't talk to ne. He doesn't know ne."

"Apparently | didn't nake it clear. I'Il try again. If we knew who the ki dnappers were, which we
don't, we still couldn't charge in with lasers blazing."
But he was shaking his head, left, right, left, right. "It's different now. These men have

reputations to protect, don't they? Wiat woul d happen to those reputations if all human space knew
they' d ki dnapped a Kdadyno?"

"You' re not thinking. Even if everyone on Gunmm dgy knew the truth, the pirates would sinply
change the contract. A secrecy clause enforced by nonetary penalty."

Em | slapped the table, and the walls echoed. "Are we just going to sit here while they rob us?
You're a hell of a nman to wear a hero's nane!"
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"Look, you're taking this too personally -- huh?"
"A hero's nane! Beowul f! He must be turning over in his barrow about now "
"Who' s Beowul f?"

Em | stood up, putting us eye to eye, so that | could see his utter disgust. "Beowlf was the
first epic hero in English literature. He killed nonsters bare-handed, and he did it to help
peopl e who didn't even belong to his own country. And you --" He turned away. "I'm going after
Bel | any. "

| sat there for what seened a long tine. Any tine seens |ong, when you need to make a deci sion
but can't. It probably wasn't nore than a mninute.

But Em | wasn't in sight when |I ran outside.

| shouted at the man who' d | oaned us the timetables. "Hey! Were do you go to rent a car?"
"Public rentals. Dial fourteen in the transfer booth, then walk a bl ock east."

So the base did have transfer booths. | found one, paid nmy coin, and dial ed.

CGetting to public rentals gave nme ny first chance to | ook at the base. There wasn't nuch to see.
Bui I di ngs, hal f of them seni-permanent; the base was only four years old. Apartment buil di ngs,
| aboratories, a nursery school. Overhead, the actinic pinpoint of CY Aquarii hit the weather done
and was diffused into a wide, soft white glow There were few people about, and all of them were
sanme shade of black for protection against the savage, invisible ultraviolet outside. Mst of them
had goggl es hung around their necks.

That rmuch | saw while running a block at top speed.

He was getting into a car when | canme panting up. He said, "Change your nind?"

"No, but ... hoo! ... you're going to change yours. Whew! The nood you're in, you'll fly
straight into ... Bellany's canmp and ... tell himhe's a |ousy pirate. Hyooph! Then if you're
wong, he'll ... punch you in the nose ... and if you're right, he'll either ... laugh at you or
have you ... killed."

Emi| clinbed into the car. "If you're going to argue, get in and argue there."

I got in. | had sone of ny breath back. "WII| you get it through your thick head? You' ve got
your life to lose and nothing to gain. | told you why."

"I"ve got to try, don't |1? Fasten your crash web."

| fastened ny crash web. Its strands were thin as coarse thread and not nuch stronger, but they
had saved lives. Any sharp pull on the crash web would activate the crash field, which would
enfold the pilot and protect himfrominpact.

"I'f you've still got to look for the kidnappers,"” | said, "why not do it here? There's a good
chance Ll oobee's sonmewhere on the base."

"Nuts," said Em|. He turned on the lift units, and we took off. "Bellany's yacht is the only
ship that fits."

"There's another ship that fits. The Argos."
"Put your goggles on. W' re about to go through the weather done. Wat about the Argos?"

"Think it through. There had to be soneone aboard in the first place to plant the gas bonb that
knocked us out. Wiy shouldn't that sanme person have hi dden LI oobee sonewhere, gagged or
unconsci ous, until the Argos could | and?"

"Finagl e's gonads! He could still be on the Argos! No, he couldn't; they searched the Argos."
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Emi| glared at nothing. At that nmonment we went through the weather done. CY Aquarii, which had
been a soft white patch, becane for an instant a tiny bright point of agony. Then a spot on each
I ens of ny goggles turned black and covered the sun

"We' || have to check it out later," said Emil. "But we can call city hall now and tell them one
of the ki dnappers was on the Argos."

But we couldn't. Where the car radio should have been was a square hole.

Enil smote his forehead. Wth his Jinxian strength it's a wonder he survived. "I forgot. Car
radi os won't work on Gummi dgy. You have to use a ship's comlaser and bounce the beam of f one of
the orbital stations.”

"Do we have a com | aser?"

"Do you see one? Maybe in ten years sonmeone'll think of putting comlasers in cars. Wll, we'll
have to do it later."

"That's silly. Let's do it now "

"First we check on Bellany."

"“I''mnot going."

Em | just grinned.

He was right. It had been a futile comment. | had three choices:
Fi ghting a Anxi an

CGetting out and wal ki ng hone. But we nust have gone a nile up already, and the base was far
behi nd.

Visiting Bellany, who was an old friend, and | ooking around unobtrusively while we were there.
Actually, it would have been rude not to go. Actually, it would have been silly not to at | east
drop by and say hello while we were on the sane pl anet.

Actually, | rationalize a lot.

"Do one thing for ne," | said. "Let ne do all the talking. You can be the strong, silent type
who smiles a lot."

"Ckay. What are you going to tell hinP"

"The truth. Not the whole truth, but sonme of it."

The four-hour trip passed quickly. We found cards and a score pad in a glove conpartnent. The

car blasted quietly and snmoothly through a Mach four wall of air, rising once to clear a
magni fi cent range of young nountai ns.

"Can you fly a car?"

| looked up fromny cards. "OF course." Mst people can. Every world has its wi |l derness areas,
and it's not worthwhile to spread transfer booths all through a forest, especially one that
doesn't see twenty tourists in a year. Wien you're tired of civilization, the only way to trave
is to transfer to the edge of a planetary park and then rent a car

"That's good," said Enil, "in case | get put out of action.”
"Now it's your turn to cheer ne up."
Em | cocked his head at me. "If it's any help, |I think I know how Bell any's group found the

Argos."
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"Go on."

"I't was the starseed. A lot of people nmust have known about it, including Margo. Maybe she told
sonmeone that she was stopping the ship so the passengers could get a | ook."

"Not much hel p. She had a | ot of space to stop in."

"Did she? Think about it. First, Bellamy'd have no trouble at all figuring when she'd reach the
Gunmm dgy system ™

"Right." There's only one speed in hyperdrive.

"That means Margo woul d have to stop on a certain spherical surface to catch the |ight inmage of
the starseed setting sail. Furthernore, in order to watch it happen in an hour, she had to be
right in front of the starseed. That pinpoints her exactly."

"There'd be a margin of error."

Em | shrugged. "Half a light-hour on a side. Al Bellany had to do was wait in the right place.
He had an hour to maneuver."

"Bravo," | said. There were things | didn't want himto know yet. "He could have done it that
way, all right. 1'd like to nention just one thing."

"Go ahead."

"You keep saying 'Bellany did this' and 'Bellany did that." W don't know he's guilty yet, and
Il thank you to renmenber it. Renenber that he's a friend of a friend and don't start treating
imlike a crimnal until you know he is one."

=

"All right,"” Em| said, but he didn't like it. He knew Bel |l any was a ki dnapper. He was going to
get us both killed if he didn't watch his nouth.

* k k

At the last ninute | got a break. It was only a bit of misinterpretation on Eml's part, but one
does not refuse a gift fromthe gods.

W' d crossed six or seven hundred kiloneters of veldt: blue-green grass with herds grazing at
wide intervals. The herds left a clear path, for the grass (or whatever, we hadn't seen it close
up) changed col or when cropped. Now we were comng up on a forest, but not the gl oonmy green type
of forest native to human space. It was a riot of color: patches of scarlet, green, nagenta,
yell ow. The yel |l ow patches were pol ka-dotted with deep purple.

Just this side of the forest was the hunting canp. Like a nudist at a tailors' convention, it
leapt to the eye, flagrantly alien against the blue-green veldt. A bulbous plastic canp tent the
size of a mansion dorninated the scene, creases marring its translucent surface to show where it
was partitioned into roons. A dimnutive figure sat outside the door, its head turning to foll ow
our sonic boom The yacht was sone di stance away.

The yacht was a gaily decorated playboy's space boat with a brilliant orange paint job and
garish markings in colors that clashed. Sonme of the markings seened to nmean sonet hing. Bell any,
one year ago, hadn't struck nme as the type to own such a boat. Yet there it stood, on three wide
| andi ng | egs wi th paddl e-shaped feet, its sharp nose pointed up at us.

It | ooked ridiculous. The hull was too thick and the I egs were too wide, so that the big
busi nesslike attitude jets in the nose becane a conedian's nostrils. On a slender needle with
razor-sharp swept-back airfoils that paint-job m ght have passed. But it nade the conpact, finless
Drunkard's Wal k | ook like a clown.

The canp swept under us while we were still noving at Mach two. Em| tilted the car into a wde
curve, slowing and dropping. As we tuned toward the canp for the second time, he said, "Bellany's
taking precious little pains to hide hinself. Ch, oh."
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"What ?"

"The yacht. It's not big enough. The ship Captain Tell efsen described was twi ce that size."
Agift fromthe gods. "I hadn't noticed," | said. "You're right. Well, that lets Bellany out."
"Co ahead. Tell ne I"'man idiot."

"No need. Why should | gloat over one stupid mstake? |I'd have had to nake the trip anyway,
sometime. "

Em | sighed. "I suppose that neans you'll have to see Bellamy before we go back."

"Finagle's sake, Em|I! W're here, aren't we? Ch, one thing. Let's not tell Bellany why we cane.
He nmi ght be of fended."

"And he might decide I'"'ma dolt. Correctly. Don't worry, | won't tell him"

The "grass" covering the veldt turned out to be kneehigh ferns, dry and brittle enough to
crackl e under our socks. Dark blue-green near the tips of the plants gave way to |lighter coloring
on the stalks. Small wonder the herbivores had left a trail. Small wonder if we'd seen carnivores
treadi ng that easy path.

The goggled figure in front of the canp tent was cleaning a nmercy rifle. By the time we were out
of the car, he had closed it up and loaded it with inch-long slivers of anesthetic chemical. 1'd
seen such guns before. The slivers could be fired individually or in one-second bursts of twenty,
and they dissolved instantly in anything that resenbled bl ood. One type of sliver would usually
fit all the lifeforms on a given world.

The man didn't bother to get up as we approached. Nor did he put down the gun. "Hi," he said
cheerfully. "Wat can | do for you?"

"Wwe'd like --"
"Beowul f Shaeffer?"
"Yeah. Larch Bell anmy?"

Now he got up. "Can't recogni ze anybody on this crazy world. Goggles covering half your face,
everybody the same color -- you have to go stark naked to be recogni zed, and then only the wonen
know you. Whatinhell are you doing on Gunm dgy, Bey?"

"Il tell you later. Larch, this is Enil Home. Enil, neet Larchnont Bellany."

"Pleasure," said Bellamy, grinning as if indeed it were. Then his grin tried to break into
| aughter, and he snothered it. "Let's go inside and swal | ow sonet hing wet."

"What was funny?"

"Don't be of fended, M. Honme. You and Bey do make an odd pair. | was thinking that the two of
you are like a nmediumsized beach ball standing next to a baseball bat. How did you neet?"

"On the ship," said Enil.

The canp tent had a coll apsible revolving door to hold the pressure. Inside, the tent was al npst
| uxurious, though it was all foldaway stuff. Chairs and sofas were soft, cushiony fabric surfaces,
hol di ng their shape through insulated static charges. Tables were nmenory plastic. Probably they
conpressed into small cubes for storage aboard ship. Light came fromglow strips in the fabric of
the pressurized tent. The bar was a floating portable. It came to neet us at the door, took our
orders, and passed out drinks.

"Al right," Bellany said, sprawing in an arnchair. Wen he relaxed, he relaxed totally, like a
cat. O atiger. "Bey, how did you cone to Gunm dgy? And where's Sharrol ?"
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"She can't travel in space.”

"Ch? | didn't know. That can happen to anyone." But his eyes questioned.
"She wanted children. Did you know that? She's always wanted children."
He took in ny red eyes and white hair. "I ... see. So you broke up."
"For the tine being."

H s eyes questioned.

That's not enphatic enough. There was sonething about Bellany ... He had a | ean body and a | ean
face, with a straight, sharp-edged nose and prom nent cheekbones, all setting off the dark eyes in
their deep pits beneath bl ack shaggy brows.

But there was nore to it than eyes. You can't tell a man's age by |ooking at his photo, not if
he takes boosterspice. But you can tell, to some extent, by watching himin notion. O der nmen know
where they're going before they start to nove. They don't dither, they don't waste energy, they
don't trip over their feet, and they don't bunp into things.

Bel l amy was ol d. There was a power in him and his eyes questioned.

| shrugged. "W used the best answer we had, Larch. He was a friend of ours, and his nane was
Carl os Wi. You've heard of hinP"

"Mat hematician, isn't he?"

"Yah. Al so playwight and conposer. The Fertility Board gave himan unlimted breeding |icense
when he was ei ghteen."

"That young?"

"He's a genius. As | say, he was a good friend of ours. Liked to talk about space; he had the
flatland phobia, |like Sharrol. Well, Sharrol and | made our decision, and then we went to himfor
hel p. He agreed.

"So Sharrol's married himon a two-year contract. In two years I'll go back and marry her, and
we'll raise our fam-"

"Il be dammed."

I'd been angry about it for too long, with nobody to be angry at. | flared up. "Well, what would

you have done?"

"Found anot her woman. But |'ma dirty old nman, and you're young and naive. Suppose Wi tried to
keep her."

"He won't. He's a friend; | told you. Besides, he's got nore wonen than ten of himcould handle
with that license of his."

"So you left."
"I had to. | couldn't stand it."
He was | ooking at me with sonething Iike awe. "I can't renmenber ever being in | ove that hard.

Bey, you're overdue for a drunk, and you're surrounded by friends. Shall we switch to sonething
stronger than beer?"

"I't's a good offer, but no, thanks. | didn't nean to cry on your shoulder. |'ve had ny drunk. A
week on Winderl and, drinking Vurguuz."”

"Fi nagl e's ears! Vurguuz?"
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"I said to nyself, Wiy nmess around with half neasures? said . So --"

"What does it taste |ike?"

"Li ke a hand grenade with a minted sugar casing. Like you better have a chaser ready."

Silence threatened to settle. No wonder, the way |I'd killed the conversation by spilling ny
personal problenms all over everything. | said, "So as long as | had to do sone traveling, |
thought I'd do sone people sonme favors. That's why |I'm here.”

"What ki nd of favors?"

"Well, a friend of m ne happens to be an ET taxidermist. It's a conplicated profession. | told
himl'd get himsone informati on on Gunmi dgy ani mal s and Gurmm dgy bi ochemi stry. Now that the
pl anet's open to hunters, sooner or |later people like you are going to be carting in perforated
ali en bodies."

Bel lany frowned. "I wish | could help," he said, "but | don't kill the animals | hunt. | just
shoot themfull of anesthetic so they'll hold still while | photo them The sane goes for the rest
of us."

"l see."

"Otherwise |'d offer to take you al ong one day."
"Yeah. 1'lIl do ny own research, then. Thanks for the thought."

Then, being a good host, Bellamny proceeded to work Em | into the conversation. Em| was far from
being the strong, silent type who smles a lot; in fact, we were soon |learning all about the
| at est advances in conputer technology. But he kept his word and did not nmention why we had cone.

I was grateful.

The afternoon passed swiftly. Dinnertine arrived early. Mst of the people on Gumi dgy
acconmpdate to the ei ghteen-hour day by having two neals: brunch and dinner. W accepted Bellany's
i nvitation.

Wth dinner arrived a dedicated hunter named Warren, who insisted on showi ng us photos of
everything he'd caught since his arrival. That day he'd shot a graceful animal like a white
greyhound, "but even faster," he said; a nonkey-like being with a cupped hand for throw ng rocks;
and a flower.

"A fl oner?"

"See those tooth marks on nmy boot? | had to shoot it to get it to let go. No real sport init,
but as long as |'d already shot the damm thing ..."

H's only resenblance to Bellany was this: He carried the same indefinable air of age. Now | was
sure it had nothing to dovith appearance. Perhaps it was a matter of individuality. Bellany and
Warren were individuals. They didn't push it, they didn't have to denonstrate it, but neither were
they follow ng anybody's | ead.

Warren left after dinner. Going to see how the others were doing, he said; they nmust be hot on
the trail of something or they'd have been back to eat. Not wanting to wear out our wel cone, we
sai d our good-byes and left, too. It was near sunset when we energed fromthe canp tent.

"Let ne drive,” | said.
Emi| raised his brows at ne but noved around to the passenger seat.
He did nore than raise his brows when he saw what | was doi ng.

| set the autopilot to take us back to the base and let the car fly itself until we were bel ow
the horizon. W were a nile up by then and a goodly di stance away. Wereupon | cancel ed the
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course, dipped the car nearly to ground |l evel, and swng back toward the forest. | flew al npst at
treetop level, staying well below the speed of sound.

"Tell me again," | said, "about Beowul f the hero."

"What ki nd of game are you playi ng now?"

"You thought the size of the Drunkard'a Wal k cleared Bellany, didn't you?"
"It does. It's nuch too snmall to be Captain Tellefsen's Pirate."

"So it is. But we already know there was a pirate on board the Argos."

"Ri ght."

"Let's assune it's Margo."

"The captai n?"

"Wy not ?"

"Il say this for him he got it all in one gulp. Margo to release the gas. Margo to tel
Bel | any where to neet the Argos and to hold the ship, in one place | ong enough to be net. Margo to
lie about the size of Bellany's ship.

And nme to keep Em | in the dark until now, so he wouldn't blow his |ines when he net Bellany.
He gul ped, and then he said, "It fits. But |I'd swear Bellany's innocent."
"Except for one thing. He didn't invite me to go hunting with him"

A yell ow patch of forest streaned away beneath us. The purple pol ka dots we'd seen from high up
turned out to be huge bl ossons several feet across, serviced by birds the size of storks. Then we
were over scarlet puffballs that shook in the wind of our passage. | kept us |low and slow. A car
motor is silent, but a sonic boom would nmake us more than conspi cuous.

"That's your evidence against hin? He didn't want you hunting wi th hinP"
"And he gave | ousy reasons."
"You said he hated ETs. He's a flatlander. To sone flatlanders we'd both | ook |ike ETs."

"Maybe. But the Drunkard's Walk is still the only ship that could have | anded LI oobee, and
Margo's still our best bet as the kidnapper on the Argos. Maybe the pirates could have found the
Argos by guess and hope, but they'd have a damm sight better chance with Margo working with them"

Emi| glared out through the windshield. "Wre you thinking this all the tine we were in the
canp?"

"Not until he turned down the chance to take ne hunting. Then | was pretty sure."
"You nake a first-class liar.~

I didn't know how to deny it, so | said nothing. Nonetheless, Eml was wong. If |I'd spilled ny
personal problens in Bellany's lap, if 1'd accepted his hospitality, professed friendship, drunk
his Iiquor, laughed at his jokes and made himlaugh at nmine, it was not an act. Bellany nmade you
like him and he nade you want himto |like you. And Em| woul d never understand that in my eyes
Bel | any had done nothing seriously w ong.

Six years earlier I1'd tried to steal a full-sized spacecraft, fitted nore or less for war, from
a group of Pierson's puppeteers. |'d been stopped before the plan had gotten started, but so what?
The puppeteers had been bl ackmailing nme, but again, so what? Wio says the aliens of known space
have to think we're perfect? W know we're not. Ask us!

"I"'msorry," said Em|. "Excuse ny nouth. | got you into this practically over your dead body,
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and now, when you do your best to help out, | junp on you. |I'man ungrateful ..." And what he said
then about his anatomnm c nmakeup probably wasn't true. He was married, after all. He concl uded,
"You're the boss. Now what ?"

"Depends. W don't have any evi dence yet."

"You really think Bellany's the one?"

"I really do."

"He coul d be hol di ng LI oobee anywhere. Hundreds of niles away."

"We' || never find himthinking that way. He wasn't in the canp tent. Even Bellany woul dn't have
that much nerve. If he'd been in the ship, we'd have seen the air |ock open --"

"Cl osed. "

"Open. Ll oobee couldn't sense anything through a ship's hull. In a closed ship that size he'd go
nuts."

"Ckay. "

"We know one thing that mght be hel pful. Bellany's got a disintegrator.”
"He does?"

"The holes in the Argos. You didn't see them did you."

"No. You think he m ght have dug hinself a hideout?"

"Yeah. Bellany isn't the type to let a tool like that go to waste. If he's got a slaver
disintegrator, he'll use it. It's a fine digging tool. A big roony cave would take you an hour
and even the dust would be bl own hundreds of mles. Disintegrator dust is nearly nonatonmic."

"How are you planning to find this cave?"
"Let's see if the car has a deep-radar attachnent."

It didn't. Rent-a-cars usually do on worlds where there are swanpy areas. So now we knew
@Qunmi dgy wasn't swanpy. Everything on the dash had its uses, and not one of them was sonar

"We'll have to nake a sight search,"” said Enmil. "How close are we to Bellany's canp?”
"About thirty mles."

"Well, there's a chance they won't see us." Emi|l sat forward in his chair, hands gripping his
knees. Hs smile was thin and tight. Cbviously he had something. "Take us up to ten mles. Don't
cross sonic speed until we've got lots of room "

"What can we see fromten nmiles up?"
"Assume |'ma genius."
That served ne right. | took the car up w thout quibbling.

Ten niles down was the wandering |line of the forest border, sharply denmarcated fromthe vel dt.
At this height all the magnificent colors of Gunm dgy vegetation blurred into a rich brown.

"Do you see it?"
"No. "
"Look for two nearly parallel lines," said Eml. "Alittle lighter than the rest of the forest."

"l still don't see it."
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"It shows on the veldt, too.

"Nope. Hah! Got it." Crossing the rich brown of the forest was a strip of faintly lighter
faintly nore uniformbrown. "Hard to see, though. Wat is it?"

"Dust. Blown for hundreds of mles, just |like you said. Sone of it settled on the tops of the
trees.”

So dimwas the path that it kept flickering in and out of the visible. But it was straight, with
edges that slowy converged. It crossed the veldt, too, in a strip of faintly di nmed bl ue-green
Before its edges net, the path faded out, but one could extend those edges in the nmind s eye.

| let the car fall.
Unl ess we were buil ding dream castles, Lloobee's cave nust be at the intersection

When we got too low, the dust path disappeared in the colors of forest and veldt. Bellamy's
hypot heti cal cave was half a mle into the forest. | couldn't land there for reasons involving too
many big plants and too nmany pirates. | dropped the car in a curve of the forest.

Emi | had been funbling in the back. Now he pressed sonething into ny hand and said, "Here, take
this." To ny amazenent | found nyself holding a sonic stunner.

"That's illegal!" | whispered furiously.

"Why are you whispering? Kidnapping Kdatlyno is illegal, too. W nay be glad we've got these
before we're finished."

"But where did you get police stunners?"

"Let's say sone crininal slipped theminto ny luggage. And if you'll look at the butts, you'l
see they aren't police stunners."

They'd started Iife as police stunners, but they weren't anynore. The butts were hand-carved
frombig cultured enmeral ds. Expensive. Dueling pistols?

Sure, dueling pistols. Lose a duel with one of these and you' d | ose nothing but face. | hear
nost Jinxians would rather lose an arm permanently. They were not illegal -- on Jinx.
"Remenber," said Enil, "they only knock a man out for ten minutes."

"I can run a long way in ten mnutes."

Em | | ooked ne over rather carefully. "You' ve changed. You could have driven nme straight back to
base, and |'d never have been the wiser."

"I never thought of that."
"Bah. "
"Wul d you believe |I've decided to be an epic hero? Whatever that is."

Em | shrugged and noved into the forest. | foll owed.

| wasn't about to explain nmy notives to Eml. He'd put ne in an unpl easant situation, and if he
wanted to worry about ny backing out, let himworry.

Back out? I couldn't. It was too | ate.

There had been a time when | knew not hi ng about Ll oobee's kidnappers. | m ght suspect Margo, but
I had no evidence.

Later, | could suspect Bellanmy. But | had no proof.
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But Emi| had pressured nme into confronting Bellany, and Bellany had been pressured into putting
on an act. If | quit now, Bellany would continue to think | was a fool

And when Bel |l any confronted Margo, Margo would continue to think | was a fool. That would hurt.
To have Margo and Bellany both thinking that | had been twi ce an idi ot

It wasn't Bellanmy's fault, except that he had voluntarily ki dnapped a val uabl e Kdatl yno
sculptor. It was partly nmy fault and nostly Emil's. | nmight be able to | eave Margo out of this.
But Bellamy woul d have to pay for my mistakes.

And why shouldn't he? It was his antisocial act.

The vegetation was incredibly lush, infinitely varied. Its chem stry was not that of terrain
life, but the chemcal it used for photosynthesis was simlar to chlorophyll. For billions of
years the plants of Gummi dgy had had oversupplies of ultraviolet light. The result was life in
plenty, a profusion of fungi and animals and parasites. On every branch of the magenta trees was
an orchid thing, a sessile beast waiting for its dinner to fly by. The air was full of life:
birdf ornms, insectforns, and a constant rain of dust and spores and feathery seeds and bits of | eaf
and bird dung. The soil was dry and spongy and rich, and the air was rich with oxygen and alien
snells. Somewhere in the spectrum of odors were val uabl e undi scovered perfunes.

Once we saw a flower thing like the one in Warren's photo. | found a dry branch and stuck it
down the thing's blossom and pull ed back half a branch

Again, four feet of snake flew by. Enmi| stunned it. It had two small fins near the head end, and
its hind end was a huge, leathery delta wing. Its nmouth was two-thirds back al ong the body.

Wth typical abruptness, the flowering magenta trees gave way to a field of scarlet tubing. No
branches, no | eaves; just interlocking cables, three feet thick, noving restlessly over each other
like too many snakes in a pit. They were four or five deep. Maybe they were all one single plant
or animal; we never did see a head or a tail. And we'd never have kept our footing if we'd tried
to cross.

We circled the area, staying in the magenta trees because we were getting too close to where the

hypot heti cal cave ought to be. That brought us to a small round hill surnounted by a tree that was
nmostly wandering roots. W started around the hill, and Em | gripped ny arm

| sawit. A cave nouth, snall and round, in the base of the hill. And | eaning against the dirt
sl ope of the hill was a woman with a nercy gun

"AIl right!" | whispered. "Cone on, let's get out of here!" | pulled at Em|'s arm and turned

toward freedom

It was like trying to stop a warship fromtaking off. Em| was gone, running silently toward the
cave with his gun held ready, leaving me with nunb fingers and a deep appreciation of Finagle's
first law. | swallowed a groan and started after him

On flat ground | can beat any Jinxian who ever ran the short sprint My | egs were twi ce the
length of Em|'s. But Em| noved like a waith through the alien vegetation, while | kept getting
tangled up. My long legs and arns stuck out too nuch, and | couldn't catch him

It was such a crying pity. Because we had it! W had it all, or all we were going to get. The
guarded cave was our proof. Bellanmy and his hunter friends were the ki dnappers. That know edge
woul d be a powerful bargaining point in our negotiations for the return of Lloobee, despite what
I'"d told Emil. Al we had to do now was get back to base and tell sonebody.

But | couldn't catch Eml!
| couldn't even keep up with him

A bare area fronted the cave, a triangular patch of ground bounded by two thick, sprawling roots
belonging to the treelike thing on the hill. I'd lost sight of Enmil; when | saw himagain, he was
running for the cave at full speed, and the woman with the gun was faceup in the dirt. Enmil
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reached the darkness at the nouth of the cave and di sappeared w thin.

And as he vani shed into the dark, he was unm stakably falling.

* k%

VWell, now they had Enil. Wth blazing lasers ...! Proof wasn't enough. He'd decided to bring
back LI oobee hinmsel f. Now we'd have to negotiate for the two of them

Wul d we? Bell any was back at the hunting canp. Wen he found out his nen had Em |, he'd know I
was sonewhere around. But whoever was in the cave nmight think Enil was alone. In which case they
nmght kill himright now.

| settled ny back against the tree. As a kind of afterthought | focused the dueling pistol on
the wonman and fired. |'d have to do that every ten nminutes to keep her quiet.

Eventual | y someone woul d be coming out to see why she hadn't stopped Em|.

| didn't dare try to enter the cave. Be it man or booby trap, whatever had stopped Enil would
stop ne.

Too bad the dueling pistols didn't have nore power. The craftsnmen who had carved their enerald
butts had scal ed t hem down because, after all, they would be used only to prove a point. It would
take a shopful of tools to readjust them because readjusting themto their former power would
violate Jinxian | aw. Real police stunners will knock a man out for twelve hours or nore.

| was sitting there waiting for someone to come out when | felt the prickly nunbness of a
st unner.

The sensations cane separately. First, a pull in my ankles. Then, in the calves of ny |egs.
Then, sonrething rough and crunmbly sliding under nme. Separate sensations, just above the threshold
of consci ousness, penetrating the nunbness. A sliding bunp! bunp! against the back of ny head.
Gitty sensation in the backs of ny hands, anus trailing above and behi nd nmy head.

Conclusion, arrived at after long thought: | was being dragged.

I was linp as a noodle and nearly as nunb. It was all over. Nobody had wal ked i nnocently out of
the cave. Instead, the nman in there with LI oobee had | ooked out with a heat sensor, then used his
sonic on anything that m ght possibly be the tenperature of a nan.

Thi ngs turned dark. | thought | was unconscious, but no, |I'd been dragged into the cave.

"That's a relief,"” said Bellany. Unni stakably, Bellamny.

"Bastard," said a wonman's voice. It seemed familiar: rich and fruity, with a flatlander accent
that was not quite true. Msplaced in time, probably. A dialect doesn't stay the sane forever

My eyes fell open.

Bel | any stood over ne, |ooking down with no expression. Tanya WIson sat sone di stance away,
Il ooking sullenly in my direction. The man named VWarren, standing behind her, carefully did
sonet hing to her scal p, and she w nced.

"There," said Warren, "you go back to the camp. If anyone asks --

"I was scratched by a flower bird," said Tanya. "The rest of you are out hunting. WII you
pl ease assune |'ve got a nmind."

"Don't be so damm touchy. Larch, you'd better tie themup, hadn't you?"
"You do it if you like. It's not necessary. They'll be out for hours."
Oh, really?

Tanya W1 son got up and went to the cave nouth. Before |eaving, she pulled a cord hanging at the
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side. Warren, who had followed her, pulled it again after she was gone.

The cord was attached to what | ooked like a police stunner, the sane nodel as Eml's guns. The
stunner was nounted on a board, and the board was fixed in place over the nouth of the cave, ained
downward. A booby trap. So easy.

The nunbness was gone. My problem was the opposite: It was all | could do to keep from noving. |
was stretched full-length on a rocky floor with ny heels a foot higher than ny nose and ny arns
strai ght above ny head. If | so nuch as clenched a fist

"I wonder," Bellany said, "what nade himturn agai nst ne.

"Who? Shaeffer?"

I could see four in the cave. Bellany was standing over ne; Warren was nearer the cave nouth.
The two others were near the back, near a |line of plastic crates. One was a man |'d never seen
The other -- huge and frightening in the senidark, a nonster fromman's di mest past, when denons
and supernatural beings wal ked the honeworld -- was Ll oobee. They sat silently facing each other
as if each were waiting for something.

"Yes," said Bellanmy. "Beowul f Shaeffer. He seened such a nice guy. Wiy would he go to so much
effort to get me in troubleT

"You forget, Larch."” Warren spoke with patient understanding. "They are the good guys; we are
the bad guys. A sinple sense of |aw and order --"

"Too much |law and order around, Warren. There are no nore frontiers. W sit in our one snal
area of the universe called known space, sixty light-years across, and we rot. Too much security.
Everyone wants security."

"That's Shaeffer's notive. He was backing up | aw and order."
"I don't think so. Bey's not the type."
"What type is he?"

"Lazy. A survival type, but lazy. He doesn't start to use his brain until he's in obvious, overt
trouble. But he's got pride.”

"Coul d the other one have talked himinto it?"

"l suppose so."

There was an unconfortable silence.

"Well," said Warren, "it's too bad. What'll we do with thenP"

Bel | any | ooked unhappily down at ne. He couldn't see ny eyes behind the goggles, not in the dim
cave light. "They could be found hal f-eaten. By one of those big hopping things, say. The ones
that prey on the gray plains herbivores."

"The carnivore that did it would be poisoned. It would have to be found nearby."

"Right." Bellany pondered. "It's vital that there be no evidence against us. If we tried to
square a nmurder rap in the contract, they'd chivvy our price down to nothing. You were bright to
use the sonic. A nercy needl e would have |l eft chenicals."”

A smal |, sharp rock was pressing against the side of ny neck. It itched. If I was planning to
leap to ny feet fromthis ridiculous position, I couldn't delay too |ong. Sooner or later |I'd
reach to scratch. Sooner or later Bellany or Warren woul d notice the butts of Em|'s altered
police stunners and know them for what they were.

