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redi stribute.

PHSSTHPCOK
CGenesi s, Chapter 3, King Janmes version:

22 And the Lord God said, Behold, the man is becone as one of us, to know good and evil: and
now, lest he put forth his hand, and take also of the tree of life, and eat, and live forever

23 Therefore the Lord God sent himforth fromthe garden of Eden, to till the ground from whence
he was taken.

24 So he drove out the man; and he placed at the east of the Garden of Eden Cher-u-binms, and a
flam ng sword which turned every way, to keep the way of the tree of life.

* k% %

He sat before an eight-foot circle of clear twing, |ooking endlessly out on a view that was | ess
t han exciting.

Even a decade ago those stars had been a sprinkling of dull red dots in his wake. Wen he
cleared the forward view, they would shine a hellish blue, bright enough to read by. To the side,
t he biggest had been visibly flattened. But now there were only stars, white points sparsely
scattered across a sky that was nostly black. This was a lonely sky. Dust clouds hid the blazing
gl ory of hone.

The light in the center of the view was not a star. It was big as a sun, dark at the center, and
bright enough to have burned holes in a man's retinae. It was the |light of a Bussard ranjet,
burning a bare eight mles away. Every few years Phssthpok spent sone time watching the drive,
just to be sure it was burning evenly. Along time ago he had caught a slow, periodic wavering in
time to prevent his ship frombeconmng a tiny nova. But the blue-white |ight had not changed at
all in the weeks he'd been watching it.

For nmost of a long, slow lifetinme the heavens had been crawl i ng past Phssthpok's porthole. Yet
he renenbered little of that voyage. The tine of waiting had been too devoid of events to interest
his menory. It is the way with the protector stage of the Pak species, that his |eisure nenories
are of the past, when he was a child and, later, a breeder, when the world was new and bri ght and
free of responsibilities. Only danger to hinmself or his children can rouse a protector fromhis
normal dreamy lassitude to a fighting fury unsurpassed anong sentient beings.

Phsst hpok sat dreaming in his disaster couch.

The cabin's attitude controls were beneath his |l eft hand. When he was hungry, which happened
once in ten hours, his knobby hand, like two fistfuls of black wal nuts strung together, would
reach into a slot on his right and enmerge with a twisted, fleshy yellow root the size of a sweet
potato. Terrestrial weeks had passed since Phssthpok |last |eft his disaster couch. In that tine he
had moved not hi ng but his hands and his jaws. H s eyes had not noved at all

Before that there had been a period of furious exercise. It is a protector's duty to stay fit.
Even a protector with nobody to protect.

The drive was steady, or enough so to satisfy Phsstbpok. The protector's knotted fingers noved,
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and the heavens spun about him He watched the other bright light float into the porthole. Wen it
was centered he stopped the rotation

Al ready brighter than any star around it, his destination was still too dimto be nore than a
star. But it was brighter than Phssthpok had expected, and he knew that he had let time slip away
fromhim Too nuch dreaning! And no wonder. He'd spent nost of twelve hundred years in that couch,
staying inmbile to conserve his food supply. It would have been thirty tinmes that but for
relativistic effects.

Despite what | ooked to be the nost crippling case of arthritis in nedical history, despite weeks
spent like a paralytic, the knobby protector was instantly in notion. The drive flame went nushy;
expanded; began to cool. Shutting down a Bussard ranjet is alnpbst as tricky as starting one. At
ranj et speeds the interstellar hydrogen cones on as gamma rays. It would have to be gui ded away by
magnetic fields, even if it were not being burned as fuel

He had reached the nost |ikely region of space. Ahead was the nost likely star. Pbssthpok's
nmonent of success was hard upon him The ones he had cone to help (if they existed at all; if they
hadn't died out in all this tinme; if they circled this star and not one less likely) wouldn't be
expecting him Their minds were nearly aninmal. They might or nmight not use fire, but they
certainly wouldn't have tel escopes. Yet they were waiting for him.. in a sense. If they were here
at all, they had been waiting for two and a half mllion years.

He woul d not di sappoint them
He nust not.

A protector wthout descendants is a being w thout purpose. Such an anormaly nust find a purpose,
and quickly, or die. Most die. In their nminds or their glands a reflex twitches, and they cease to
feel hunger. Sonetimes such a one finds that he can adapt the entire Pak species as his progeny;
but then he nmust find a way to serve that species. Phssthpok was one of the |ucky few.

It would be terrible if he fail ed.

* k%

Ni ck Sohl was com ng hone.

The qui et of space was around him now that his ears had |l earned to forget the humof the ship's
drive. Two weeks' worth of tightly coiled stubble covered his jaw and the shaved scal p on either
side of his cottony Belter crest. If be concentrated he could snell hinmself. He had gone mining in
Saturn's rings, with a singleship around himand a shovel in his hand (for the magnets used to
pul I nonopol es fromasteroidal iron did | ook remarkably |ike shovels). He would have stayed
I onger; but he liked to think that Belt civilization could survive without himfor just about
t hree weeks.

A century ago nonopol es had been nere theory, and conflicting theory at that. Magnetic theory
said that a north nagnetic pole could not exist apart froma south magnetic pole, and vice-versa
Quantum theory inplied that they m ght exist independently.

The first pernmanent settlenents had been bl oomi ng anong the biggest Belt asteroids when an
expl oring team found nmonopol es scattered through the nickel-iron core of an asteroid. Today they
were not theory, but a thriving Belt industry. A nagnetic field generated by nonopol es acts in an
inverse linear relationship rather than an inverse square. In practical terns, a nonopol e-based
motor or instrunent will reach much further. Mpnopol es were val uabl e where wei ght was a factor
and in the Belt weight was always a factor. But nonopole nmining was still a one nan operation

Ni ck's luck had been poor. Saturn's rings were not a good region for nonopol es anyway; too nuch
ice, too little netal. The el ectromagnetic field around his cargo box probably held no nore than
two full shovel fuls of north magnetic poles. Not rmuch of a catch for a couple of weeks
backbreaking | abor... but still worth good noney at Ceres.

He' d have been satisfied to find nothing. Mning was an excuse the First Speaker for the Belt
Political Section used to escape fromhis cranped office buried deep in the rock of Ceres, from
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the constant UN-Belt squabbles, fromw fe and children, friends and acquai ntances, enenies and
strangers. And next year, after frantic weeks spent catching up with current events, after the
next ten nonths spent manipulating the politics of the solar system he would be back

Ni ck was buil ding up speed for the trip to Ceres, with Saturn a fantastic baubl e behind him
when he saw his mining magnet swing slowy away fromthe cargo box. Somewhere to his left was a
new and powerful source of nonopol es.

A grin split his face like lightning across a black sky. Better |ate than never! Too bad he
hadn't found it on the way out; but he could sell it once he'd located it... which would take
doi ng. The needl e wavered between two attracti ons, one of which was his cargo box.

He invested twenty minutes focusing a comlaser on Ceres. "This is Nick Sohl, repeating,
Ni chol as Brewster Sohl. | wish to register a claimfor a nonopole source in the general direction
of--" He tried to guess how much his cargo was affecting the needle. "--of Sagittarius. | want to
offer this source for sale to the Belt governnent. Details follow, half an hour."

He then turned off his fusion notor, clinbed | aboriously into suit and backpac, and left the
ship carrying a tel escope and his m ning nmagnet.

The stars are far frometernal, but for man they night as well be. N ck floated anbng the
eternal stars, notionless though falling toward the tiny sun at tens of thousands of nmiles per
hour. This was why he went nining. The universe blazed |ike dianonds on bl ack vel vet, an
unforgettabl e backdrop for golden Saturn. The MIky Wy was a jewel ed bracelet for all the
universe. Nick loved the Belt fromthe carved-out rocks to the surface donmes to the spinning
i nsi de-out bubbl e worlds; but npost of all he |oved space itself.

A mle fromthe ship he used 'scope and m ning magnet to fix the | ocation of the new source. He
moved back to the ship to call in. A few hours fromnow he could take another fix and pin the
source by triangul ation.

When he reached the ship the conmmuni cator was alight. The gaunt fair face of Martin Shaeffer,
Third Speaker, was talking to an enpty accel erati on couch

"--Must call in at once, Nick. Don't wait to take your second fix. This is urgent Belt business.
Repeating. Martin Shaeffer calling N ck Sohl aboard singl eship Humm ngbird--"

Ni ck refocused his laser. "Lit, I'mtruly honored. A sinple clerk would have sufficed to record
my poor find. Repeating." He set the nessage to repeat, then started putting away tools. Ceres was
I'ight-mnutes distant.

He did not try to guess what energency night need his personal attention. But he was worri ed.

Presently the answer cane. Lit Shaeffer's expression was strange, but his tone was bantering.
"Ni ck, you're too nbdest about your poor find. A pity we're going to have to disallowit. One
hundred and four nminers have already called in to report your nonopol e source."

Ni ck gaped. One hundred and four? But he was in the outer system.. and nobst mners preferred to
work their own mnes anyway. How many had *not* called in?

"They're all across the system"” said Lit. "It's a hell of a big source. As a matter of fact,
we've already located it by paral ax. One source, forty AU out fromthe sun, which nakes it
somewhat further away than Pluto, and ei ghteen degrees off the plane of the solar system
M tchi kov says that there nust be as big a mass of south magnetic nonopoles in the source as we've
m ned in the past century."

Qutsider! thought Nick. And: Pity they' Il disallow ny claim

"M tchi kov says that big a source could power a really big Bussard ranjet-- a manned ranrobot."
Ni ck nodded at that. Ranrobots were robot probes to the nearby stars, and were one of the few
sources of real UN-Belt cooperation. "W've been followi ng the source for the past half-hour. It's
nmoving into the solar systemat just over four thousand miles per second, freely falling. That's
wel | above even interstellar speeds. We're all convinced it's an Qutsider
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"Any comment s?
"Repeating--"
Nick switched it off and sat for a nmonent, letting hinmself get used to the idea. An CQutsider!