"First we need a plains carnivore," said Warren. "Do you think we can starve it into --
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LI oobee | eapt.

He was five yards fromthe man who was guarding himat the back of the cave. The man fired
instantly, and then he screaned and tried to dodge. The Kdatlyno slamred i nto hi mand knocked hi m
sliding across the floor.

| didn't see any nore. | was running. | heard pani cky shouting and then Bellany's roar: "Relax,
you idiot. He was unconscious before he left the ground." And Warren's, "Relax, hell! Were's
Shaef f er ?"

| barely renenbered to pull the trigger cord on Bellany's booby trap. The cave entrance was | ong
and |l ow, sloping upward. | took it at a crouching run. Behind me was nmore confusion. Could the
first man through have pulled the trigger cord again? That would give ne tine | needed.

Qutside the cave | turned sharp right. The w nding, half-exposed roof was al nost Em|'s height.
I went over it like a spider nonkey and then under it, hiding under its protective bulk.

CY Aquarii was directly behind ne, mnutes fromsunset. Its white light threw a sharp bl ack
shadow al ong the side of the root.

| started crawling uphill, staying in the shadow. Two sets of pelting footsteps followed ne from
the other side of the root.

Voi ces came from below, barely audible. They didn't sound like a search in progress. Wy not? |
| ooked back and saw no pursuit. Halfway up the hill | slid out of nmy blue falling junper, tucked
it as far under the root as it would go, and went on, thinking kindly thoughts about tannin pills.
Now I'd be all but invisible if | stayed in the shadows. Al but nmy white hair.

Wiy had Ll oobee made that grandstand play? It was as if he'd read ny nind. He nust have known
there was no chance of escape for him But |1'd have had no chance without his diversion. Had he
known | was consci ous?

Coul d Kdatlyno read m nds?

At the top of the hill | stopped in a cleft between two huge roots. The magenta tree seened nuch
too small to need all that root area, but the sunlight was rich, and naybe the soil was poor. And
the roots woul d hide mne.

But where were ny pursuers?

I knew they needed ne. They couldn't dispose of Emi| until they had me. Granted that they could
find me as soon as it got dark; I'd stand out |i ke a beacon on a heat sensor. But suppose
reached the car first?

The car! Sure, that was it. Wiile | was crouching somewhere or taking a tangled trail that woul d
keep ne hidden at all tinmes, Bellamy or one of his nen was taking the shortest, straightest route
to ny car. To nove it before | could reach it.

| pounded ny head to get it working. No use. | was stymied. The cave? |1'd find guns in there,
hunti ng guns. The anesthetic slivers probably wouldn't work on human bei ngs, but they m ght be
poi sonous -- and they would certainly hurt. But no, | couldn't attack the cave. There'd be no way

around t he booby trap

But there'd be soneone in there to turn the booby trap on and off and to guard LI oobee. Anot her
on the way to the car, that made two.

The third woul d have found some high point, chosen days previously for its view of the
surroundi ngs. He'd be waiting now for a glinpse of ny snowwhite hair. | couldn't break and run
for the car.

Maybe.
And maybe the third nan had been the first to come charging after nme. And maybe he'd snatched at

the trigger cord as he passed to turn off a police stunner that was already off. And nmaybe he'd
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run through the beam
Maybe.
But if anyone reached the car, | was cooked.

I spun it over and over while handfuls of needed seconds passed ne by. There was no other way to
figure it. Tanya was back at canp. A second man was in the cave; a third was on the way to the
car. The fourth either was waiting for me to show nyself or he wasn't. | had to risk it.

| cane out fromunder the roots, running.

I'mgood at sprinting, not so good at a |long-distance run. The edge of the forest was half a
mle anay. | was wal king when | got there and blowing like a city-sized air punp. There was no
sign of anyone and no sign of the car. | stood just within the forest, sucking w nd, nerving
nyself to run out into the fern grass.

Then Bel lanmy energed to ny left. He dog-trotted fearlessly out onto the veldt, into the fern
grass, and stood | ooking around. One of Enil's sonics dangled fromone hand. He nust have known by
then that it was only a dueling pistol, but it was the only sonic he had.

He saw sonmething to his right, sonething hidden fromne by a curve of forest. He turned and
trotted toward it

I followed as best | could. Multicolored things kept tripping nme, and I didn't dare step out
into the fern grass. Bellany was going to get there first

He was examining the car when I found him The car was right out in the open, tens of yards from
any cover. Any second now he'd get in and take off.

What was he waiting for? Me?

I knelt behind a nagenta bush, dithering. Bellany was peering into the backseat. He wanted to
know just what we'd planned before he nade his nove. Every two seconds his head woul d pop up for a
I ong, slow | ook around.

A bl ack dot in the distance caught ny eye. It took me a nonent to realize that it was in the
pl astic goggles, blotting out the dot of actinic sunlight. The sun was right on the horizon

Bel | amy was opening the trunk
The sun.

| started circling. The magenta bushes offered sone cover, and | used it all. Bellany's eyes
mai nt ai ned their steady sweep, but they hadn't found ne yet.

Abruptly he slammed the trunk, circled the car to get in
| was where | wanted to be. My |ong shadow pointed straight at the car. | charged.

He | ooked up as | started. He | ooked straight at me, and then his eyes swept the curve of
forest, taking their tinme. He bent to get into the car, and then he saw ne. But his gun hand was
in the car, and | was cl ose enough. The dots on his goggles had covered nore than CY Aquarii
They' d covered my approach.

My shoul der knorked himspinning away fromthe car, and | heard a netal tick. He got up fast,
enpty- handed. No gun. He'd dropped it. | turned to look in the car, fully expecting to find it on
the floor or on the seat. It was nowhere to be seen. | | ooked back in tine to duck, and his other
hand caught nme and knocked ne away. | rolled with it and cane to ny feet.

He was standing in a rel axed boxer stance between ne and the car

"I"'mgoing to break you, Bey."
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"So you can't find the gun, either."

"I don't need it. Any nornal ten-year-old could break you in two."

"Tben come on." | dropped into boxer stance, thanking Finagle that he didn't know karate or ju-
whatsis or any of the other illegal killing nethods. Hundreds of years had passed since the usua
| aws agai nst carrying a conceal ed weapon were extended to cover special fighting nmethods, but
Bel |l any had had hundreds of years to learn. 1'd come up | ucky.

He canme toward nme, noving lightly and confidently, a flatlander in prinme condition. He nust have
felt perfectly safe. What could he have to fear froman attenuated weakling, a man born and rai sed
in W Made It's point six gee? He grinned when he was alnpst in range, and | hit himin the nouth.

My range was | onger than his.

He danced back, and | danced forward and hit himin the nose before he got his guard up. He'd
have to get used to the extra reach of my arms. But his guard was up now, and | saw no point in
punchi ng his forearns.

"You're a praying mantis," he said. "An insect. Overspecialized." And he noved in

I moved back, punching lightly, staying out of his reach. He'd have to get used to that, too.
His legs were too short. If he tried to nove forward as fast as | coul d backpedal, he wouldn't be
able to keep his guard up.

He tried anyway. | caught himone below the ribs, and his head jerked up in surprise. | wasn't
hurting himnmuch ... but he'd been expecting |love pats. Four years in Earth's one point oh gee had
put muscle on me, nuscle that didn't show along ny long bones. He tried crowding nme, and | caught
himtwice in the right eye. He tried keeping his guard intact, and that was suicide because he
couldn't reach ne at all.

| caught that eye a third time. He bellowed, |owered his head, and charged.
| ran like a thief.

I'd led himin a half circle. He never had a chance to catch ne. He reached the car just as |
sl anmed the door in his face and | ocked it.

By the tine he reached the | eft-hand door, |I had that |ocked, too, and all the w ndows up. He
was banging a rock on a wi ndow when | turned on the lift units and departed the field of battle.

He' d have to get used to ny methods of fighting, too.
As | took the car up, | saw himrunning back toward the hunting canp.

No radio. No comlaser. The base was a third of the way around the planet, and |I'd have to go
nmysel f.

| set the autopilot to take me a thousand niles north of the base, flying |ow Bellany was bound
to cone after ne with a car, and | didn't want to be found.

Conme to that, did he have a car? | hadn't seen one.
Maybe he'd use --
But that didn't bear thinking about, so | didn't.

A gl ove conpartnment held a snmall bar. Eml and | hadn't depleted it nuch on the way out. |
ordered sonething sinple and sat sipping it,

The forest disappeared behind me. | watched the endl ess plain of fern grass whi ppi ng underneat h.
Mach four is drifting with the breeze if you' re a spacerman, but try it in a car with the altitude
set for fifty yards. It wasn't frightening; it was hypnotic.
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The sun had been setting. Now it stayed just where it was, on the horizon, a little to ny left.
The ground was a blur; the sky was a frozen sphere. It was as if tine stopped.

| thought of Margo.

What an actress she woul d have made! The confusi on she'd shown after the ki dnappi ng. She hadn't
renenbered the cargo nmass neter; oh, no! She hadn't even known LI oobee was one of her passengers!
Sure she hadn't.

She'd taken ne for a fool

I had no wish to harmher. When | told the MPs about Bell any, she would not be mentioned. But
she'd know that | knew.

| wondered what had brought her into this.

Cone to that, what had brought Bellany? He couldn't need the noney that badly. Sinple kicks? Had
he wanted to strike at human-alien rel ationshi ps? The races of known space are vastly richer for
the interstellar trade. But Bellamy had lived through at |east three human-kzinti wars; he'd read
of things that |ooked |ike Lloobee in his children's books.

He was a man displaced in tine. | renenbered the way he'd said "stark naked." 1'd used a
nudi st's license nyself on Earth, not because | believed the incredible clainms for nudisnms health-
giving properties but because | was with friends who did. Conme to that, | was nude now. (Wuld

have to buy a license when | reached the base?) But Bellany had | aughed when he'd said it. Nudi sm
was funny.

I remenbered the archaisnms in his speech

Bel | any. He'd done nothing seriously wong, not until he had decided to kill Em| and ne. W
could have been friends. Now it was too late. | finished nmy drink and crunpled the cup; it
evapor at ed.

A bl ack streak on nmy goggles at the edge of ny right eye.

Miuch too late. The black blotch of Bellany's fusion flane was far to the north, passing ne.
He'd done it. He'd brought the Drunkard's V&l k

Had he seen ne?

The ship curved around toward the sun, slowed, and stopped in nmy path. It canme down ny throat. |
swerved; Bellany swerved to neet ne.

He fl ashed by overhead, and ny car, noving at Mach four, bucked under the l|ash of the sonic
boom The crash field gripped ne for an instant, then went off.

He turned and cane from behi nd.

Slaml And he was di sappearing into the blue and green and orange sunset. \Wat was he playing at?
He nust know that one touch of fusion flane would finish ne.

He could end nme any tine he pleased. The Drunkard's Wal k was noving at twi ce ny speed, and
Bell any noved it about |ike an extension of his fingers. He was playing with ne.

Agai n he turned, and again the hypersoni c boom sl apped nme down. The blur of veldt cane up at ne,
then receded. Another such might slap ne into the fern grass at Mach four

He wasn't playing. He was trying to force ne to land. My corpse was to carry no evi dence of
nmur der .

Slam And again the black blotch shrank agai nst the sunset.

It was no playboy's yacht he was flying. Such an expensive toy would have been | ong and sl ender
with a superfluous needle nose and | ow maneuverability due to its heavy angul ar novenent. The
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Drunkard's Wal k was short, with big attitude jets showing like nostrils in the stubby nose.
shoul d have known when | saw the landing | egs. Big and wi de and heavy, folded now into the hull
but when they were down, they were comcally splay-footed, with a wide reach to hold the ship on
al nost any terrain.

The playboy's flashy paint job was indirection only. The ship ..
The ship nade a wi de | oop ahead of nme and cane sl ashi ng back
| pulled back hard on the wheel

The bl ood left nmy head, and then the crash field took hold. I was in a cushioned shell, and the
crash field held nmy shape |like an exoskeleton. As | curved up to neet him Bellany cane down ny
t hroat .

Gve hima taste of his own nedici ne!
If I hadn't been hal f-loaded, |I'd never have done it.

A crash now was the |last thing Bellany wanted. It would | eave evidence not only on the car but
on the Drunkard's WAl k. But space pilots crack up nore cars. They can't get used to the idea that
in the atnosphere of a planet Mach four is fast. He nust have been doi ng Mach ei ght hinsel f.

He pulled up too | ate.

| snashed into the ship's flank at a low angle. Wthout the crash field |I'd have been hanburger
As it was, | blacked out instantly.

| woke in the nidst of a flaning naelstrom gripped in a vise that wouldn't let ne breathe, with
agony tearing at ny hands. The car was diving out of the sky at four times sonic speed, with its
aerodynamic stability smashed to hell. | could feel the terrific deceleration in ny inner ear

| tried to use the controls. Not that they woul d have worked; the ship was obviously stone dead.
But | tried it anyway, and then the pain came. My hands had been outside the crash field,
naturally; how else could | control the car? Half the joints had been dislocated in the crash.

The ground cane up, rotating. | tried to pull my hands back, but deceleration pulled ne hard
agai nst the crash web, and the crash field held. | was enbedded in gl ass.
I hit.

The car was on its nose in high fern grass. Al the plastic wi ndows had becone flying shards,
i ncluding the windshield; they littered the car. The w ndshield frame was crushed and bent. | hung
fromthe crash web, unable to unfasten it with nmy crippled hands, unable to nove even if | were
free.

And | watched the Drunkard's Walk, its fusion drive off, floating dowmn ahead of ne on its
gravity drag.

| didn't notice the anomaly then. | was dazed, and | saw what | expected to see: a spaceship
| andi ng. Bellany? He didn't see it, either, but he would have if he'd | ooked to the side when he
came down the |anding | adder

He cane down the ladder with his eyes fixed on mine and Enil's sonic in his hand. He stepped out
into the fern grass, wal ked over to the car, and peered in through the bent wi ndshield frane.

"Conme on out."
"l can't use ny hands."

"So much the better." Bellamy rested the sonic on the rimof the frane and pointed it at ny
face. Wth his other hand he reached in to unfasten the crash web and pull ne out by the arm
"Wal k," he said. "Or be dragged."
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| could wal k, barely. | could keep wal ki ng because he kept prodding the small of ny back with
t he gun.

"You' ve hel ped ne, you know. You had a car crash," he said. "You and Jilson. Then sone predators
found you."

It sounded reasonable. | kept walking.

W were halfway to the ship when | saw it. The anonaly. | said, "Bellany, what's hol ding your
ship up?”

He prodded ne. "Walk."
"Your gyros. That's what's holding the ship up."
He prodded nme without answering. | wal ked. Any norment now he'd see ..

"What the --" He'd seen it. He stared in pure amazenent, and then he ran. | stuck out a foot to
trip him lost nmy balance, and fell on ny face. Bellany passed ne without a gl ance.

One of the landing |l egs wasn't down. |'d snmashed it into the hull. He hadn't seen it on the
i ndi cators, so | nust have smashed the sensors, too. The odd thing was that we'd both missed it,
though it was the leg facing us.

The Drunkard's Wal k stood on two |legs, wildly unbal anced, |like a ballet dancer hal fway through a
| eap. Only her gyros held her nonstrous mass against gravity. Sonmewhere in her belly they nust be
spinning faster and faster ... | could hear the whine now, high-pitched, rising ..

Bel | any reached the | adder and started up. He'd have to use the steering jets now, and quickly.
Wth steering jets that size, the gyros -- which served nore or |ess the sane purpose -- nust be
small, little nmore than an afterthought.

Now was ny chance!

| struggled to nmy feet and staggered a few steps. Bellany | ooked down, then ignored ne. He'd
take care of me when he had tine. Wwere could | go? Were could | hide on this flat plain?

Sone chance. | stopped wal ki ng.
Bel  any had al nbst reached the air | ock when the ship screaned |ike a wounded god.

The gyros had taken too nmuch puni shment. That metal scream nust have been the death agony of the
mount i ngs. Bell anmy stopped. He | ooked down, and the ground was too far. He | ooked up, and there
was no tinme. Then he turned and | ooked at nme.

I read his mnd then, though I'm no tel epath.

Bey! What'Il | DO?
I had no answer for him The ship screaned, and | hit the dirt. Well, | didn't hit it; | allowed
mysel f to collapse. | was on the way down when Bellany | ooked at ne, and in the next instant the

Drunkard's Wal k spun end for end, shrieking.

The nose gouged a narrow furrow in the soil, but the |anding | egs came down hard, dug deep, and
hel d. Bellany sailed high over ny head, and | lost himin the sky. The ship poised, braced agai nst
her I anding | egs, taking spin fromher dying flywheels. Then she junped.

The landing | egs acted like springs, hurling her sonmersaulting into the air. She |anded and
junped again, scream ng, tunbling, |ike a wounded jackrabbit trying to flee the hunter. | wanted
tocry. I'd done it; | was guilty; no ship should be killed like this.

Sormrewhere in her belly the gyroscope flywheels were comng to rest in a tangle of torn netal.

The ship | anded and rolled. Bouncing. Rolling. | watched as she receded, and finally the
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Drunkard's Walk cane to rest, dead, far across the blue-green veldt.
| stood up and started wal ki ng.
| passed Bellany on the way. If you'd like to inagine what he | ooked |ike, go right ahead.
It was nearly dark when | reached the ship.

What | saw was a ship on its side, with one landing leg up. It's hard to damage hul |l netal,
especially at the | ow subsoni c speeds the Drunkard's Wal k was naki ng when she did all that
junping. | found the air | ock and clinbed in.

The |ifesystemwas a scranbled ness. Parts of it, the nbst rugged parts, were al nost intact, but
thin partitions between sections showed ragged, gapi ng holes. The flywheel nust have passed here

The autodoc was near the back. It |ooked intact, and | needed it badly to take the pain fromny
hands and put them back together. |I'd as soon have stepped into a Bandersnatch's mouth. You can
get the willies thinking about all the things that can go wong with a 'doc.

The bouncing fl ywheel hadn't reached the control cone.

Things |ighted up when |I turned on the conmunications board. | had to mani pul ate switches with
the heel of my hand. | turned on everything that |ooked like it had something to do with
communi cations, rolled all the volunme knobs to maxi num between nmy palnms, and let it go at that,
meking no attenpt to aima comlaser, talk into anything, or tap out code. If anything was working
on that board -- and sonething was delivering power, even if the nachinery to use it was danmaged --
then the base would get just the inpression | wanted themto have. Soneone was trying to
communi cate with broken equi pnent.

So | settled nyself in the control cone and snoked. Using nmy toes was | ess painful than trying
to hold a cigarette in ny fingers. | renenbered how shocked Sharrol had been the first tine she
saw ne with a cigarette between ny toes. Flatlanders are |ess than |inber

Eventual | y sonmeone cane.

* k *

| picked up the open bulb of glass that Margo had called a snifter and held it before ne,
wat ching the play of light in the red-brown fluid. It was a pleasure to use ny hands.

Twel ve hours ago they had been usel ess, swollen, and bl ackening -- |ike things | ong dead.

"To the hero's return," said Margo. Her green eyes sparkled. She raised the snifter in a toast
and drank.

"I'"ve been in a 'doc the past twelve hours," | said. "Fill ne in. Are we going to get LIl oobee
back?"

"LI oobee and your friend, too." Satisfaction was rich in her voice; she was al nost purring. "The
ki dnappers settled for a contract of ammesty and antipublicity, with a penalty of ten thousand
stars to the man who causes their names to be published anywhere in known space. Penalty to apply
to every man, worman, and child on Gunmmdgy -- you and me included. They insisted we list the
nanmes. Did you know there are half a mllion people on Gumr dgy?"

"That's a big contract."

"But they never made a tenth star. They were lucky to get what they did. Wth their ship
wr ecked, they're trapped here. Ll oobee and your friend should be arriving any ninute.

"And Bel l any's death should satisfy Kdatlyno honor.™

"Mm hm " She nodded, happy, rel axed. What an actress she could have been! How nice it would have
been to play along ..
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"I didn't kill himdeliberately," | said.

"You told ne."

"That |eaves us only one | oose end."

She | ooked up over the snifter. "Wat's that?"

"Persuading Em| to | eave you out of it.

She dropped the snifter. It hit the indoor grass rug and rolled under the coffee table while
Margo stared at ne as at a stranger. Finally she said, "You' re hard to read. How | ong have you
known?"

"Practically since your friends took LIoobee. But we weren't sure until we knew Bellany really
had him You'd |lied about his ship."

"I see." Her voice was flat, and the sparkle in her eyes was a long forgotten thing. "Em | Hone
knows. Who el se?"

"Just me. And Enmil owes ne one. Two, really."

"Well," she said. "Well." And she went to pick up the snifter. Right then, the rest of it fel
into place.

"You're old."

"You're hard to fool, Bey.

"1"ve never seen you nove like that before. It's funny; | can tell a nan's age within a few
decades, but | can't tell a wonman's. Wy don't you nove |like that all the tine?"

She | aughed. "And have everyone know I'ma crone? Not likely. So | hesitate when | nove, and
knock agai nst things occasionally, and catch ny heel on rugs ... Every wonan |earns to do that,
usual ly long after she's |l earned not to. Too much poise is a giveaway." She stood with her feet
apart, hands on her hips, challenging. Now her poise was tremendous, a shocking, glow ng dignity.
Per haps she had been an actress, so |long ago that her nost devoted admrers had died or forgotten
her. "So I'mold. Well?"

"Well, now | know why you joined the kidnappers. You and Bellany and the rest; you all think
al i ke. No persuasi on needed."

She shook her head in nock sadness. "How you sinplify. Do you really think that everyone over
two hundred and fifty is identical under the skull?

"Piet Lindstromdisliked the idea fromthe begi nning, but he needed the noney. He's been off
boosterspice for years. Warren's |loved hunting all his |life. He hadn't hunted a civilized ani na
since the kzinti wars. Tanya was in love with Larch. She'll probably try to kill you."

"And you?"

"Larch woul d have gone ahead wi thout ne. Anything could have happened. So | sawto it that | was
flying Ll oobee's ship, and | declared nyself in."

She was so damm vivid. |I'd thought she was beautiful before, but now, with the little-girl
manneri sns gone, she gl owed.

I thought of the brandy.
"You loved him too," | said.
"I"'mhis nother."

That jolted ne to ny toes. "The brandy,"” | said. "Wiat was in the brandy?"
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"Somet hing | devel oped | ong ago. Hornones, hypnotics ... a |love potion. You're going to |ove ne.
Two years fromnow |'Il abandon you like an enpty beer bulb. You won't be able to Iive w thout
me." Her smile was cruel and cold. "A fitting revenge."

"Finagle help nme!" | hadn't drunk the brandy, of course, but what the hell ... Then it
penetrated. Two years. "You know about Sharrol ?"

"Yes."
"l didn't drink the brandy."
"There's nothing in it but al cohol."

We grinned at each other across the |length of the couch. Then the ghost was between us, and
sai d, "Wat about Bell amy?"

"Larch took his chances. He knew what he was doing."

"I can't understand that." | couldn't understand why she didn't hate me. Wbrse, all ny questions
were sure to be the wong ones. | picked one that m ght be right and asked, "What was he doi ng?"

"Dying. He'd run out of things to do. He'd have taken greater and greater chances until one of
themkilled him One day |I'll reach the same point. Maybe I'Il know it in time."

"What will you do then?"
"Don't ask ne," she said with finality. | never did again
"And what will you do now?"

"I have an idea," she said carefully, watching ne. "Sharrol Janss is bearing children on Earth
for you to raise. | can't have children nyself. My ovaries have |ong since run out of ova. But is
there any reason why we shouldn't spend two years together?"

"I can't think of any. But what would you get out of it?"
"lI've never known a crashl ander."

"And you're curious."

"Yes. Don't be offended."

"I"'mnot. Your flattery has turned ny head." After all, there were two years to fill, and Margo
was | ovel y.

* k% %

I was alone on Jinx two years later, waiting for the next ship to Earth. As it turned out,
Ll oobee's | atest works were there, too, on loan to the Institute of Know edge. To the Institute |
went, to see what my prot,g, had produced.

Seei ng them was a shock

That was the first shock: that they shoul d make sense when seen. Touch sculpture is to be felt:
it has no neaning otherw se. But these were busts and statuettes. Soneone had even advi sed Ll oobee
on col or.

| | ooked cl oser.

First: a group of human statuettes, sone seated, sone standing, all staring with great intensity
at a flat pane of clear glass.

Second: a pair of heads. Human, humane, handsone, noble as all hell, but child' s play to
recogni ze nonethel ess. | touched them and they felt |ike warm human faces. My face and Em|'s.
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Third and last: a group of four, a wonman and three nmen. They showed a definite kinship with the
ape and a second adm xture of what mnust have been denon bl ood. Yet they were quite recognizable.
Three felt like human faces, though sonehow repellent. But the fourth felt horribly dead.

The ki dnappers had neglected to include Lloobee in their contract. And Ll oobee has been tal king
to newsmen, telling themall about how his | atest works had cone to be.

CGHOST: FI VE
"Can | ghost that story for you?" Ander asked. "M ght be noney in it."

"dd news. Everyone's seen Lloobee's version," | said, thinking that nmy story, even edited,
could call too nuch attention to Margo. LI oobee hadn't known of Margo's involvenent in the
ki dnapping, and | hadn't told Ander. | watched him wondering if he knew.

"I'"ve never turned on to a ... mature wonan," he said. "What's it |ike? Wiy did you break up?"

| shrugged. "It was supposed to be tenporary. It stayed that way ... didn't have to, just did.
Ander, it boggles me a little, too, Margo contracting for a two-year date the way | used to angle
for a hot weekend. Aliens scare you; do you ever worry about elderly humans?"

"They' ve | earned too nuch. They don't like change. If they could stop civilizationinits
tracks, they would."

He didn't exactly think that over; he disliked the taste, so he spit it out. "I always figure,
if youcan't lick '"em join 'em So |I've decided to get ol der. Beowul f, General Products gave you
a nunmber --"

"I take it as being for my use only."

H s eyes narrowed, but he let it slide. "But you could use it if we needed to know sonething."
"I mght ask a properly phrased question. Ander Snittarasheed, | amout of the aliens business.”
Again he let it slide. "After Margo, where?"

"Earth. | had a hell of a time getting back."

"Did you go back for Sharrol Janss?"

| stared. "Of course, for Sharrol and the children."

"Carlos Wi's children!"

| stood up, knowing it was a mistake, and so what? "I'mleaving. If you want to apol ogi ze, ny
phone is --"

"Beowul f Shaeffer, | just can't see you |osing your head over a wonman."

I lost ny breath. It was as if he'd punched ne in the belly. | sat down, but my vision was stil

grayi ng. Ander watched in amazenent. Wen ny eyes would focus again, he asked, "Wat was that
about ?"

"Not now." | couldn't breathe.

He sighed. He tapped at the nenu board. A squeezebulb popped up, and he handed it across.
found ny hand massaging ny throat, renoved it, took the bulb, and drank. Brandy and soda. Just
right.

He watched ne drink again. "Stet. Sigmund told ne how you got back to Sol system™
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"He m ght possibly have left sonething out."

"Go ahead."

THE BORDERLAND OF SOL
Three nonths on Ji nx, marooned.

| played tourist for the first couple of nonths. | never saw t he high-pressure regi ons around
the ocean because the only way down woul d have been with a safari of hunting tanks. But | travel ed
the habitable | ands on either side of the sea, the East Band civilized, the Wst Band a devel opi ng
frontier. | wandered the East End in a vacuumsuit, toured the distilleries and other vacuum
i ndustries, and stared up into the orange vastness of Primary, Jinx's big twi n brother.

| spent nost of the second nmonth between the Institute of Knowl edge and the Canel ot Hot el
Tourism had pall ed.

For me that's unusual. |I'ma born tourist. But --

Jinx's one point seven eight gravities put an unreasonable restriction on el egance and ingenuity
in architectural design. The buildings in the habitable bands all | ook alike: squat and nassive.

The East and West Ends, the vacuumregions, aren't that different fromany industrialized noon.
I never devel oped much of an interest in touring factories.

As for the ocean shorelines, the only vehicles that go there go to hunt Bandersnatchi. The
Bandersnatchi are freaks: enornous, intelligent white slugs the size of nountains. They hunt the
tanks. There are rigid restrictions to the equi pnent the tanks can carry, covenants established
bet ween nen and Bandersnatchi, so that the Bandersnatchi w n about forty percent of the duels. |
wanted no part of that.

And all mny touring had to be done in three tines the gravity of ny homeworl d.

| spent the third nonth in Sirius Mater, and nmost of that in the Camel ot Hotel, which has
gravity generators in nost of the roons. Wien | went out, | rode a floating contour couch. |
passed like an invalid anong the Jinxians, who were anused. O was that ny inagination?

I was in a hall of the Institute of Knowl edge when | cane on Carlos Wi running his fingertips
over a Kdatlyno touch scul pture.

A dark, slender man with narrow shoul ders and straight black hair, Carlos was |lithe as a nonkey
in any normal gravity, but on Jinx he used a travel couch exactly like mne. He studied the busts
with his head tilted to one side. And | studied the faniliar back, sure it couldn't be him

"Carlos, aren't you supposed to be on Earth?"
He junped. But when the couch spun around, he was grinning. "Bey! | might say the same for you."

| admitted it. "I was headed for Earth, but when all those ships started disappearing around Sol
system the captain changed his nmind and steered for Sirius. Nothing any of the passengers could
do about it. Wat about you? How are Sharrol and the kids?"

"Sharrol's fine, the kids are fine, and they're all waiting for you to cone hone." His fingers
were still trailing over the Ll oobee touch scul pture called Heroes, feeling the warm fl eshy
textures. Heroes was a nost unusual touch scul pture; there were visual as well as textura
effects. Carlos studied the two human busts, then said, "That's your face, isn't it?"

"Yeah."

"Not that you ever |ooked that good in your life. How did a Kdatlyno cone to pick Beowul f
Shaeffer as a classic hero? Was it your nane? And who's the other guy?"

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt (93 of 162) [1/14/03 8:12:06 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt

"Il tell you about it sonetime. Carlos, what are you doi ng here?"

"I ... left Earth a couple of weeks after Louis was born." He was enbarrassed. Wiy? "I haven't
been off Earth in ten years. | needed the break."
But he'd left just before |I was supposed to get hone. And ... hadn't soneone once said that

Carl os Wi had a touch of the flatland phobia? | began to understand what was wong. "Carlos, you
did Sharrol and me a val uabl e favor."

He | aughed wi thout |ooking at ne. "Men have killed other nmen for such favors. | thought it was
tactful ... to be gone when you cane hone."

Now | knew. Carlos was here because the Fertility Board on Earth would not favor me with a
parent hood | i cense.

You can't really blame the Board for using any excuse at all to reduce the nunmber of producing
parents. | am an al bino. Sharrol and | wanted each other, but we both wanted children, and Sharro
can't leave Earth. She has the flatland phobia, the fear of strange air and altered days and
changed gravity and bl ack sky beneath her feet.

The only solution we'd found had been to ask a good friend to help.

Carlos Wi is a registered genius with an incredible resistance to disease and injury. He carries
an unlinted parenthood |icense, one of sixty-odd anbng Earth's eighteen billion people. He gets
simlar offers every week ... but he is a good friend, and he'd agreed. In the last two years
Sharrol and Carlos had had two children, who were now waiting on Earth for me to becone their
f at her.

| felt only gratitude for what he'd done for us. "I forgive you your odd ideas on tact," | said
magnani mously. "Now. As long as we're stuck on Jinx, may | show you around? |'ve nmet sone
interesting people.”

"You al ways do." He hesitated, then, "I'mnot actually stuck on Jinx. |'ve been offered a ride
hone. | may be able to get you in on it."

"Ch, really? | didn't think there were any ships going to Sol systemthese days. O |eaving."
"This ship belongs to a government nman. Ever heard of a Signund Ausfaller?”

"That sounds vaguely ... Wait! Stop! The last tinme | saw Signmund Ausfaller, he had just put a
bonb aboard ny ship!"

Carlos blinked at nme. "You're kidding."
"I"mnot."

"Sigmund Ausfaller is in the Bureau of Alien Affairs. Bonbing spacecraft isn't one of his
functions. ™"

"Maybe he was off duty," | said viciously.

"Well, it doesn't really sound like you'd want to share a spacecraft cabin with him Maybe --

But 1'd thought of something el se, and now there just wasn't any way out of it. "No, let's neet
him Were do we find hinP"

"The bar of the Canelot," said Carl os.

* % %

Recl i ning luxuriously on our travel couches, we slid on air cushions through Sirius Mater. The
orange trees that lined the wal ks were foreshortened by gravity; their trunks were thick cones,
and the oranges on the branches were not nuch bigger than Ping-Pong balls.
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Their world had altered them even as our worlds have altered you and ne. And under ground
civilization and point six gravities have made of me a pale stick figure of a man, tall and
attenuat ed. The Jinxi ans we passed were short and wi de, designed |Iike bricks, nmen and wonmen bot h.
Anong them the occasional offworl der seened as shockingly different as a Kdatlyno or a Pierson's
puppet eer.

And so we cane to the Canel ot.

The Canelot is a low, two-story structure that sprawls like a cubistic octopus across severa
acres of downtown Sirius Mater. Most offworlders stay here for the gravity control in the roons
and corridors and for access to the Institute of Know edge, the finest nmuseum and research conpl ex
i n human space

The Canel ot Bar carries one Earth gravity throughout. We |left our travel couches in the
vesti bul e and wal ked in like nmen. Jinxians were wal king in |ike bouncing rubber bricks, with big
happy grins on their wi de faces. Jinxians |love low gravity. A good many migrate to other worlds.

W spotted Ausfaller easily: a rounded, noon-faced flatlander with thick, dark wavy hair and a
thin bl ack nmustache. He stood as we approached. "Beowulf Shaeffer!" he beanmed. "How good to see
you again! | believe it has been eight years or thereabouts. How have you been?"

"I lived," | told him
Carl os rubbed his hands together briskly. "Signmund! Wiy did you bonb Bey's ship?"

Ausfaller blinked in surprise. "Did he tell you it was his ship? It wasn't. He was thinking of
stealing it. | reasoned that he would not steal a ship with a hidden tine bonb aboard."”

"But how did you conme into it?" Carlos slid into the booth beside him "You re not police.
You're in the Extremely Foreign Rel ati ons Bureau."

"The ship belonged to General Products Corporation, which is owned by Pierson's puppeteers, not
human bei ngs. "

Carlos turned on nme. "Bey! Shanme on you."

"Damm it! They were trying to blackmail ne into a suicide mssion! And Ausfaller let them get
away with it! And that's the |east convincing exhibition of tact |I've ever seen!"”

"Good thing they soundproof these booths," said Carlos. "Let's order."

Soundproofing field or not, people were staring. | sat down. \Wen our drinks cane, | drank
deeply. Wiy had | nentioned the bonb at all?

Ausfal |l er was saying, "Well, Carlos, have you changed your mnd about coming with ne?"

"Yes, if | can take a friend."

Ausfal l er frowned and | ooked at ne. "You wish to reach Earth, too?"

I'"d nmade up ny mind. "I don't think so. In fact, I'd like to talk you out of taking Carlos."

Carlos said, "Hey!"

| overrode him "Ausfaller, do you know who Carlos is? He had an unlimted parenthood |icense at
the age of eighteen. Eighteen! | don't mnd you risking your own life; in fact, | |ove the idea.
But his?"

"I't's not that big a risk!" Carlos snapped.

"Yeah? What has Ausfaller got that eight other ships didn't have?"

"Two things," Ausfaller said patiently. "One is that we will be incom ng. Six of the eight ships
that vani shed were [ eaving Sol system If there are pirates around Sol, they nust find it rnuch
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easier to |l ocate an outgoing ship."

"They caught two inconming. Two ships, fifty crew nenbers and passengers, gone. Poof!"

"They woul d not take ne so easily," Ausfaller boasted. "The Hobo Kelly is deceptive. It seens to
be a cargo and passenger ship, but it is a warship, arnmed and capable of thirty gees accel eration
In normal space we can run fromanything we can't fight. W are assuming pirates, are we not?
Pirates would insist on robbing a ship before they destroy it."

I was intrigued. "Why? Why a di sgui sed warshi p? Are you hoping you'll be attacked?"

"If there are actually pirates, yes, | hope to be attacked. But not when entering Sol system W
plan a substitution. A quite ordinary cargo craft will land on Earth, take on cargo of sone val ue
and depart for Winderland on a straight-line course. My ship will replace it before it has passed
through the asteroids. So you see, there is no risk of losing M. W/'s precious genes."

Palnms flat to the table, arns straight, Carlos stood | oomng over us. "Diffidently | raise the
point that they are my futzy genes and I'll do what | futzy please with them Bey, |'ve already
had ny share of children, and yours, too!"

"Peace, Carlos. | didn't nmean to step on any of your inalienable rights." | turned to Ausfaller.
"I still don't see why these di sappearing ships should interest the Extrenely Foreign Relations
Bureau. "

"There were alien passengers aboard sonme of the ships."
" d.]. n

"And we have wondered if the pirates thenselves are aliens. Certainly they have a techni que not
known to humanity. O six outgoing ships, five vanished after reporting that they were about to
enter hyperdrive."

| whistled. "They can precipitate a ship out of hyperdrive? That's inpossible. Isn't it?
Carl os?"

Carlos's mouth twisted. "Not if it's being done. But | don't understand the principle. If the
shi ps were just disappearing, that'd be different. Any ship does that if it goes too deep into a
gravity well on hyperdrive."

"Then ... maybe it isn't pirates at all. Carlos, could there be living beings in hyperspace,
actual ly eating the ships?"

"For all of ne, there could. |I don't know everything, Bey, contrary to popul ar opinion." But
after a mnute heshook his head. "I don't buy it. | might buy an uncharted nass on the fringes of
Sol system Ships that came too near in hyperdrive would di sappear.”

"No," said Ausfaller. "No single nmass coul d have caused all of the disappearances. Charter or
not, a planet is bounded by gravity and inertia. W ran conputer simulations. It would have taken
at least three | arge masses, all unknown, all noving into heavy trade routes sinultaneously."”

"How | arge? Mars size or better?"

"So you have been thinking about this, too.

Carlos smiled. "Yeah. It may sound inpossible, but it isn't. It's only inprobable. There are
unbel i evabl e amobunts of garbage out there beyond Neptune. Four known planets and endl ess chunks of
i ce and stone and nickel-iron."

"Still, it is nost inprobable.”

Carl os nodded. A silence fell

I was still thinking about nonsters in hyperspace. The |ovely thing about that hypothesis was
that you couldn't even estimate a probability. W knew too little.
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Humani ty has been using hyperdrive for alnost four hundred years now. Few shi ps have di sappeared
in that tine, except during wars. Now ei ght ships in ten nonths, all around Sol system

Suppose one hyperspace beast had di scovered ships in this region, say during one of the Man-Kzin
Wars? He'd gone to get his friends. Now they were preying around Sol system The flow of ships
around Sol is greater than that around any three colony stars. But if nbre nonsters cane, they'd
surely have to nove on to the other col onies.

I couldn't inmagine a defense agai nst such things. W mght have to give up interstellar travel
Ausfaller said, "I would be glad if you woul d change your mind and come with us, M. Shaeffer."
"Un? Are you sure you want nme on the same ship with you?"

"Ch, enmphatically! How else may | be sure that you have not hidden a bonb aboard?" Ausfaller
| aughed. "Also, we can use a qualified pilot. Finally, | would Iike the chance to pick your brain
Beowul f Shaeffer. You have an odd facility for doing ny job for ne."

"What do you nean by that?"

"CGeneral Products used blackmail in persuading you to do a close orbit around a neutron star
You | earned sonet hi ng about their homeworld -- we still do not know what it was -- and bl ackmail ed
t hem back. We know that bl ackmail contracts are a nornmal part of puppeteer business practice. You
earned their respect. You have dealt with them since. You have dealt also with Qutsiders w thout
friction. But it was your handling of the LI oobee kidnapping that | found inpressive."

Carlos was sitting at attention. | hadn't had a chance to tell himabout that one yet. | grinned
and said, "I'mproud of that nyself."

"Well, you should be. You did nore than retrieve known space's top Kdatlyno touch scul ptor: you
did it with honor, killing one of their nunmber and | eaving LI oobee free to pursue the others with

publicity. Gtherw se the Kdatlyno woul d have been annoyed."

Hel pi ng Si gnund Ausfaller had been the farthest thing fromny thoughts for these past eight
years, yet suddenly | felt damm good. Maybe it was the way Carlos was listening. It takes a lot to
i mpress Carl os Wi.

Carlos said, "If you thought it was pirates, you'd conme along, wouldn't you, Bey? After all
they probably can't find incom ng ships."

"Sure."
"And you don't really believe in hyperspace nonsters."

| hedged. "Not if | hear a better explanation. The thing is, I'"'mnot sure | believe in
supert echnol ogi cal pirates, either. Wat about those wandering masses?"

Carlos pursed his lips, said, "Al'l right. The solar system has a good nunber of planets -- at
| east a dozen so far discovered, four of them outside the major singularity around Sol ."

"And not including Pluto?"

"No, we think of Pluto as a | oose noon of Neptune. It runs Neptune, Persephone, Caina, Antenora,
Ptol emrea, in order of distance fromthe sun. And the orbits aren't flat to the plane of the
system Persephone is tilted at 120 degrees to the systemand retrograde. If they find another
pl anet out there, they'll call it Judecca."

n W1y?ll

"Hel | . The four innermost divisions of Dante's hell. They forma great ice plain with sinners
frozen into it."

"Stick to the point," said Ausfaller
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"Start with the conetary halo,"” Carlos told ne. "It's very thin: about one conet per spherica
volume of the Earth's orbit. Mass is denser going inward: a few planets, sone inner conets, sone
chunks of ice and rock, all in skewed orbits and still spread pretty thin. |Inside Neptune there

are lots of planets and asteroids and nore flattening of orbits to conformwith Sol's rotation
Qut si de Neptune space is vast and enpty. There could be uncharted planets. Singularities to
swal | ow ships."

Ausfal l er was indignant. "But for three to nove into nain trade |anes simnultaneously?"
"I't's not inpossible, Signund. "

"The probability --"

"Infinitesimal, right. Bey, it's danmm near inpossible. Any sane man woul d assunme pirates."

It had been a long tinme since | had seen Sharrol. | was sorely tenpted. "Ausfaller, have you
traced the sale of any of the |oot? Have you gotten any ransom notes?" Convince ne!

Ausfal l er threw back his head and | aughed.
"What's funny?"

"W have hundreds of ransom notes. Any nental deficient can wite a ransom note, and these

di sappearances have had a good deal of publicity. The demands were a fakes. | wi sh one or another
had been genuine. A son of the Patriarch of Kzin was aboard Wayfarer when she di sappeared. As for
Il oot -- hmm There has been a fall in the black market prices of boosterspice and gem woods.

O herwi se--2' He shrugged. "There has been no sign of the Barr originals or the Mdas Rock or any
of the nore conspicuous treasures aboard the mi ssing ships.”

"Then you don't know one way or another."

"No. WII you go with us?"

"I haven't decided yet. Wen are you | eavi ng?"

They' d be taking off tonorrow norning fromthe East End. That gave ne time to make up ny nind.

After dinner | went back to ny room feeling depressed. Carlos was going, that was clear enough
Hardly my fault ... but he was here on Jinx because he'd done ne and Sharrol a large favor. If he
was killed going hone ...

A tape from Sharrol was waiting in my room There were pictures of the children, Tanya and
Louis, and shots of the apartnent she'd found us in the Twin Peaks arcol ogy, and much nore.

I ran through it three tines. Then | called Ausfaller's room It had been just too futzy I|ong.

* k%

| circled Jinx once on the way out. |'ve always done that, even back when | was flying for
Nakamura Lines, and no passenger has ever objected.

Jinx is the close noon of a gas giant planet nore massive then Jupiter and smaller than Jupiter
because its core has been conpressed to degenerate matter. A billion years ago Jinx and Prinmary
were even cl oser, before tidal drag noved themapart. This sane tidal force had earlier |ocked
Jinx's rotation to Primary and forced the noon into an egg shape, a prolate spheroid. Wen the
moon noved outward, its shape becane nore nearly spherical, but the cold rock surface resisted
change.

That is why the ocean of Jinx rings its waist, beneath an atnosphere too conpressed and too hot
to breathe, whereas the points nearest to and farthest fromPrimary, the East and Wst Ends,
actually rise out of the atnosphere.

From space Jinx | ooks |ike God's Om Easter Egg: the Ends bone white tinged with yellow, then
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the brighter glare fromrings of glittering ice fields at the limts of the atnosphere, then the
varying blues of an Earthlike world, increasingly overlaid with the white frosting of cloud as the
eyes nove inward, until the waist of the planet-nmoon is girdled with pure white. The ocean never
shows at all.

| took us once around and out.

Sirius has its own share of floating mscellaneous matter cluttering the path to interstellar
space. | stayed at the controls for nost of five days for that reason and because | wanted to get
the feel of an unfamliar ship.

Hobo Kelly was a belly-landing job, three hundred feet |ong, of triangular cross section
Beneath an uptilted, forward-thrusting nose were big clanmshell doors for cargo. She had adequate
belly jets, and a nuch larger fusion nmotor at the tail, and a line of wi ndows indicating cabins.
Certainly she | ooked harm ess enough, and certainly there was deception involved. The cabin should
have held forty or fifty, but there was roomonly for four. The rest of what shoul d have been
cabin space was only wi ndows wi th hol ograph projections in them

The drive ran sure and snmooth up to a maxinumat ten gravities: not a lot for a ship designed to
haul massive cargo. The cabin gravity held without putting out nore than a fraction of its power.
When Jinx and Primary were invisible against the stars, when Sirius was so distant that | could
| ook directly at it, |I turned to the hidden control panel Ausfaller had unlocked for ne. Ausfaller
woke up, found nme doing that, and began show ng ne which did what.

He had a big X-ray | aser and sonme snmaller |aser cannon set for different frequencies. He had
four self-guided fusion bonbs. He had a tel escope so good that the ostensible ship's tel escope was
only a finder for it. He had deep radar

And none of it showed beyond the discol ored hull

Ausfal l er was armed for Bandersnatchi. | felt mixed enptions. it seemed we could fight anything
and run fromit, too. But what kind of eneny was he expecting?

An through those four weeks in hyperdrive, while we drove through the Blind Spot at three days
to the light-year, the topic of the ship eaters reared its disturbing head.

Oh, we spoke of other things: of nusic and art and of the |latest techniques in animation, the
computer prograns that |et you make your own holo flicks alnost for |unch noney. W told stories.
| told Carlos why the Kdatlyno LI oobee had nade busts of ne and Enmil Home. | spoke of the only

time the Pierson's Puppeteers had ever paid off the guarantee on a General Products hull, after
the supposedly indestructible hull had been destroyed by antimatter. Ausfaller had sonme good ones
a lot nore stories than he was allowed to tell, | gathered, fromthe way he had to search his

menory every tine.
But we kept conming back to the ship eaters.
"It boils down to three possibilities," |I decided. "Kzinti, puppeteers, and humans."
Carl os guffawed. "Puppeteers? Puppeteers woul dn't have the guts!"

"I threw themin because they m ght have sone interest in manipulating the interstellar stock
mar ket . Look, our hypothetical pirates have set up an enbargo, cutting Sol Systemoff fromthe
outside world. The puppeteers have the capital to take advantage of what that does to the narket.
And they need noney. For their mgration."

"The puppeteers are phil osophical cowards.”

"That's right. They wouldn't risk robbing the ships or coning anywhere near them Suppose they
can make them di sappear from a di stance?"

Carlos wasn't laughing now "That's easier than dropping themout of hyperspace to rob them It
woul dn't take nore than a great big gravity generator ... and we've never known the linmts of
puppet eer technol ogy."
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Ausfal | er asked, "You think this is possible?"

"Just barely. The same goes for the kzinti. The kzinti are ferocious enough. Trouble is, if we
ever | earned they were preying on our ships, we'd raise pluperfect hell. The kzinti know that, and
they know we can beat them Took them | ong enough, but they |earned.”

"So you think it's humans," said Carl os.

"Yeah. If it's pirates.”

The piracy theory still |ooked shaky. Spectrumtel escopes had not even found concentrations of
ship's netals in the space where they have vani shed. Wuld pirates steal the whole ship? If the
hyperdrive nmotor was still intact after the attack, the rifled ship could be | aunched into

infinity, but could pirates count on that happening eight tines out of eight?
And none of the mssing ships had called for help via hyperwave.

I'd never believed pirates. Space pirates have existed, but they died w thout successors.
Intercepting a spacecraft was too difficult. They couldn't make it pay.

* k%

Ships fly thenselves in hyperdrive. All a pilot need do is watch for green radial lines in the
mass-sensor. But he has to do that frequently, because the mass sensor is a psionic device; it
must be watched by a m nd, not another nachine.

As the narrow green |ine that marked Sol grew | onger, | becane abnormally conscious of the
debris around Sol System | spent the | ast twelve hours of the flight at the controls, chain-
smoking with ny feet. | should add that | do that normally when | want both hands free, but now I
did it to annoy Ausfaller. 1'd seen the way his eyes bugged the first time he saw nme take a drag

froma cigarette between ny toes. Flatlanders are | ess than |inber

Carlos and Ausfaller shared the control roomwi th ne as we penetrated Sol's conmetary hal o. They
were relieved to be nearing the end of a long trip. | was nervous. "Carlos, just how | arge a nass
would it take to nake us di sappear?"

"Pl anet size, Mars and up. Beyond that it depends on how cl ose you get and how dense it is. If
it's dense enough, it can be |less nmassive and still flip you out of the universe. But you'd see it
in the mass sensor."

"Only for an instant ... and not then, if it's turned off. Wat if someone turned on a giant
gravity generator as we went past?"

"For what? They couldn't rob the ship. Were's their profit?"
"Stocks. "

But Ausfaller was shaking his head. "The expense of such an operation woul d be enornous. No
group of pirates would have enough additional capital on hand to nake it worthwhile. O the
puppeteers | might believe it."

Hel I, he was right. No hunman that wealthy would need to turn pirate.

The long green line marking Sol was al nost touching the surface of the mass sensor. | said,
"Breakout in ten mnutes."”

And the ship lurched savagely.

"Strap down!" | yelled, and glanced at the hyperdrive nonitors. The nbtor was draw ng no power,
and the rest of the dials were going bananas.

| activated the windows. 1'd kept themturned off in byperspace | est ny fladander passengers go
mad wat ching the Blind Spot. The screens cane on, and | saw stars. W were in normal space.
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"Futz! They got us anyway." Carlos sounded neither frightened nor angry, but awed.

As | raised the hidden panel Ausfaller cried, "Wait!" | ignored him | threw the red switch
and Hobo Kelly lurched again as her belly blew off.

Ausfal | er began cursing in some dead flatl ander | anguage.

Now two-thirds of Hobo Kelly receded, slowy turning. Wiat was |eft nust show as what she was: a

No. 2 General Products hull, puppeteer-built, a slender transparent spear three hundred feet |ong
and twenty feet wide, with instrunents of war clustered al ong what was now her belly. Screens that
had been blank cane to life. And I it the main drive and ran it up to full power.

Ausfal | er spoke in rage and venom "Shaeffer, you idiot, you coward! W run w thout know ng what
we run from Now they know exactly what we are. What chance that they will follow us now? This
ship was built for a specific purpose, and you have ruined it!"

"I'"ve freed your special instrunents," | pointed out. "Wy don't you see what you can find?"
Meanwhile | could get us the futz out of here.

Ausfal |l er becane very busy. | watched what he was getting on screens at ny side of the contro
panel . Was anything chasing us? They'd find us hard to catch and harder to digest. They could
hardl y have been expecting a General Products hull. Since the puppeteers stopped maki ng them the
price of used GP hulls has gone out of sight.

There were ships out there. Ausfaller got a close-up of them three space tugs of the Belter
type, shaped like thick saucers, equipped with oversized drives and powerful electromagnetic
generators. Belters use themto tug nickel-iron asteroids to where sonebody wants the ore. Wth
t hose heavy drives they could probably catch us, but would they have adequate cabin gravity?

They weren't trying. They seened to be neither follow ng nor fleeing. And they | ooked harnl ess
enough.

But Ausfaller was doing a job on themwi th his other instrunents. | approved. Hobo Kelly had
| ooked peaceful enough a nonent ago. Now her belly bristled with weaponry. The tugs could be
equal |y decepti ve.

From behi nd ne Carl os asked, "Bey? What happened?”
"How the futz would | know?"
"What do the instruments show?"

He rmust nean the hyperdrive conplex. A couple of the indicators had gone wild; five nore were

dead. | said so. "And the drive's drawing no power at all. |I've never heard of anything like this.
Carlos, it's still theoretically inpossible."
"I"'m... not so sure of that. | want to | ook at the drive."

"The access tubes don't have cabin gravity."

Ausfal | er had abandoned the receding tugs. He'd found what | ooked to be a |large conet, a ball of
frozen gases a good distance to the side. | watched as he ran the deep radar over it. No fleet of
robber ships lurked behind it.

| asked, "Did you deep-radar the tugs?"

"OfF course. W can exanine the tapes in detail later. | saw nothing. And nothing has attacked us
since we | eft hyperspace.”

I'"d been driving us in a randomdirection. Now | turned us toward Sol, the brightest star in the
heavens. Those lost ten mnutes in hyperspace woul d add about three days to our voyage.

"I'f there was an eneny, you frightened himaway. Shaeffer, this nmission and this ship have cost
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my departnment an enornous sum and we have | earned nothing at all."

"Not quite nothing," said Carlos. "I still want to see the hyperdrive notor. Bey, would you run
us down to one gee?"

"Yeah. But ... mracles nake ne nervous, Carlos."
"Join the club."”

* k% %

We crawl ed al ong an access tube just a little bigger than a big nman's shoul ders, between the
hyperdri ve notor housing and the surrounding fuel fivikage. Carlos reached an i nspection w ndow.
He | ooked in. He started to | augh

I inquired as to what was so futzy funny.
Still chording, Carlos noved on. | crawl ed after himand | ooked in.
There was no hyperdrive notor in the hyperdrive notor housing.

I went in through a repair hatch and stood in the cylindrical housing, |ooking about ne.
Not hi ng. Not even an exit hole. The superconducting cables and the mounts for the notor had been
sheared so cleanly that the cut ends |ooked like little mrrors.

Ausfaller insisted on seeing for hinself. Carlos and | waited in the control room For a while
Carl os kept bursting into fits of giggles. Then he got a dreany, faraway | ook that was even nore
annoyi ng.

I wondered what was going on in his head and reached the unconfortable conclusion that | could
never know. Some years ago | took 1Q tests, hoping to get a parenthood |icense that way. | am not
a geni us.

| knew only that Carlos had thought of sonething | hadn't, and he wasn't telling, and | was too
proud to ask.

Ausfal l er had no pride. He came back | ooking |ike he'd seen a ghost. "Gone! Were could it go?
How coul d it happen?"

"That | can answer,"” Carlos said happily. "It takes an extrenmely high gravity gradient. The
motor hit that, wapped space around itself, and took off at sone higher |evel of hyperdrive, one
we can't reach. By nowit could be well on its way to the edge of the universe."

| said, "You're sure, huh? An hour ago there wasn't a theory to cover any of this."

"Well, I"msure our notor's gone. Beyond that it gets a little hazy. But this is one well-
establ i shed nodel of what happens when a ship hits a singularity. At a |ower gravity gradient the
nmotor woul d take the whole ship with it, then strew atons of the ship along its path till there
was nothing left but the hyperdrive field itself."

n Lbh. n

Now Carl os burned with the [ove of an idea. "Signund, | want to use your hyperwave. | could
still be wong, but there are things we can check."

"If we are still within the singularity of sonme nass, the hyperwave will destroy itself."

"Yeah. | think it's worth the risk."

We' d dropped out, or been knocked out, ten minutes short of the singularity around Sol. That
added up to sixteen light-hours of normal space, plus alnost five light-hours fromthe edge of the
singularity inward to Earth. Fortunately, hyperwave is instantaneous, and every civilized system
keeps a hyperwave relay station just oumide the singularity. Southworth Station would relay our
message inward by |aser, get the return nessage the sane way, and pass it on to us ten hours
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| ater.
We turned on the hyperwave, and not hi ng expl oded.

Ausfaller made his own call first, to Ceres, to get the registry of the tugs we'd spotted.
Afterward Carl os call ed El ephant's conmputer setup in New York, using a code nunber El ephant
doesn't give to nmany people. "I'Il pay himback |ater. Maybe with a story to go with it," he
gl oat ed.

I listened as Carlos outlined his needs. He wanted full records on a neteorite that had touched
down in Tunguska, Siberia, USSR, Earth, in 1908 A.D. He wanted a reprise on three nodels of the
origin of the universe or |ack of sanme: the big bang, the cyclic universe, and the steady state
uni verse. He wanted data on collapsars. He wanted nanes, career outlines, and addresses for the
best known students of gravitational phenonena in Sol system He was smiling when he clicked off.

| said, "You got me. | haven't the renotest idea what you're after."
Still smiling, Carlos got up and went to his cabin to catch sonme sl eep

| turned off the main thrust nmotor entirely. When we were deep in Sol system we could
decelerate at thirty gravities. Meanwhile we were carrying a hefty velocity picked up on our way
out of Sirius system

Ausfal l er stayed in the control room Mybe his notive was the same as nmine. No police ships out
here. W could still be attacked.

He spent the tinme going through his pictures of the three mning tugs. W didn't talk, but |
wat ched.

The tugs seened ordi nary enough. Tel escopi ¢ photos showed no suspicious breaks in the hulls, no
hat ches for guns. In the deep-radar scan they showed |ike ghosts: we could pick out the massive
force-field rings, the hollow, equally massive drive tubes, the | esser densities of fuel tank and
life-support system There were no gaps or shadows that shouldn't have been there.

By and by Ausfaller said, "Do you know what Hobo Kelly was worth?"
| said | could make a close estinmate.

"I't was worth my career. | thought to destroy a pirate fleet with Hobo Kelly. But my pilot fled.
Fl ed! What have | now, to show for ny expensive Trojan horse?"

| suppressed the obvious answer, along with the plea that ny first responsibility was Carlos's
life. Ausfaller wouldn't buy that. Instead, "Carlos has sonmething. | know him He knows how it
happened. "

"Can you get it out of hinP"

"I don't know." | could put it to Carlos that we'd be safer if we knew what was out to get us.
But Carlos was a flatlander. It would color his attitudes.

"So," said Ausfaller. "W have only the unavail able knowl edge in Carlos's skull."

A weapon beyond human technol ogy had knocked ne out of hyperspace. I1'd run. O course |I'd run
Staying in the nei ghborhood woul d have been insane, said | to nyself, said |. But, unreasonably, |
still felt bad about it.

To Ausfaller | said, "What about the mining tugs? | can't understand what they're doing out
here. In the Belt they use themto nove nickel-iron asteroids to industrial sites.”

"It is the sane here. Mst of what they find is useless -- stony nasses or balls of ice -- but
what little netal there is, is valuable. They nust have it for building."

"For buil ding what? What kind of people would live here? You nmight as well set up shop in
interstell ar space!"”
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"Precisely. There are no tourists, but there are research groups here where space is flat and
enpty and tenperatures are near absolute zero. | know that the Quicksilver Goup was established
here to study hyperspace phenonena. We do not understand hyperspace, even yet. Renenber that we
did not invent the hyperdrive; we bought it froman alien race. Then there is a gene-tailoring
| aboratory trying to develop a kind of tree that will grow on conets."

"You' re kidding."

"But they are serious. A photosynthetic plant to use the chemicals present in all conmets ... it
woul d be very val uable. The whol e conetary halo coul d be seeded wi th oxygen-produci ng plants --"
Ausfal l er stopped abruptly, then, "Never nmind. But all these groups need building materials. It is
cheaper to build out here than to ship everything fromEarth or the Belt. The presence of tugs is
not suspicious."

"But there was nothing else around us. Nothing at all."

Ausfal | er nodded.

When Carlos cane to join us many hours later, blinking sleep out of his eyes, | asked him
"Carlos, could the tugs have had anything to do with your theory?"

"I don't see how. |'ve got half an idea, and half an hour fromnow | could |look like a half-wt.
The theory | want isn't even in fashion anynore. Now that we know what the quasars are, everyone
seens to |like the steady state hypothesis. You know how that works: the tension in conmpletely
enpty space produces nore hydrogen atonms, forever. The universe has no begi nning and no end." He
| ooked stubborn. "But if I"'mright, then I know where the ships went to after being robbed. That's
nore t han anyone el se knows."

Ausfaller junped on him "Were are they? Are the passengers alive?"
"I'"'msorry, Signund. They're all dead. There won't even be bodies to bury."
"What is it? What are we fighting?"

"A gravitational effect. A sharp warping of space. A planet wouldn't do that, and a battery of
cabin gravity generators wouldn't do it; they couldn't produce that sharply bounded a field."

"A col l apsar," Ausfaller suggested.

Carlos grinned at him "That would do it, but there are other problens. A collapsar can't even
format |less than around five solar nmasses. You'd think soneone woul d have noticed sonething that
big, this close to Sol ."

"Then what ?"

Carl os shook his head. W would wait.

* % %

The relay from Southworth Station gave us registration for three space tugs, used and of varying
ages, all three purchased two years ago fromintraBelt Mning by the Sixth Congregational Church
of Rodney.

"Rodney?"

But Carlos and Ausfaller were both chortling. "Belters do that sonmetines," Carlos told nme. "It's
a way of saying it's nobody's business who's buying the ships.”

"That's pretty funny, all right. But we still don't know who owns them"
"They may be honest Belters. They may not."

Hard on the heels of the first call came the data Carlos had asked for, playing directly into
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t he shipboard conputer. Carlos called up a list of nanes and phone nunmbers: Sol systenis
preem nent students of gravity and its effects, listed in al phabetical order.

An address caught ny attention:
Julian Forward, #1192326 Southworth Station

A hyperwave relay tag. He was out here, sonewhere in the enornous gap between Neptune's orbit
and the conetary belt, out here where the hyperwave relay could function. | |ooked for nore
Southworth Station nunbers. They were there:

Launcel ot Starkey, #1844719 Southworth Station

Jill Luciano, #1844719 Southworth Station

Mariana WIton, #1844719 Southworth Station

"These people," said Ausfaller. "You wish to discuss your theory with one of thenf"
"That's right. Signund, isn't 1844719 the tag for the Quicksilver G oup?"

"I think so. | also think that they are not within our reach now that our hyperdrive is gone.
The Quicksilver G oup was established in distant orbit around Antenora, which is now on the other
side of the sun. Carlos, has it occurred to you that one of these people nay have built the ship-
eating device?"

"What? ... You're right. It would take soneone who knew sonet hi ng about gravity. But |'d say the
Qui cksil ver Group was beyond suspicion. Wth upwards of ten thousand people at work, how could
anyone hi de anyt hi ng?"

"What about this Julian Forward?"
"Forward. Yeah. |'ve always wanted to neet him?"
"You know of hinP? Wio is he?"

"He used to be with the Institute of Knowl edge on Jinx. | haven't heard of himin years. He did
some work on the gravity waves fromthe galactic core ... work that turned out to be wong.
Signmund, let's give hima call."

"And ask hi m what ?"
"Way ...?" Then Carlos renenbered the situation. "Ch. You think he mght -- Yeah."
"How wel | do you know this nman?"

"I know himby reputation. He's quite famous. | don't see how such a man could go in for nass
mur der . "

"Earlier you said that we were | ooking for a man skilled in the study of gravitationa
phenonena. "

"Granted. "

Ausfal |l er sucked at his lower lip. Then, "Perhaps we can do no nore than talk to him He could
be on the other side of the sun and still head a pirate fleet."

"No. That he could not."

"Think again," said Ausfaller. "W are outside the singularity of Sol. A pirate fleet would
surely include hyperdrive ships."

"I'f Julian Forward is the ship eater, he'll have to be nearby. The, uh, device won't nove in
hyper space. "
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| said, "Carlos, what we don't know can kill us. WIIl you quit playing games." But he was
smling, shaking his head. Futz. "All right, we can still check on Forward. Call himup and ask
where he is! Is he likely to know you by reputation?”

"Sure. |'mfanpus, too.

"Ckay. If he's close enough, we nmight even beg himfor a ride honme. The way things stand we'l]l
be at the nercy of any hyperdrive ship for as long as we're out here."

"l hope we are attacked," said Ausfaller. "W can outfight --

"But we can't outrun. They can dodge; we can't."

"Peace, you two. First things first.'
nunber .

Carl os sat down at the hyperwave controls and tapped out a

Suddenly Ausfaller said, "Can you contrive to keep ny name out of this exchange? If necessary
you can be the ship's owner."

Carl os | ooked around in surprise. Before he could answer, the screen lit. | saw ash-blond hair
cut in a Belter crest over a lean white face and an inpersonal smle

"Forward Station. Good evening."

"CGood evening. This is Carlos Wi of Earth calling |ong distance. May | speak to Dr. Julian
Forward, please?"

"I"ll see if he's available.” The screen went on hol d.

In the interval Carlos burst out: "Wat kind of gane are you playi ng now? How can | explain
owni ng an arned, disguised warship?"

But | began to see what Ausfaller was getting at. | said, "You' d want to avoid expl ai ning that,
what ever the truth was. Maybe he won't ask. | --" | shut up because we were faci ng Forward.