Qutsider was Belter slang for alien; but the word neant nore than that. The Qutsider would be
the first sentient alien ever to contact the human race. It (singular) would contact the Belt
i nstead of Earth, not only because the Belt held title to nost of the solar system but because
t hose humans who had col oni zed space were clearly nmore intelligent. There were nmany hidden
assunptions in the word, and not every Belter believed them all

And t he energency had caught Nick Sohl on vacation. Censored dammit! He'd have to work by

message |l aser. "Nick Sohl calling Martin Shaeffer, Ceres Base. Yes, |'ve got coments. One, it
sounds |ike your assunption is valid. Two, stop blasting the news all over the system Sone
flatlander ship might pick up the fringes of a nessage beam W'I||l have to bring themin on it
sooner or later, but not just yet. Three, |I'lIl be home in five days. Concentrate on getting nore
information. W won't have to nake any crucial decisions for awhile." Not until the CQutsider
entered the solar system or tried sending nessages of its own. "Four--" Find out if the son of a
bitch is decelerating! Find out where he'll stop! But he couldn't say any of that. Too specific

for a nessage | aser. Shaeffer would know what to do. "There is no four. Sohl out."

* % %

The sol ar systemis big and, in the outer reaches, thin. In the main Belt, fromslightly inside
Mars's orbit to slightly outside Jupiter's, a determ ned man can exanmi ne a hundred rocks in a
month. Further out, he's likely to spend a couple of weeks com ng and going, just to | ook at
somet hi ng he hopes nobody el se has noti ced.

The main Belt is not mned out, though nost of the big rocks are now private property. Most
mners prefer to work the Belt. In the Belt they know they can reach civilization and
civilization's byproducts: stored air and water, hydrogen fuel, wonmen and other people, a new air
regenerator, autodocs and therapeutic psychoni netic drugs.

Brennan didn't need drugs or conpany to keep himsane. He preferred the outer reaches. He was in
Uranus's trailing Trojan point, follow ng sixty degrees behind the ice giant in its orbit. Trojan
poi nts, being points of stable equilibrium are dust collectors and collectors of |arger objects.
There was a good deal of dust here, for deep space, and a handful of rocks worth exploring.

Had he found nothing at all, Brennan woul d have noved on to the noons, then to the |eading
Trojan point. Then honme for a short rest and a visit with Charlotte; and, because his funds woul d
be I ow by then, a paid tour of duty on Mercury, which he would hate.

Had he found pitchbl ende he woul d have been in the point for nonths.

None of the rocks held enough radioactives to interest him But sonething nearby showed the
nmetallic gleamof an artifact. Brennan noved in on it, expecting to find sone Belt mner's
t hrowaway fuel tank, but |ooking anyway. Jack Brennan was a confirned optimst.

The artifact was the shell of a solid fuel rocket notor. Part of the Mariner XX, fromthe
| ettering.

The Mariner XX, the ancient Pluto fly-by. Ages ago the ancient enpty shell nust have drifted
back toward the distant sun, drifted into the thin Trojan-point dust and coasted to a stop. The
hull was pitted with dust holes and was still rotating with the stabilizing inpulse inparted three
generati ons back.

As a collectoes itemthe thing was nearly beyond price. Brennan took phototapes of it in situ
before he noved in to attach hinself to the flat nose and used his jet backpac to stop the
rotation. He strapped it to the fusion tube of his ship, belowthe |ifesystem cabin. The gyros
coul d conpensate for the inbal ance.
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I n anot her sense the bulk presented a probl em

He stood next to it on the slender netal shell of the fusion tube. The antique notor was hal f as
big as his mning singleship, but very light, little nore than a nmetal skin for its origina
shaped-core charge. |If Brennan had found pitchbl ende the singleship would have been hung with
cargo nets under the fuel ring, carrying its own weight in radioactive ore. He would have returned
to the Belt at half a gee. But with the Mariner relic as his cargo he could accelerate at the one
gee which was standard for enpty singl eships.

It might just give himthe edge he'd need.

If he sold the tank through the Belt, the Belt would take thirty percent in incone tax and
agent's fees. But if he sold it on the Mon, Earth's Miseum of Spaceflight woul d charge no tax at
all.

Brennan was in a good position for snuggling. There were no gol dskins out here. His velocity
over nost of his course would be trenmendous. They couldn't begin to catch himuntil he approached
the Moon. He wasn't hauling nonopol es or radioactives; the magnetic and radiation detectors would
| ook right through him He could swing in over the plane of the system avoiding rocks and ot her
shi ps.

But if they did get himthey'd take one hundred percent of his find. Everything.

Brennan smiled to hinself. He'd risk it.

* k k

Phsst bpok's mouth cl osed once, twice, three tines. A yellow tree-of-life root separated into
four chunks, raggedly, because the edges of Phssthpok's beak were not sharp. They were blunt and
uneven, like the top of a nolar. Phssthpok gul ped four tines.

He had hardly noticed the action. It was as if his hand, nouth and belly were on automati c,
whi | e Phsst hpok watched the scope screen

Under 10”4 nmagnification the screen showed three tiny violet points.

Looki ng around the edge of the scope screen Phsstbpok could see only the bright yellow star he'd
called GO Target #1. He'd been searching for planets. He'd found one, a beauty, the right size and
approxi nate tenperature, with a transparent water-bearing atnosphere and an oversi zed noon. But
he'd al so found nyriads of violet points so snmall that at first hed thought they were nmere flashes
in his retinae.

They were real, and they noved. Sone noved no faster than planetary objects; others, hundreds of
tinmes faster than escape velocity for the system They glowed intensely hot, the color of a
neutron star in its fourth week of life, when its tenperature is still in the nillions of degrees.

Qobviously they were spacecraft. At these speeds, natural objects would have been lost to
interstellar space within nonths. Probably they used fusion drives. If so, and judging fromtheir
color, they burned hotter and nore efficiently than Phssthpok's own.

They seened to spend nost of their tinme in space. At first he'd hoped they were sone form of
space-born life, perhaps related to the starseeds of the galactic core. But as he drew nearer the
yell ow sun he'd bad to abandon the idea. Al the sparks had destinations, fromthe nyriad smal
orbiting rocks to the noons and planets of the inner system One frequent target was the world
with the water atnosphere, the one hed classified as Pak-habitable. No lifeformnative to space
could have taken its gravity or its atnosphere.

That planet, GO Target #1-3, was the biggest such target, though the spacecraft touched many
smal | er bodies. Interesting. If the pilots of those fusion craft had devel oped on GO Target #1-3,
they would naturally prefer lighter gravities to heavier

But the ones he sought hadn't the minds to build such craft. Had something alien usurped their
pl aces?
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Then he and his thousands had given their long lives to extract only a sterile vengeance.

Phsst hpok felt fury building in him He held it back. It needn't be the answer. GO Target #1 was
not the only likely target. Probability was only twenty-eight percent. He could hope that the ones
he had cone to help circled another star

But he'd have to check.

There is a mninum speed at which a Bussard ranjet will operate, and Phsst hpok was not far above
it. He had planned to coast through the systemuntil he found sonething definite. Now he woul d
have to use his reserve fuel. He had already found a blue-white spark noving at high velocity
toward the inner system He should be able to match its course.

* k% %

Ni ck | anded Hunmi ngbird, hurriedly issued orders for unloading and sale of his cargo, and went
underground. H's office was sone two miles beneath the rocky bubbl e-dotted surface of Ceres,
buried deep in the nickel-iron substrate.

He hung his suit and helnet in the vestibule of his office. There was a painting on the front of
the suit, and he patted it affectionately before he went in. He always did that.

Most Belters decorated their suits. Wiy not? The interior of his suit was the only place nmany a
Belter could call hone, and the one possession he had to keep in perfect condition. But even in
the Belt, N ck Sohl's suit was unique.

On an orange background was the painting of a girl. She was short; her head barely reached
Ni ck's neck ring. Her skin was a softly glowing green. Only her |ovely back showed across the
front of the suit. Her hair was stream ng bonfire flanes, flickering orange with touches of yellow
and white, darkening into red-black snbke as it swept across the girl's |left shoul der. She was
nude. Her arms were wapped around the suit's torso, her hands touching the air pac on its back
her | egs enbraced the suit's thighs, so that her heels touched the backs of the flexible neta
knee joints. It was a very beautiful painting, so beautiful that it almost wasn't vulgar. A pity
the suit's sanitary outlet wasn't sonewhere el se.

Lit lounged in one of the guest chairs in Nick's office, his long | egs sprawing far across the
rug. He was attenuated rather than big. Too much of his childhood had been spent in free fall. Now
he could not fit into a standard pressure suit or spacecraft cabin; and wherever he sat, he | ooked
like he was trying to take over

Ni ck dropped into his own chair and closed his eyes for a nonent, getting used to the feel of
being First Speaker again. Wth his eyes still closed he said, "Ckay, Lit. Wat's been happeni ng?"

"CGot it all here." Rustle of paper. "Yah. The nonopol e source is coming in over the plane of the
sol ar system ained approximately at the sun. As of an hour ago, it was two point two billion
mles out. For a week after we spotted it it showed a steady accel eration of point nine two gee,
largely lateral and braking thrust to warp its course around the sun. Nowit's mainly
decel eration, and the thrust has dropped to point one four gee. That ains it through Earth's
orbit."

"Where will Earth be then?"

"W checked that. If he goes back to point nine two gee at-- *this* point, he'll be at rest
ei ght days from now.

"And that's where Earth will be." Lit | ooked grim "All of this is nore than sonewhat
approximate. All we really knowis that he's ainmed at the inner system"

"But Earth is the obvious target. Hardly fair. The Qutsider's supposed to contact us, not them
What have you done about anyt hi ng?"

"Mostly observations. W' ve got photos of what |ooks Iike a drive flanme. A fusion flaneg,
sonewhat cool er than ours.”
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"Less efficent, then... but if he's using a Bussard ranjet, he's getting his fuel free.
suppose he's bel ow ranj et speeds now, though."

"Ri ght."
"He nust be huge. Could be a warship, Lit. Using that big a nonopol e source."

"Not necessarily. You know how a ranrobot works? A nagnetic field picks up interstellar hydrogen
pl asma, guides it away fromthe cargo pod and constricts it so that the hydrogen undergoes fusion
The difference is that nobody can ride them because too nuch hydrogen gets through as radiation
In a manned ship you'd need enormously greater control of the plasna fields."

"That much nore?"

"M tchi kov says yes, if he cane fromfar enough away. The further he cane, the faster he nust
have, been going at peak velocity."

"Um "
"You' re getting paranoid, N ck. Wiy would any species send us an interstellar warship?"

"Way woul d anyone send us a ship at all? | mean, if you're going to be hunble about it... Can we
contact that ship before it reaches Earth?"

"Qddly enough, | thought of that. Mtchi kov has several courses plotted. Qur best bet is to
start a fleet fromthe trailing Jupiter Trojans sonetinme within the next six days."