Julian Forward was a Jinxian, short and wide, with arns as thick as | egs and | egs as thick as
pillars. H's skin was al nbst as black as his hair: a Sirius suntan, probably maintained by
sunlights. He perched on the edge of a massage chair. "Carlos Wil" he said with flattering
ent husiasm "Are you the same Carl os Wi who solved the Seal eyharn Linits probl enf"

Carlos said he was. They went into a discussion of nmathematics, a possible application of
Carlos's solution to another limts problem | gathered. | glanced at Ausfaller -- not
obtrusi vely, because for Forward he wasn't supposed to exist -- and saw hi m pensively studying his
si de view of Forward.

"Well," Forward said, "what can | do for you?"

"Julian Forward, nmeet Beowul f Shaeffer," said Carlos. | bowed. "Bey was giving ne a |lift hone
when our hyperdrive notor di sappeared.”

"Di sappear ed?”

| butted in for verisimlitude. "D sappeared, futzy right. The hyperdrive notor casing is enpty.
The motor supports are sheared off. We're stuck out here with no hyperdrive and no idea how it
happened. "

"Alnost true," Carlos said happily. "Dr. Forward, | do have sone ideas as to what happened here
I'"d like to discuss themw th you."

"Where are you now?"

| pulled our position and velocity fromthe conputer and flashed themto Forward Station. |
wasn't sure it was a good idea, but Ausfaller had time to stop me, and he didn't.
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"Fine," said Forward's inmage. "It looks |ike you can get here a lot faster than you can get to
Earth. Forward Station is ahead of you, within twenty a.u. of your position. You can wait here for
the next ferry. Better than going on in a crippled ship.”

"Cood! W'll work out a course and let you know when to expect us."
"I wel cone the chance to neet Carlos Wi." Forward gave us his own coordi nates and rang off.

Carlos turned. "All right, Bey. Now you own an arned and di sgui sed warship. You figure out where
you got it."

"We've got worse problenms than that. Forward Station is exactly where the ship eater ought to
be. "

He nodded. But he was anused.

"So what's our next nove? W can't run from hyperdrive ships. Not now. |Is Forward likely to try
to lull wusr

"If we don't reach Forward Station on schedule, he nmight send ships after us. W know too nuch.

We've told himso," said Carlos. "The hyperdrive notor di sappeared conmpletely. | know half a dozen
peopl e who could figure out how it happened, knowi ng just that." He smled suddenly. "That's
assum ng Forward's the ship eater. W don't know that. | think we have a splendid chance to find

out one way or the other."
"How? Just wal k in?"

Ausfal | er was noddi ng approvingly. "Dr. Forward expects you and Carlos to enter his web

unsuspecting, |leaving an enpty ship. | think we can prepare a few surprises for him For exanple,

he may not have guessed that this is a General Products hull. And | will be aboard to fight."
True. Only antimatter could harma GP hull ... though things could go through it, like Iight and

gravity and shock waves. "So you'll be in the indestructible hull,” | said, "and we'll be hel pl ess

in the base. Very clever. |I'd rather run for it nyself. But then, you have your career to

consi der."

"I will not deny it. But there are ways in which | can prepare you."

* k%

Behi nd Ausfaller's cabin, behind what | ooked |ike an unbroken wall, was a roomthe size of a
wal k-in closet. Ausfaller seemed quite proud of it. He didn't show us everything in there, but |
saw enough to cost nme what renained of nmy first inpression of Ausfaller. This man did not have the
soul of a pudgy bureaucrat.

Behi nd a gl ass panel he kept a couple of dozen special - purpose weapons. A row of four clanps
held three identical hand weapons, disposable rocket |launchers for a fat slug that Ausfaller
billed as a tiny atonmic bonmb. The fourth clanp was enpty. There were laser rifles and pistols, a
shot gun of peculiar design with four inches of recoil shock absorber, throw ng knives, an 4 ynpic
target pistol with a sculpted grip and roomfor just one .22 bullet.

I wondered what he was doing with a hobbyist's touch-scul pting setup. Maybe he coul d nake
scul ptures to drive a human or an alien nad. Maybe sonmething | ess subtle: maybe they'd expl ode at
the touch of the right fingerprints.

He had a conpact automated tailor's shop. "lI'mgoing to make you sonme new suits," he said. \Wen
Carl os asked why, he said, "You can keep secrets? So can |."

He asked us for our preference in styles. | played it straight, asking for a falling junper in
green and silver with lots of pockets. It wasn't the best |'ve ever owned, but it fit.

"I didn't ask for buttons,” | told him

"I hope you don't mind. Carlos, you will have buttons, too.
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Carlos chose a fiery red tunic with a green and gold dragon coiling across the back. The buttons
carried his famly nonogram Ausfaller stood before us, examning us in our new finery, with
appr oval

"Now, watch,"” he said. "Here | stand before you, unarned."
n Ri ght . "
"Sure you are."

Ausfaller grinned. He took the top and bottom buttons between his fingers and tugged hard. They
came off. The material between themripped open as if a thread had been strung between t hem

Hol ding the buttons as if to keep an invisible thread taut, he noved themto either side of a
crudely done plastic touch scul pture. The scul pture fell apart.

"Sinclair nmolecule chain. It will cut through any normal matter if you pull hard enough. You
must be very careful. It will cut your fingers so easily that you will hardly notice they are
gone. Notice that the buttons are large to give an easy grip." He laid the buttons carefully on a
tabl e and set a heavy wei ght between diem "This third button down is a sonic grenade. Ten feet
away it will kill. Thirty feet away it will stun.”

| said, "Don't denonstrate."”

"You may want to practice throwing dumry buttons at a target. This second button is Power Pill,
the commrercial stimulant. Break the button and take half when you need it. The entire dose my
stop your heart."

"I never heard of Power Pill. How does it work on crashl anders?"
He was taken aback. "I don't know. Perhaps you had better restrict yourself to a quarter dose."
"Or avoid it entirely," | said.

"There is one nore thing | will not denonstrate. Feel the material of your garnents. You fee
three layers of material? The nmiddle layer is a nearly perfect mirror. It will reflect even X
rays. Now you can repel a laser blast for at least the first second. The collar unrolls to a
hood. "

Carl os was nodding in satisfaction.
| guess it's true: all flatlanders think that way.

For a billion and a half years hunmanity's ancestors had evolved to the conditions of one world:
Earth. A flatlander grows up in an environnent peculiarly suited to him Instinctively he sees the
whol e uni verse the same way.

We know better, we who were born on other worlds. On W Made It there are the hellish w nds of
sumrer and winter. On Jinx, the gravity. On Plateau, the all-encircling cliff edge and a drop of
forty mles into unbearabl e heat and pressure. On Down, the red sunlight and plants that will not
grow wi t hout help fromultraviolet |anps.

But flatlanders think the universe was nade for their benefit. To them danger is unreal
"Earplugs," said Ausfaller, holding up a handful of soft plastic cylinders.
W inserted them Ausfaller said, "Can you hear ne?"

"Sure." "Yeah." They didn't block our hearing at all

"Transmitter and hearing aid with sonic padding between. If you are blasted with sound, as by an
expl osion or a sonic stunner, the hearing aid will stop transmitting. If you go suddenly deaf, you
wi Il know you are under attack."
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To ne, Ausfaller's elaborate precautions only spoke of what we might be walking into. | said
nothing. If we ran for it, our chances were even worse.

* k k

Back to the control room where Ausfaller set up a relay to the Bureau of Alien Affairs on
Earth. He gave them a condensed version of what had happened to us, plus some cautious
specul ation. He invited Carlos to read his theories into the record.

Carlos declined. "I could still be wong. Gve ne a chance to do sone studying."
Ausfaller went grunmpily to his bunk. He had been up too long, and it showed.

Carl os shook his head as Ausfaller disappeared into his cabin. "Paranoia. In his job |I guess he
has to be paranoid.”

"You coul d use sonme of that yourself."
He didn't hear ne. "lnmagi ne suspecting an interstellar celebrity of being a space pirate!"
"He's in the right place at the right tine."

"Hey, Bey, forget what | said. The, uh, ship-eating device has to be in the right place, but the
pirates don't. They can just leave it |oose and use hyperdrive ships to comute to their btase."

That was sonething to keep in mind. Conpared to the inner system this volune within the
conetary hal o was enornous, but to hyperdrive ships it was all one nei ghborhood. | said, "Then why
are we visiting Forward?"

"I still want to check ny ideas with him Mre than that: he probably knows the head ship eater
wit hout knowing it's him Probably we both know him It took something of a cosnologist to find
the device and recognize it. Woever it is, he has to have made sonething of a name for hinself."

"Fi nd?"

Carlos grinned at ne. "Never m nd. Have you thought of anyone you'd like to use that magic wire
on?"

"I"ve been making a list. You're at the top."

"Well, watch it. Sigmund knows you've got it, even if nobody el se does."
"He's second. "

"How long till we reach Forward Station?"

I'd been rechecki ng our course. W were decelerating at thirty gravities and veering to one
de. "Twenty hours and a few minutes," | said.

s
"Good. I'lIl get a chance to do some studying." He began calling up data fromthe conputer
| asked permission to read over his shoulder. He gave it.
Bastard. He reads twice as fast as | do. | tried to skimto get sone idea of what he was after.

Col | apsars: three known. The nearest was one conponent of a double in Cygnus, nore than a
hundred |ight-years away. Expeditions had gone there to drop probes.

The theory of the black hole wasn't new to nme, though the math was over ny head. If a star is
massi ve enough, then after it has burned its nuclear fuel and started to cool, no possible
internal force can hold it fromcollapsing inward past its own Swartzchild radius. At that point
the escape velocity fromthe star becones greater than |ightspeed, and beyond that deponent sayeth
not, because nothing can | eave the star, not infornmation, not matter, not radiation. Nothing --
except gravity.
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Such a col | apsed star can be expected to weigh five solar nasses or nore; otherwise its coll apse
woul d stop at the neutron star stage. Afterward it can only grow bigger and nore nassive.

There wasn't the slightest chance of finding anything that massive out here at the edge of the
solar system |f such a thing were anywhere near, the sun would have been in orbit around it.

The Siberia neteorite rmust have been weird enough, to be renenbered for nine hundred years. It
had knocked down trees over thousands of square miles, yet trees near the touchdown point were
|l eft standing. No part of the nmeteorite itself had ever been found. Nobody had seen it hit. In
1908, Tunguska, Siberia, nust have been as sparsely settled as the Earth's noon is today.

"Carlos, what does all this have to do with anything?"
"Does Hol mes tell Watson?"

| had real trouble follow ng the cosnol ogy. Physics verged on phil osophy here, or vice versa.
Basically the big bang theory -- which pictures the universe as expl oding froma single point
mass, like a titanic bonmb -- was in conpetition with the steady state universe, which has been
going on forever and will continue to do so. The cyclic universe is a succession of big bangs
foll owed by contractions. There are variants on all of them

When the quasars were first discovered, they seened to date froman earlier stage in the
evol ution of the universe, which, by the steady state hypothesis, would not be evolving at all.
The steady state went out of fashion. Then, a century ago, Hilbury had solved the nmystery of the
quasars. Meanwhil e one of the inplications of the big bang had not panned out. That was where the
mat h got beyond ne.

There was sone di scussion of whether the universe was open or closed in four-space, but Carlos
turned it off. "Ckay," he said with satisfaction

"What ?"
"I could be right. Insufficient data. I'll have to see what Forward thinks."
"I hope you both choke. I'mgoing to sleep."

* % %

Qut here in the broad borderl and between Sol systemand interstellar space, Julian Forward had
found a stony nmass the size of a middling asteroid. Froma distance it seened untouched by
technol ogy: a | opsi ded spheroid, rough-surfaced and dirty white. Closer in, flecks of netal and
bright paint showed |like randomy placed jewels. Air |ocks, w ndows, projecting antennae, and
things less identifiable. Alighted disk with sonething projecting fromthe center: a long neta

armw th half a dozen ball joints in it and a cup on the end. | studied that one, trying to guess
what it mght be ... and gave up
| brought Hobo Kelly to rest a fair distance away. To Ausfaller | said, "You'll stay aboard?"
"OF course. | will do nothing to disabuse Dr. Forward of the notion that the ship is enpty."

We crossed to Forward Station on an open taxi: two seats, a fuel tank, and a rocket notor. Once
I turned to ask Carl os sonething and asked instead, "Carlos? Are you all right?"

His face was white and strained. "I'Il nake it."

"Did you try closing your eyes?"

"It was worse. Futz, | made it this far on hypnosis. Bey, it's so enpty.”
"Hang on. We're al nost there."

The bl ond Belter was outside one of the air locks in a skintight suit and a bubble helnet. He
used a flashlight to flag us dowmn. W npored our taxi to a spur of rock -- the gravity was al npst
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nil -- and went inside.

"I'"'mHarry Moskowitz," the Belter said. "They call ne Angel. Dr. Forward is waiting in the
| aboratory."

The interior of the asteroid was a network of straight cylindrical corridors, |aser-drilled,
pressurized, and lined with cool blue light strips. W weighed a few pounds near the surface, |ess
in the deep interior. Angel noved in a fashion newto ne: a flat junp fromthe floor that took him
far down the corridor to brush the ceiling, push back to the floor, and junp again. Three junps
and he'd wait, not hiding his amusenent at our attenpts to catch up

"Doctor Forward asked ne to give you a tour," he told us.

| said, "You seemto have a |ot nore corridor than you need. Wiy didn't you cluster all the
roons together?"

"This rock was a mne once upon a tinme. The miners drilled these passages. They left big holl ows
wherever they found air-bearing rock or ice pockets. All we had to do was wall themoff."

That expl ai ned why there was so nuch corridor between the doors and why the chanbers we saw were
so big. Sone rooms were storage areas, Angel said; not worth opening. Others were tool roons, life-
support systems, a garden, a fair-sized conmputer, a sizable fusion plant. A ness roombuilt to
hold thirty actually held about ten, all nen, who | ooked at us curiously before they went back to
eating. A hangar, bigger than need be and open to the sky, housed taxis and powered suits with
speci alized tools and three identical circular cradles, all enpty.

| ganbled. Carefully casual, | asked, "You use mning tugs?"

Angel didn't hesitate. "Sure. We can ship water and netals up fromthe inner system but it's
cheaper to hunt them down ourselves. In an emergency the tugs could probably get us back to the
i nner system?"”

W nmoved back into the tunnels. Angel said, "Speaking of ships, | don't think |I've ever seen one
Iike yours. Were those bonbs lined up al ong the ventral surface?"

"Sone of them" | said.
Carlos | aughed. "Bey won't tell me how he got it."
"Pick, pick, pick. Al right, | stoleit. | don't think anyone is going to conplain.”

Angel, frankly curious before, was frankly fascinated as | told the story of how | had been
hired to fly a cargo ship in the Winderland system "I didn't nuch like the | ooks of the guy who
hired me, but what do | know about Wnderl anders? Besides, | needed the money." | told of ny
surprise at the proportions of the ship: the solid wall behind the cabin, the passenger section
that was only hol ographs in blind portholes. By then | was already afraid that if | tried to back
out, 1'd be nmade to di sappear

But when | |learned ny destination, | got really worried. "It was in the Serpent Stream-- you
know, the crescent of asteroids in Winderland systen? It's common know edge that the Free
Winder | and Conspiracy is all through those rocks. Wen they gave nme ny course, | just took off and

aimed for Sirius."
"Strange they left you with a working hyperdrive."

"Man, they didn't. They'd ripped out the relays. | had to fix themnyself. It's lucky | | ooked,
because they had the relays wired to a little bonmb under the control chair." | stopped, then
"Maybe | fixed it wong. You heard what happened? My hyperdrive nmotor just plain vanished. It nust
have set off sone expl osive bolts, because the belly of the ship blew off. It was a dumy. Wat's
| eft |ooks to be a pocket bonber.™

"That's what | thought."

"I guess I'lIl have to turn it in to the gol dskin cops when we reach the inner system Pity."
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Carlos was snmiling and shaking his head. He covered by saying, "It only goes to prove that you
can run away from your problens."

The next tunnel ended in a great heni spherical chanber |idded by a bul ging transparent done. A
man-thick pillar rose through the rock floor to a seal in the center of the dome. Above the seal
gl eam ng agai nst night and stars, a nmulti-jointed netal armreached out blindly into space. The
arm ended in what night have been a tremendous iron puppy dish

Forward was in a horseshoe-shaped control console near the pillar. | hardly noticed him [|'d
seen this arm and-bucket thing before, comng in fromspace, but | hadn't grasped its size.

Forward caught me gaping. "The G abber," he said.

He approached us in a bouncing wal k, conical but effective. "Pleased to neet you, Carlos W.
Beowul f Shaeffer." H s handshake was not crippling, because he was being careful. He had a wi de,
engagi ng snile. "The G abber is our main exhibit here. After the G abber there's nothing to see.

| asked, "What does it do?"

Carlos laughed. "It's beautiful! Wy does it have to do anyt hi ng?"

Forward acknow edged the conplinent. "I've been thinking of entering it in a junk-scul pture
show. What it does is manipul ate | arge, dense masses. The cradle at the end of the armis a
conpl ex of electromagnets. | can actually vibrate masses in there to produce polarized giaivity
waves. "

Si x massive arcs of girder divided the dome into pie sections. Now | noticed that they and the
seal at their center gleaned |like mrrors. They were reinforced by stasis fields.

More bracing for the Grabber? | tried to imagine forces that would require such strength.
"What do you vibrate in there? A negaton of |ead?"

"Lead sheathed in soft iron was our test mmss. But that was three years ago. | haven't worked
with the Grabber lately, but we had sone satisfactory runs with a sphere of neutronium enclosed in
a stasis field. Ten billion netric tons."

| said, "Wat's the point?"

From Carlos | got a dirty |ook. Forward seemed to think it was a wholly reasonabl e question
"Conmuni cation, for one thing. There nust be intelligent species all through the gal axy, nost of
themtoo far away for our ships. Gavity waves are probably the best way to reach them"

"Gravity waves travel at lightspeed, don't they? Wuldn't hyperwave be better?"

"We can't count on their having it. Who but the Qutsiders would think to do their experinmenting
this far froma sun? If we want to reach bei ngs who haven't dealt with the Qutsiders, we'll have
to use gravity waves once we know how. "

Angel offered us chairs and refreshnments. By the tinme we were settled, | was already out of it;
Forward and Carl os were tal king plasnma physics, netaphysics, and what are our old friends doing? |
gathered that they had | arge nunbers of nutual acquai ntances. And Carl os was probing for the
wher eabout s of cosnol ogi sts specializing in gravity physics.

A few were in the Quicksilver Goup. Ohers were anong the colony worlds, especially on Jinx,
trying to get the Institute of Knowl edge to finance various projects, such as nore expeditions to
the col |l apsar in Cygnus.

"Are you still with the Institute, Doctor?"

Forward shook his head. "They stopped backing me. Not enough results. But | can continue to use
this station, which is Institute property. One day they'Il sell it, and we'll have to nove."
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"I was wondering why they sent you here in the first place,"” said Carlos. "Sirius has an
adequate conetary belt."

"But Sol is the only systemwith any kind of civilization this far fromits sun. And | can count
on better nmen to work with. Sol system has always had its fair share of cosnologists."

"I thought you m ght have conme to solve an old nystery. The Tunguska neteorite. You've heard of
it, of course.”

Forward | aughed. "OF course. Who hasn't? | don't think we'll ever know just what it was that hit
Siberia that night. It may have been a chunk of antinmatter. I'mtold that there is antimatter in
known space."

"If it was, we'll never prove it," Carlos admtted.

"Shall we discuss your problen?" Forward seemed to remenber ny existence. "Shaeffer, what does a
prof essi onal pilot think when his hyperdrive notor disappears?”

"He gets very upset."”
"Any theories?"

| decided not to nention pirates. | wanted to see if Forward would nmention themfirst. "Nobody
seens to like ny theory," | said, and | sketched out the argunment for nonsters in hyperspace.

Forward heard ne out politely. Then, "I'Il give you this; it'd be hard to disprove. Do you buy
it?"

"I"'mafraid to. | alnost got nyself killed once, |ooking for space nonsters when | shoul d have
been | ooking for natural causes."

"Why woul d the hyperspace nonsters eat only your notor?"
"Um... futz. | pass."
"What do you think, Carlos? Natural phenonmena or space nonsters?"

"Pirates," said Carl os.
"How are they going about it?"

"Well, this business of a hyperdrive notor disappearing and | eaving the ship behind -- that's
brand new. 1'd think it would take a sharp gravity gradient with a tidal effect as strong as that
of a neutron star or a black hole."

"You won't find anything like that anywhere in hunan space."

"I know." Carlos |ooked frustrated. That had to be faked. Earlier he'd behaved as if he already
had an answer.

Forward said, "I don't think a black hole woul d have that anyway. If it did, you' d never know
it, because the ship would di sappear down the black hole."

"What about a powerful gravity generator?"

"Hmm " Forward thought about it, then shook his nassive head. "You' re tal king about a surface
gravity in the mllions. Any gravity generator |'ve ever heard of would collapse itself at that
level. Let's see, with a franme supported by stasis fields ... no. The frane would hold, and the
rest of the machinery would flow |Iike water."

"You don't |eave much of ny theory."
"Sorry. "

Carl os ended a short pause by asking, "How do you think the universe started?"
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Forward | ooked puzzled at the change of subject.

And | began to get uneasy.

Gven all that |I don't know about cosnology, | do know attitudes and tones of voice. Carlos was
giving out broad hints, trying to |lead Forward to his own concl usion. Black holes, pirates, the
Tunguska neteorite, the origin of the universe -- he was offering themas clues. And Forward was

not respondi ng correctly.

He was saying, "Ask a priest. Me, | lean toward the big bang. The steady state al ways seenmed so
futile."

"I like the big bang, too," said Carlos.

There was sonething else to worry about. Those mining tugs: they alnost had to belong to Forward
Station. How would Ausfaller react when three fam liar spacecraft cane cruising into his space?

How did | want himto react? Forward Station woul d make a dandy pirate base. Perneated by |aser-
drilled corridors distributed alnpost at random ... could there be two networks of corridors,
connected only at the surface? How woul d we know?

Suddenly | didn't want to know. | wanted to go honme. If only Carlos would stay off the touchy
subj ects --

But he was specul ating about the ship eater again. "That ten billion netric tons of neutronium
now, that you were using for a test mass. That woul dn't be big enough or dense enough to give us
enough of a gravity gradient."

"I't mght, right near the surface." Forward grinned and held his hands cl ose together. "It was
about that big."

"And that's as dense as matter gets in this universe. Too bad."
"True, but ... have you ever heard of quantum bl ack hol es?"
"Yeah. "

Forward stood up briskly. "Wong answer."

I rolled out of my web chair, trying to brace nyself for a junp, while ny fingers funbled for
the third button on ny junper. It was no good. | hadn't practiced in this gravity.

Forward was in mnidleap. He slapped Carl os al ongsi de the head as he went past. He caught ne at
the peak of his junp and took me with himvia an iron grip on nmy wist.

| had no | everage, but | kicked at him He didn't even try to stop me. It was like fighting a
mount ai n. He gathered my wists in one hand and towed ne away.

* % %

Forward was busy. He sat within the horseshoe of his control console, talking. The backs of
three di senbodi ed heads showed above the consol e' s edge.

Evidently there was a | aser phone in the console. | could hear parts of what Forward was sayi ng.
He was ordering the pilots of the dine mning tugs to destroy Hobo Kelly. He didn't seemto know
about Ausfaller yet.

Forward was busy, but Angel was studying us thoughtfully, or unhappily, or both. Well he night.
W coul d di sappear, but what nmessages nmight we have sent earlier?

| couldn't do anything constructive with Angel watching me. And | couldn't count on Carl os.

I couldn't see Carlos. Forward and Angel had tied us to opposite sides of the central pillar
beneat h the Grabber. Carlos hadn't nmade a sound since then. He might be dying fromthat trenendous
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sl ap across the head.

| tested the line around ny wists. Metal nesh of sonme kind, cool to the touch ... and it was
tight.

Forward turned a switch. The heads vani shed. It was a noment before he spoke.
"You've put ne in a very bad position."

And Carl os answered. "I think you put yourself there."

"That may be. You should not have | et ne guess what you knew. "

Carlos said, "Sorry, Bey."

He sounded healthy. Good. "That's all right," | said. "But what's all the excitenent about? \Wat
has Forward got ?"

"I think he's got the Tunguska neteorite.”

"No. That | do not." Forward stood and faced us. "I will adnmit that | cane here to search for
the Tunguska neteorite. | spent several years trying to trace its trajectory after it left Earth.
Perhaps it was a quantum bl ack hol e. Perhaps not. The Institute cut off ny funds w thout warning
just as | had found a real quantum bl ack hole, the first in history."

| said, "That doesn't tell nme a lot."

"Patience, M. Shaeffer. You know that a black hole may formfromthe coll apse of a massive
star? Good. And you know that it takes a body of at least five solar masses. It may nass as nuch
as a galaxy -- or as nuch as the universe. There is sone evidence that the universe is an
infalling black hole. But at |less than five solar nasses the collapse would stop at the neutron
star stage."

"I follow you."

"In all the history of the universe there has been one nonent at which smaller black hol es m ght
have formed. That nonent was the expl osion of the nonobl ock, the cosm c egg that once contained
all the matter in the universe. In the ferocity of that explosion there nust have been |oci of
uni magi nabl e pressure. Bl ack hol es could have fornmed of nass down to two point two tines ten to
the minus fifth grans, one point six times ten to the nminus twenty-fifth angstronms in radius."

"OF course you'd never detect anything that small," said Carlos. He seened al nost cheerful.
wondered why ... and then | knew. He'd been right about the way the ships were di sappearing. It
nmust conpensate himfor being tied to a pillar

"But," said Forward, "black holes of all sizes could have forned in that explosion, and should
have. In nore than seven hundred years of searching no quantum bl ack hol e has ever been found.
Most cosnol ogi sts have given up on them and on the big bang, too."

Carlos said, "O course there was the Tunguska neteorite. It could have been a bl ack hol e of,
oh, asteroidal nass --"

-- and roughly nol ecul ar size. But the tide would have pulled down trees as it went past --

"-- and the black hole woul d have gone right through the Earth and headed back into space a few
tons heavier. Eight hundred years ago there was actually a search for the exit point. Wth that
they coul d have charted a course --"

"Exactly. But | had to give up that approach," said Forward. "I was using a new nethod when the
Institute, ah, severed our relationship."

They must both be mad, | thought. Carlos was tied to a pillar and Forward was about to kill him
yet they were both behaving |like nmenbers of a very exclusive club ... to which | did not bel ong.
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Carlos was interested. "How d you work it?"

"You know that it is possible for an asteroid to capture a quantum black hole? In its interior?

For instance, at a nass of ten to the twelfth kilograns -- a billion netric tons," he added for ny
benefit, "a black hole woul d be only one point five times ten to the nminus fifth angstrons across.
Smal |l er than an atom In a slow pass through an asteroid it nmight absorb a few billions of atons,

enough to slow it into an orbit. Thereafter it mght orbit within the asteroid for eons, absorbing
very little nmass on each pass.”

" So?"

"I'f I chance on an asteroid nore nassive than it ought to be, and if | contrive to nove it, and
some of the nmass stays behind ..."

"You'd have to search a lot of asteroids. Wiy do it out here? Wiy not the asteroid belt? Ch, of
course. You can use hyperdrive out here."

"Exactly. We could search a score of nasses in a day, using very little fuel."
"Hey. If it was big enough to eat a spacecraft, why didn't it eat the asteroid you found it in?"

"I't wasn't that big," said Forward. "The black hole |I found was exactly as | have described it.
| enlarged it. | towed it hone and ran it into ny neutroniurn sphere. Then it was |arge enough to
absorb an asteroid. Now it is quite a massive object. Ten to the twentieth power kil ograns, the
mass of one of the larger asteroids, and a radius of just under ten to the minus fifth
centinmeters.”

There was satisfaction in Forward's voice. In Carlos's there was suddenly not hing but contenpt.
"You acconplished all that, and then you used it to rob ships and bury the evidence. |Is that
what's going to happen to us? Down the rabbit hol e?"

"To anot her universe, perhaps. Were does a black hole | ead?"
| wondered about that nyself.

Angel had taken Forward's place at the control console. He had fastened the seat belt, sonething
I had not seen Forward do, and was dividing his attention between the instruments and the
conversati on.

"I''mstill wondering how you nove it," said Carlos. Then, "Uh! The tugs!"

Forward stared, then guffawed. "You didn't guess that? But of course the black hole can hold a

charge. | played the exhaust froman old ion drive reaction nmotor into it for nearly a nonth. Now
it holds an enornous charge. The tugs can pull it well enough. | wish | had nore of them Soon
will."

"Just a minute," | said. |I'd grasped one crucial fact as it had gone past ny head. "The tugs

aren't arnmed? Al they do is pull the black hole?"
"That's right." Forward | ooked at ne curiously.
"And the black hole is invisible."

"Yes. W tug it into the path of a spacecraft. If the craft cones near enough, it wll
precipitate into normal space. We guide the black hole through its drive to cripple it, board and
rob it at our leisure. Then a slower pass with the quantum bl ack hole, and the ship sinply
di sappears. "

"Just one |ast question," said Carlos. "Wy?"
| had a better question

Just what was Ausfaller going to do when three familiar spacecraft cane near? They carried no
armanments at all. Their only weapon was invisible.
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And it would eat a General Products hull without noticing.
Woul d Ausfaller fire on unarnmed ships?

We'd know too soon. Up there, near the edge of the donme, | had spotted three tiny lights in a
tight cluster.

Angel had seen it, too. He activated the phone. Phantom heads appeared, one, two, three.
| turned back to Forward and was startled at the brooding hate in his expression

"Fortune's child," he said to Carlos. "Natural aristocrat. Certified superman. Why woul d you
ever consider stealing anything? Wnen beg you to give themchildren, in person if possible, by
mail if not! Earth's resources exist to keep you healthy, not that you need them"

"This may startle you," said Carlos, "but there are people who see you as a supernan.”

"We bred for strength, we Jinxians. At what cost to other factors? Qur |ives are short, even
with the aid of boosterspice. Longer if we live outside Jinx's gravity. But the people of other
worl ds think we're funny. The wonen ... never nmind." He brooded, then said it anyway. "A wonan of
Earth once told ne she would rather go to bed with a tunneling machine. She didn't trust ny
strength. Wat woman woul d?"

The three bright dots had nearly reached the center of the done. | saw nothing between diem |
hadn't expected to. Angel was still talking to the pilots.
Up fromthe edge of the done came sonething | didn't want anyone to notice. | said, "Is that

your excuse for mass nurder, Forward? Lack of wonen?"

"I need give you no excuses at all, Shaeffer. My world will thank me for what |'ve done. Earth
has swal |l owed the lion's share of the interstellar trade for too long."

"They'll thank you, huh? You're going to tell then®"
"Julian!" That was Angel calling. He'd seen it ... no, he hadn't. One of the tug captains had

Forward | eft us abruptly. He consulted with Angel in |low tones, then turned back. "Carlos! Did
you | eave your ship on autonmatic? O is there soneone el se aboard?"

"I"'mnot required to say," said Carlos.

"I could -- no. Inamnute it will not matter."

Angel said, "Julian, |ook what he's doing."

"Yes. Very clever. Only a hunman pilot would think of that."

Ausfal | er had maneuvered the Hobo Kelly between us and the tugs. If the tugs fired a
conventional weapon, they'd blast the done and kill us all

The tugs came on.
"He still does not know what he is fighting," Forward said with some satisfaction

True, and it would cost him Three unarmed tugs were com ng down Ausfaller's throat, carrying a
weapon so slow that the tugs could throwit at him let it absorb Hobo Kelly, and pick it up again
long before it was a danger to us.

From ny vi ewpoi nt Hobo Kelly was a bright point with three dimer, nore distant points around
it. Forward and Angel were getting a better view through the phone. And they weren't watching us
at all.

| began trying to kick off ny shoes. They were soft ship slippers, ankle-high, and they
resisted.

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt (117 of 162) [1/14/03 8:12:06 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt

| kicked the left foot fire just as one of the tugs flared with ruby |ight.

"He did it!" Carlos didn't know whether to be jubilant or horrified. "He fired on unarned
shi ps!"

Forward gestured perenptorily. Angel slid out of his seat. Forward slid in and fastened the
thick seat belt. Neither had spoken a word.

A second ship burned fiercely red, then expanded in a pink cloud.

The third ship was fl eeing.

Forward worked the controls. "I have it in the nass indicator," he rasped. "W have but one
chance. "

So did I. |I peeled the other slipper off with ny toes. Over our heads the jointed armof the
G abber began to swing ... and | suddenly realized what they were tal ki ng about.

Now there was little to see beyond the done. The swi ngi ng Grabber, and the |ight of Hobo Kelly's
drive, and the two tunbling wecks, all against a background of fixed stars. Suddenly one of the
tugs wi nked bl ue-white and was gone. Not even a dust cloud was |eft behind.

Ausfal | er nmust have seen it. He was turning, fleeing. Then it was as if an invisible hand had
pi cked up Hobo Kelly and thrown her away. The fusion |ight streaked off to one side and set beyond
the done's edge

Wth two tugs destroyed and the third fleeing, the black hole was falling free, ained straight
down our throats.

Now t here was nothing to see but the delicate notions of the G abber. Angel stood behind
Forward's chair, his knuckles white with his grip on the chair's back

My few pounds of weight went away and left me in freefall. Tides again. The invisible thing was
nmore massive than this asteroid beneath ne. The G abber swung a neter nore to one side ... and
sonmething struck it a mghty bl ow

The floor surged away from beneath nme, |left me head down above the G abber. The huge soft-iron
puppy di sh cane at ne; the jointed netal armcollapsed like a spring. It slowed, stopped.

"You got it!" Angel crowed like a rooster, and slapped at the back of the chair, holding hinself
down with his other hand. He turned a gloating |look on us, turned back just as suddenly. "The
ship! It's getting away!"

"No." Forward was bent over the console. "I see him Good, he is com ng back, straight toward
us. This time there will be no tugs to warn the pilot."

The Grabber swung ponderously toward the point where |I'd seen Hobo Kelly di sappear. It noved
centinmeters at a tinme, pulling a nmassive invisible weight.

And Ausfaller was com ng back to rescue us. He'd be a sitting duck unless --
| reached up with nmy toes, groping for the first and fourth buttons on ny falling junper.

The weaponry in my wonderful suit hadn't hel ped nme agai nst Jinxian strength and speed. But
flatlanders are less than linber, and so are Jinxians. Forward had tied ny hands and left it at
t hat .

I wrapped two sets of toes around the buttons and tugged.

My I egs were bent pretzel-fashion. | had no | everage. But the first button tore | oose, and then
the thread. Another invisible weapon to battle Forward's portable bottom ess hole.

The thread pulled the fourth button loose. | brought ny feet down to where they bel onged,
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keeping the thread taut, and pushed backward. | felt the Sinclair nolecule chain sinking into the
pillar.

The Grabber was still swi nging.

When the thread was through the pillar, I could bring it up in back of me and try to cut ny

bonds. Mdre likely I'd cut ny wists and bleed to death, but | had to try. | wondered if | could
do anyt hing before Forward | aunched the bl ack hol e.

A col d breeze caressed ny feet.
| 1 ooked down. Thick fog boiled out around the pillar
Sonme very cold gas nmust be spraying through the hairfine crack

| kept pushing. More fog forned. The cold was nunbing. | felt the jerk as the nagic thread cut
through. Now the wrists --

Li qui d hel i unf?
Forward had noored us to the nmmi n superconducting power cabl e.

That was probably a mstake. | pulled ny feet forward carefully, steadily, feeling the thread
bite through on the return cut.

The G abber had stopped swinging. Now it noved on its armlike a blind questing wormas Forward
made fine adjustments. Angel was begi nning to show the strain of holding hinself upside down.

My feet jerked slightly. | was through. My feet were terribly cold, alnmpst wthout sensation. |
let the buttons go, left themfloating up toward the done, and ki cked back hard with ny heels.

Soret hi ng shifted. | Kkicked again.
Thunder and lightning flared around ny feet.

| jerked ny knees up to nmy chin. The lightning crackled and flashed white [ight into the

billow ng fog. Angel and Forward turned in astonishnent. | laughed at them letting themsee it.
Yes, gentlenen, | did it on purpose.
The lightning stopped. In the sudden silence Forward was screaning, "-- know what you' ve done?"
There was a grinding crunch, a shuddering against ny back. | |ooked up

A piece had been bitten out of the G abber.

| was upside down and getting heavier. Angel suddenly pivoted around his grip on Forward's
chair. He hung above the dome, above the sky. He screaned.

My legs gripped the pillar hard. | felt Carlos's feet funbling for a foothold and heard Carlos's
| aught er .

Near the edge of the done a spear of light was rising. Hobo Kelly's drive, decelerating, grow ng
| arger. Otherwi se the sky was clear and enpty. And a piece of the done di sappeared with a snapping
sound.

Angel screanmed and dropped. Just above the dome he seened to flare with blue |ight.
He was gone.

Air roared out through the dome -- and nore was di sappearing into sonething that had been
invisible. Now it showed as a blue pinpoint drifting toward the floor. Forward had turned to watch
it fall

Loose objects fell across the chanber, |ooped around the pinpoint at neteor speed, or fell into
it with bursts of light. Every atomof ny body felt the pull of the thing, the urge to die in an
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infinite fall. Now we hung side by side froma horizontal pillar. | noted with approval that
Carlos's mouth was wi de open, like mne, to clear his lungs so that they wouldn't burst when the
air was gone.

Daggers in ny ears and sinuses, pressure in ny gut.

Forward turned back to the controls. He noved one knob hard over. Then he opened the seat belt
and stepped out and up and fell.

Li ght flared. He was gone.

The 1ightning-colored pinpoint drifted to the floor and into it. Above the increasing roar of
air I could hear the grunmbling of rock being pulverized, dw ndling as the black hole settled
toward the center of the asteroid

* k *

The air was deadly thin but not gone. My lungs thought they were gaspi ng vacuum But ny bl ood
was not boiling. I'd have known it.

So | gasped and kept gasping. It was all | had attention for. Black spots flickered before ny
eyes, but | was still gasping and alive when Ausfaller reached us, carrying a clear plastic
package and an enonnous handgun.

He canme in fast, on a rocket backpack. Even as he decel erated, he was | ooking around for
sonmething to shoot. He returned in a |oop of fire. He studied us through his faceplate, possibly
wondering if we were dead.

He flipped the plastic package open. It was a thin sack with a zipper and a small tank attached.
He had to dig for a torch to cut our bonds. He freed Carlos first, helped himinto the sack
Carlos bled fromthe nose and ears. He was barely nobile. So was |, but Ausfaller got ne into the
sack with Carlos and zipped it up. Air hissed in around us.

I wondered what cane next. As an inflated sphere the rescue bag was too big for the tunnels.
Ausfal | er had thought of that. He fired at the done, blasted a gaping hole in it, and flew us out
on the rocket backpack

Hobo Kelly was grounded nearby. | saw that the rescue bag wouldn't fit the air lock, either, and
Ausfal ler confirmed ny worst fear. He signal ed us by opening his nouth wi de. Then he zi pped open
the rescue bag and half carried us into the air lock while the air was still roaring out of our
| ungs.

When there was air again, Carlos whispered, "Please don't do that anynore."

"I't should not be necessary anynore." Ausfaller sniled. "Watever it was you did, well done. |
have two wel | - equi pped autodocs to repair you. Wiile you are healing, I will see about recovering
the treasures within the asteroid."

Carlos held up a hand, but no sound canme. He | ooked |ike sonething risen fromthe dead: bl ood
runni ng from nose and ears, nouth wi de open, one feeble hand raised against gravity.

"One thing," Ausfaller said briskly. "I saw many dead nen; | saw no |iving ones. How many were
there? Am1| likely to meet opposition while searching?"

"Forget it," Carlos croaked. "Get us out of here. Now. "
Ausfaller frowned. "What --"
"No time. Get us out."

Ausfal l er tasted sonething sour. "Very well. First the autodocs." He turned, but Carlos's
strengt hl ess hand stopped him

"Futz, no. | want to see this," Carlos whispered.
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Again Ausfaller gave in. He trotted off to the control room Carlos tottered after him |
tottered after them both, w ping blood fromny nose, feeling half-dead nyself. But I'd half
guessed what Carl os expected, and | didn't want to miss it.

We strapped down. Ausfaller fired the main thruster. The rock surged away.
"Far enough," Carlos whispered presently. "Turn us around."

Ausfal l er took care of that. Then, "What are we | ooking for?"

"You'll know. "

"Carlos, was | right to fire on the tugs?"

"Ch, yes."

"Good. | was worried. Then Forward was the ship eater?"

"Yeah. "

"I did not see himwhen | canme for you. Were is he?"

Ausf al | er was annoyed when Carl os | aughed and nore annoyed when | joined him It hurt ny throat.

"Even so, he saved our lives," | said. "He nust have turned up the air pressure just before he
junped. | wonder why he did that."

"Wanted to be remenbered,"” said Carlos. "Nobody el se knew what he'd done. Ahh --"
| looked just as part of the asteroid collapsed into itself, leaving a deep crater.

"It nmoves slower at apogee. Picks up nore matter," said Carl os.

"What are you tal king about?"

"Later, Signmund. When ny throat grows back."

"Forward had a hole in his pocket," | said hel pfully.

The other side of the asteroid collapsed. For a nonent lightning seemed to flare in there.

Then the whole dirty snowball was grow ng small er

I thought of something Carlos had probably mssed. "Signund, has this ship got automatic
sunscreens?"

"Of course we've got --

There was a universe-eating flash of Iight before the screen went black. Wen the screen
cleared, there was nothing to see but stars.

GHOST: SI X
"Sigmund Ausfaller killed three miners without a thought," | said.
"He was right, though."

"That weapons shop he built aboard Hobo Kelly: he was in love with it. No sane nan toys wth
such things."

"Saved your life."
"He was wearing an asymmetrical beard when | first saw him He's too short and stocky to pass

for a Winderl ander. |'ve wondered about that for twelve years."
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"None of ny business, nor yours," Ander said. "Maybe soneone was supposed to take himfor a
gullible tourist, or a fool, or a crazy."

"He's not to be trusted, Ander."

Ander | aughed suddenly. Stared ne in the face and | aughed harder. "That's it! He needed to | ook
crazy. He needed to | ook crazy enough to plant a bonb aboard a crashl ander's ship!"

Al 1 had for answer was a wordl ess snarl. Tanj, he could even be right.

Qur dinners arrived, and Ander's chuckle died. He stared at what was on ny plate. Crew snapper
is a sea creature as big as a short man's leg, with rows of fins down each side and a jaw built to
crush bones. It took up nost of the table. It was hideous.

"Have sone," | said. "It's an order for two."

W ate in silence for a bit. Ander's eyes kept straying to the crew snapper. He woul dn't touch
it. He wouldn't speak of it. Presently he said, "For the record, any further contact wth
Pi erson' s puppet eers?"

| said, "Ander, this was an amazi ng expenditure just so you can hear Beowul f Shaeffer's barroom
description of a species that no longer deals with any known world."

Ander Smittarasheed nodded. "What if | say | talked Sigmund Ausfaller out of a free vacation?"
"Maybe, if | didn't know you were recording."

He was | osing patience. "Any further contact --"

"None. |'ve seen enough kzinti to last me. Don't they scare the ARM anynore?"

Ander Smittarasheed said, "You wouldn't renenber the ol d Soviet Union? They used a technica
termthat translates as 'neutral.’' 'Neutral' was any nation that could not conceivably damage the
Sovi et Union. Puppeteers think like that. If you can hurt them you have to be rendered neutral."

"Better keep an eye on the planets they' Il be passing on their way to nowhere."

"They'll be in range of sone Patriarchy worlds, including at |east three slave species. After
that they're out of known space."

"And the Core explosion is twenty thousand years away. They'll have to turn first. Plenty of
tinme."

"Yeah --"

"Ander?" | set down ny hashi. "Never mind."

"What ?"

"They're nmoving at near |ightspeed through normal space? Everything conmes on as ganma rays at
that velocity! Those planets are repelling gamma rays that'll nake the Core expl osion | ook
sickly!™"

He stared. "But. They could have built ... whatever ... built it and never ... If they can

shield planets agai nst ganma rays, they didn't need to go!"”

| felt a grin pulling ny lips way-y-y back. Ander had |ost his aplonb. | wondered, "Wat are
they running from then? What are they up to?"

"Maybe it's not dependable, this shield. No, that's stupid,” he said. | dug into ny fish
letting himrun on. "So ... what are they running fron®"

| said, enjoying nyself, "Consider this. Puppeteers don't |ike hyperdrive. Humans do. Kzinti do.
By the tine their traveling worlds reach the C ouds of Magellan, we'll have been there for
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t housands of years. After all, the Core explosion is comng for us, too.

"W wondered if they didn't like the kzinti for neighbors,"” Ander said. "Or humans. O all of us
toget her. Known space seens to be packed with sapient species. Maybe the rest of the universe
isn't like that."

"They could even be running fromtheir own reputation, but they're not, Ander. They're going too
slowy. They'd find all of us waiting, every species that uses hyperdrive, or else sonething
tougher that ate us. And they're not going to where territory is cheap."

" Cheap?"

"Well, they've got their own planets, but even Qutsiders pay rent when they use sonebody's
sunlight. The Couds will be packed with refugee species and locals, too. If ... Ander, | can't
see why they woul d want the C ouds of Magellan at all. They could find sonething closer. Sonething

in the plane of the galaxy, for the shielding effect, maybe a spherical cluster. Did | nmention |
was out of the aliens business?"

He scow ed. "Yeah, and settled down forever, except you weren't. Wiat happened?"

I thought it through before | spoke. Here was ny tale, and whatever Ander could check had better
be the truth

"We ran," | said. "Bad mistake, but | still don't know what | coul d have done differently.
Puppeteers don't cone intoit. O ... well, |I got noney fromthemyears ago. | thought the ARM
couldn't trace that."

O course the ARM had, and it wasn't nuch. But General Products had indemified El ephant for his
hul |, and El ephant had given that to me when we were ready to flee Earth. They wouldn't trace
t hat .

Ander said, "Beowulf, what if they've got a lowthrust drive big enough for a planet? The
Qut si ders coul d boost themup to speed. They'd use their own drive to turn and then stop over the
next two hundred thousand years."

| thought it over. "They wouldn't have to depend on anyone el se, then. Yeah. Puppeteers woul dn't
trust Qutsiders for their species survival."

"Do you think Qutsiders trust puppeteers?”
Nobody knew very nmuch about Qutsiders. "Ander? There's a place where there's no Qutsiders."
"What are you thinking? Close to a sun?"

"Qutsiders and starseeds. W only guess at the relationship, but the best guess is they'll try
to rescue the starseeds. Stet?"

"Stet. Maybe they' |l nake for the C ouds of Magellan."

"The shock wave will drive the starseeds ahead of it, wherever they're going. There won't be
Qutsiders near the Core. Ander, there won't be anybody near the Core."

| was trying to picture it. Worlds in flight -- "Drive up along the galactic pole, then turn
toward the hub. In ten thousand years they'd neet the shock wave fromthe Core explosion. | saw
it, Ander. A shell of exploding suns, fairly tight, fairly narrow. They' d be through it in another
five thousand years. The Qutsiders are gone. Al the sapient species are gone, too, dead or fled
or hopelessly nmutated and still mutating. Thousands of worlds woul d have been sterilized -- maybe
mllions -- but they'd still be covered with free oxygen and organi ¢ sludge and nmaybe even deep-
sea life. Al ready for easy terraformng. That's it. They're headed for the Core."

He said, "Well." And thought again and said, "At least it's different."

"I's this what you cane for?"
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"Beowul f, | believe | can tell Sigmund it was worth the trip. Now, will you tell me what
happened to Feather Filip and Carl os Wi?"

"Yeah. And Carlos WI's autodoc?"

He shrugged it off. "Feather Filip vanished fromthe sanme tine and | ocale as you and Carl os Wi
and Sharrol Janss. |'m supposed to find out who's dead."

It wasn't a slip of the tongue. He put the question that brutally quite deliberately. Maybe it
got hi mwhat he wanted; because the blood was draining out of ny face again. | found nmy hand at ny
t hroat, massagi ng.

| said, "Nobody should have to eat with you, Ander."
He | ooked at the nonster on ny plate and again wouldn't give ne the satisfaction. "Wo's dead?"
Me! | said, "At least Carlos. You want it fromthe begi nni ng?"

"\Way not ?"

PROCRUSTES

Asl eep, ny mind plays it all back in fragments and dreans. Fromtine to tinme a block of nerves
wakes:

That's sone kind of ARM weapon! Move it nove it too late blam M head rolls | oose on black
sand. Bones shattered, ribs and spine. Fear worse than the agony. Agony fading and |'m gone.

Legs try to kick. Nothing noves. Again, harder, nmove! No go. The 'doc floats nicely on the |ift
plate, but its mass is resisting me. Push! Voice behind ne, | turn, she's holding sonme kind of
tube. Blam M head bounces on sand. Agony flaring, sensation fading. Try to hang on, stay lucid

but everything turns nell ow.

My bal ance swings wildly around nmy inner ear. Were's the planet's axis? Fafnir doesn't have
pol ar caps. The ancient lander is flying itself. Carlos |ooks worried, but Feather's having the
time of her life.

Sprawl ed across the planet's face, a hurricane flattened al ong one edge. Under the vast cloud
fingerprint, a ruddy snake divides the blue of a world-girdling ocean. A long, narrow continent
runs al nost pole to pole.

The | ander reenters over featureless ocean. Nothing down there seens to be looking at us. |I'm
taking us down fast. Larger islands have low, flat buildings on them Pick a little one. Hover
while flane digs the lanplighter pit w der and deeper, until the I ander sinks into the hole with
inches to spare. Plan Ais right on track

I remenber how Plan A ended. The Surgery program senses ny distress and turns ne off.

I"'min Carlos Wi's 'doc, in the intensive care cavity. The Surgery program prods mny brain,
runni ng nme through ny menories, maintaining the patterns |est they fuzz out to nothing while ny
brain and body heal

| must be terribly danmaged

* k k

Waki ng was sudden. My eyes popped open, and | was on ny back, my nose two inches from gl ass.
Sunl i ght glared through scattered clouds. Display lights gl owed above nmy eyebrows. | felt fine,
charged with energy.

Ye gods, how long had | slept? Al those dreans ... dream nenori es.

| tried to nove. | was shrink-wapped in elastic. | wiggled ny armup across ny chest, wth
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considerable effort, and up to the displays. It took me a few seconds to figure them out.

Bi omass tank. nearly enpty. Treatnent: pages of data, horrifying ... terninated, successful
Date: Ghnygod. Four nonths! | was out for four nonths and el even days!
| typed, Open:

The dark glass Iid retracted, sunlight flared, and | shut ny eyes tight. After a while |I pulled
nyself over the rimof the intensive care cavity and rolled out.

My bal ance was all wong. | landed like a |unpy sack, on sand, and managed not to yell or swear.
Who m ght hear? Sat up, squinting painfully, and | ooked around.

I was still on the island.

It was weat hered coral, nearly symetrical, with a central peak. The air was sparkling clear
and the ocean went on forever, with another pair of tiny islands just touching the horizon.

| was stark naked and white as a bone, in the glare of a yellowwhite dwarf sun. The air was
salty and thick with organic life, sea life.

Where was everybody?

| tried to stand, wobbled, gave it up, and crawl ed around into the shadow of the 'doc. | stil
felt an amazi ng sense of well-being, as if | could solve anything the universe could throw at ne.

During nonents of half wakeful ness |I'd somehow worked out where | nust be. Here it stood, half
coffin and half chenical |ab, massive and abandoned on the narrow bl ack sand beach. A vul nerable
pl ace to | eave such a valuable thing, but this was where |I'd |l ast seen it, ready to be | oaded into
the boat.

Sunl i ght could damage nme in mnutes, kill me in hours, but Carlos WI's wonderful 'doc was no
ordinary mall autodoctor. It was state of the art, smarter than nme in some respects. It would cure
anyt hing the sun could do to ne.

| pulled nyself to nmy feet and took a few steps. Quch! The coral cut ny feet. The 'doc could
cure that, too, but it hurt.

Standing, | could see nost of the island. The center bulged up |ike a volcano. Fafnir cora
builds a flat island with a shallow cone rising at the center, a housing for a synbiote, the
| anplighter. I'd hovered the | ander above the cone while belly jets scorched out the I anplighter
nest until it was big enough to hold the | ander.

Just nme and the 'doc and a dead island. I'd have to live in the 'doc. Come out at night, like a
vanpire. My chance of being found nust be poor if no passing boat had found nme in these past four-
pl us nont hs.

| clinbed. The coral cut nmy hands and feet and knees. Fromthe cone |I'd be able to see the whole
i sl and.

The pit was two hundred feet across. The bottom was bl ack and snmooth and seven or eight feet
bel ow nme. Feat her had set the lander to nmelt itself down slowy, radiating not much heat over many
hours. Several inches of rainwater now covered the slag, and sonmething spraw ed in the nuck

It might be a nan ... a tall man, possibly raised in low gravity. Too tall to be Carlos. O
Sharrol, or Feather, and who was left?

| junped down. Landed clunsily on the snoboth slag and splashed full length in the water. Picked
mysel f up, unhurt.

My toes could feel an oblong texture, lines and ridges, the shapes within the I ander that
woul dn't melt. Police could determne what this thing had been if they ever |ooked; but why woul d
t hey | ook?
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The water felt good on ny burned feet. And on ny skin. | was already burned. Al binos can't take
yel | ow dwarf sunli ght.

A corpse was no surprise, given what | renmenbered. | |ooked it over. It had been wearing | oca
clothing for a nman: boots, |oose pants with a rope tie, a jacket encrusted with pockets. The
jacket was pierced with a great ragged hole front and back. That could only have been made by
Feather's horrible ARM weapon. This close, the head ... 1'd thought it nust be under the water,
but there was no head it all. There were clean white bones, and a neck vertebra cut snoothly in
hal f .

| was hyperventilating. Dizzy. | sat down next to the skeleton so that | wouldn't fall
These | ong bones | ooked nore than four nmonths dead. Years, decades ... wait, now W'd scorched
the nest, but there would be |anplighter soldiers |eft outside. They would have swarned down and

stripped the bones.

| found | was trying to push ny back through a wall of fused coral. My enpty stomach heaved.

This was nmuch worse than anything |'d imagi ned. | knew who this was.
Sunl i ght burned nmy back. My eyes were going wonky in the glare. Tine was not on ny side: | was
going to be nuch sicker much quicker than | 1iked.

I nade nyself pull the boots |oose, shook the bones out, and put themon. They were too big.

The jacket was a sailor's survival jacket, |ocal style. The shoul ders | ooked padded: shoul der
floats. The front and sides had been all pockets, well stuffed, but front and back had been tomto
confetti.

| stripped it off himand began searchi ng pockets.

No wal l et, no ID. Tissue pack. The shrapnel renains of a hand conputer. Several pockets were
seal ed: energency gear, stuff you wouldn't want to open by accident; and sone of those had
survi ved.

A knife of exquisite sharpness in a built-in holster. Pocket torch. Aration brick. | bit into
the brick and chewed while | searched. Mag specs, one lens shattered, but | put themon anyway.
W thout dark gl asses my pink al bino eyes would go blind.

Sun bl ock spray, unharned: good. A pill dispenser, broken, but in a pocket still airtight.
Better! Tannin secretion pills!

The boots were shrinking, adapting to ny feet. It felt friendly, reassuring. My nost intinmate
friends on this island.

I was still dizzy. Better let the 'doc take care of ne now, take the pills afterward. | shook
broken ribs out of the jacket. Shook the pants enpty. Balled the clothing and tossed it out of the
hole. Tried to followit.

My fingers wouldn't reach the rim

"After all this, what a stupid way to die," | said to the nenory of Sharrol Janss. "What do | do
now? Build a | adder out of bones?" If | got out of this hole, I'd think it through before | ever
di d anyt hi ng.

I knelt; | yelled and junped. My fingers, palns, forearns gripped rough coral. | pulled nyself

out and |l ay panting, sweating, bleeding, crying.

I linped back to the 'doc, wearing boots now, holding the suit spread above ne for a parasol. |
was feverish with sunbum

I couldn't take boots into the ICC. Wait. Think. Wnd? Waves? | tied the clothes in a bundle
around the boots, and set it on the 'doc next to the faceplate. |I clinbed into the intensive care
cavity and pulled the lid down.
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Sharrol would wait an hour |onger, if she was still alive. And the kids. And Carl os.

| did not expect to fall asleep

* k%

Asl eep, feverish with sunburn. The Surgery programtickl es bl ocks of nerves, plays ne like a
complex toy. In my sleep | feel raging thirst, hear a thunderclap, taste cinnanon or coffee,
cl ench a phantomfi st.

My skin wakes. Piloerection runs in ripples along ny body, then a universal tickle, then
pressure ... like that feather-crested snakeskin Sharrol put nme into for Carlos's party ..

* % %

Sharrol, sliding into her own rai nbow scal ed bodysuit, stopped hal fway. "You don't really want
to do this, do you?"

"Il tough it out. How do | |ook?" |I'd never devel oped the | east sense of flatlander style.
Sharrol picked ny clothes.

"Hal f man, half snake," she said. "M?"

"Like this snake's fitting mate." She didn't really. No flatlander is as supple as a
crashl ander. Raised in Earth's gravity, Sharrol was a foot shorter than I, and weighed the sanme as
| did. Stocky.

The apartnent was already in child node: rounded surfaces everywhere, and all storage was | ocked
or raised to eyeball height (mne). Tanya was five and Louis was four and both were agile as
nonkeys. | scanned for anything that m ght be dangerous within their reach. Louis stared at us,
sol erm, awed. Tanya gi ggl ed. W nust have | ooked odder than usual, though given flatlander styles
it's a wonder that any kid can recognize its parents. Wy do they change their hair and skin col or
so often? When we hugged t hem goodbye, Tanya nade a game of tugging nmy hair out of shape and
watching it flow back into a feathery crest. W set them down and turned on the Playmate program

The | obby transfer booth junped us three time zones east. W stepped out into a vestibule,
facing an arc of picture window A flock of rainbow hued fish panicked at the awful sight and
flicked away. A huge fish passed in sone internal dream

For an instant | felt the weight of all those tons of water.
| 1 ooked to see how Sharrol was taking it. She was smiling, admring.
"Carlos lives near the Great Barrier Reef, you said. You didn't say he lived init."

"It's a great privilege," Sharrol told me. "I spent nmy first thirty years under water, but not
on the Reef. The Reef's too fragile. The UN protects it."

"You never told nme that!"

She grinned at ny surprise. "My dad had a | obster ranch near Boston. Later | worked for the
Epcot-Atlantis police. The ecology isn't so fragile there, but -- Bey, | should take you there."

| said, "Maybe it's why we think alike. | grew up underground. You can't build aboveground on W
Made It."

"You told me. The wi nds."
"Sharrol, this isn't like Carlos."
She'd known Carlos Wi years longer than | had. "Carlos gets an idea and he follows it as far as

it"ll go. I don't know what he's onto now. Maybe he's al ways wanted to share ne with you. And he
brought a date for, um--"
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"Ever met her?"

-- balance. No, Carlos won't even talk about Feather Filip. He just snmiles nmysteriously. Maybe
it's love."

* % %

The children! Protect the children! Where are the children? The Surgeon nmust be tickling ny

adrenal glands. 1'mnot awake, but I'mfrantic, and a bit randy too. Then the sensations ease off.
The Playmate program It guards them and teaches them and plays with them They'll be fine. Can't
take themto Carlos's place ... not tonight.

Sharrol was their nother and Carlos Wi had been their father. Earth's Fertility Board won't |et
an al bino have children. Carlos's gene pattern they judge perfect; he's one of a hundred and
twenty flatlanders who carry an unlimted birthright.

A man can |l ove any child. That's hard-wired into the brain. A man can rai se another man's
children. And accept their father as a friend ... but there's a barrier. That's wired in, too.

Sharrol knows. She's afraid I'Il turn prickly and uncivilized. And Carlos knows. So why ...?

Toni ght was billed as a foursonme, sex and tapas. That was a devel opi ng custom dinner strung out
as a sequence of small dishes between bouts of recreational sex. Sonething inherited fromthe
ancient G eeks or Italians, maybe. There's sonmething |lovers gain fromfeeding each ot her

Feat her --

The nmenory blurs. | wasn't afraid of her then, but I amnow When | renenber Feather, the
Surgeon puts nme to sleep

But the children! 1've got to remenber. W were down. Sharrol was out of the 'doc, but we left
Louis and Tanya frozen. W floated their box into the boat. Feather and | disengaged the lift
plate and slid it under the 'doc. Beneath that |unpy jacket she noved like a tigress. She spoke ny
name; | turned ..

Feat her.

* k% %

Carlos's sleepfield enclosed nost of the bedroom He'd hosted bigger parties than this in here.
Toni ght we were down to four, and a floating chaos of dishes Carlos said were Mxican.

"She's an ARM" Carl os said

Feather Filip and | were sharing a tamale too spicy for Sharrol. Feather caught ne staring and
grinned back. An ARM?

I'd expected Feather to be striking. She wasn't exactly beautiful. She was strong: |ean, al nost
gaunt, with prom nent tendons in her neck, lunps flexing at the corners of her jaws. You don't get
strength like that without training in illegal martial arts.

The Amal gamated Regional Mlitia is the United Nations police, and the United Nations took a
powerful interest in Carlos Wi. What was she, Carlos's bodyguard? Was that how they'd net?

But whenever one of us spoke of the ARMthat afternoon, Feather changed the subject.

I'd have thought Carlos would orchestrate our sleepfield dance. Certified genius that he is,
woul d he not be superb at that, too? But Feather had her own ideas, and Carlos |let her |ead. Her
| ovenmaki ng was aggressive and acrobatic. | felt her strength that afternoon. And ny own | ack
raised as | was in the lower gravity of W Made It.

And three hours passed in that fashion, while the wonderful colors of the reef darkened to light-
anplified night.
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And then Feather reached far out of the field, linber as a snake ... reached inside her
backpurse, and fiddled, and frowned, and rolled back and said, "W're shielded."

Carlos said, "They' |l know. "

"They know ne," Feather said, "They're thinking that |I |et themuse their nonitors because |I'm
showi ng of f, but now we're going to try sonething a little kinky. O maybe |I'mjust putting them
on. I've done it before --"

"Then --"

"Find a glitch so | can block their gear with something new Then they fix it. They' Il fix this
one too, but not tonight. It's just Feather conming down after a |ong week."

Carl os accepted that. "Stet. Sharrol, Beowul f, do you want to | eave Earth? W'd be traveling as
a group, Louis and Tanya and the four of us. This is for keeps."

Sharrol said, "I can't." Carlos knew that.

He said, "You can ride in cold sleep. Home's rotation period is fifty m nutes shorter than
Earth's. Mass the sane, air about the sane. Tectonic activity is higher, soit'll snell Iike
there's just a trace of snog --"

"Carlos, we talked this to death a few years ago." Sharrol was annoyed. "Sure, | could live on
Hone. | don't like the notion of flying fromworld to world Iike a, a corpse, but 1'd do it. But
the UN doesn't want ne enmigrating, and Hone won't take flat phobes!"

The flatl ander phobia is a bone-deep dread of being cut off fromEarth. Fear of flying and/or
falling is an extreme case, but no flat phobe can travel in space. You find few flat phobes off
Earth; in fact, Earthborn are called flatlanders no matter how well they adjust to life el sewhere.

But Feather was grinning at Sharrol. "W go by way of Fafnir. We'll get to Hone as Shashters.
Hone has al ready approved us for immgration --"

"Under the name Graynor. We're all married," Carlos anmplified.
| said, "Carlos, you' ve been off Earth. You were on Jinx for a year."

"Yeah. Bey, Signund Ausfaller and his gnomes never lost track of ne. The United Nations thinks
they own my genes. |'m supervi sed wherever | go."

But they keep you in luxury, | thought. And the grass is always greener. And Feather had her own
conplaint. "What do you know about the ARM?" she asked us.

"W |isten to the vid," Sharrol said.

"Sharrol, dear, we vet that stuff. The ARM deci des what you don't get to know about us. Mbst of
us take psychoactive chemcals to keep us in a properly paranoid mnd frame during working hours.
We stay that way four days, then go sane for the weekend. If it's making us too crazy, they retire
us."

Feat her was nervous and trying to restrain it, but now hard-edged nuscles flexed, and her el bows
and knees were pulling in protectively against her torso. "But sone of us are born this way. W go
of f chenicals when we go to work. The 'doc doses us back to sanity Thursday afternoon. |'ve been
an ARM schiz for thirty-five years. They're ready to retire me, but they'd never let ne go to sone
other world, knowi ng what | know. And they don't want a schiz naking babies."

| didn't say that | could see their point. | |ooked at Sharrol and saw hope in the set of her
mouth, ready to snmile but holding off. W were being brought into these plans way |late. Rising
hackl es had pulled ne right out of any postcoital glow.

Feather told ne, "They'll never let you go either, Beowul f."

And that was nonsense. "Feather, |'ve been off Earth three tinmes since | got here.”

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt (129 of 162) [1/14/03 8:12:06 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt

"Don't try for four. You know too nuch. You know about the Core expl osion, and dipl onmatic
matters involving alien races --"

"I"ve left Earth since --

-- and Julian Forward's work." She gave it a dramatic pause. "W'I|l have some advanced weaponry
out of that. We would not want the kzinti to know about that, or the trinocs, or certain human
domains. That last trip, do you know how nmuch tal king you did while you were on Gumm dgy and Ji nx?
You're a friendly, talkative guy with great stories, Beowul f!"

| shrugged. "So why trust ne with this? Wy didn't you and Carlos just go?"