"Not a fleet. W want the Qutsider to see us as harnl ess. Do we have any big ships in the
Troj ans?"

"The Blue Ox. She was about to | eave for Juno, but | conmandeered her and had her cargo tank
cleared. "

"Good. Nice going." The Blue Ox was a manmoth fluid cargo carrier, as big as one of the Titan
Hotel's luxury liners, though not as pretty. "We'Il want a conputer, a good one, not just a ship's
autopilot. Also a tech to run it, and sone spare senses for the nmachine. | want to use it as a
translator, and the Qutsider mght talk by eye-blinks or radio or nodul ated current. Can we naybe
fit a singleship into the Ox's cargo hol d?"

"What for?"
"Just in case. Well give the Ox a lifeboat. If the Qutsider plays rough soneone mi ght get away."
Lit did not say paranoia, but he was visibly restraining hinself.

"He's big," Nick said patiently. "Hi s technology is powerful enough to get him across
interstellar space. He could be friendly as a puppy, and soneone could still say sonething wong."
He picked up the phone and said, "Get nme Achilles, main swtchboard."

It would take awhile for the operator to focus a laser on Achilles. Nick hung up to wait. And
t he phone went off jarringly in his hand.

"Yes?"

"This is Traffic Control," said the phone. "Cutter. Your office wanted anything on the big
nmonopol e source. "

Ni ck opened the volume control so Shaeffer could hear. "Right. What?"
"It's matching course with a Belt ship. The pilot doesn't seemto be evading contact."
Sohl's lips tightened. "Wat kind of ship?"

"We can't tell fromthis distance. Probably a mning singleship. They'll be matching orbit in
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thirty-seven hours twenty minutes, if neither of themchange their m nds."

"Keep me posted. Set nearby tel escopes on watch. | don't want to miss anything." N ck rang off.
"You heard?"

"Yah. Finagle's First Law "
"Can we stop that Belter?"

"I doubt it."

* k%

It could have been anyone. It turned out to be Jack Brennan

He was several hours fromturnover en route to Earth's Mbon. The Mariner XX s di scarded booster
rode his hull like an undernourished Sianese twin. Its whistle was still fixed in the flat nose,
t he supersonic whistle whose pitch had controlled the burning of the solid fuel core. Brennan had
craw ed inside to | ook, knowi ng that any danmage mi ght [ower the relic's val ue.

For a used one-shot, the relic was in fine shape. The nozzle had burned a little unevenly, but
not seriously so; naturally not, given that the probe had reached its destination. The Miuseum of
Spaceflight would pay plenty for it.

In the Belt, snuggling is illegal but not immoral. Snuggling was no nore inmoral to Brennan than
forgetting to pay a parking neter would have been to a flatlander. If you got caught you paid the
fine and that was that.

Brennan was an optimst. He didn't expect to be caught.

He had been accelerating for four days at just short of one gee. Uranus's orbit was far behind
him the inner systemfar ahead. He was going at a hell of a clip. There were no observed
relativity effects, he wasn't going that fast, but his watch woul d need resetting when he arrived.

Have a | ook at Brennan. He masses one hundred and seventy-ei ght pounds per one gee, stands six
feet two inches tall. Like any Belter, he [ ooks much Iike an undernuscl ed basketbal | player. Since
he has been sitting in that control couch for nost of four days, he is beginning to | ook and fee
crunpl ed and weary. But his brown eyes are clear and steady, twenty-twenty, having been corrected
by mcrosurgery when he was eighteen. His straight dark hair is an inch-wide strip running from
forehead to nape al ong a brown polished scalp. He is white; which is to say that his Belter tan is
no darker than Cordovan | eather; as usual it covers only his hands and his face and scal p above
the neck. El sewhere he is the color of a vanilla nilkshake.

He is forty-five years old. He looks thirty. Gavity has been kind to the nuscles of his face
and growh salve to the potential bald spot at the crown of his head. But the devel oping fine
lines around his eyes stand out clearly now, since he has been wearing a puzzled frown for the
past twenty hours. He has becone aware that sonething is follow ng him

At first he'd thought it was a goldskin, a Ceres cop. But what would a goldskin be doing this
far fromthe sun?

Even at second glance it could not have been a goldskin. Its drive flame was too fuzzy, too big,
not bright enough. Third glance included a few instrument readi ngs. Brennan was accel erating, but
the stranger was decel erating, and still had enornous velocity. Either it had cone from beyond
Pluto's orbit, or its drive nust generate tens of gees. Wich gave the sanme answer.

The strange |ight was an Qutsi der.

How | ong had the Belt been waiting for hinfP Let any man spend sone tine between the stars, even
a flatland noonship pilot, and soneday he would realize just how deep the universe really was.
Billions of light years deep, with roomfor anything at all. Beyond doubt the Qutsider was out
there somewhere; the first alien species to contact Man was goi ng about its business beyond the
reach of Belt tel escopes.
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Now t he Qutsider was here, matching courses with Jack Brennan

And Brennan wasn't even surprised. Wary, yes. Even frightened. But not surprised, not even that
the Qutsider had chosen him That was an accident of fate. They had both been beading into the
i nner systemfromroughly the same direction

Call the Belt? The Belt mnust know by now. The Belt tel escope net tracked every ship in the
system the odds were that it would find any wong-col ored dot nmoving at the wong speed. Brennan
bad expected themto find his own ship, had ganbled that they wouldn't find it soon enough
Certainly they'd found the Qutsider. Certainly they were watching it; and by virtue of that fact
they must be watching Brennan too. In any case Brennan couldn't |aser Ceres. A flatland ship m ght
pi ck up the beam Brennan didn't know Belt policy on Earth-Cutsider contacts.

The Belt nust act wi thout him
Which left Brennan with two decisions of his own.

One was easy. He didn't have a snowran's chance of smuggling anything. He woul d have to alter
course to reach one of the major asteroids, and call the Belt the first chance he had to advise
them of his course and cargo

But what of the CQutsider?

Evasion tactics? Easy enough. Axionmatically, it is inpossible to stop a hostile ship in space. A
cop can match course with a snuggler, but he cannot nake an arrest unless the snuggl er cooperates--
or runs out of fuel. He can blow the ship out of space, or even ramwith a good autopilot; but how
can he connect airlocks with a ship that keeps firing its drive in random bursts? Brennan coul d
head anywhere, and all the Qutsider could do was follow or destroy him

Runni ng woul d be sensible. Brennan did have a fam |y to potect. Charlotte could take care of
hersel f. She was an adult Belter, as conpetent to run her own life as Brennan hinself, though she
had never found enough anmbition to earn her pilot's license. And Brennan had paid the custonary
fees in trust for Estelle and Jennifer. H's daughters woul d be rai sed and educat ed.

But he could do nore for them O he could beconme a father again... probably with Charlotte.
There was noney strapped to his hull. Mney was power. Like electrical or political power, its
uses coul d take nany forns.

Contact the alien and he night never see Charlotte again. There were risks in being the first to
nmeet an alien species.

And obvi ous honors.
Coul d history ever forget the man who net the Qutsider?

Just for a nonment he felt trapped. As if fate were playing games with his lifeline... but he
couldn't turn this down. Let the Qutsider cone to him Brennan held his course.

* % %

The Belt is a web of telescopes. Hundreds of thousands of them

It has to be that way. Every ship carries a telescope. Every asteroid nmust be watched
constantly, because asteroids can be perturbed fromtheir orbits, and because a map of the sol ar
system has to be up-to-date by seconds. The light of every fusion drive has to be watched. In
crowded sectors ships can run through each other's exhausts if soneone doesn't warn them away; and
the exhaust froma fusion notor is deadly.

Ni ck Sohl kept glancing up at the screen, down at the stack of dossiers on his desk, up at the
screen... The screen showed two bl obs of violet-white |light, one bigger than the other, and
vaguer. Already they could both appear on the sane screen, because the asteroid taking the
pictures was alnost in line with their course.
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He had read the dossiers several tines. Ten of them and each might be the unknown Belter who
was now approaching the Qutsider. There had been a dozen dossiers. In the outer offices nmen were
trying to locate and elimnate these ten as they had al ready found two, by phone calls and com
| asers and dragnets.

Since the ship wasn't running, Nick had privately elimnated six of the dossiers. Two had never
been caught snuggling: a mark of caution, whether he'd never smuggl ed or never been caught. One he
knew, she was a xenophobe. Three were old-tinmers; you don't get to be an oldtinmer in the Belt by
taking foolish chances. In the Belt the Finagle-Mirrphy Laws are only half a joke.

One of four mners had had the col ossal arrogance to appoint hinmself humanity's anbassador to
the universe. Serve himright if he blows it, thought N ck. Wich one?

* k *

A mllion mles short of Jupiter's orbit, noving well above the plane of the solar system
Phsst hpok matched velocities with the native ship and began to close in

O the thousands of sentient species in the gal axy, Phssthpok and Phssthpok's race had studied
only their own. Wen they ran across other species, as in the nmining of nearby systens for raw
materials, they destroyed themas quickly and safely as possible. Aliens were dangerous, or mght
be, and Pak were not interested in anything but Pak. A protector's intelligence was high; but
intelligence is a tool to be used toward a goal, and goals are not always chosen intelligently.

Phsst bpok was working strictly fromignorance. All he could do was guess.

At a guess, then, and assum ng that the oval scratch in the native ship's hull was really a
door, the native would be not nuch taller and not rmuch shorter than Phssthpok. Say, three to seven
feet tall, depending on how nuch el bow roomit needed. O course the oval might not be designed
for the native's longest length, as for the biped Phssthpok. But the ship was snmall; it wouldn't
hol d sonething too nmuch | arger than Phssthpok

One ook at the native would tell him If it was not Pak, he would need to ask it questions. If
it was--

There would still be questions, many of them But his search would be over. A few ship's days to
reach GO Target #1-3, a short tine to learn their |anguage and explain how to use what he'd
brought, and he could stop eating.

It showed no awareness of Phssthpok's ship. A few m nutes and he woul d be al ongsi de, yet the
stranger made no nove-- cancel. The native had turned off its drive. Phssthpok was being invited
to match courses.

Phsst hpok did. He wasted neither notion nor fuel; he mght have spent his whole |ife practicing
for this one maneuver. His |ifesystem pod coasted al ongside the native ship, and stopped.

H s pressure suit was on, but he nade no nove. Phssthpok dared not risk his own person, not when
he was so close to victory. If the native would only step out on the hull...