She gestured at Carlos. He grinned and said, "l insisted."

"And we need a pilot," Feather said. "That's you, Beowulf. But | can bust us | oose. |'ve set up
sonet hi ng nobody but an ARM woul d ever dream of."

She told us about it.

* % %

To the kzinti the world was only a nunber. Kzinti don't |ike ocean sports. The continent was
Shasht, 'Burrowi ng Murder.' Shasht was nearly lifeless, but the air was breathable and the nm nes
were val uabl e. The kzinti had dredged up negatons of sea bottomto fertilize a hunting jungle, and
they got as far as seeding and planting before the Fourth Man-Kzin War.

After the war humanki nd took Shasht as reparations, and naned the world Fafnir.

On Fafnir, Feather's investigations found a fanmily of six: two nen, two wonen, two children. The
G aynors were ready to em grate. Local |aw would cause themto | eave nost of their wealth behind
but then they'd |l ost nost of it already backing sonme kind of recreational facilities on the
continent.

"I"ve recorded themtw ce. The Graynors'||l find funding waiting for themat Wnderland. They
won't talk. The other Graynor famly will emgrate to Hone --"

"That's us?"

Feat her nodded. Carlos said, "But if you and the kids won't cone, Feather'll have to find
someone el se. "

| said, "Carlos, you'll be watched. | don't suppose Feather can protect you fromthat."

"No. Feather's taken a nuch bigger risk --

"They' || never miss it." She turned to me. "I got hold of alittle stealth |ander, Fourth War
vintage, with a cold sleep box in back for you, Sharrol. W'Ill take that down to Fafnir. |'ve got
an inflatable boat to take us to the Shasht North spaceport, and we'll get to Home on an Qutbound
Enterprises iceliner. Sharrol, you'll board the liner already frozen; | know how to bypass that
stage." Feather was excited now. She gripped ny armand said, "W have to go get the | ander
Beowul f. It's on Mars."

Sharrol said, "Tanya's a flat phobe too."

Feather's fingers closed with bruising force. | sensed that the lady didn't |ike seeing her
pl ans al tered.

"Wait one," Carlos said. "W can fix that. We're taking ny 'doc, aren't we? It wouldn't be
pl ausible, let alone intelligent, for Carlos Wi to go on vacation w thout his 'doc. Feather, how
big is the |l ander's freezebox?"

"Yeah. Right. It'll hold Tanya ... better yet, both children. Sharrol can ride in your 'doc
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We tal ked it around. When we were satisfied, we went hone.

* % %

Three days out, three days returning, and a week on Mars while the ARMteam played with the
spacecraft Boy George. It had to be Feather and ne. | would famliarize nyself with Boy Ceorge,
Feat her woul d supervise the ARM crews ... and neither of us were flat phobes.

| bought a dinme disk, a tourist's guide to Fafnir system and | studied it.

Kzinti and human pl anetol ogists call Fafnir a typical water world in a system ol der than Sol
The systemdidn't actually retain nuch nore water than Earth did; that isn't the problem But the
core is lowin radioactives. The lithosphere is thick: no continental drift here. Shall ow oceans
cover 93 percent of the planet. The oceans seethe with |[ife, five billion years evolved, tw ce as
old as Earth's.

And where the thick crust cracked in early days, magma oozed through to build the world's single
continent. Today a wandering |ine of vol canoes and bare rock stretches fromthe south pole nearly
to the north. The continent's mass has been growing for billions of years.

On the opposite face of a | opsided planet, the ocean has grown shallow. Fafnir's life presently
di scovered the advantages of coral building. That side of the world is covered with tens of
thousands of coral islands. Sone stand up to twenty neters tall: relics of a deeper ocean

The mines are all on Shasht. So also are all the industry, both spaceports, and the seat of
government. But the life -- recreation, housing, famlies -- is all on the islands.

* k%

Finding the old | ander had i ndeed been a stroke of luck. It was an identical backup for the
craft that set Sinbad Jabar down on Meerowsk in the Fourth War, where he invaded the harem of the
Patriarch's Voice. The di sgrace caused t he bal ance of power anobng the | ocal kzinti to becone
unstabl e. The hunman alliance took Meerowsk and renaned the planet, and it was Jabar's Prize unti
a later, pacifistic generation took power. Jabar's skin is displayed there still.

Sonehow Feat her had convinced the ARMs that (1) this twin of Jabar's |ander was wanted for the
Smi t hsoni an Luna, and (2) the Belt people's would raise hell if they knewit was to be renoved
from Mars. The project nust be absolutely secret.

Utimtely the ARMcrews grew tired of Feather's supervision, or else her conpany. Rapidly after
that, Feather grew tired of watching me read. "We'll only be on Fafnir two days, Beowul f. Wiat are
you learning? It's a dull, dull, dull place. All the land life is Earth inports --"

"Their lifestyle is strange, Feather. They travel by transfer booths and dirigible balloons and
boats, and al nbst nothing in between. A very laid-back society. Nobody's expected to be anywhere
ontime --"

"Nobody' s watching us here. You don't have to play tourist."
"I know." If the ARM had Boy George bugged ... but Feather would have thought of that.

Qur ship was in the hands of ARM engi neers, and that nmade for tension. But we were getting on
each other's nerves. Not a good sign, with a three-week flight facing us.

Feat her said, "You're not playing. You are a tourist!"

| admitted it. "And the first law of tourismis: read everything." But | switched the screen off
and said, in the spirit of conpromse, "All right. Show nme. What is there to see on Mars?"

She hated to admit it. "Nothing."

* k% %

W left Mars with the little stealth Iander in the fuel tank. The ARM was doi ng things the ARM
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didn't know about. And | continued reading ..

Fafnir's twenty-two-hour day has encouraged an active life. Couch potatoes court insomia: it's
easier to sleep if you're tired. But hurrying is sonething else. There are transfer booths, of
course. You can junp instantly froma hone on sone coral extrusion to the bare rock of Shasht
and buy yourself an el even-hour tinme |ag.

Nobody's in a hurry to go hone. They go by dirigible. Utinmately the floatliner conpanies w sed
up and began selling round-trip tickets for the same price as one-way.

"l do know all this, Beowul f."
"Mph? Ch, good."

"So what's the plan?" Feather asked. "Find an island with nothing near it and put down, right?
Get out and dance around on the sand while we bl ow the boat up and load it and go. How do we hide
t he | ander ?"

"Sink it."
"Read about |anplighters,” she said, so | did.

After the war and the settlenent, UN advance forces | anded on Shasht, took over the kzinti
structures, then began to explore. Hal fway around the planet were nyriads of little round cora
i slands, each with a little peak at the center. At night the peaks glowed with a steady yell ow
light. Larger islands were chains of peaks, each with its yellow glow in the cup. Lanplighters
wer e named before anyone knew what they were.

Close up ... well, they've been called piranha ant nests. The bi ol um nescence attracts scores of
varieties of flying fish. O, lured or just lost, a swimmng thing nay beach itself, and then the
| anpl i ghter horde flows down to the beach and cleans it to the bones.

You can't build a home or beach a boat until the nest has been burned out. Then you have to wait
anot her twel ve days for the soldiers caught outside the nest to die. Then cover the nest. Use it
for a basenent, put your house on it. Otherwi se the sea nay carry a queen to you, to use the nest
agai n.

"You' re ahead of ne on this,” | admitted. "Wat has this | ander got for belly rockets?"

"Your basic hydrogen and oxygen," Feather said. "Hi gh heat and a water-vapor exhaust. We'll burn
the nest out."

"Good. "

* % %

Yo! Boy, when Carlos's 'doc is finished with you, you know it!

Open.
The sky was a brilliant sprawl of stars, some of them noving-spacecraft, weather eyes, the whee
-- and a single | opsided noon. The island was shadowteeth cutting into the starscape. | slid out

carefully, into a blackness like the inside of ny enpty belly, and yelled as | dropped into
seawat er .

The water was hip deep, with no current to speak of. | wasn't going to drown, or be washed away,
or lost. Fafnir's noon was a little one, close in. Tides would be shall ow.

Still 1'd been lucky: | could have wakened under water.

How di d peopl e feel about nudity here? But nmy bundle of clothes hadn't washed away. Now the
boots clasped nmy feet like old friends. The sleeves of the dead man's survival jacket tailed way
past ny hands until | rolled themup, and of course the front and back were in shreds. The pants
were better: too big, but with elastic ankle bands that | just pulled up to ny knees. | swall owed
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a tannin secretion dose. | couldn't have done that earlier. The 'doc would have read the al bino
gene in my DNA and "cured" nme of an inposed tendency to tan

There was nothing on all of Fafnir like Carlos's 'doc. 1'd have to hide it before | could ever
t hi nk about rescue.

* % %

"Qur medi cal equipnent,” Carlos had called it; and Feather had answered, "Hardly ours."

Carlos was patient. "It's all we've got, Feather. Let ne show you how to use it. First, the
di agnostics --"

The thing was as nassive as the inflatable boat that would carry us to Shasht. Carlos had a
gravity lift to shove under it. The intensive care cavity was tailored just for Carlos Wi,
natural ly, but any of us could be served by the tethers and sl eeves and hypo-ti pped tubes and
readouts al ong one whol e face of the thing: the service wall

"These hookups do your diagnostics and set the chemical feeds going. Feather, it'll rebal ance
body chenistry, in case | ever go schiz or someone poisons me or sonething. |'ve reprogramed it
to take care of you too." | don't think Carlos noticed the way Feather |ooked at it, and him

"Now the cavity. It's for the nost serious injuries, but |'ve reprogranmed it for you, Sharro
my dear --"

"But it's exactly Carlos's size," Feather told us pointedly. "The UN thinks a lot of Carlos. W
can't use it."

Sharrol said, "It looks snall. | don't nean the IC cavity. | can get into that. But there's not
much room for transplants in that storage space.”

"Ch, no. This is advanced stuff. | had a hand in the design. One day we'll be able to use these
techni ques with everyone." Carlos patted the nonster. "There's nothing in here in the way of
cl oned organs and such. There's the Surgery program and a reservoir of organic soup, and a googo
of self-replicating machines a few hundred atons long. If | lost a leg or an eye, they'd turn ne
off and rebuild it onto me. There's even ... here, pay attention. You feed the organics reservoir
t hrough here, so the machine doesn't run out of material. You could even feed it Fafnir fish if
you can catch them but they're netal -deficient "

Wien he had us thoroughly familiar with the beast, he helped Sharrol into the cavity, waited to
be sure she was hooked up, and closed it. That nmade ne nervous as hell. She clinbed out a day
later claimng that she hadn't felt a thing, wasn't hungry, didn't even have to use the bathroom

* % %

The 'doc was nmassive. | had to really heave against it to get it noving, and then it wanted to
nmove along the shore. | forced it to turn inland. The proper place to hide it was in the
| anpl i ghter nest, of course.

I was gasping |ike death itself, and the daylight had al nost died, and | just couldn't push that
mass uphill.

| left it on the beach. Maybe there was an answer. Let ny hindbrain toy with it for a while.

| trudged across sand to rough coral and kept wal king to the peak. We'd picked the island partly
for its isolation. Two distant yellow lights, eastward, narked two islands |I'd noted earlier. |
ran nmy mag specs (the side that worked) up to 20X and scanned the whol e horizon, and found nothing
but the twin | anplighter glows.

And nothing to do but wait.

| sat with ny back against the Iip of the dead | anplighter pit. | pictured her: she | ooked
serious, a touch worried, under a feather crest and undyed skin: pink shading to brown, an Anglo
tanned as if by Fafnir's yellow white sun
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| said, "Sharrol."

Li ke the dead she had sl ept, her face slack beneath the faceplate, |ike Sleeping Beauty. 1'd
taken to talking to her, wondering if some part of her heard. |1'd never had the chance to ask.

"I never wondered why you | oved ne. Egotist, | am But you nust have | ooked |ike ne when you
were younger. Thirty years underwater, no sunlight. Your uncles, your father, they nust have
| ooked a lot |like me. Maybe even with white hair. How old are you? | never asked."

Her menory | ooked at ne.

"Tanj that. Wiere are you? Where are Tanya and Loui s? Were's Carl os? Wat happened after | was
shot ?"

Faint smile, shrug of eyebrows.

"You spent three weeks unconscious in the ICC followed by ten mnutes on your feet. Wong
gravity, wong air mx, wong snells. W hit you with everything it mght take to knock a fl at
phobe spi nning. Then bl am and your love interest is lying on the sand with a hole through him

"Maybe you tried to kill her. | don't think you' d give her nuch trouble, but nmaybe Feather woul d
kill you anyway. She'd still have the kids ..."

| slanmed ny fist on coral. "Wat did she want? That crazy wonman. | never hurt her at all."

Talking to Sharrol: Lifeless as she was, maybe it wasn't quite as crazy as talking to nyself. |
couldn't talk to the others. They -- "You renenber that night we planned it all? Feather was |ucid
then. Conparatively. W were there for her as people. On the trip to Mars she was a | ot wilder.
She was a hell of an active lover, but | never really got the feeling that | was there for her."

We never tal ked about each other's lovers. In truth, it was easier to say these things to
Sharrol when she wasn't here

"But mpost of the way to Fafnir, Feather was fine. But she wasn't sleeping with nme. Just Carl os.
She coul d hold a conversation, no problemthere, but I was randy, |ove, and frustrated. She |iked
that. | caught a | ook when Carlos wasn't looking. So | didn't want to talk to her. And she was
al ways up against Carlos, and Carlos, he was a bit enbarrassed about it all. W tal ked about
pl ans, but for anything personal there was just you. Sl eeping Beauty."

The night was warm and cl ear. By convention, boats woul d show any col or except |anplighter
yellow. | couldn't miss seeing a boat's |ights.

"Then, fifteen hours out fromthe drop point, that night | found her floating in ny sl eeping

pl ates. | suppose | could have sent her to her own room | nmean it was within the | aws of physics,
but | didn't. | acted |ike conversation was the last thing |'d be interested in. But so did
Feat her.

"And the next norning it was all business, and a frantic business it was. W cane in in devious
fashi on, and got off behind the noon. Boy George went on al one, decel erating. Passed too close to
an ARM base on C aim 226 that even Feather wasn't supposed to know about. Turned around and
accel erated away in clear and obvious terror, heading off in the general direction of Hrooshpith --
pithtcha -- of another of those used-to-be-kzinti systens where they' ve never got the popul ation
records straightened out. No doubt the ARMis waiting for us there.

"And of course you missed the ride down ... but ny point is that nothing ever got said.
"Ckay. This whol e schene was schened by Feather, carried through by Feather. It --" | stared
into the black night. "Oh." | really should have seen this earlier. Wy did Feather need Carl os?

Through the ARM spy net Feather Filip had found a famly of six Shashters ready to em grate. Wy
not | ook for one or two? Where Carlos insisted on taking his children and Sharrol and ne, another
man m ght be nore reasonabl e.
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"She doesn't just want to be clear of Sol system Doesn't just want to nake babies. She wants
Carlos. Carlos of the perfect genes. Hah! Carlos finally saw it. Maybe she told him He nust have
| et her know he didn't want children by an ARM schiz. Angry and randy, she took it out on ne, and
then ..."

Then?

Wth ny eyes open to the dark, entranced, | renmenbered that final night. Yellow |lights sprinkled
on a bl ack ocean. Sone are the wong color, too bright, too blue. Avoid those.

They' re houses. Pick one far fromthe rest. Hover. Oganic matter burns |anplighter yell ow bel ow
the drive flanme, then fades. | sink us in, an egg in an egg cup. Feather blasts the roof |oose and
we crawl out --

W hadn't wanted to use artificial lights. Wien dawn gave us enough light, we inflated the boat.
Feat her and Carlos used the gravity lift to settle the freezebox in the boat. They were arguing in
whi spers. | didn't want to hear that, | thought.

| turned off the doc's "Mintenance" sequence. A minute |later Sharrol sat up, a flat phobe
wakened suddenly on an alien world. Sniffed the air. Kissed ne and let ne lift her out, heavy in
Fafnir's gravity. | set her on the sand. Her nerve seenmed to be hol ding. Feather had procured
I ocal clothing; | pushed the bundle into her arns.

Feat her canme toward me towing the gravity lift. She | ooked shapel ess, wth bul ging pockets fore
and aft. W slid the Iift into place, and | pushed the 'doc toward Carlos and the boat. Feather
called ny nane. | turned. Blam Agony and scranbl ed senses, but | saw Carlos |leap for the boat,
refl exes like a jackrabbit. My head hit the black sand.

Then?

"She wanted hostages. Qur children, but Carlos's children. They're frozen, they won't give her
any trouble. But me, why would she need ne? Killing ne lets Carl os know she neans it. Maybe | told
too many stories: maybe she thinks |I'm dangerous. Maybe --"

For an instant | saw just how superfluous | was, fromFeather Filip's psychotic viewpoint.
Feat her wanted Carlos. Carlos wanted the children. Sharrol cane with the children. Beowul f
Shaef fer was al ong because he was with Sharrol. |f Feather shot Beowul f, how nmuch woul d Carl os
m nd? Bl am

Presently | said, "She shot ne to prove she would. But it |ooked to ne |like Carlos just ran
There weren't any weapons in the boat, we'd only just inflated it. Al he could do was start it
and go. That takes --" Wen | thought about it, it was actually a good nove. He'd gotten away with
hi nsel f and Tanya and Louis, with both hostages. Protect them now, negotiate later

And he'd left Feather in a killing rage, with that horrible tube and one living target.
stopped talking to Sharrol then, because it seenmed to ne she nust be dead.

No! "Feat her had you. She had to have you." It could happen. It could. "Wat else can she
threaten Carlos with? She has to keep you alive." | tried to believe it. "She certainly didn't
kill you in the first mnute. Sonebody had to put me in the 'doc. Feather had no interest in doing
that."

But she had no interest in letting Sharrol do that either. "Tanj dammt! Wy did Feather let you
put me in the 'doc? She even let you ..." Wiat about the bi onass reserve?

My damaged body nmust have needed sonme major restructuring. The biomass reserve had been feeding

Sharrol, and doing incidental repairs on us all, for the entire three-week trip. Healing ne would
take another ... fifty kilograms? Mire? "She nust have let you fill the bionass reserve with ..."
Fi sh?

Feat her showi ng Carl os how reasonable she could be ... too reasonable. It felt wong, wong.

"The ot her body, the headl ess one. Wiy not just push that in the hopper? So nuch easier. Unless --
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Unl ess material was even cl oser at hand.

I felt no sudden inspiration. It was a matter of making myself believe. | tried to renmenber
Sharrol ... pulling her clothes on quickly, shivering and dancing on the sand, in the chilly dawn
breeze. Hands brushi ng back through her hair, hair half grown out. Atiny grinmace for the way the
survival jacket made her | ook, bul ges everywhere. Patting pockets, opening sone of them

The 'doc had snapped her out of a three week sleep. Like me: awake, alert, ready.

It didn't go away, the answer. It just ... | still didn't know where Sharrol was, or Carlos, or
the children. What if | was wong? Feather had mapped ny route to Home, every step of the way. |
knew exactly where Feather was now, if a line of logic could point my way. But -- one wong

assunption, and Feather Filip could pop up behind ny ear
I could nmake nyself safer, and Sharrol too, if | mapped out a wont-case scenari o.

Feather's Plan B: Kill Shaeffer. Take the rest prisoners, to inpose her will on Carlos ... but
Carlos flees with the boat. So, Plan B-1: Feather holds Sharrol at gunpoint. (Aive.) Sone days
| ater she waves down a boat. Blam and a stolen boat sails toward Shasht. O stops to stow Sharro
somewhere, maybe on another coral island, maybe inprisoned inside a plastic tent with a live
| anpl i ghter horde prow i ng outsi de.

And Carlos? He's had four nmonths, now, to find Sharrol and Feather. He's a genius, ask anyone.
And Feather wants to get in touch ... unless she's given up on Carlos, decided to kill him

If | could trace Carlos's path, | would find Louis and Tanya and even Sharrol

Carlos Plan B-1 follows Plan A as originally conceived by Feather. The kids woul d be stowed
aboard the iceliner as if already registered. Carlos would register and be frozen. Feather could
follow himto Home ... naybe on the sane ship, if she hustled. But --

No way coul d Feat her get herself frozen with a gun in her hand. That would be the nonent to take
her, comi ng out of freeze on Hone.

There, | had a target. On Shasht they could tell me who had boarded the Zonbi e Queen for Home.
What did | have to do to get to Shasht?

"Feed nyself, that's easy. Collect rainwater too. Get off the island ..." That, at |east, was
not a puzzle. | couldn't build a raft. | couldn't swimto another island. But a sailor lost at sea
will die if cast ashore; therefore, local tradition decrees that he must be rescued.

"Col | ect sonme noney. Get to Shasht. Hide myself." Wiatever else was lost to ne, to us -- whoever
had di ed, whoever still lived -- there was still the mssion, and that was to be free of the
United Nations and Earth.

And Carlos Wi's 'doc would finger ne instantly. It was advanced nanotechnol ogy: it screaned its
Earthly origin. It mght be the nost valuable itemon Fafnir, and I had no wealth at all, and
was going to have to abandon it.

* k% %

Cone daylight, | noved the '"doc. | still wanted to hide it in the lanplighter nest. The gravity
lift would Iift it but not push it uphill. But | solved it.

One of the secrets of life: know when and what to give up.

| waited for lowtide and then pushed it out to sea, and turned off the lift. The water cane
alnost to the faceplate. Seven hours later it didn't show at all. And the next emergency m ght
kill me unless it happened at |ow tide.

The nights were as warm as the days. As the tourist material had promised, it rained just before
dawn. | set up ny pants to funnel rainwater into a hole I had chopped in the coral
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The tour guide had told me how to feed nyself. It isn't that rare for a |lanplighter nest to die.
Sooner or later an unlit island will be discovered by any of several species of sw mm ng things.
Sone ride the waves at night and spawn in the sand.

| spent the second night running through the shall ows and scooping up sunbunnies in mny jacket.
Bi gger flying fish came gliding off the crests of the breakers. They wanted the sunbunnies. Three
or four wanted ne, but | was able to dodge. One | had to gut in mdair

The tour guide hadn't told ne how to clean sunbunnies. | had to fake that. | poached themin
seawat er, using my pocket torch on high; and | ate until | was bloated. | fed nmore of theminto
t he bi omass reservoir

Wth some distaste, | fed those | ong human bones in too. Fafnir fish nmeat was deficient in
metals. Utimately that might kill me; but the 'doc could conpensate for a tine.

There was nothing to build a boat with. The burnt-out |anplighter nest didn't show by daylight,
so any passing boat would be afraid to rescue nme. | thought of swi nmmng; | thought of riding away
on the gravity lift, wherever the wind night carry me. But | couldn't feed nyself at sea, and how
could | approach another island?

On the fourth evening a great w nged shape passed over the island, then dived into the sea.
Later | heard a slapping sound as that flyer and a conpanion kicked themnmselves free of the water
soared, passed over the crater and settled into it. They nmade a great deal of noise. Presently the
big one glided down to the water and was gone.

At dawn | fed nyself again, on the clutch of eggs that had been laid in the body of the snaller
flyer: male or fenmale, whichever. The dinme disk hadn't told me about this creature. A pity I
woul dn't have the chance to wite it up

At just past sunset on the eighth night | saw a light flicker blue-green-red.
My nag specs showed a boat that wasn't noving.

| fired a flare straight up, and watched it burn blue-white for twenty mnutes. | fired another
at mdnight. Then | stuffed ny boots partway into ny biggest pockets, inflated nmy shoul der floats,
and wal ked into the sea until | had to swim

I couldn't see the boat with my eyes this close to water level. | fired another flare before
dawn. One of those had to catch soneone awake ... and if not, | had three nore. | kept sw mm ng.

It was peaceful as a dream Fafnir's ecology is very old, evolved on a placid world not prone to
drifting continents and ice ages, where earthquakes and vol canoes know their place.

The sea had teeth, of course, but the carnivores were specialized; they knew the sounds of their
prey. There were a few terrifying exceptions. Reason and | ogic weren't enough to wash out those
menori es, holograns of creatures the match for any white shark.

| grewtired fast. The air felt warm enough, the water did too, but it was | eeching the heat
fromny flesh and bones. | kept sw mmi ng.

A rescuer should have no way of knowi ng that | had been on an island. The farther | could get,
the better. | did not want a rescuer to find Carlos WI's 'doc.

* k k

At first | saw nothing nore of the boat than the great white wings of its sails. | set the
pocket torch on wi de focus and high power, to conpete with what was now broad daylight, and poured
vivid green light on the sails.

And | waited for it to turn toward me, but for a long tinme it didn't. It cane in a zigzag
nmotion, ainmed by the wind, never straight at nme. It took forever to pull al ongside.

A woman with fluffy golden hair studied me in sonme curiosity, then stripped in tw quick notions
and dived in.
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I was nunb with cold, hardly capable of wiggling a finger. This was the worst nonent, and
couldn't nuster the strength to appreciate it. | passively |let the woman noose nme under the
arnpits, watched the man Iift me aboard, utterly unable to protect nyself.

Feat her could have killed ne before the 'doc released ne. Wiy wait? |I'd worked out what nust
have happened to her; it was al nost plausible; but I couldn't shake the notion that Feather was
wai ti ng above ne, watching ne cone aboard.

There was only a brawny gol den man with slanted brown eyes and gol den hair bl eached nearly as
white as mne. Tor, she'd called him and she was WI. He wapped nme in a silver bubbl e bl anket
and pushed a bul b of sonething hot into ny hands.

My hands shook. A cup woul d have splashed everything out. | got the bulb to ny lips and sucked.
Strange taste, augnented with a splash of rum The warnmth went to the core of ne like life itself.

The wonman clinbed up, dripping. She had eyes like his, a golden tan |like his. He handed her a
bul b. They | ooked nme over amably. | tried to say sonething; ny teeth turned into castanets. |
sucked and listened to them argui ng over who and what | mght be, and what could have torn up ny
j acket that way.

When | had nmy teeth under sone kind of control, | said, "I'mPersial January Hebert, and I'm
eternally in your debt."

* k *

Leaving all our Earthly wealth behind us was a pain. Feather could help: she contrived to divert
a streamof ARM funds to Fafnir, replacing it from Carlos's wealth.

Riiight. But Sharrol and | would be sponging off Carlos ... and naybe it wouldn't be Carl os.
Feat her controlled that wealth for now, and Feather |iked control. She had not said that she
expected to keep sonme for herself. That bothered nme. It nust have bothered Carlos too, though we
never found privacy to talk about it.

| wondered how Carlos would work it. Had he known Feather Filip before he reached Jinx? | could
pi cture hi mdesigning sonmething that woul d be usel ess on Earth: say, an upgraded version of the
mass driver systemthat runs through the vacuum across Jinx's East Pole, replacing a nore norma
wor | d' s Pi nwheel |auncher. Design sonething, copyright it on Jinx under a pseudonym forma
conmpany. Just in case he ever found the neans to flee Sol system

Me, | went to ny oldest friend on Earth. General Products owed El ephant a considerable sum and
El ephant -- Gregory Pelton -- owed me. He got Ceneral Products to arrange for credit on Honme and
Fafnir. Feather wouldn't have approved the breach in secrecy, but the aliens who run Genera
Products don't reveal secrets. W'd never even |ocated their honmeworld.

And Feat her nust have expected to control Carlos's funding and Carlos with it.
And Sharrol ... was with ne.

She'd trusted nme. Now she was a flat phobe broke and stranded on an alien world, if she stil
lived, if she wasn't the prisoner of a hom cidal nmaniac. Four nonths, going on five. Long enough
to drive her crazy, | thought.

How could | hurry to her rescue? The word hurry was said to be forgotten on Fafnir; but perhaps
I"d thought of a way.

* k%
They let ne sleep. Wen | woke there was soup. | was ravenous. W tal ked while we ate.

The boat was @ullfish. The owners were Wl hel min and Toranaga, brother and sister, both recently
separated from nates and enjoying a certain freedom Cean air, exercise, celibacy, before they
returned to the nating dance, its enbarrassnents and frustrati ons and rewards.
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There was a curious turn to their accents. | tagged it as Australian at first, then as Pl ateau
softened by speech training, or by a generation or two in other conpany. This was said to be
typical of Fafnir. There was no Fafnir accent. The planet had been settled too recently and from
too many directions.

W1 finished her soup, went to a | ocker, and came back with a jacket. It was not quite |ike
m ne, and new, untouched. They helped nme into it and let ne fish through the pockets of mnmy own
ragged garnent before they tossed it in the | ocker.

They had given ne nmy life. By Fafnir customny response would be a gift expressing ny val ue as
perceived by nyself ... but WI and Tor hadn't told nme their full nanes. | hinted at this; they
failed to understand. Hmm

My di ne disk hadn't spoken of this. It might be a new custom the rescuer conceals data, so that
an inpoverished rescuee need not be enbarrassed. He sends no life gift instead of a cheap one. But
I was guessing. | couldn't follow the vibes yet.

As for nmy own history --
"I just gave up," | blurted. "It was so stupid. | hadn't -- hadn't tried everything at all."
Toranaga said, "Wat kind of everything were you after?"

"I lost my wife four nonths ago. A rogue wave-you know how waves crossing can build into a
mountain of water? It rolled our boat under. A traw er picked ne up, the Triton." A civil being
must be able to nanme his rescuer. Surely there must be a boat named Triton? "There's no record of
anyone finding MIlcenta. | bought another boat and searched. It's been four nonths. | was doing
nore drinking than | ooking lately, and three nights ago something rammed the boat. A torpedo ray,
I think. I didn't sink, but nmy power was out, even ny lights. | got tired of it all and just
started sw nming."

They | ooked at each other, then at their soup. Synpathy was there, with a trace of contenpt
beneat h.

"Mddle of the night, | was cold as the sea bottom and it crossed ny mnd that maybe M| was
rescued under another nane. W aren't registered as a partnership. If MI was in a coma, they'd
check her retina prints --"

"Use our caller,” WIlhelmn said.

| thanked them "Wth your permission, |'Il establish sone credit too. |I've run nyself broke,
but there's credit at Shasht."

They left nme alone in the cabin

* k%

The caller was set into a wall in the cabin table. It was a portable -- just a projector plate
and a few keys that would get nme a display of virtual keys and a screen -- but a sailor's
portable, with a watertight case and several small cleats. | found the master programunfaniliar

but user-friendly.

| set up a search programfor MIcenta Adel ai de Graynor, in any conbination. MIcenta was
Sharrol and Adel ai de was Feather, as determined by their iceliner tickets and retina prints.
M| centa' s nanme popped up at once.

| bellowed out of the hatch. "They saved her!"™ WI and Tor bolted into the cabin to read over ny
shoul der.

Hand of Allah, a fishing boat. M| centa but not Adel aide! Sharrol had been picked up alone. 1'd
been at least halfright: she'd escaped from Feather. | realized | was crying.

And -- "No life gift." That was the other side of it: if she sent a proper gift, the
enbarrassnent of needing to be rescued at sea need never becone public record. We'd drilled each
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ot her on such matters. "She nust have been in bad shape.”
"Yes, if she didn't call You," Wlhelmn said. "And she didn't go home either?"

| told Martin Graynor's story: "W sold our hone. W were on one |last cruise before boarding an
i celiner. She could be anywhere by now, if she thought the wave killed ne. I'll have to check."

| did sonething about noney first. There was not hing aboard Gullfish that could read Persia
January Hebert's retina prints, but | could at |east establish that nmoney was there.

| tried to sumon passenger records fromthe iceliner Zonmbi e Queen. This was disallowed. |
showed di sappoi ntment and some inpatience; but of course they wouldn't be shown to Hebert. They'd
be opened to Martin Wallace Graynor.

* k% %

They taught ne to sail.

@l lfish was built for sails, not for people. The floors weren't flat. Ropes lay all over every
surface. The mast stood upright through the mddle of the cabin. You didn't walk in, you clinbed
There were no lift plates; you slept in an odd-shaped box small enough to |l et you brace yourself
in storns.

| had to learn a peculiar slang, as if | were learning to fly a spacecraft, and for the sane
reason. If a sailor hears a yell, he has to know what is neant, instantly.

I was working hard and my body was adjusting to the shorter day. Sure | had i nsomia; but nobody
sleeps well on a small boat. The idea is to snap awake instantly, where any stimulus could mean
trouble. The boat was giving nmy body tinme to adjust to Fafnir.

Once | passed a nmirror, and froze. | barely knew nysel f.

That was all to the good. My skin was darkeni ng and, despite sun bl ock, would darken further
But when we | anded, my hair had been cut to Fafnir styles. It had grown during four nonths in the
"doc. The 'doc had "cured" ny depilation treatnent: | had a beard too. Wen we reached
civilization | would be far too conspi cuous: a pink-eyed, pale-skinned man with long, wild white
hai r.