* k%

Brennan wat ched the ship cone al ongside

Three sections, spaced eight mles apart. He saw no cable joining them At this distance it
m ght be invisibly thin. The biggest, npbst nassive section nust be the drive: a cylinder with
three small cones jutting at angles fromthe tail. Big as it was, the cylinder nust be too snal
to hold fuel for an interstellar voyage. Either the Qutsider had dropped expendabl e tanks al ong
the way, or... a nmanned rantobot?

Section two was a sphere sonme sixty feet across. Wen the ship finally stopped noving, this
section was i nmedi ately opposite Brennan. A large circular wi ndow stared out of the sphere, so
that the sphere looked like a great eyeball. It turned to follow Brennan as it noved past. Brennan
found it difficult to return that uncanny stare
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He was having second thoughts. Surely the Belt governnent could have organized a better neeting
than this...

The trailing pod-- he'd had a good | ook as it eased past. It was egg shaped, perhaps sixty feet
long by forty feet through. The big end, facing away fromthe drive section, was so uniformy
pitted with dust grains that it |ooked sandbl asted. The snmall end was pointed and snooth, al nost
shi ny. Brennan nodded to hinmself. A rarnscoop field would have protected the forward end from
ni cro- met eoroi ds during accel eration. During deceleration its training position would have done
t he sane.

There were no breaks in the egg.

There was notion within the bulging iris of the center section. Brennan strained, trying to see
nore... but nothing nore happened.

It was a peculiar way to build a ship, he thought. The center pod nmust be the Iife support
system if only because it had a porthole and the trailing pod did not. And the drive was
danger ousl y radi oactive; otherwi se why string the ship out like this? But that neant that the
|ifesystemwas positioned to protect the trailing pod fromthe drive radiation. Whatever was in
that trailing pod nust be nore inportant than the pilot, in the opinion of the pilot.

Either that, or the pilot and the designer had both been inept or insane.

The Qutsider ship was notionless now, its drive going cold, its lifesystem section a few hundred
feet away. Brennan waited.

I''m being chauvinistic, he told hinmself. | can't judge an alien's sanity by Belt standards, can
| ?

Hs lip curled. Sure | can. That ship is badly designed.
The alien stepped out onto its hull

Every muscle in Brennan jerked as he saw it. The alien was a biped; it |ooked human enough from
here. But it had stepped through the porthole. It stood on its own hull, notionless, waiting.

It had two arms, one head, two legs. It used a pressure suit. It carried a weapon-- or a
reaction pistol; there was no way to tell. But Brennan saw no backpac. A reaction pistol takes a
deal nore skill than a jet backpac. Who woul d use one in open spare?

Wiat the Finagle was it waiting for?
O course. For Brennan.

For a wild noment he considered starting the drive now, get out of here before it was too | ate!
Cursing his fear, Brennan noved deliberately to the door. The men who built singleships built as
cheaply as possible. His ship had no airlock; there was just the door, and punps to evacuate the
lifesystem Brennan's suit was tight. Al he had to do was open the door

He stepped outside on sandal magnets.

The seconds stretched away as Brennan and the Qutsider exam ned each other. It | ooks hunan
enough, Brennan thought. Biped. Head on top. But if it's human, and if it's been in space |ong
enough to build a starship, it can't be as inept as this ship says it is.

Have to find out what it's carrying. Maybe it's right. Maybe its cargo is worth nore than its
life.

The CQutsider junped.

It fell toward himlike a falcon diving. Brennan stood his ground, frightened, but admring the
alien's skill. The alien didn't use its reaction pistol. Its junp had been perfect. It would | and
ri ght next to Brennan.
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The Qutsider hit the hull on springy linbs, absorbing its nonentuml|like any Belter. It was
smal | er than Brennan: no nore than five feet tall. Brennan saw dinmly through its faceplate. He
recoi l ed, a long step backward. The thing was hideously ugly. Chauvinism be damed: the Qutsider's
face would stop a conputer.

The one backward step didn't save him

The Qutsider was too close. It reached out, wapped a pressurized mtten around Brennan's wi st,
and j unped.

Brennan gasped and, too late, tried to jerk away. The Qutsider's grip was |like spring stee
inside its glove. They were spinning away through space toward the eyebal |l -shaped |ife support
system and not a thing Brennan could do about it.

* k%

"Nick," said the intercom

"Here," said Nick. He'd left it open

"The dossier you want is |abeled 'Jack Brennan
"How do you know?"

"We called his womman. He has only one, a Charlotte Wggs, and two kids. W convinced her it was
urgent. She finally told us he was off searching the Uranus Trojan points."

"Uranus... that sounds right. Cutter, do me a favor."
"Sure. Oficial?"

"Yes. See to it that Hummingbird is fueled and provi sioned and kept that way until further
notice. Fit it with strap-on boosters. Then get a comlaser focused on ARM Headquarters, New York,
and keep it there. You'll need three, of course."” For relays as the Earth rotated.

"Ckay. No nessage yet?"
"No, just hold a laser ready in case we need it."

The situation was so damm fluid. If he needed help fromEarth he'd need it quickly and badly.
The surest way to convince the flatlanders would be to go hinself. No First Speaker had ever
touched Earth... and he didn't expect to now, but The Perversity of the Universe Tends Toward a
Maxi mum

Ni ck began to ski mBrennan's dossier. Too bad the nan had children

* k k

Phsst hpok's first clear nenories dated fromthe day he woke to the fact that he was a protector
He could conjure blurred nenories frombefore: of pain, fighting, discovering new foods,
experiences in sex and affection and hate and tree clinbing in the valley of Pitchok; watching
curiously, half a dozen tinmes, as various femal e breeders bore children he could snmell were his.
But his m nd had been vague then.

As a protector he thought sharply and clearly. At first it had been unpleasant. He had had to
get used to it. There had been others to help him teachers and such

There was a war, and he had graduated into it. Because he had had to develop the habit of asking
guestions, it had been years before he understood its history:

Three hundred years earlier several hundred major Pak families had allied to refertilize a w de
desert area of the Pak world. Erosion and overgrazing had produced that desert, not war, though
there were nmildly radi oactive patches all across it. No place on the Pak world was entirely free
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fromwar.

The heartbreakingly difficult task of reforesting had been conpleted a generation ago.
I nedi ately and predictably the alliance had split into several snaller alliances, each deterni ned
to secure the land for its own descendants. By now nost of the earlier alliances were gone. A
nunber of families had been extermi nated, and the surviving groups changed si des whenever
expedient to protect their blood |ines. Phssthpok's blood |line now held with South Coast.

Phsst hpok enj oyed war. Not because of the fighting. As a breeder he'd had fights, and war was
less a matter of fighting than of outwitting the eneny. At its start it had been a fusion bonb
war. Many of the families had died during that phase, and part of the reclainmed desert was desert
once nore. Then South Coast had found a danper field to prevent fissionables fromfissioning.

O hers had swiftly copied it. Since then the war had been artillery, poison gas, bacteria,
psychol ogy, infantry, even freelance assassination. It was a war of wits. Could South Coast
count eract propaganda designed to split off the Meteor Bay region? If Eastersea Alliance had an
antidote to river poison lota, would it be easier to steal it fromthemor invent our own? |f
Crcle Muntains should find an innocul ation for bacterial strain Zeta-Three, how likely was it
that they'd turn a mutated strain agai nst us? Should we stick with South Coast, or could we do
better with Eastersea? It was fun.

As Phsst hpok | earned nmore the game grew nore conplex. His own Virus QQ would kill all but eight
percent of breeders but would | eave their protectors unharmed... unharmed and fighting with
doubl ed fury to salvage a snmaller and | ess vul nerable group of strain-resistant hostages. He
agreed to suppress it. Aak(pop) Famly had too nmany breeders for the |ocal food supply; he
rejected their offer of alliance but blocked their path toward Eastersea.

Then Eastersea Alliance built a pinch field generator which could set off a fusion reaction
wi t hout previous fission.

Phsst hpok had been a protector for twenty-six years.

The war ended within a week. Eastersea had the recultivated desert, the part that wasn't bare
and sterile fromseventy years of war. And there had been a mighty flash over the Valley of
Pi t chok.

The infants and breeders of Phssthpok's line had lived in the Valley of Pitchok for unrenmenbered
generations. He had seen that awful light on the horizon and known that all his descendants were
dead or sterile, that he had no blood line Ieft to protect, that all he could do was to stop
eating until he was dead.

* k%

He hadn't felt that way since. Not until now.

But even then, thirteen centuries ago in biological time, he hadn't felt this awful confusion
VWhat was this pressure-suited thing at the end of his arn? Its facepl ate was darkened agai nst
sunlight. It | ooked like a breeder, as far as he could tell fromthe shape of the suit. But they
couldn't have built spacecraft or pressure suits.

Phsst hpok' s sense of mission had held steady for nore than twelve centuries. Now it was drowni ng
in pure confusion. Now he could regret that the Pak knew nothing of other intelligent species. The
bi ped form m ght not be unique to Pak. Wiy should it be? Phssthpok's shape was good designing. |f
he could see this native without his suit... if he could snmell it! That would tell the tale.

* % %

They | anded next to the porthole. The Qutsider's aimwas i nhumanly accurate. Brennan didn't try
to fight as the CQutsider reached through the curved surface, grasped something, and pulled them
both inside. The transparent material resisted novenent, like invisible taffy.

In quick, jerky movenments, the alien stripped off its pressure suit. The suit was flexible
fabric, including the transparent bubble. There were drawstrings at the joints. Wth its suit off,
but still maintaining its iron grip on Brennan, the alien turned to | ook at him
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Brennan wanted to scream

The thing was all knobs. Its arns were |onger than human, with a single el bow joint in sonething
like the right place; but the el bow was a ball seven inches across. The hands were |ike strings of
wal nuts. The shoul ders and the knees and the hips bulged |ike cantal oupes. The head was a tilted
mel on on a nonexi stent neck. Brennan could find no forehead, no chin. The alien's nmouth was a fl at
bl ack beak, hard but not shiny, which faded into wrinkled skin hal fway between nouth and eyes. Two
slits in the beak were the nose. Two human | ooki ng eyes were protected by not at all hunman | ooking
masses of deeply convol uted skin, and by a projecting shelf of brow Fromthe beak the head sl oped
backward as if streamined. A bony ridge rose fromthe swelling skull, adding to the inpression of
streani i ni ng.

It wore nothing nore than a vest with big pockets, a human-seening garnent as inappropriate as a
shap- bri m Fedora on Frankenstein's nonster. The swollen joints on its five-fingered hand felt like
a score of ball bearings pressing into Brennan's arm

Thus, the Qutsider. Not nmerely an obvious alien. A dolphin was an obvious alien, but a dol phin

was not horrible. The Qutsider was horrible. It |ooked |like a cross between human and... sonething
el se. Man's nonsters have always been that. G endel. The M notaur. Mermai ds were once consi dered
horrors: all lovely enticing woman above, all scaly nonster below. And that fitted too, for the

Qut sider was apparently sexless, with nothing but folds of arnor-like skin between its | egs.
The inset eyes, human as an octopus eye, | ooked deep into Brennan's own.

Abruptly, before Brennan could nake a nove to fight back, the Qutsider took two handful s of
Brennan's rubberized suit and pulled themapart. The suit held, stretched, then ripped fromcrotch
to chin. Air puffed. Brennan felt his ears pop

* k% %

No point in holding his breath. Several hundred feet of vacuum separated himfromhis own ship's
breathing air. Brennan sniffed cautiously.

The air was thin, and it carried a strange scent.
"You son of a bitch," said Brennan. "I could have died."

The Qutsider didnt answer. It stripped off Brennan's suit |ike peeling an orange, w thout
unnecessary roughness but w thout excessive care. Brennan fought. One wist was still nanacl ed by
the alien's grip, but Brennan braised his free fist against the alien's face without causing it to
do nore than blink. Its skin was like leather arnor. It finished stripping away the suit and held
Brennan out for inspection. Brennan kicked it where its groin ought to be. The alien noticed and
| ooked down, watched as Brennan kicked twice nore, then returned to its inspection

Its gaze noved over Brennan, head to feet, feet to head, insultingly famliar. In regions of the
Belt where air and tenperature were controlled, the Belters practiced nudity all their lives.
Never before had Brennan felt naked. Not nude; naked. Defenseless. Alien fingers reached to probe
his scalp along the sides of the Belter crest; massaged the knuckles of his hand, testing the
joints beneath the skin. At first Brennan continued to fight. He couldn't even distract the
alien's attention.

Then he waited, linp with enbarrassnent, enduring the exam nation

Abruptly it was over. The knobby alien junped across the room dug briefly into a bin al ong one
wall, came up with a folded rectangle of clear plastic. Brennan thought of escape; but his suit
was in ribbons. The alien shook the thing open, ran fingers along one edge. The bag popped open as
if he'd used a zipper.

The alien junped at Brennan, and Brennan jumped away. It bought hima few seconds of relative
freedom Then knobby steel fingers closed on himand pushed himinto the sack

Brennan found that he couldn't open it frominside. "I'll suffocate!" he screaned. The alien
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made no response. It wouldn't have understood himanyway. It was clinbing back into its suit.
Oh, no. Brennan struggled to rip the sack

The alien tucked hi munder an arm and noved out through the porthole. Brennan felt the clear
plastic puff out around him thinning the air inside even further. He felt ice-picks in his ears.
He stopped struggling instantly. He waited with the fatalismof despair while the alien noved
t hrough vacuum around the eyebal |l -shaped hull to where an inch-thick tow line stretched away
toward the trailing pod

* % %

There are few big cargo ships in the Belt. Mdst niners prefer to haul their own ore. The ships
that haul |arge cargoes fromasteroid to asteroid are not |large; rather, they are furnished with a
great many attachments. The crew string their payload out on spars and rigging, in nets or on
i ghtweight grids. They spray foamplastic to protect fragile itens, spread reflective foi
underneath to ward off hot backlighting fromthe drive flame, and take off on | ow power.

The Blue Ox was a special case. She carried fluids and fine dusts; refined quicksilver and m ned
water, grain, seeds, inpure tin scooped nolten fromlakes on daysi de Mercury, nixed and dangerous
chemicals fromJupiter's atnosphere. Such | oads were not always available for hauling. So the Ox
was a huge tank with a small three-man |ifesystemand a fusion tube running through her |ong axis;
but since her tank nust sometines becone a cargo hold for bulky objects, it had been designed with
nmooring gear and a big lid.

Ei nar Nil sson stood at the rimof the hold, looking in. He was seven feet tall, and overwei ght
for a Belter; and that was overwei ght for anyone, for the fat had gone into his belly and the
great round curve of second chin. He was all curves; there were no sharp edges on hi manywhere. It
had been a long tinme since he rode a singleship. He did not Iike the high gravity.

The device on his suit was a Viking ship with snarling dragon prow, floating half-submerged in
the bright, milky swirl of a spiral gal axy.

Ni Il sson's own small, ancient mining ship bad become the Ox's |ifeboat. The slender length of its
fusion tube, flared at the end, stretched al nost the length of the hold. There was an Adzhubei 4-4
comput er, al nost new, there were machines intended to serve as the conputer's senses and speakers,
radar and radi o and sonics and nonochromatic |lights and hi-fi equi pnent. Each item was tethered
separately, half a dozen ways, to hooks on the inner wall

Ni | sson nodded, satisfied, his graying blond Belter crest brushing the crown of his helnet. "Go
ahead, Nate."

Nat han La Pan began spraying fluid into the tank. In thirty seconds the tank was filled with
f oam whi ch was al ready hardeni ng.

"Close '"er up."

Per haps the foam crunched as the great |lid swng down. The sound did not carry. Patroclus Port
was in vacuum open beneath the bl ack sky.

"How much tinme we got, Nate?"

"Anot her twenty mnutes to catch the optimum course," said the young voi ce.
"Ckay, get aboard. You too, Tina."

"Sold." The voice clicked off. Nathan was young, but he had already | earned not to waste words
over a phone. Einar had taken himon at the request of his father, an old friend.

The conputer programer was sonething el se agai n. Ei nar watched her slender figure arcing toward
the Ox's airlock. Not a bad junmp. Perhaps a touch too much nuscle?

Ti na Jordan was an expatriate flatlander. She was thirty-four years old, old enough to know what
she was doi ng, and she | oved ships. Probably she had sense enough to stay out of the way. But she
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had never flown a singleship. Einar tended to distrust people who did not trust thensel ves enough
to fly alone. Well, there was no help for it; nobody else at Patroclus Base could run an Adzhubei
4-4.

The Ox would make a lateral run to put her in the path of the alien ship, then curve inward
toward the sun. Einar |ooked away into di anond-studded darkness, in a direction al nost opposite
the sun. The sparse, dimpoints of the Trailing Trojans did not block his view He did not expect
to see the Qutsider, and he didn't. But it was there, falling to neet the Ox's J-shaped orbit.

* k%

Three blobs in a line, a fourth hanging nearby. Nick stared at the screen, his eyes squi nched
al nost shut so that strain lines showed |ike webs around his eyelids. Watever had happened, it
had happened now.

O her matters begged for the First Speaker's attention. Dickerings with Earth on the fundi ng of
ranr obots and on apportionment of ranrobot cargoes anong the four interstellar colonies. Trade
matters regarding Mercurian tin. The extradition problem He was spending too nuch tine on this..
but something kept telling himthat it could be the nbst inportant event in human history.

Cutter's voice burst jarringly froma speaker. "N ck? The Blue Ox wants to take off."
"Fine," said Nick.
"Ckay. But | notice they aren't arned."”

"They' ve got a fusion drive, don't they? And oversized attitude jets to aimit. |If they need
nmore than that we've got a war on our hands." Nick clicked off.

And sat wondering. Was he right? Even an H-bonb woul d be | ess effective as a weapon than the
directed exhaust of a fusion drive. And an H bonb was an obvi ous weapon, an insult to a peace-
loving Qutsider. Still...

Ni ck went back to Brennan's dossier. It was thin. Belters would not accept a governnent that
kept nore than mninmal tabs on them

John Fitzgerald Brennan was very nmuch the average Belter. Forty-five years of age. Two daughters-
- Estelle and Jennifer-- by the same wonan, Charlotte Leigh Wggs, a professional farm ng machine
repai rmoman in Confinement. Brennan had the begi nnings of a nice retirenent fund, though he'd
drained it twice for trust funds for his children. He had twi ce |ost | oads of radioactive ore to
t he gol dski ns. Once woul d have been typical. Belters laugh at inept snugglers, but a man who has
never been caught may be suspected of never having tried. No guts.

Suit design: The Madonna of Port Lligat. Dali. Nick frowned. Mners sonmetinmes lost their grip on
reality, out there. But Brennan was alive and fairly well-off on his own earnings, and he'd never
had an acci dent.

Twenty years ago he'd worked with a crew mining nolten tin on Mercury. Mercury was rich with
val uabl e nonferrous el enents, though the sun's magnetic field nade special ships necessary; a
solar stormcould pick up a metal ship and drop it nmles away. Brennan had been conpetent, and
he'd nade good nmoney, but he'd quit after ten nonths and never worked with a crew again
Apparently he didn't like working with others.

Why had he let the Qutsider catch hin®

Hel I, Nick would have done the sane. The Qutsider was here in the system sonebody had to neet
him Runrung woul d have been an admi ssion that Brennan coul dn't handl e such a neeting.

Hs fam |y woul dn't have stopped him They were Belters; they could take care of thenselves.

But | wish he'd run, Nick thought. H's fingers beat a nervous tattoo on his desk.

* % %
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Brennan was all alone in a snmall space

It had been a hairy, scary ride. The Qutsider had junped into space with a ball oonful of
Brennan, bal anced itself against his mass and used its reaction pistol. They, had coasted for
twenty mnutes. Brennan had been near suffocation before they reached the trailing pod.

He renenbered the alien touching a flat-nosed tool to the hull, then pulling themboth through a
vi scous surface that | ooked |ike netal fromboth sides. The alien had unzi pped the balloon, turned
and junped and vani shed through the wall while Brennan was still tunbling helplessly in air.

The air tasted like the cabin air, though the peculiar scent was nmuch stronger. Brennan drew it
inin great rarefied gasps. The Qutsider had left the balloon behind. It floated toward himlike a
transl ucent ghost, nmenacing and inviting, and Brennan began to |augh, a painful sound, alnost |ike
sobbi ng.

He began to | ook around him

The light was greener than the sunlight tubes he was used to. The only cl ear space was the space
he floated in, as roony as the lifesystemof his singleship. On his right were a nunber of
squari sh crates whose material was al nbst wood, certainly a plant of some kind. To his left, a
massi ve rectangular solid with alid, alnmost like a big deep freeze. Above and around him the
curved wal | .