My hosts hadn't said anythi ng about ny appearance. It was easy to guess what they'd thought.
They'd found a neurotic who sailed in search of his dead wife until his love of life left him
entirely.

I went to Tor in sone enbarrassnment and asked if they had anything |ike a styler aboard.

They had scissors. Riiight. WI tried to shape ny hair, l|aughed at the result, and suggested
finish the job at Booty Isl and.

So | tried to forget the rest of the world and just sail. It was what WI Il hel mn and Toranaga
were doing. One day at a tinme. Islands and boats grew nore common as we neared the Central |sles.
Anot her day for Feather to forget ne, or |lose ne. Another day of safety for Sharrol, if Feather
followed ne to her. 1'd have to watch for that.

And peace woul d have been m ne, but that my ragged vest was in a | ocker that wouldn't open to ny
fingerprints.

W1 and Tor tal ked about thenselves, a little, but | still didn't know their identities. They
slept in a locked cabin. | noticed al so an absence. WI| was a |ovely woman, not unlike Sharro
hersel f, but her denmeanor and body | anguage showed no sign that she considered herself fermale, or
me nale, |et alone that she might wel come a pass.

It might mean anything, in an alien culture: that ny hair style or shape of nose or skin color
was distasteful, or | didn't know the |l ocal body |Ianguage, or | |acked docunentation for ny gene
pattern. But | wondered if they wanted no life gift, in any sense, froma nman they night have to
give to the police.
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What woul d a police detective think of those holes? Wiy, he'd think sone kinetic weapon had torn
a hol e through the occupant, killing himinstantly, after which soneone (the killer?) had stol en
the vest for hinself. And if WI| and Tor were thinking that way ... What | did at the caller --
m ght it be saved automatically?

Now t here was a noti on

| borrowed the caller again. I sunmmoned the encycl opedia and set a search for a creature with
bonel ess arns. There were several on Fafnir, all small. | sought data on the biggest, particularly
those local to the North Coral Quadrant. There were stories ... no hard evidence.

And anot her day passed, and | learned that | could cook while a kitchen was rolling randomy.

At dinner that night WI got to tal king about Fafnir sea |life. She'd worked at Pacifica, which
gat hered was a kind of underwater zoo; and had | ever heard of a Kdatlyno lifeformlike a blind
squi d?

"No," | said. "Wuld the kzinti bring one here?"

"I wouldn't think so. The kzinti aren't surfers,” Tor said, and we | aughed.

WI didn't. She said, "They neant it for the hunting jungle. On Kdat the danmm things can cone
ashore and drag big aninmals back into the ocean. But they've pretty well died out around Shasht,

and we never nanaged to get one for Pacifica."

"Well," | said, and hesitated, and, "I think | was attacked by something Iike that. But huge.
And it wasn't around Shasht, it was where you picked ne up."

"Jan, you should report it."

"WIl, I can't. | was fast asleep and half dead of cold, lost at sea at midnight. | woke up under
wat er. Sonet hi ng was squeezing ny chest and back. | got ny knife out and slashed. Sl ashed
sonet hing rubbery. It pulled apart. It pulled my jacket apart. If it had ripped the shoul der
floats 1'd still be down there. But | never saw a thing."

Thus are | egends born.

* k k

Booty Island is several islands nmerged. | counted ei ght peaks com ng in; there nmust have been
more. We had been sailing for twelve days.

Bui I di ngs sat on each of the lamplighter nests. They | ooked |ike governnent buildings or
museuns. No two were alike. Houses were scattered across the flatlands between. A mle or so of
shoppi ng center ran |ike a suspension bridge between two peaks. On Earth this would have been a
park. Here, a center of civilization

A line of transfer booths in the mall bore the faniliar flickering Pelton | ogo. They were al
bi g cargo booths, and old. | didn't instantly see the significance.

We stopped in a hotel and used a coin caller. The systemread ny retina prints: Persial January
Hebert, sure enough. WI and Tor waited while | noved sonme noney, collected sone cash and a
transfer booth card, and registered for a room | tried again for records of MIcenta Adel ai de
G aynor. Sharrol's rescue was still there. Nothing for Feather

W1 said, "Jan, she nay have been recovering froma head injury. See if she's tried to find
you. "

I couldn't be Mart Graynor while WI and Tor were watching. The net registered no nessages for
Jan Hebert. Feather didn't know that nane. Sharrol did; but Sharrol thought | was dead.

O maybe she was crazy, incapacitated. Wth Tor and Wl watching I tried two worst-cases.
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First: executions. A public 'doc can cure nost varieties of madness. Madness is curable,
therefore voluntary. A capital crine conmritted during a period of madness has carried the death
penalty for seven hundred years, on Earth and on every world | knew.

It was true on Fafnir too. But Sharrol had not been executed for any random homi ci de, and
nei ther, worse |uck, had Feather.

Next: There are still centers for the study of nadness. The best known is on Jinx. On Earth
there are several, plus one secret branch of the ARM There was only one nental institution to
serve all of Fafnir, and that seemed to be half enpty. Neither Feather's nor Sharrol's retina
prints showed on the records.

The third possibility would have to wait.

We all needed the hotel's styler, though | was the worst off. The device left ny hair |long at

the neck, and theirs too, a local style to protect against sunburn. | let it tame nmy beard without
baring ny face. The sun had had its way with me: | |ooked |ike an ol der man.
| took WI and Tor to lunch. | found "gullfish" on the nenu, and tried it. Like nuch of Fafnir

sea life, it tasted |like sonething that had al nost nanaged to becone red neat.

| worked sone points casually into conversation, just checking. It was their |ast chance to
probe me too, and | had to inprovise details of a childhood in the North Sea. Tor found ne
pl ausi bl e; WI| was harder to read. Nothing was said of a vest or a great sea nonster. In their
nmnds | was al ready gone.

I was Schrodinger's cat: | had nmurdered and not nurdered the owner of a shredded vest.

At the caller in ny room| established nyself as Martin Wallace G aynor. That gave nme access to
my wi ves' autodoc records. A public '"doc will correct any of the chem cal inbalances we | unp under
the term"crazy,"” but it also records such service.

Ml centa G aynor -- Sharrol -- had used a 'doc eight times in four-plus nonths, starting a week
after our disastrous | anding. The record showed nuch inprovenent over that period, beginning at a
startling adrenaline level, acid indigestion and sone dangerous | esser synptons. Eight tines
within the Central Islands ... none on Shasht.

If she'd never reached the mainland, then she'd never tried to reach Qutbound Enterprises. Never
tried to find Carlos, or Louis and Tanya.

Adel ai de Graynor -- Feather -- had no 'doc record on this world. The nost obvi ous concl usi on was
that wherever she was, she nust be mad as a March hare.

Boats named Cul I fish were everywhere on Fafnir. Fifty-one registries. Twenty-nine had sail. Ten
of those would sleep four. | scanned for first names: no WIlhelnmn, no Toranaga. Maybe Gullfish
bel onged to a parent, or to one of the departed spouses.

I'd learned a termfor @ullfish's sail and nmast configuration: "sloop rig."
Every one of the ten candidates was a sloop rig!
Wait, now. WI had worked at Pacifica?

| did sone research. Pacifica wasn't just a zoo. It |ooked nore |ike an underwater village, wth
listings for caterers, costune shops, subs, repair work, travel, hotels ... but WI had worked
with sea life. Mght that give ne a handl e?

| couldn't see how.

It wasn't that | didn't have an answer; | just didn't like it. WI and Tor had to hand ny vest
to the cops. Wien Persial January Hebert was reported rescued, | would send thema gift.

Feather didn't know ny alternate nane. But if she had access to the Fafnir police, she'd tan]
sure recogni ze that vest!
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Wth the rest of the afternoon | bought survival gear: a backpurse, |uggage, clothing.

On Earth | could have vani shed behind a thousand shades of dyes. Here ... | settled for a double
dose of tannin secretion, an underdose of sun block, a darkened pair of mag specs, ny height, and
a local beard and hairstyle.

Arm ng mysel f was a problem

The di sk hadn't spoken of weapons on Fafnir. My safest guess was that Fafnir was |ike Earth:
they didn't put weapons in the hands of civilians. Handguns, rifles, martial arts training belong
to the police

The good news: everyone on the islands carried knives. Those flying sharks that attacked ne
during the sunbunny run were one predator out of thousands.

Feat her woul d arm hersel f sonehow. She'd | ook through a sporting goods store, steal a hunting

rifle ... nope, no hunting rifles. No large prey on Fafnir, unless in the kzinti jungle, or
under wat er .

There were listings for scuba stores. | found a stun gun with a big parabolic reflector, big
enough to knock out a one-gulp, too big for a pocket. | took it honme, with nore diving gear for

versimlitude and a little tool kit for repairing diving equi pnent. Wth that | renpved the
reflector.

Now | couldn't use it underwater; it would knock me out, because water conducts sound very well.
But it would fit ny pocket.

* k%

| took nmy time over a sushi dinner, quite strange. Some tine after sunset | stepped into a

transfer booth, and stepped out into a brilliant dawn on Shasht.
Qut bound Enterprises was open. | let a Ms. Machti take Martin Wallace Graynor's retina prints.
"Your ticket is still good, M. Gaynor," M. Mchti said. "The service charge will be eight

hundred stars. You're four nonths late!"
"I was shipwecked," | told her. "Did nmy conpani ons nake it?"

I celiner passengers are in no hurry. The ships keep prices down by |aunching when they're full.

I learned that the Zonmbi e Queen had departed a week after our |anding, about as expected. | gave
Ms. Machti the nanmes. She set the phone system searching, and presently said, "Your husband and
the children boarded and departed. Your wives' tickets are still outstanding."

"Bot h?"

"Yes." She did a double take. "Ch, good heavens, they nust think you re dead!"

"That's what |'mafraid of. At |east, John and Tweena and Nat han woul d. They were revived in
good shape?"

"Yes, of course. But the wonen -- could they have waited for you?"

Stet: Carlos, Tanya, and Louis were all safe on Home and had | eft the spaceport under their own

power. Feather and Sharrol -- "Wiited? But they'd have left a nessage."”
She was still |ooking at her screen. "Not for you, M. Gaynor, but M. John G aynor has
recorded a nmessage for Ms. Gaynor ... for Ms. Adel aide G aynor."

For Feather. "But nothing for MIlcenta? But they both stayed? How strange." M. Machti seened

the type of person who ni ght wonder about other people's sexual arrangenments. | wanted her
curious, because this next question -- "Can you show me what John had to say to Adel ai de?"
She shook her head firmy. "I don't see how --"
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"Now, John woul dn't have said anything sonmeone el se couldn't hear. You can watch it yourself --
Her head as still turning left, right, left. "In fact, you should. Then you can at least tell ne
if there's been, if, well. | have to know, don't 1? If Mlcenta' s dead."

That stopped her. She nodded, barely, and tapped in the code to sunmon Carlos's nessage to
Feat her.

She read it all the way through. Her lip curled just a bit; but she showed only solemm pity when
she turned the nonitor to face ne.

It was a posed scene. Carlos |ooked |ike a man hiding a sickness. The vi ew behind himcoul d have
been a manor garden in England, a tamed wilderness. Tanya and Louis were playing in the distance,
hi de- and-seek in and out of some Earthly tree that dripped a cage of foliage. Aive. Ever since |
had first seen themfrozen, | nust have been thinking of them as dead.

Carl os | ooked earnestly out of the nmonitor screen. "Adel aide, you can see that the children and
| arrived safely. | have an incone. The plans we made together, half of us have carried out. Your
own iceliner slots are still avail able.

"I know not hing of Mart. | hope you've heard fromhim but he should never have gone sailing
alone. | fear the worst.

"Addie, | can't pretend to understand how you' ve changed, how M| changed, or why. | can only
hope you'll both change your mnd and come back to me. But understand nme, Addie: you are not
wel come without MIcenta. Your claimon famly funds is void without MIcenta. And whatever
rel ati onship we can shape fromthese ashes, | would prefer to | eave the children out of it."

He had the noney!

Carl os stood and wal ked a half circle as he spoke. The camera foll owed himon automatic, and now
it showed a huge, sprawling house of architectural coral, pink and slightly rounded everywhere.
Carl os gestured. "I've waited. The house isn't finished because you and Mlcenta will have your
own tastes. But cone soon

"I'"ve set credit with Qutbound. Messages sent to Hone by hyperwave will be charged to ne. |'1l]I
get the service charges when you and Ml centa board. Call first. W can work this out."

The record began to repeat. | heard it through again, then turned the nonitor around.
Ms. Machti asked, "You went sailing al one?"

She thought I'd tried to commit suicide after our wives had changed parity and | ocked the nen
out: an inplication Carlos had shaped with sonme skill. | nmade a brush-off gesture and said, "I've
got to tell himl'mstill alive."

"The credit he left doesn't apply --"

"I want to send a hyperwave nessage, ny expense. Let's see ... does Qutbound Enterprises keep a
canera around?"

"No. "
"I'I'l fax it fromthe hotel. Wen's the next flight out?"
"At | east two weeks, but we can suspend you any tine."

* k *

| used a canera at the hotel. The first disk | nmade woul d go through Qutbound Enterprises.

"John, I'mall right. | was on a dead island eating fish for a while." A slightly belligerent
tone: "I haven't heard a word from Adel aide or MIlcenta. | know MIcenta better than you do, and
frankly, | believe they nust have separated by now. Home | ooks like a new life, but | haven't
given up on the old one. 1'lIl let you know when | know nyself."
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So much for the ears of Ms. Machti

Time lag had nme suddenly wiped out. | floated between the sleeping plates ... exhausted but
awake. \What should | put in a real nessage?

Carlos's tape was a wonderful |esson in comunication. He wants to talk to Feather. The children
are not to be put at risk. Beowulf is presuned dead. Cest la vie; Carlos will not seek vengeance
But he wants Sharrol alive. Feather is not to come to Honme without Sharrol. Carlos can enforce any
agreenent. He hadn't said so because it's too obvious. A frozen Feather, arriving at Hone
unacconpani ed, need never wake.

And he had the noney! Not just his own funds, but the nmoney Feather knew about, "famly funds"
he nust have reached civilization ahead of her and sonehow sequestered what Feather had funnel ed
through the ARM |f Feather was | oose on Fafnir, then she was al so broke. She owned not hi ng but
the credit that would get her a hyperwave call to Home, or herself and Sharrol shipped frozen
Though Carlos didn't know it, even Sharrol had escaped.

Nearly five nonths. How was Feather living? Did she have a job? Sonething |I could track? Wth
her training she mght be better off as a thief.

Yeah! | tunbled out of the sleepfield and tapped out nmy needs in some haste. She hadn't been
caught at any capital crinme, but any jail on Shasht woul d record Adel aide Gaynor's retina prints.
The caller ran its search ..

Not hi ng.

Ckay, job. Feather needed sonething that would allow her tine to take care of a prisoner. She
had to have that if she had Sharrol, or in case she recaptured Sharrol, or captured Beowul f.

So | | ooked through sone job listings, but nothing suggested itself. | turned off the caller and
hoped for sleep. Perhaps | dozed a little.

Sonetime in the night | realized that | had nothing nore to say to Carl os.

Even Sharrol's escape wasn't information unless she stayed | oose. Feather was a trained ARM |

was a self-trained tourist; | couldn't possibly hunt her down. There was only one way to hunt
Feat her.
It was still black outside, and I was wi de awake. The caller gave ne a listing of all night

restaurants.

| ordered an el aborate breakfast, six kinds of fish eggs, gul per bacon, cappuccino. Five people
at a table demanded that | join them so | did. They were fresh fromthe coral isles via
dirigible, still time-1lagged, |ooking for new jokes. | tried to oblige. And somewhere in there
forgot all about m ssing |adies.

We broke up at dawn. | wal ked back to the hotel alone. | had sidetracked nmy nmind, hoping it
woul d come up with something if | left it alone; but ny answer hadn't changed. The way to hunt
Feat her was to pretend to be Feather, and hunt Sharrol

Stet, |'mFeather Filip. Wiat do | know about Sharrol ? Feather must have researched her; she
sure as tanj had researched ne!

Back up. How did Sharrol get |oose?

The sinpl est possible answer was that Sharrol dove into the water and swam away. Feather coul d
beat her at nost things, but a woman who had |ived beneath the ocean for thirty years would swim
just fine.

Eventual ly a boat would find her

Eventual ly, an island. Penniless. She needs work now What kind of work is that? It has to suit
a flat phobe. She's being hunted by a murderer, and the alien planet around her forces itself into
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her awareness every second. Dirigible stewardness is probably out. Hotel work would be better

Feat her, days behind her, seeks work for herself, but the listings will tell her Sharrol's
choices too. And now | was back in the room and scanni ng through work |istings.

Qualifications -- | couldn't renenber what M| centa G aynor was supposed to be able to do.
Sharrol's skills wouldn't match anyway, any nore than mne matched Mart Graynor's. So | ook for
unski | | ed.

Low sal aries, of course. Except here: servant, kzinti enbassy. WAs that a joke? No: here was
museum mai nt enance, nust work with kzinti. Sonme of them had stayed with the enbassy, or even
becone citizens. Could Sharrol handle that? She got along with strangers even near-aliens, |ike
ne.

Fi shi ng boats, Pefiod of training needed. Hotel work Underwater porter work, unskilled labor in
Pacifica --

Pacifica. OF course. Briefly | considered putting in for the porter job. Sharrol and/or Feather
nmust have done that, grabbed whatever was to be had ... but | told nyself that Feather thought I
had no noney. She'd never look for ne in Pacifica' s second-best ... ah, best hotel

The truth is, | prefer playing tourist.

| scanned price listings for hotels in Pacifica; called and negotiated for a roomat the Pequod.
Then | left Shasht in untraditional fashion, via oversized transfer booth, still in early norning.

It was night in Pacifica. | checked in, craw ed between sl eeping plates and zonked out, ny time-
| agged body back on track.

* % %

| woke late, fully rested for the first tinme in days. There was a little round w ndow next to ny
nose. | gazed out, floating half nesmerized, renenbering the Geat Barrier Reef outside Carlos
WI's apartnent.

The strangeness and variety of Earth's sea |life had stunned nme then. But these oceans were
ol der. Evolution had filled ecol ogi cal niches not yet dreanmed of on Earth.

It was shady out there, under a wonderful variety of seaweed growhs, like a forest in fog. Life
was everywhere. Here a school of transparent bell jars, nearly invisible, opened and closed to jet
t hensel ves along. Quasi-terresftial fish glowed as if alien graffiti had been scraw ed across them
in Day-G o ink to identify themto potential nates. Predators hid in the green treetops: torpedo
shapes dived from cover and di sappeared back into the foliage with prey wiggling in |ong jaws.

A bonel ess arm swept straight down froma floati ng seaweed island, toward the orange neon fish
swi nm ng just above the sandy bottom Its stinger-arnmed hand flexed and fell like a net over its
wiggling prey ... and a great nouth flexed wider and closed over the wist. The killer was dark
and nassive, shaped like a ray of Earth's sea. The snaller fish was painted on its back; it noved
with the notion of the ray. The ray chewed, reeling the armin, until a one-armed bl ack oyster was
ri pped out of the seaweed tree and pull ed down to death.

One big beast, like a long dolphin with gills and great round eyes, stopped to | ook ne over. OwM
raw were said to be no brighter than a good dog, but Fafnir scientists had been hard put to
denmonstrate that, and Fafnir fishers still didn't believe it.

| waved solemmly. It bowed ... well, bobbed in place before it flicked away.

My gear was arrayed in a tidy row, with the stunner nearest ny hand. |'d put the reflector back
on. | could reach it in an instant. Your Honor, of course it's for scuba swi mr ng. Wiy el se would

I be in possession of a device that can knock Feather Filip into a cona before she can blow a
great bl oody hole through nmy torso?

I didn't actually want to go scuba sw nmi ng
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Sharrol swamlike a fish; she could be out there right now Still, at a distance and underwater
woul d I know her? And Feather m ght know me, and Feather would certainly swimbetter than nme, and
I could hardly ignore Feather

Sharrol had to be living underwater. It was the only way she could stay sane. Life beyond the
gl ass was alien, stet, but the life of Earth's seas seens alien too. My slow wits hadn't seen that
at first, but Feather's skills would solve that puzzle.

And Beowul f Shaeffer had to be underwater, to avoid sunlight. Feather could find ne for the
wrong reasons!

And the police of Fafnir, of whom| knew nothing at all, might well be studying nme in benused
interest. He's bought a weapon! But why, if he has the blaster that blew a hole through this vest?
And it's a fishing weapon, and he's gone to Pacifica ... which nmight cause themto hold off a few

hours | onger.

So, with time breathing hot on nmy neck, | found the hotel restaurant and took my tinme over
fruit, fish eggs in a baked potato, and cappucci no.

My tinme wasn't wasted. The wi ndow overl ooked a nain street of Pacifica's village-size collection
of bubbles. |I saw swinsuits, and casually dressed people carrying diving or fishing gear. Al nost
nobody dressed formally. That would be for Shasht, for going to work. In the breakfast roomitself
| saw four business tunics in a cromd of a hundred. And two men in dark blue police uniforns that
left arnms and | egs bare: you could swmin them

And one long table, enmpty, with huge chairs wi dely spaced. | wondered how often kzinti cane in.
It was hard to believe they'd be numerous, forty years after mankind had taken over.

Back in the room| fished out the little repair kit and set to work on ny transfer booth card.

W learned this as kids. The idea is to nake a bridge of superconductor wire across the central
circuits. Transport conpanies charge citizens a quarterly fee to cover |ocal junps. The
authorities don't get upset if you stay away fromthe borders of the card. The borders are area
codes.

Well, it looked like the kind of card we'd used then. Fafnir's booth system served a snal
popul ation that didn't use booths much. It could well be decades old, |ong due for replacenent. So
I"d try it.

I got into casuals. | rolled nmy wet suit around the rest of ny scuba gear and stuffed the
stunner into one end where | could grab it fast. Stuffed the bundle into ny backpurse -- it stuck
way out -- and left the room

El evators led to the roof. Adm ssions was here, and a |ine of the big transfer booths, and a
transparent roof with an awesonme view up into the sea forest. | stepped into a booth and inserted
ny card. The random wal k began

A shopping nmall, high up above a central well. Booths in a line, just inside a big water |ock. A
restaurant; another; an apartnment building. | was junping every second and a hal f.

Nobody noticed me flicking in; would they notice how quickly I flicked out? Nobody gets upset at
a randomwal k unl ess the kids do it often enough to tie up circuits. But they mght renmenber an
adult. How |l ong before soneone called the police?

A dozen kzinti, lying about in cool half darkness gnawi ng oddly shaped bones, rolled to a
defensive four-footed crouch at the sight of me. | couldn't help it: | threw nmyself against the
back wall. | nust have | ooked crazed with terror when the random wal k popped ne into a Sol ari co
Omi center. | was trying to straighten ny face when the junp came. Hey -- A travel term nal of
some kind; | turned and saw the dirigible, Iike an underpressured planet, before the scene changed
-- Her!

Beyond a thick glass wall, the seaweed forest swarned with men and wonen wearing fins: farners
pi cki ng spheres that glowed softly in oil-slick colors. | waited ny noment and snatched nmy card
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out of the slot. Was it really -- | tapped quickly to get an instant billing, counted two back
al ong the booth nunbers. | couldn't use the jimmied card for this, so |I'd picked up a handful of
coins. Her?

Solarico Omi, top floor. |I stepped out of the booth, and saw the gates that would stop a
shoplifter, and a stack of | ockers.

For the first time | had second thoughts about the way | was dressed. Nothing wong with the
clothes, but | couldn't carry a mucking great package of diving gear into a shopping center, with
a stunner so handy. | pushed ny backpurse into a | ocker and stepped through the gates.

The whol e conpl ex was visible fromthe rimof the central well. It was darker down there than I
was used to. Pacifica citizens nmust |ike their underwater gloom | thought.

Two floors down, an open fast-food center: wasn't that where |'d seen her? She was gone now. 1'd
seen only a face, and | could have been wong. At |east she'd never spot ne, not before | was much
cl oser.

But where was she? Dressed how? Enpl oyee or custonmer? It was m dnorning: she couldn't be on
| unch break. Custoner, then. Only, Shashters kept poor track of tine.

Three fl oors down, the sports departnent. Good enough. | rode down the escalator. 1'd buy a
spear gun or another stunner, shove everything into the bag that cane with it. Then | could start
wi ndow shoppi ng for faces.

The Sports Departnent aisles were pleasantly wide. Mdst of,what it sold was fishing gear, a
daunting variety. There was skiing equiprment too. And hunting, it |looked |Iike: huge weapons built
for hands bigger than a baseball mitt. The smallest was a fat tube as long as ny forearm wth a
grip no bigger than a kzinti kitten's hand. Ch, sure, kzinti just |love going to humans for their
weapons. Maybe the display was there to entertain human custoners.

The clerks were leaving ne alone to browse. Custons differ. Wiat the tanj was that?

Two kzinti in the aisle, spaced three yards apart, hissing the Hero's Tongue at each other. A
handful of human customers watched in sonme amusenent. There didn't seemto be danger there. One
wore what might be a | cose dark blue swinsuit with a hole for the tail. The other (sl eevel ess
brown tunic) took down four yards of disassenbled fishing rod. A kzinti clerk?

The corner of ny eye caught a clerk's hands (human) opening the case and reaching in for that
smaller tube, with a grip built for a kzin child. O a nman -- My breath froze in ny throat. | was
| ooking into Feather's horrible ARM weapon. | |ooked up into the clerk's face.

It came out as a whisper. "No, Sharrol, no no no. It's ne. It's Beowul f."

She didn't fire. But she was pale with terror, her jaw set |ike rock, and the black tube | ooked
at the bridge of my nose.

| eased two inches to the right, very slowy, to put nyself between the tube and the kzin cop
That wasn't a swinsuit he was wearing: it was the same sleeve less, legless police uniforml'd
seen at breakfast.

W were eye to eye. The whites showed wi de around her irises. | said, "My face. Look at ny face.
Under the beard. It's Bey, love. I'"'ma foot shorter. Renenber?"

She remenbered. It terrified her

"I wouldn't fit. The cavity was built for Carlos. My heart and |lungs were shredded, ny back was
shattered, ny brain was dying, and you had to get nme into the cavity. But | wouldn't fit,

remenber? Sharrol, | have to know." | | ooked around quickly. An aisle over, kzinti noses cane up,
snelling fear. "Did you kill Feather?"

"Kill Feather." She set the tube down carefully on the display case. Her brow winkled. "I was
goi ng through ny pockets. It was distracting ne, keeping nme sane. | needed that. The |ight was

wong, the gravity was wong, the Earth was so far away --

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt (148 of 162) [1/14/03 8:12:06 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt

"Shh. "

"Survival gear, always know what you have, you taught ne that." She began to trenble. "I heard a
sonic boom | |ooked up just as you were bl own backward. | thought | rmust be c-crazy. | couldn't
have seen that."

It was ny back that felt vulnerable now | felt all those floors behind and above ne, all those
eyes. The kzin cop had lost interest. If there was a nmonent for Feather Filip to take us both,
this was it.

But the ARM weapon was in Sharrol's hands --

"But Carlos junped into the boat and roared off, and Feather screamed at him and you were al

bl ood and spraw ed out like -- like dead -- and I, | can't renmenber."
"Yes, dear." | took her hand, greatly daring. "But | have to know if she's still chasing us."
She shook her head violently. "I junped on her back and cut her throat. She tried to point that
tube at nme. | held her arm down, she elbowed ne in the ribs, | hung on, she fell down. | cut her

head off. But Bey, there you were, and Carl os was gone and the kids were too, and what was | going
to do?" She cane around the counter and put her arns around nme and said, "W're the sane height.
Futz!"

| was starting to relax. Feather was nowhere. W were free of her. "I kept telling nyself you
must have killed her. A trained ARM psychotic, but she didn't take you seriously. She coul dn't
have guessed how qui ck you' d wake up

"I fed her-into the organics reservoir."
"Yeah. There was nowhere el se all that biomass could have cone from It had to be Feather --"

"And | couldn't lift your body, and you wouldn't fit anyway. | had to cut off your h-h--" She
pulled close and tried to push her head under my jaw, but | wasn't tall enough any nore. "Head. |
cut as low as | could. Tanj, we're the sane height. Did it work? Are you all right?"

"I"'mfine. I'"'mjust short. The 'doc rebuilt me frommy DNA fromthe throat down, but it built
me in Fafnir gravity. Good thing, too, | guess.”

"Yeah." She was trying to laugh, gripping nmy arns as if | mnight disappear. "There wouldn't have
been room for your feet. Bey, we shouldn't be talking here. That kzin is a cop, and nobody knows
how good their hearing is. Bey, | get off at sixteen hundred.”

"I''l'l shop. We're both overdue on life gifts."
"How do | | ook? How should | | ook?"

| had posed us on the roof of the Pequod, with the canera | ooki ng upward past us into the green
seaweed forest. | said, "Just right. Pretty, cheerful, the kind of woman a man ni ght drown hinsel f
for. Alittle bewildered. You didn't contact ne because you got a blowto the head. You're only
just healing. You ready? Take one, now." | keyed the vidcamera.

Me: "Wl helmn, Toranaga, | hope you're feeling as good as we are. | had no trouble finding
M| centa once | got my head on straight --"

Sharrol (bubbling): "Hello! Thank you for Jan's life, and thank you for teaching himto sail. |
never could show himhow to do that. W're going to buy a boat as soon as we can afford it."

Me: "I'mready to face the hunman race again. | hope you are too. This may help." | turned the
canmera off.

"What are you giving thenP" Sharrol asked.
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"Silverware, service for a dozen. Now they'|ll have to develop a social life."
"Do you think they turned you in?"

"They had to. They did well by nme, love. What bothers ne is, they'll never be sure |'mnot a
murderer. Neither will the police. This is a wonderful planet for getting rid of a corpse. I'll be
| ooki ng over ny shoul der for that kzinti cop --"

"No, Bey --"
"He snelled our fear."

"They snell everyone's fear. They nake wonderful police, but they can't react every tine a kzin
makes a human nervous. He may have pegged you as an outworl der, though."

"Qop. Vhy?"

"Bey, the kzinti are everywhere on Fafnir, nostly on the mainland, but they're on site at the
fishing sources too. Fafnir sea |life feeds the whole Patriarchy, and it's strictly a kzinti
operation. Shashters are used to kzin. But kids and wi nps and outworlders all get tw tchy around
them and they're used to that."

He nmight have snelled nore than our fear, | thought. Qur genetic makeup, our diet ... but we'd
been eating Fafnir fish for over a nonth, and Fafnir's people were every breed of nan.

"Stet. Shall we deal with the Hand of Allah?"

Now she | ooked nervous. "I nust have driven themhalf crazy. And worried themsick. It's a good
gift, isn't it? Shorfy and |Isfahan were constantly conpl ai ni ng about fish, fish, fish --"

"They'll love it. It's about five ounces of red neat per crewran -- | suppose that's --"
"Free-range life-forms fromthe hunting parks.”
"And fresh vegetables to match. | bet the kzinti don't grow those. Ckay, take one --"

Sharrol: "Captain Muh'nmad, | was a long tinme recovering ny nenory. | expect the 'docs did nore
repair work every time | went under. My husband's found ne, we both have jobs, and this is to
entertain you and your crew in ny absence."

Me: "For my wife's life, blessings and thanks." | turned it off. "Now Carlos."
Her hand stopped ne. "I can't |eave, you know," Sharrol said. "I'"'mnot a coward --"
"Feather learned that!"

"It's just ... overkill. |I've been through too nuch.™

"It's all right. Carlos has Louis and Tanya for awhile, and that's fine, they love him W're
free of the UN. Everything went just as we planned it, nore or |ess, except from Feather's
Vi ewpoi nt . "

"Do you mind? Do you like it here?"

"There are transfer boodis if | want to go anywhere. Sharrol, | was raised underground. It feels
just like hone if | don't ook out a window | wouldn't nmind spending the rest of our lives here
Now, this is for Ms. Machti at Qutbound, not to mention any watching ARMs. Ready? Take one.

Me: "Hi, John! Hello, kids! W've got a nore or |ess happy ending here, brought to you with sone
effort.”

Sharrol: "I'mpregnant. It happened yesterday norning. That's why we waited to call."

I was calling as Martin Wallace Graynor. Carlos/John could reach us the sane way. W wanted no
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connection between Mart G aynor and Jan Hebert

Visuals were inportant to the nmessage. The undersea forest was behind us. | stood next to
Sharrol, our eyes exactly level. That'd give hima jolt.

Me: "John, | know you were worried about M|, and so was |, but she's recovered. MI's a | ot
tougher than even Addi e gave her credit for."

Sharrol: "Still, the situation was sticky at first. Messy." She rubbed her hands. "But that's
all over. Mart's got a job working outside in the water orchards --"

Me: "It's just like working in free-fall. |'ve got a real knack for it."