So he'd been right. This was a cargo hold. But half of the space in this teardrop-shaped hold
was still | ocked off fromhim

And all through the air, a peculiar scent, like an unfamliar perfume. The snell in the
|ifesystem had been an animal snell, the snell of the Qutsider. This was different.

Bel ow him behind a net of coarse weave, were things that |ooked like yellow roots. They
occupi ed nost of what Brennan could see of the cargo hold. Brennan junped down at them w apped
his fingers in the net to bring his eyes closer.

The snell becane hugely nore intense. He'd never snelled, imagined, dreaned anything like it.

They still looked Iike pale yellow roots: a cross between a sweet potato and a peel ed pi ece of
the root of a small tree. They were squat and w de and fibrous, pointed at one end and knife-
flattened at the other. Brennan reached through the net, got a two-finger grip on one, tried to
pull it through the net and couldn't.

He' d had breakfast just before the Qutsider pulled alongside. Yet, with no warning grunblings in
his belly, suddenly he was ravenously hungry. H s lips skinned back fromteeth and guns. He
stabbed his fingers through the net, grasped for the roots. For mnutes he tried to pull one
through holes that were just too snall. He tore at the net, raging. The net was stronger than
human flesh; it would not tear, though fingernails did. He screaned his frustration. The scream
brought himto his senses.

Suppose he did get one out? What then?
EAT IT! H's nmouth ran saliva.

It would kill him An alien plant froman alien world, a plant that an alien species probably
saw as food. He should be thinking of a way out of here!

Yet his fingers were still tearing at the net. Brennan kicked hinmself away. He was hungry. The
fragments of his suit were gone, left behind in the Qutsider's cabin, including the water and food-
syrup nipples in his helnet. Was there water in here? Could he trust it? Wuld the Qutsider guess
that he had a use for partially burnt hydrogen?

What woul d he do for food?
He had to get out of here.

The plastic bag. He fielded it fromthe air and exanmined it. He found out how to seal and unsea
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it-- fromthe outside. Wonderful. Wait-- yes! He could turn the bag inside out, seal it fromthe
i nsi de. Then what?

He couldn't nove around in that plastic bag. No hands. Even in his own suit it would have been
ri sky, junping across eight nmiles of space without a backpac. He couldn't get through the wall
anyway.

He had to distract his stomach sonehow.
So. Wiy were the contents of this hold so val uabl e?

How coul d they be worth nore than the pilot, who was needed to get themto where they were
goi ng?

M ght as well see what else is here.

The rectangular solid was a gl ossy, tenperatureless material. Brennan found the handle easily
enough, but he couldn't budge it. Then the snell of the roots nade a concerted attack on his
hunger, and he yelled and pulled with all the strength of killing rage. The handle jarred open. It
was built for Qutsider strength.

The box was filled with seeds, |arge seeds |ike alnonds, frozen in a matrix of frost, bitterly
cold. He wenched one | oose with nunbing fingers. The air about himwas turning the col or of
cigarette snoke when he closed the |id.

He put the seed in his nouth, warned it with saliva. It had no taste; it was nerely cold, and
then not even that. He spit it out.

So. Green light and strange, rich-snelling air. But not too thin, not too strange; and the |ight
was cool and refreshing.

If Brennan liked the Qutsider's lifesystem the Qutsider would |like Earth. He had brought a crop
to plant, too. Seeds, roots, and... what?

Brennan ki cked across the clear space to the stack of crates. Not all the strength of his back
and |l egs would tear a crate loose fromthe wall. Contact cenent? But a lid came up with great
reluctance and a creaking noise. Sure enough, it had been glued down; the wood itself had torn
away. Brennan wondered what strange plant had produced it.

Inside was a seal ed plastic bag. Plastic? It | ooked and felt Iike a strong conmerci al sandwi ch
wap gone crinkly with age. What was inside felt like fine dust packed nearly solid. It was dark
through the plastic.

Brennan fl oated near the crates, one hand gripping the torn lid. He wondered.

An autopilot, of course. The Qutsider was only backup for the autopilot: it didn't matter what
happened to him he was only a safety device. The autopilot would get this crop to where it was

goi ng.
To Earth? But a crop nmeant other CQutsiders, follow ng.
He had to warn Earth.
Ri ght. Good t hi nki ng. How?

Brennan | aughed at hinself. Was ever a nan so conpletely trapped? The Qutsider had him Brennan
a Belter and a free man, had allowed hinmself to beconme property. H's laughter died into despair

Despair was a nmistake. The snell of the roots had been waiting to pounce.

...lt was the pain that brought himout of it. Hi s hands were bl eeding fromcuts and abrasions
There were sprains and blisters and bruises. His left little finger screamed its agony at him it
stuck out at a strange angle, and it swelled as he watched. Dislocated or broken. But he'd torn a
hole in the net, and his right hand gripped a fibrous root.
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He threw it as hard as he could and instantly curled in upon hinself, hugging his knees as if to
surround his pain and snother it. He was angry, he was scared. Wy, that damable snell had turned
off his mind as if he were no nore than a child's toy robot!

He fl oated through the cargo space like a football, hugging his knees and crying. He was hungry
and angry and hunmiliated and scared. The Qutsider had seared his mnd with his own uninportance.
But this was worse.

Wiy? What did the Qutsider want with hinf

Sonet hi ng smacked hi m across the back of the head. In one fluid notion Brennan snatched the
mssile out of the air and bit into it. The root had returned to himon a ricochet orbit. It was
tough and fi brous between his teeth. Its taste was as indescribable and as delicious as its scent.

In a last lucid noment Brennan wondered how | ong he would take to die. He didn't much care. He
bit again, and swal |l owed.

* k% %

Phsst hpok tracked a chain of answers with dogged persistence; but behind every answer there were
nore questions. His native captive snelled wong: strange, aninmalistic. He was not of those
Phsst hpok had cone seeking. Were were they, then?

They had not conme here. The natives of GO Target #1-3 would have offered little resistance to
col oni sts, judging by this one sanple. But protectors would have exterm nated them anyway, as a
precaution. Some other star, then. \Were?

The natives m ght have astronom cal know edge enough to tell him Wth ships |ike these they
m ght even have reached nearby stars.

In pursuit of answers, Phssthpok poised and | eapt toward the native's vehicle. It was an hour's
junp, but Phssthpok was not hurried. Wth his superb refl exes he did not even need the reaction
pi st ol

H s captive woul d keep. Presently Phssthpok would have to | earn his |anguage, to question him
Meanwhi | e he woul d not hurt anything. He was too terrified, and too puny. Bigger but weaker than a
br eeder.

The captive ship was small. Phssthpok found little nore than a cranped life support system a
I ong drive tube, a ring-shaped liquid hydrogen tank with a cooling notor. The toroidal fuel tank
was detachable, with roomfor several nore along the slender length of the drive tube. Around the
rimof the cylindrical |ife support systemwere attachnents for cargo, boons and fol ded fine-nesh
nets and retractabl e hooks.

Several hooks now secured a |ightweight metal cylinder which showed signs of erosion. Phssthpok
examined it, dismssed it without knowing its purpose. Cbhviously it was not needed for the ship to
function.

Phsst hpok found no weaponry.

He did find inspection panels in the drive tube. Wthin an hour he could have built his own
crystal -zinc fusion tube, had he the materials. He was inpressed. The natives m ght be nore
intelligent than he had guessed, or luckier. He nmoved up to the |ifesystemand through the ova
door.

The cabin included an accel erati on couch, banks of controls surrounding it in a horseshoe, a
space behind the couch big enough to nove around in, an automatic kitchen that was part of the
hor seshoe, and attachnents to mechani cal senses of types frequently used in Pak warfare. But this
was no warship. The natives' senses nust be | ess acute than Pak senses. Behind the cabin were
machi nery and tanks of fluid, which Phssthpok exam ned with great interest.

If these machi nes were well designed, then GO Target #1-3 was habitable. Very. A bit heavy, both
inair and in gravity. But-- to a people who had been travelling for five hundred thousand years,
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it woul d have | ooked irresistible.
Had t hey reached here, they woul d have stopped.

That cut Phssthpok's region of search in half. H's target nust be inward from here, back toward
the galactic core. They sinply had not got this far.

The life support systemwas nost puzzling to Phssthpok. He found things he flatly didn't
under stand, that he woul d never understand.

The kitchen, for instance. Wight was inportant in space. Surely the natives could have provided
a lightweight food, synthetic if necessary, capable of keeping the pilot fed and healthy
indefinitely. The saving in effort and fuel consunption would have been enormous when nultiplied
by the nunber of ships he'd seen. Instead they preferred to carry a variety of prepackaged foods,
and a conpl ex machine to select and prepare them They had chosen to cool these foods agai nst
deconposition rather than reduce themto d powder. Wy?

Pictures, for instance. Phssthpok understood photographs, and he understood graphs and maps. But
the three works of art on the back wall were neither. They were charcoal sketches. One showed the
head of a native |ike Phssthpok's captive, but with longer crest of hair and with odd pi gnentation
around eyes and nouth; the others nust have been younger editions of the sane unconfortably Pak-

i ke species. Only heads and shoul ders were shown. What was their purpose?

Under ot her circunstances the design on Brennan's spacesuit m ght have provided a clue.

Phsst hpok had noticed that design and understood in part. For nmenbers of a cooperative, space-
goi ng subgroup, it would be useful to code spacesuits in bright colors. hers would recognize the
pattern at great disltances. The native's design seened overconpl ex, but not enough so to rouse
Phsst hpok's curiosity.

For Phsst hpok woul d never understand art or |uxury.

Luxury? A Pak breeder m ght appreciate luxury, but was too stupid to nake it for hinself. A
protector hadn't the notivation. A protector's desires were all connected to the need to protect
his blood |ine.

Art? There had been nmaps and draw ngs anong the Pak since before Pak history. But they were for
war. You didn't recognize your |oved ones by sight anyway. They snelled right.

Reproduce the snell of a |oved one?

Phsst hpok ni ght have thought of that, had the painting oii Brennan's chest been anything el se.
That woul d have been a concept! A nethod of keeping a protector alive and functioning |ong after
his line was dead. It could have changed Pak history. If only Phssthpok had been | ed to understand
representational art..

But what could he make of Brennan's suit?

Its chest was a copy in fluorescent dyes of Salvador Dali's Madonna of Port Lligat. There were
mount ai ns fl oati ng above a soft blue sea, resisting gravity, their undersides flat and snooth.
There were a woman and child, supernaturally beautiful, with wi ndows through them There was
not hi ng for Phsst hpok

* k%

One thing he understood i mediately.

He was being very careful with the instrunent panel. He didn't want to weck anythi ng before he
found out how to pull astronomical data fromthe ship's conputer. Wen he opened the solar storm
warning to ascertain its purpose, he found it surprisingly small. Curious, he investigated
further. The thing was nade wi th magneti c nonopol es.

In one kangaroo | eap Phsst hpok was crossing interplanetary space. He fired half the gas charge
in his reaction pistol, then conposed hinself to wait out the fifteen mnutes of fall
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He'd junped toward the cargo pod. It would be necessary to tie the native down agai nst
accel eration. Already a cursory inspection of the native's ship had cut his search area in half..
and now he nust abandon it. The native m ght have know edge even nore val uable. Even so, Phssthpok
bitterly regretted the need to protect his captive; for the tine involved could cost himhis
nmi ssion and his life.

The natives used nonopol es. They must have nmeans to detect them Phssthpok had captured a native-
- a hostile act. And Phssthpok's unarned ship used a bigger nmass of south poles than were to be
found in this solar system

Probably they were after him now.

They couldn't catch himin any reasonable tine. Their drives would be nore powerful; gravity on
GO Target #1-3 was about one point zero nine. But they wouldn't have ranjet fields. Before their
bi gger drives could nmake a difference they'd be out of fuel... provided he started in tine.

He braked to neet the cargo section, used his softener and oozed through the opaque tw ng hull.
He reached for a handhol d w t hout | ooking, knowi ng where it would be, his eyes searching for the
native.

He ni ssed the handhold. He floated across the enpty space while his rmuscles turned to jelly and
mel t ed.

The native had broken through the net and was burrowi ng feebly anong the roots. H's belly had
becone a hard, distended bul ge. There was no sentience in his eyes.

* % %

Wth a kind of bew ldered fury, Phssthpok thought: How can | get anything done it they keep
changi ng the rul es?

Stop that. I'mthinking Iike a breeder. One step at a tine...

Phsst hpok reached for a handhold and pushed hinmsel f down to Brennan. Brennan was |inp now, his
eyes half closed with the whites showi ng under the lids, his hand still clutching half of a root.
Phsst hpok set himrotating to make an exam nati on.

Al right.

Phsst hpok climbed through the hull into vacuum and nmade his way around to the small end of the
egg. There he crawl ed back inside, enmerging in a cubicle just big enough to hold him

Now he rust find a hiding place.

No question now of |eaving this solar system He would have to abandon the rest of his ship. Let
t hem chase the nonopoles in his enpty drive section

It would be like hiding all his children in the sane cave, but there was no help for that. It
could have been worse. Though the instrunents in the cargo pod were designed only to drop that
section fromorbit around sone planet, the notor itself-- the gravity polarizer-- would take him
anywhere he wanted to go within GO Target #1's gravity well. Except that he would have to do
everything right the first tine. Except that he could only | and once. As a ship's drive, the
gravity polarizer had many of the virtues and faults of a paraglider. He could aimit anywhere be
wanted to go, even after he'd killed his velocity, provided that he wanted to go down. The
pol ari zer would not lift himagainst gravity.

Conpared to the fusion drive controls, the controls around himwere fiercely conplicated.
Phsst hpok began doing things to them The Iine at the small end of the egg separated in a puff of
flame. The twi ng around hi m becane transparent... and slightly porous; in a century it would have
| ost a dangerous anount of air. Phssthpok's manli ke eyes took on a glassy |ook. The next noves
woul d take intense concentration. He hadn't dared tie the captive down; or otherw se restrict him
To avoid crushing him he would have to keep the internal and external gravities exactly bal anced.
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The hull, which carried the polarizing field, mght nmelt at these accel erations.

The rest of his ship floated in Phssthpok's rear screen. He twi sted two knobs hard over, and it
was gone

Wiere to now?
He' d need weeks to hide. He couldn't hope to hide on GO Target #1-3, given their technol ogy.
But space was too open to hide in.

He could only | and once. Where he cane down, he'd have to stay, unless he could rig sone kind of
| aunchi ng or signaling device.

Phsst hpok began to search the sky for planets. H s eyes were good, and planets were big and di m
easy to spot. The ringed gas giant would have been a good one-- easy to hide in the rings-- except
that it was behind him A gas giant ahead of him wth noons-- too far ahead. He'd have to coast
for days to reach it. The natives nust be after himnow. Wthout a tel escope he'd never see them
until too |ate.

That one. He'd studied it when he had a tel escope. Small, with low gravity and a trace of
at nosphere. Asteroids all around it, and too nuch at nosphere for vacuum cenenting. Wth luck, it
shoul d nake for deep dust pools.

He shoul d have studied it before. There m ght be mining industries, or even colonies. Too late
now. He had no choice; he had had no real choice in quite sone tine. That planet was his target.
Wien the time canme to | eave he woul d have to hope the native could signal his kind. He didn't Iike
it nuch.

Chapter 2

The robot was a four-foot upright cylinder floating placidly in one corner of the Strul dbrugs
Club reading room Its nuted two tone brown blended with the walls, making it al nost invisible.
Externally the robot was notionless. Inits flared base, fans whirred silently, holding it two
inches off the floor, and inside the featurel ess done that was its head, scanners revol ved
endl essly, watching every corner of the room

Wthout taking his eyes off the reading screen, Lucas Garner reached for his glass. He found it
with careful fingertips, picked it up and tried to drink. It was enpty. He held it aloft, w ggled
it and, still w thout |ooking up, said, "lrish coffee.”

The robot was at his elbow It nade no nove to take the double-walled glass. Instead, it chined
softly. Garner |ooked up at last, scowing. Aline of lighted print flowed across the robot's
chest .

"Terribly sorry, M. Garner. You have exceeded your maxi mum daily al cohol content."
"Cancel, then," said Luke. "CGo on, beat it."

The robot scooted for its corner. Luke sighed-- it was partly his own fault-- and went back to
readi ng. The tape was a new nedi cal tone on "The Aging Process in Man."

Last year he had voted with the rest to let the dub autodoc nonitor the Cub serving robots. He
couldn't regret it. Not a single Struldbrug was | ess than one hundred and fifty-four years of age,
by Cub law, and the age requirenent went up one year for every two that passed. They needed the
best and nost rigid of medical protection.

Luke was a prine exanple. He was approaching, with little enthusiasm his one hundred and eighty-
fifth birthday. He had used a travel chair constantly for twenty years. Luke was a parapl egic, not
because of any accident to his spine, but because his spinal nerves were dying of old age. Centra
nervous tissue never replaces itself. The disproportion between his thin unused |l egs and his
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massi ve shoul ders and arns and huge hands nmade himlook a little ape-like. Luke was aware of this,
and rather enjoyed it.

H s attention was wholly on the tape he was speedreadi ng when he was di sturbed again. A barely
audi bl e murnur of voices filled the reading roomwith a form ess, swelling whisper. Regretfully
Luke turned to | ook.

Soneone was wal king in his direction, using a purposeful stride which could not have been
mat ched by any Strul dbrug. The man had the |ong, narrow frame of one who has spent sone years on a
stretch rack. His arms and the skin below his larynx were negro dark; but his hands and his
heavily lined face were the black of a starless night, a true space black. H's hair was a
cockatoo's crest, an inch-wide strip of snowwhite rug fromthe crown of his head to the nape of
hi s neck.

A Belter had invaded the Strul dbrugs' Cub. No wonder they whispered!
He stopped before Luke's chair. "Lucas Garner?" H's voice and manner were grave and fornal
"Right," said Luke.

The man | owered his voice. "I'm N cholas Sohl, First Speaker for the Belt Political Section. Is
t here sonepl ace we can tal k?"

"Foll ow ne," said Luke. He touched controls in the armof his chair, and the chair rose on an
air cushion and noved across the room

* % %

He settled themin an alcove off the main hall. He said, "You really caused an uproar in there

"Ch? Why?" The First Speaker spraw ed |inp and boneless in a masseur chair, letting the tiny
motors knead himinto new shapes. His voice was still quick and crisp with the well known Belt
accent.

Luke coul dn't deci de whet her be was joking. "Wiy? For one thing, you' re nowhere near adni ssion
age."

"The guard didn't say anything. He just sort of stared."
"l can imgine."

"Do you know what brought nme to Earth?"

"I heard. There's an alien in the system"™

"It was supposed to be secret.”

"I used to be an ARM a nenber of the United Nations Police. They didn't retire me until two
years ago. |'ve still got contacts."

"That's what Lit Shaeffer told nme." N ck opened his eyes. "Excuse nme if |I'mbeing rude. | can
stand your silly gravity lying in a ship's couch, but | don't |ike walking through it."

"Rel ax then."

"Thanks. Garner, nobody at the UN seens to realize how urgent this is. There's an alien in the
system He's performed a hostile act, kidnapped a Belter. He's abandoned his interstellar drive,
and we can both guess what that neans.”

"He's planning to stay. Tell ne about that, will you?"
"Si mpl e enough. You know the Qutsider ship cane in three easy-to-assenble parts?"

"l found out that nuch."
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"The trailing section nust have been a re-entry capsule. W night have guessed there'd be one.
Two and a half hours after Brennan and the CQutsider made contact, that section disappeared.”

"Tel eport ?"

"No, thank Finagle. W' ve got one filmpanel that shows a blurred streak. The accel erati on was
huge. "

"I see. Whay conme to us?"
"Huh? Garner, this is humanity's business!"

"I don't like that ganme, N ck. The Qutsider was humanity's business the second you spotted him
You didn't come to us until he pulled his disappearing act. Wiy not? Because you thought the
aliens would think better of humanity if they net Belters first?"

"No coment."
"Way tell us now? If the Belt scopes can't find him nobody can."

Ni ck turned off his massage chair and sat up to study the old man. Garner's face was the face of
Tinme, a |loose mask covering ancient evil. Only the eyes and teeth seened young; and the teeth were
new, white and sharp and i ncongruous.