Sharrol: "W've got sone noney too, and after the baby's born I'lIl take Mart's job. It'Il be

just like I'mback in ny teens."
Me: "You did the right thing, protecting the children first. It's worked out very well."

Sharrol: "We're happy here, John. This is a good place to raise a child, or several. Sone day
we'll come to you, | think, but not now. The changes in ny life are too new. | couldn't take it.
Mart is willing to indulge ne."

Me (sorrowfully): "Addie is gone, John. W never expect to see her again, and we're just as
glad, but | feel she'll always be a part of me." | waved the canera off.

Now | et's see Carlos figure that out. He does |ike puzzles.

GHOST:  SEVEN

"So there you have it," | told Ander. "Carlos is dead. | saw Feather shoot hi mbefore she shot
me. Sharrol and the children nust have gotten away. Feather stayed to put nme in the 'doc, then
used the other boat.

"She left me marooned on a desert island. | think she'd already given up on catching Sharrol
O herwi se, why would she need me for a hostage? | can't guess where they all are now, but if
Feat her was holding Sharrol, | think I'd know it."

n |_b\,\/?ll

"By now she nust know |I' m gone. She could advertise on the personals net. There hasn't been
anything like that."

Ander held his peace. No point in his telling the poor crashlander that his story |eaks |ike a
NASA spacecraft. Fromthe way I'd told it, Ander could only guess that Feather had covered her
back trail. Sharrol and the children nust be as dead as Carlos, and Beowul f Shaeffer didn't have
the courage to face it.

I f he bought it, Ander would be hunting Feather, not Carl os.

"And | live in Pacifica because anywhere else |1'd need pills to protect nme from sunlight.
Feat her might trace that. Ander, can you do sonething about Feather? | keep expecting her to pop
up behind ny ear."

"I"ll see what | can do. She's ARMresponsibility. Could she be dead?"

"For all | know. Carlos cut her. | don't know how bad, but | saw bl ood."

"Carlos ... yeah. Signund isn't going to |like that. What do | give himfor proof?"

"You nmight find traces of himon the island, but | doubt it, Ander. | think Feather dunped him
in the hopper for bionmass. The closest you'll get to any remains of Carlos Wi is right here." He
didn't understand. | stretched ny arnms, flexing ny still not quite famliar body. "Not the fish,
Ander. Me."
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"Stet. Which island?"

"On another matter," | said. "Carlos WiI's experinmental autodoc is a very valuable item |
propose to sell it to you."

Ander studied ne, mldly anused. Hi s hands wandered i nto pockets and canme out with a silver
mat ch and a box of fat green cigars. He said, "Your bargaining position isn't that terrific."

Was he really going to fire up that thing? Tobacco, it had to be tobacco.

| tore ny eyes off his hands. "Cheap," | assured him "I can't touch it nyself, after all, and
you can't afford to lose it. Look at nme! That thing rebuilt me froma severed head!"

"Buying up your trash is not exactly in ny job description.”

"I"l'l sell you the location. You collect it and do with it as you will. One hundred thousand
stars."

Ander smiled at the number, conveying that it was too high even to be funny. He said, "They
woul dn't |et nme snoke on the ship. Want one?”

"No," | said, watching all my problens solve thenselves. Wll, half ny problenms. | could run
clear off the planet while Ander worked at getting himself out of a cell. But he'd chosen the
wrong restaurant, and | didn't believe it, anyway. He'd del ayed too |ong; his body |anguage was
wWr ong.

| said, "Wait up. Don't light that."

He sat there with the cigar poking out of the center of his grin. "I thought you'd |let ne do
it."

| said, "I toyed with the notion. If it was just a matter of you going to jail, R tz, that m ght
i mprove ny |leverage. | could nake you an offer you couldn't wal k away from"

"You used to have the tobacco habit yourself."

"But | gave it up to make Sharrol happy, and tanj if my sense of taste didn't cone back. Ander
put those things away. Pacifica is a big spaceship.”

"Make you nervous?"
"Ander, don't tease the kzinti."

The breath caught in his throat. The match and cigar disappeared with nmininmal notions of his
hands. Then his head turned casually.

They | ooked at him three big males with gl ossy orange coats and carefully cl osed nouths. Looked
away again. They weren't doing anything threatening. Maybe they hadn't even noticed. Riiight.
Kzinti living in Pacifica nmght never have snelled tobacco, but any who had woul d not forget.

Ander seened calm al nost sl eepy, except that his breathing was a little ragged and t here was
sweat trickling down his neck. The cigar had been for ny benefit, but he really hadn't noticed the
kzinti. Mankind had clained this world, hadn't we? Kzinti didn't belong here, did they?

He sought the thread of conversation. "You don't know where Feather Filip is, and you | ast saw
the magi cal autodoc a year and a half ago."

"Exactly. | don't know that Feather hasn't been watching for ne to cone back and get it. There
were |amplighter islands in Iine of sight. She could be watching for me with a pair of nag specs."

"Or she could be anywhere on Fafnir. But if |I find her, she can take ne to the island."

| kept silent.

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt (152 of 162) [1/14/03 8:12:06 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt

"I can reach sone funds. Tell you what," Ander said. "Take ny entire expense credit. Five

t housand and change. 1'll have to live on credit till Sigmund can send ne nore."
"No, no, Ander. | want a hundred thousand."”
"I'd have to beam Signund. 1'd have to tell himwhat it is for. Wiere does that |eave nme?"

"Tell himl want two hundred thousand. Keep half yourself."

"Beowul f, what you have to sell is a tool that's been left under seawater. The technology is in
records | eft behind by Carlos Wi."

"Did he | eave records of his research? You don't know that. Encrypted? You don't know. | don't,
either. Could the Fafnir governnment get the techni ques by studying the autodoc itself? W don't
know. "

Ander | aughed at that. "Wat are you going to tell the Fafnir bureaucrats? You stand five ten
maybe, but you can produce records that show you seven feet tall? Records can be faked, Beowul f.
I"myour only custoner."”

This was fun. | had his attention, finally. "Wat if we take a stunted kzinti -- there are a few
-- and skin him and before he suffers too nmuch trauma, we shove himin Carlos Wi's 'doc. Wuld it
rebuild himinto a passabl e human? A perfect spy?"

He guffawed. "That is really ridiculous."”
"Ch, maybe. But there are wealthy kzinti famlies on Fafnir."

"They don't know how tall you used to be, either! Anyway, dealing with kzinti is crazy
dangerous. Beowul f, |I've got nearly six thousand, and you can have it all. Otherw se you'll have
to wait while I tell Signmund Ausfaller what you're selling, and Sigmund nakes a counteroffer, and
you settle, and he finally sends credit, all by hyperwave across ten light-years. And if | find
Feat her while you're waiting, you get nothing."

"Good enough. Tell himtwo hundred thousand stars --

IIO.]e. n
"One. Half in advance, half when you' ve got the 'doc. I'll be here at the Pequod until the noney
comes in." | stood up. "It's nmdnight. Pay ny consultant's fee at the hotel desk." | wal ked out,

thinking I'd tined that nicely.

| stopped at the desk to learn ny roomnunber. | told themthere would be a paynent entered
agai nst room char ges.

My backpurse was hanging in the sleeping plates. | checked through it. Sonmeone m ght have
searched it ... soneone had. Sharrol, |ooking for what mght identify ne as a famly nman. She'd
found and renoved nmy two hol os of her, one with Tanya and Louis but not Carlos, the other nore
recent, pregnant, with Jeena at her breast.

Twenty m nutes between the plates would do nme a world of good, | thought. Four hours would be
even better.

No tine.
| rode an elevator to the roof. There | paused, gazing idly up into the black oceanic night.
Sanity check: Was | being watched? In what fashion?

ARM caneras are little transparent disks you apply with a thunb to a flat surface. They don't
cost that rmuch and are inpossible to spot. My room would be a good place to scatter a few So
woul d the | obby doors and the line of transfer booths behind ne on the Pequod's roof. But Ander
had had no chance to set them... had he?

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt (153 of 162) [1/14/03 8:12:06 PM]



file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Crashlander.txt

I wished that 1'd known Ander Smittarasheed better. | hadn't |earned nmuch today. He had the
instincts of a cop; he'd treated nme as a felon ready to escape. He renenbered ne fairly well.
Strong as hell. Wat el se?

He had cone here for nme, he'd said. More likely he'd come for us. For Carlos, the val uable one;
Feat her, the dangerous one; Beowul f Shaeffer, the tal kative one who knows too nmuch; Carlos's
children, both United Nations citizens; Sharrol Janss ... could lead himto the rest. But | could
do that for him too. He didn't need Sharrol

Ander nust have reached Fafnir by tracking a sighting of Carlos's ship. Wiere had he begun his
i nvestigations?

He'd started where he had | anded, at the Shasht spaceports, of course. A party of six, three of
us flat phobes, would not have come to a weird world like Fafnir to stay. He would search through
the hotels and spaceports and hiding places on Shasht, try to learn if we'd left, before he faced
el even hours worth of jet lag in the islands.

If he'd gone to Qutbound, he'd have found the Graynor famly all registered for flight. Those
nanes and a phone file would have brought himto Pacifica.

The public booths in Pacifica are lined along the donme, with a view up into the underwater
jungle, for its inpact on tourists incom ng from Shasht. Ander Smittarasheed nust have just
arrived from Shasht when he saw ne | ooki ng down at him

| didn't like that. It would nmean Ander had pl aced cameras at CQut bound. They woul d have been
wai ti ng when Sharrol came in with Jeena. They'd be there now, for ne.

But | couldn't be wong about this: Ander had been shocked stupid at the sight of me. If he had
found records for the Graynors, he'd have everything: our transplant types, allergies, eye color
hei ght .

Ander woul d have given up then or persuaded himself that Beowul f Shaeffer had made hinsel f
shorter. But he hadn't known that. He hadn't.

No, he hadn't followed a paper trail. He had foll owed one of six fugitives, the one he knew,
through a chain of logic. Beowul f Shaeffer, albino. Track himthrough the regul ar purchase of
tannin secretion pills. No? Then he nust be living |like a vanpire: working a night shift at Shasht
or the Islands, at any business that caters to jet-lagged travelers. No? Then ... under the sea?
Losing hope ... and there he is!

He'd run up a long flight of stairs to catch me. He certainly hadn't phoned anyone on the way.
He hadn't let nme out of his sight since. Congratul ations, Ander! Beowulf Shaeffer has not escaped.

But Ander hadn't had a chance to call for backup

The curve of gl ass above ne supported kil otons of seawater and a |ife older than planet Earth.
Lum nescent angler fish and eels and el aborately shaped jellyfish withed through the bl ackness.
sat on a bench and wat ched. Perhaps somet hi ng was wat chi ng ne.

Ander woul d search in vain for Feather Filip

That woul dn't stop his search. Using instruments on a ship or satellite, he would pick out every
darkened i sland. Dead |lanplighter, no gl ow of house lights. Choose anbng those for just two live
islands in line of sight; then deep radar for a hollow object nore massive than sand of fshore.
Carios Wi's 'doc.

In the lamplighter pit: the scorched remains of an antique |ander. He'd search out human
remains. He'd find bits of ny bones and read their DNA. If he found traces of Feather's blood, it
woul d only confirmmy story.

If Ander was honest, he'd return the machine to Earth and the UN. If he changed his mnd, so
much the better. Gve himsonething to hide, to sell
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Meanwhi | e, Beowul f Shaeffer waits patiently for word. Let him stew | ong enough, paying hote
rates when he clearly can't afford it, and he'll settle for nuch | ess than his hundred thousand.
Monitor his phone; we wouldn't want himlooking for a better offer fromthe Shashters, |et al one
the Patriarchy. At |least we know he'll wait.

The thing is, Shaeffer knows too rmuch. A man who has seen Julian Forward's m niature black hole
and the tools he used to nake it a weapon should not be running | oose. (Feather Filip had told ne
that, but | believed it.) The nmoney is trivial ... well, trivial given that it will never be paid.
But Shaeffer needs the noney; he won't run away fromthat.

I watched the eternal show of Fafnir's sea life for a time in case | was being watched nysel f |
fished my flat portable out -- |ess advanced than Ander's, purchased locally -- and tapped at it
idly. Addresses popped up, with transfer booth nunbers. Some | filed, filling in a map.

Peopl e went in and out of the booths. Maybe one was an ARM pl anti ng cameras. Maybe not.

So | strolled into the near booth. Got to kill some time -- right, Ander? -- or the waiting wll
drive ne nuts. My card in the slot. Look at the wall, watch the advertisements flow past
(discreetly small, by city law), and presently tap out a nunber.

There were places a single might visit. They advertised on the walls of transfer booths. 1'd
never been in one -- honest, Sharrol! But when the booth flicked me in, |I didn't see anything

sur pri si ng.

It was noisy and cl ose. They were dressed to catch the eye, in those bodysuits with w ndows, nen
and worren both. The dimlight favored them and hol ograns of real and fantasy worlds nmade a
di stracting magi c. Eyes | ooked me over, judging, not liking what they saw.

On every world sone singles nodes wel come the tourist trade; sone don't.

How t hey knew ne | can't guess, because Shashters are a varied lot. But | was not wel cone here
One or two nen were preparing to tell me so. | retrieved ny Persial January Hebert card, stepped
fromthe booth, and wal ked straight to the door faster than they could decide, and then out.

Any flatlander who followed ne through might well be del ayed.

| was hoping to see a restaurant or juice bar, but | didn't. Around the nearest corner, then
and here was a public booth. I didn't use the card. | used coins.

My ears felt the pressure drop. Wiat | saw as | stepped fromthe booth was a patchy cityscape.
These were the Disneys, a cluster of ten coral peaks linked to another dozen by slidebridges. It
was still night. A shadow bl ocked a patch of stars: a wedge-shaped dirigible just departing from
the Flying Island term nal

You woul dn't find nore than one dirigible conpany to an island. Wy risk dirigibles floating
into each other when any custoner can take a booth to the next island over? There were four
termnals in the Disneys, all on outlying islands.

Fromthe Flying Island terminal | began wal ki ng.

Dayl i ght woul d have fried ne before | reached ny target. But the night was a gorgeous display of
stars, and the waves crashed down in spectral blue and yellow flashes of |um nous algae. In this
Iight an al bino would | ook no weirder than anyone el se.

* % %

If I had a trick worth trying, it was unpredictability. Ander nmight trace ne as far as the
singl es node. What he would learn there nmight set himto searching hospitals for a battered P. J.
Hebert. He couldn't follow coins, | thought, but if sonehow he did, he'd find |I had reached the
Flying Island dirigible terminal, then --

Then? Somewhere el se, with the same haste |I'd shown up to now. Possibly I'd boarded a dirigible;
nmore likely I was on Shasht via instantaneous booth.
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But for nost of an hour | rode slidebridges toward Beast Island.

On Aladdin Island | found a tourist section and a hairstyler with a wi de range of settings.
Nobody but a flatlander would want his hair colored. | turned it sandy and curly and short. |
stopped again to buy fresh clothing and a bi gger backpurse, again for a steam bath and nassage and
to ditch ny old clothing. Ander could have | eft any number of caneras on ny person. Well before
dawn | wal ked into the Grail Hunt ternminal, where | bought ny dirigible ticket as Martin \Wall ace
G aynor.

I f Ander knew that name, he'd have MIcenta G aynor, too: Sharrol. But he didn't have Feat her
and Feat her was Adel ai de Graynor. W weren't caught yet.

| boarded the Wvern. | settled into a hammock chair and fell fast asleep

GHOST: El GHT

The Core. Ashes of supernovas: plasma thick and glowing among nillions of neutron stars. Lighter
stars still glowed, still retained their retinue of planets.

Aut omat ed spacecraft streaned out from a pentagon of blue and white worlds. Terraforning began
on a vast scale. Wuld they all be farnming worlds to feed one honmeworld with a popul ation
approaching quintillions? The surface would be lost. A hollow world would formand swell to Jovian
si ze.

Tens of thousands of years away. Wul d anyone renmenber the Pierson's puppeteers?

They woul d, yes. Information is too easy to record, too difficult to destroy. Wen the Core
expl osion glared in the night sky, anyone who cared would find the Fleet of Wrlds in ancient
United Nations records, and the record of their departure, and even Beowul f Shaeffer's opinion, as
recorded by Ander Snittarasheed, as to where they'd gone. If our civilization survived, there
woul d be records showi ng whether | was right.

The easy sway of Wvern had awakened ne. | knew before | opened ny eyes: we were airborne.

| studied nmy watch. Four hours I'd slept. Not enough. Dawn nust be a | ong way away, but | ought
to do sonething about it.

The floor jittered under nmy feet as | nmade my groggy way to the dispenser wall.

The di spensers were coi n-operated. | thanked ny luck and bought tannin secretion pills for the
first time in a year and a half. | downed four at the fountain, then nade ny way back to the
hamock.

| watched black water and bright islands, their centers narked by white city glow or yell ow
| anplighter glow, with the electric blue flash of breakers to outline their rims. Presently one

crept near. | watched while Wvern descended to a nooring and a spiral stair cane snaking up to
us.

Passengers were boarding at Thelinda' s Island; others were getting off. | got off.

My phone was |isted under G aynor, not Hebert. | called Qutbound Enterprises.

lce Trireme would |ift for Home in four days, nore or less. Mlcenta Graynor and a child were

frozen solid and doing fine. | was expected; Mlcenta had already signed me in. Was | aware that
Ml centa was carrying a child? Special techniques had been required, and a surcharge had been
added. It had been too long since I'd had ny physical. |I'd need another before | could board, and

that, too, required a surcharge, which MIcenta had paid.

She'd done it! She'd retrieved Jeena; she'd reached the term nal and checked us all in and kept
her cool until they cooled her down and had never made a m st ake.

My turn now.
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The real Martin Wallace Graynor had played the futures market. It had broken him Feather had
made himan offer, and | had becone Mart G aynor

| had taken up his habit. | bought options to buy (or sell) shares of cargoes on outgoing
spacecraft, sold the option if the price went up (or down), sonetinmes exercised the option
instead. |'d been doing that for over a year, ever since | had reasoned out how it worked. | was

down a few thousand, but that wasn't the point. Mart Graynor held options on cargoes bound for
Hone.

lce Trireme was carrying a fertilizer package: cattle dung seeded with minerals, earthworns, and

smal |l life-forms including unicellular rock eaters. The stuff would be treated |like a concentrate,
m xed into rock dust, and used as soil. Mart Graynor owned an option to buy at a set price.

| bought it all.

I would own it when it |anded on Home, and there | would sell it. Mney noving between stars

m ght be noticed, but fertilizer packages were supposed to nove.

Next: the apt in Pacifica, in Mlcenta Graynor's nanme. Should | do sonething about that? But
Sharrol had been so efficient. She m ght well have put it up for sale herself.

O we could just let the lease lapse. | left it alone.

Twenty mnutes gone. Plenty of time to cross the slidebridge to Baker Street Island, put coins
in a booth, and be waiting on Landis |Island when the dirigible Wvern touched down.

Direct sunlight flaned on nmy cheeks, forehead, closed eyelids. | thrashed in terror and snapped
awake. 1'd taken the pills, hadn't 1? Pat pockets, find the bottle. Seal broken. Good.

We had |l eft nost of the islands behind.

A bal cony rinmed the gondol a, screened with webbing to discourage fools and junpers. Severa
passengers had taken their trays out there. | got nmy breakfast and went out in time to occupy an
inflated chair. | took ny shirt off. My blood was suffused with the antisunburn chemnicals, and ny
ski n darkened fast as the norning wore on

W flew not far above the water. Follow ng the surfaces of enornmous swells, Wvern felt a | ong-
peri od surge and drop. This was the deep ocean. WAves had roomto grow out here. So did the sea
beast s.

A voice fromthe control roomdirected our eyes to where a bl ack shadow was formng in the dark
water. It surfaced; water ran fromit, a black island. Then a neck rose, and rose farther, dozens
of yards into the air. A bar of a head with eyes w de-spaced for binocular vision studied the
lights of the flying machi ne above it.

| felt the heady ecstasy of the discoverer and then a sudden savage guilt.
W woul d end on Hone.

A flat phobe could live and raise her children there without forcing her body to admit that she

had left Earth. In that respect it |lacks interest, and that was why we chose it. | would be there,
t oo, marooned beneath the stars ... at the bottomof a hole, as the Belters say of planets.

| didn't even know if there were alien enbassies on Honme. "I'mout of the aliens business," I'd
sai d.

I'd been on Fafnir for a year and a half, and |I'd spent it beneath the ocean. This was ny | ast
chance to see the world. My |ast spaceflight, in miniature.

It's msdirection, see, Sharrol? The crashlander's hand is nore ninble than the eye of the ARM
But I'd known what | was doing all al ong.

Sanity check --
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Ander woul dn't ignore the spaceports; Ander wouldn't forget the iceliners. | had to ganble that
he had | ooked at Qut bound Enterprises first, and thoroughly, before he had cone to Pacifica.
Sharrol and Jeena and | might get clear before Ander | ooked again.

Then the records would tell himthat a famly native to Fafnir had been frozen while, halfway
around the planet, Ander was watching water war with Beowl f Shaeffer. He would have no reason at
all to connect these Graynors with fleeing flatlanders.

I was not burning tine at ny famly's cost. | was confusing ny back trail. Wth |uck and
ingenuity we'd be clear of Ander Smittarasheed and would stay that way.

Now, what of Sigmund Ausfaller?

They had followed us to Fafnir by following the track of Carlos's ship, but Fafnir wasn't even
the best bet. Flat phobes would try to reach Hone. My best guess was that Sigmund had sent Ander
here and taken Home for hinself.

I would wake fromthe frozen state, and Signund Ausfaller would be | ooking down at ne.

If Ausfaller was on Hone, then there was not one tanj thing | could do to protect us. Carlos W
nmust deal with him for |I could not. | told nyself that Carlos Wi was a match for a dozen Si gnund
Ausf al | ers.

Ni ght cane, and the air grewchilly. | waited until |I was alone and presently pushed ny Persi al
January Hebert identity through the safety web and watched it fall.

* k k

It was very like flying with Nakanura Lines as a passenger. The differences were all to the
good: the breeze, the clean taste of the air, the lesser isolation. In case of disaster, help was
hours away, not weeks or nonths.

| noticed a "recess" nentality |I'd seen during spaceflight. This was not a real place. Breaks in
di scipline would not be paid for. Diets broke down. Couples paired off or split up for quick
Iiaisons. Children ran wild; distance and the soft walls absorbed their shrieking. A few adults
were trying out funny chem cals or flying by wre.

The peopl e around me were nostly Shashters eager for conpany to while away the hours. Some of us
squared of f for conputer-game conpetitions. Qur numbers kept changing. Staying with the sane
people was difficult because jet lag was hitting us all differently.

| let conversation find me, doing very little of the talking. | didn't want anyone renenbering a
pal e flatlander or ex-astronaut on his way to Shasht. | turned down sonme interesting offers --
honest, Sharrol

The vast reach of Fafnir's ocean passed beneath us. Two days passed very pleasantly before the
| ong backbone of Shasht rose fromthe sea.

And then all the rel axed peopl e around ne began acting like children who have renenbered their
honmewor k.

* % %

The terminal was on the ridge, perched on the spine of the continent. | had ny choice of booths
or a magnetic car or a footpath down through a rocky canyon.

| chose the footpath. Maybe | was being overcautious; maybe | just wanted the walk, or the tan
or sone extra tine before they froze ne into sonmething not nuch Iike a living man

Nobody tried to stop nme. An hour's wal k brought me to the Qutbound Enterprises office at Shasht
Nort h Spaceport.

Qut bound was a smallish pillbox of a building surrounded by parldand. It reminded ne a little
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too nmuch of a certain park on Earth that had once been a burial ground. Like Forest Lawn, the
Qut bound buil di ng was a pocket of green surrounded by gl ass slabs of cityscape.

Wthin the glass wall was a circle of benches and an arc of transfer booths, six, with phones at
either end. Ms. Machti ruled at the center. She was a dark, pretty woman guarded by hands-off body
| anguage and by the circle of desk that enclosed her like a fortress.

| was glad to see her. She knew ne by sight. Her fingers were danci ng over her keyboard even as
she greeted me. "M. Graynor! You've had a busy year and a half."

"Nice and quiet, actually," | said. "Are Mlcenta and Jeena all right?"
"Cool ed down and ready for shiprment. | take it Adel ai de never appeared."
"No. Went her own way, | guess."

"Just as well, perhaps," she said primy. | don't think she approved of Mart G aynor having two
wi ves, | et alone bent ones. "Well, we have a few formalities to cover, and then you can join them
D d you know that your specs list you at six feet eleven i nches?"

My shock nust have showed. Who woul d have seen that |isting?
| managed a credi ble laugh. "Did you have an oversized box laid out for nme?"

"No, that's not a problem it was only a matter of rewiting the specs. But we couldn't do that.
Ms. Graynor doesn't seemto know your exact height. W'Il|l have to neasure you

"Stet."

"So." She waved in a counterclockw se circle. Waving me around the desk? | wal ked that way and
saw the sliding staircase | eading down.

O course. Mst of CQutbound nust be underground.

| started down. Ms. Machti called, "M. Graynor? You've a call froma M. Ausfaller. He says you
can't take off yet."

Ausfaller! How could he know ... Wiat did he know? "He asked for Martin Wallace G aynor?"

"No, he wanted the red-haired man at the desk, and | said, 'Mster Graynor?" and he --

"Stet. Can you --" | did not want the call transferred to nmy pocket phone. "May | take it on one
of those?" | waved at the booths.
"Certainly."

It was half a phone booth, just two black walls and a projection table. It would give nme
privacy, but | could still see out. | tapped the receiver, and a life-sized bust of Signund
Ausfal | er popped into view.

H's rather vicious snile faded a little. He hadn't expected me at eye level. | thought, Signund,
you're bothering a total stranger, sandy-haired, tanned, a foot shorter than your al bino quarry.
Could I get away with that?

| didn't feel lucky. | said, "Long story. Ask Ander."
"So your nane is Gaynor now?"

"Braynard," | said distinctly. "Were are you?" He'd only heard the nanme over a phone. "G aynor"
woul d give the bastard Sharrol and Jeena, too.

"Where should | be?"
| saw not hing of background, just the head and torso solid projection. He could be anywhere.

suggested, "Retrieving Carlos WI's aut odoc?"
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"I'n due course. It shouldn't be left here. Look outside, Bey. Turn left. Farther. Look up."

He was ten floors up in a glass slab, |ooking down at me. Doll-sized, he was just big enough to
recogni ze. He waved at nme fromthe wi ndow, then turned back to his holovid phone.

"I"'mright on top of you. It would take you hours to freeze yourself, perhaps days to be stowed
and | aunched. | need only cross the street to stop you. Let us reason together, Bey."

"You al ways seemto have an offer | can't refuse. Wiy are you picking on ne, Signund? | told
Ander everything he wanted to know. "

"l haven't heard from Ander."
"Feather. Carlos. Pierson's puppeteers.”

"You'll still have to come hone with ne, Bey. You know too nuch, and you talk too much. Now,
wait. Don't go off half-cocked. | can get you a birthright."

"Yeah?" It was dawning on ne that he m ght not know about Sharrol

"One child. W have that nmuch power if you can do sonething of clear public benefit. Can you
return Carlos Wi to his home?"

"Carlos is dead, Signund."
" Dead?"
"How did you find ne?"

"You can't see it, Bey, but I'mlooking at four walls of vidscreens. We scattered caneras

everywhere. Then we plastered the screens all over ny room It's been -- VWAit one. Pray turn al
screens off." He waited an instant, |ooking offstage. Then, "Thank God, | can throw these things
away and watch blank walls again. |'ve been watching three spaceport termnals and the top five
restaurants and ten hotel |obbies, and when you finally showed, | couldn't believe it was you."

"You damm wel | convi nced yoursel f somehow "
"I couldn't believe it wasn't, either. Sorry about that. Bey, are you sure about Carl os?"

"Feat her blew a hole through him But the nanotech 'doc is his last legacy, and it's UN
property, and | night arrange to put that in your hands."

"Very good. We'll have a chance to tal k about puppeteers and the Iike on the way home." A bel
pi nged. He turned around and shouted, "Pray open the door!" He turned back. "And Feather? You
know, we never intended to turn her | oose on an alien world. W want sone weaponry back, too. And
the others, Sharrol and the children?"

| set ny face for the biglie. "Feather's g--"

Si gnumd junped at ne, banged his face on the edge of the field, recoiled, and fell backward and
out of sight.

Ander Smittarasheed stepped into view, wading through the table, short ribs deep. He was hol di ng
a famliar object. He reached down. Sigrmund Ausfaller was pulled into view by his hair. Sigmnd's
chest was shattered, a huge hole ramred through it.

Ander was hol ding Feather Filip's horrible ARM weapon, the gun that had bl own a hol e through ny
own chest. He pointed it at ne. "Recognize this?"

For an instant | thought | was going nad. He couldn't have that. He couldn't. It was in the apt,
Sharrol's apt, hidden -- Ah. Sharrol left it for ne. She left me a weapon in ny backpurse. Not a
bad i dea, but Ander nust have searched nmy room searched by backpurse, found it there. \Wen?

After dinner, when | was at the hotel desk getting ny key.
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Ander said, "Were are you, Beowul f?"

I was still | ooking through Qutbound's huge wi ndow. High up in that glass slab | could see a
tiny figure where Ausfaller had waved at ne. The back of Ander's head and shoul ders.

If he turned around and | ooked down, he would see ne. | didn't turn away. The front of ne now
| ooked | ess |i ke Beowul f Shaeffer than the back. And what could Ander see in his phone? The
m ni ature bust of a tanned stranger and nothing behind it.

| said, "I'min ny roomat the Pequod. Ander, nothing was said about killing the poor flat."

"Beowul f, we can hardly sell our wonderful nanotech machi ne w thout Signmund knowi ng where we got
it. The roomisn't registered to anyone, and the punchgun can go with me. You haven't used the
punchgun, have you? Like for robbing a droud shop?"

"No. "
"Then at worst they'll track it back to the ARM And then nmaybe to you."

My head seened filled with fog. Did | do this? Did | find the tenptation that turned Ander
Smittarasheed into a thief and killer? O was he always that?

What do | do now? Play it out. "A dead man can't send us money," | said.

"Si gmund brought local noney. It'll be in that case. It my take ne a while to break the
security prograns, and | don't really know how rmuch he brought."

"Show nme the case."

"What, you think I'mlying?" He bent out of view, then rose again with a heavy silver briefcase
in his fist. "Now is when you tell ne where the island is."

| gave hima longitude, the right one. "Latitude when |'ve got half the noney."
“I"1l be in touch."

"Wait! Ander, get rid of the punchgun.™”

Ander |aughed. "I think I'lIl keep it."
He'd seen how | feared it. He'd keep it to intimdate ne. | tried anyway. "Ander, | was wearing
av--"

He flicked off.

| waited at the phone until | saw the shape in the hotel room w ndow stand and step out of view.
Then | went back to the desk. "Are you ready to freeze me, Ms. Machti?"

* k% *

Wi t e-garbed nedics wanted nmy retina prints and a voice match. | was five feet ten and a half
inches tall. The physical examthey put ne through seened perfunctory, but what could they find?
Carlos Wi's autodoc had rebuilt ne alnmost frommy DNA nmap. |'d never been in better shape.

I wanted to view Sharrol and Jeena. The doctors |let ne see them They |ooked all right ... well
dead, but otherwise ... | was nerving nyself to join them

As if I'd left nyself a choice.
What a mess. Poor Signund.

What woul d the | ocal police make of that wound? They'd never seen a corpse like that, but they'd
seen a vest |ike that. The punchgun had torn that kind of hole through a survival vest that had
bel onged to a Persial January Hebert, who'd sunk out of sight a year and a half ago.
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Surely they'd make the connection. They'd cone |ooking for the reclusive Persial January Hebert.
Hebert had indulged in a sudden flurry of activity: a phone call here, a hotel roomat the Pequod
Hotel, a dinner with Ander Snittarasheed.

Wt hout the punchgun Ander m ght bluff his way through

But the weapon would nail him would identify him He couldn't hold on to the gun without using
it.

Wul d he even hesitate? A trained ARM facing colony cops? Fafnir is a "human" worl d. Ander was
unlikely to guess how many police are kzinti.

| wondered how nuch danage Ander would do before it all caught up with him There could be one
fearful bloodbath if he tried to shoot his way free

Nice for nme. Ander dead was Ander silent. But --

Tens of thousands of years from now nobody would find the old ARM records of a w |d hypothesis.

Nobody woul d wonder if a trillion powerful aliens had |eft known space to take possession of the
galactic Core. It mght never matter, even if | was right ... or be all to the good if | was
wr ong.

Either way, | couldn't think of a way to stop him

They were spraying my arm | would be in a cona when they cooled me down and | aunched ne. |
wonder ed whose face woul d be | ooki ng down at ne when | woke.
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