But he talked Iike a Belter, in straight lines. He didn't waste words and he didn't play ganes.
"Lit said you were bright. That's the trouble, Garner. W've found him"
"I still don't see the problem"

"He went through a snuggler trap near the end of his flight. W were |ooking for a bird who has
the habit of coasting through popul ated regions with his drive off. A heat sensor found the
Qut sider, and a canera caught a section of his course and stayed on himlong enough to give us
vel ocity, position, acceleration. Acceleration was huge, tens of gees. It's near certain he was on
his way to Mars."

n lvar S?u

"Mars, or a Mars orbit, or the moons. If it was an orbit we'd have found himby now. Ditto for
the noons; they both have observation stations. Except that they belong to the UN--"

Luke began to laugh. N ck closed his eyes with a pai ned expression

* k%

Mars was the junkheap of the system In truth there were few useful planets in the solar system
Earth and Mercury and Jupiter's atnosphere just filled the list. It was the asteroids that were
i mportant. But Mars had proved the bitterest disappointnent. A nearly airless desert, covered with
craters and with seas of ultrafine dust, the atnosphere alnost too thin to be considered
poi sonous. Sonewhere in Lacis Solis was an abandoned base, the remains of Man's third and | ast
attenpt on the rusty planet. Nobody wanted Mars.

When the Free Belt Charter was signed, after the Belt had proven by enbargo and propaganda t hat
Earth needed the Belt nore than the Belt needed Earth, the UN had been allowed to keep Earth, the
Moon, Titan, rights in Saturn's rings, mning and exploratory rights on Mercury, Mars and its
noons.

Mars was just a token. Mars hadn't counted until now.

"You see the problem" said Nick. He'd turned the nassage unit on again. Little nmuscles all over
his body were giving up under Earth's unaccustoned strain, stridently proclaimng their existence
for the first time in Nick's Iife. The nmassage hel ped.

Luke nodded. "Considering the way the Belt is constantly telling us to stay off their property,
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you can't blanme the UN for trying to get a little of its own back. W mnust have a coupl e of
hundred conplaints on file."

"You exaggerate. Since the Free Belt Charter was signed we've registered sone sixty violations,
nost of which were allowed and paid for by the UN. "

"What is it you want the UNto do that they aren't doi ng?"

"W want access to Earth's records on the study of Mars. Hell, Garner, the Phobos caneras ni ght
al ready show where the Qutsider came down! We want perm ssion to search Mars fromclose orbit. W
went permssion to land."

"\What have you got so far?"

Ni ck snorted. "There's only two things they can agree on. W can search all we want to-- from
space. For letting us exanmine their silly records they want to charge us a flat million marks!"

"Pay it."

"I't's robbery."

"A Belter says that? Why don't you have records on Mars?"

"We were never interested. Wat for?"

"\What about abstract know edge?"

"Anot her word for useless."

"Then what nakes you want usel ess know edge enough to pay a mllion marks for it?"

Slowly N ck matched his grin. "lIt's still robbery. How in Finagle's nanme did Earth know they'd
need to know about Mars?"

"That's the secret of abstract know edge. You get in the habit of finding out everything you can
about everything. Mdst of it gets used sooner or later. W' ve spent billions exploring Mars."

"I'"ll authorize paynent of a mllion nmarks to the UN Universal Library. Now how do we | and?"
Ni ck turned off the chair.

"l... have an idea on that."

A ridicul ous idea. Luke would not have considered it for a nmonent... except for his
surroundi ngs. The Strul dbrugs' d ub was | uxurious and qui et, soundproofed everywhere, rich with
draperies. His own jarring |aughter had been swallowed the instant it left his Iips. People sel dom
| aughed or shouted here. The Club was a place to rest after a lifetine of... not resting?

"Can you fly a two-man ship, Starfire make?"

"Sure. There's no difference in the control panels. Belt ships use drives bought from Rol | s-
Royce, Engl and."

"You're hired as nmy pilot at a dollar a year. | can get a ship ready in six hours."
"You' ve flipped."

"Not |. Look, Nick. Every so-called diplomat in the UN knows how i nmportant it is to find the
Qutsider. But they can't get noving. It's not because they're getting their own back with the
Belt. That's only part of it. It's inertia. The UNis a world government. It's unwieldy by its

very nature, having to rule the lives of eighteen billion people. Wrse than that, the UN is made
up of individual nations. The nations aren't very powerful nowadays. Soneday not too soon, even
their names will be forgotten; and |I'mnot sure that's a good idea... but today national prestige

can get in the way. You'd be weeks getting themto agree on anything.

"Whereas there's no | aw against a UN citizen going anywhere he wants to in terrestrial space, or
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hiring anyone he wants to. A nunber of our round-the-Mon pilots are Belters."

Ni ck shook his head as if to clear it. "Garner, | don't get you. You can't think we can find the
Qutsider in a two nan ship. Even | know about the Martian dust. He's hidden in one of the dust
seas, dissecting Jack Brennan, and there's no way to get at himwi thout searching the deserts inch
by inch with deep-radar.”

"Right. But when the politicians realize that you' ve started searching Mars, what do you think
they'Il do? You being hired as a pilot is a technicality, obvious to anyone. Suppose we did find
the Qutsider? The Belt would get the credit."

Nick closed his eyes and tried to think. He wasn't used to such circular logic. But it |ooked
like Garner was right. If they thought he was going to Mars, with or without a flatlander for
conpany... Nick Sohl, First Speaker for the Belt, enpowered to nake treaties. Orinous. They'd send
a fleet to start searching first.

"So | need a flatlander to hire ne as pilot. Wiy you?"
"I can get a ship now |'ve got contacts."

"Ckay. Get the ship, then get a tough explorer-type flatlander. Sell himthe ship. Then he hires
me as his pilot, right?"

"Right. But I won't do it."

"Why?" Nick | ooked at him "You aren't seriously thinking of com ng al ong?"
Luke nodded.

Ni ck | aughed. "How old are you?"

"Too old to waste ny remaining years sitting in the Struldbrugs' Cub waiting to die. Shake
hands, Nick."

"Mph? Sure, but-- Yipe! Al right, damrt, so you've got strong hands. All you flatlanders are
over nmuscl ed anyway. "

"Hey, now, | didn't nean to push any buttons. I'msorry. | wanted to denonstrate that | haven't
gone feeble."

"Stipulated. Not in the hands, anyway."

"And we won't be using our legs. We'd be riding everywhere we went."
"You're crazy. Suppose your heart gave out on nme?"

"It's likely to survive nme for a good long tine. It's prosthetic."

"You're crazy. Al of you. It cones fromliving at the bottomof a gravity well. The gravity
pulls the blood fromyour brains."

"I'"ll show you to a tel ephone. You'll have to pay in your nmillion marks before the UN catches on
where we're going."

Phsst hpok dreaned.

He had hidden the cargo pod deep beneath the fluid dust of the Lacis Solis region. It showed as
an ochre wall beyond the twing hull. They would be safe here for as long as the |ife support
system held out: a long, long tine.

Phsst hpok stayed in the cargo hold where he could watch his captive. After |anding he had
di sassenbl ed every machine in the cargo pod to nmake what repairs and adjustments were needed. Now
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he only watched his captive.

The native required little care. He was devel opi ng al nbst nornally. He would be a nonster, but
per haps not a cripple.

Phsst hpok rested on his pile of roots and dreaned.

In a few weeks he woul d have conpleted his long, long task... or failed. In any case he could
stop eating. He had been alive |ong enough to suit him Soon he would end as he had nearly ended
thirteen hundred shiptinme years ago, at the core of the gal axy..

* k%

He had seen light flare over the Valley of Pitcbok, and known that he was dooned.

Phsst hpok bad been a protector for twenty-six years. His remaining children in the radiation-
bl asted valley were twenty-six to thirty-five years of age; their own children were of all ages up
to twenty-four or so. Now his |ifespan woul d depend on who had survived the bonb. He had returned
i medi ately to the valley to find out.

Not nmany breeders were left in the valley, but such as were still alive had to te protected.
Phsst hpok and the rest of the Pitchok families nade peace, the terns being that they and their
sterile breeders should have the valley until their deaths, at which time the valley would revert
to Eastersea Alliance. There were ways to partially neutralize radioactive fallout. The Pitchok
fam lies used them Then, leaving their valley and its survivors in the hands of one of their
nunber, they had scattered

O the several surviving breeders, all had been tested and all had been found essentially
sterile. "Essentially" being taken to nean that if they did have children, the children woul d be
mut ants. They would snell wong. Wth no protector to |look after their interests, they would
qui ckly die.

To Phsst hpok, the nmpbst inportant of his surviving descendants was the youngest, Ttuss, a female
of two years.

He was on a tine limt. In thirty-two years Ttuss would reach the age of change. She woul d
become an intelligent being, and a heavily arnored one, with skin that would turn a copper knife
and strength to lift ten tinmes her own weight. She would be ideally designed for the purpose of
fighting, but she would have nothing to fight for

She woul d stop eating. She woul d die, and Phssthpok woul d stop eating. Ttuss's |lifespan was his
own.

But sonetines a protector could adopt the entire Pak species as his descendants. At |east he
woul d have every opportunity to find a purpose in life. There was always truce for a childless
protector, for such had no reason to fight. And there was a place he could go.

* % %

The Library was as old as the radi oactive desert which surrounded it. That desert woul d never be
recultivated; it was reseeded every thousand years with radi ocobalt so that no protector could
covet it. Protectors could cross that desert; they had no gonadal genes to be snashed by subatomc
particles. Breeders could not.

How ol d was the Library? Phssthpok never knew, and never wondered. But the section on space
travel was three mllion years old.

He cane to the Library with a number of-- not friends, but associates in msery, childless
former menbers of the Pitchok famlies. The Library was huge and ranmbling, a conposite of at |east
three mllion years of Pak know edge, crossfiled into sections according to subject. Naturally the
same book often appeared in several sections. The associ ates divided at the entrance, and
Phsst hpok didn't see any of themagain for thirty-two years.

He spent that tinme in one vast room a floor-to-ceiling |abyrinth of bookshelves. At scattered
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corners there were bins of tree-of-life root kept constantly filled by attendants. There were
other foodstuffs brought at seem ng random neats, vegetables, fruits, whatever was available to
chil dl ess protectors who had chosen to serve the Library rather than die. Tree-of-life root was
the perfect food for a protector, but he could eat nearly anything.

And there were books.

They were nearly indestructible, those books. They woul d have energed |like fluttering neteors
fromthe heart of a hydrogen fusion explosion. All were witten nore or |less in the present
| anguage, and all were constantly being recopied by librarians as the | anguage changed. In this
roomthe books all dealt with space and space travel

There were treatises on the philosophy of space travel. They all seenmed to nake a fundanenta
assunption: soneday the Pak race nust find a new hone; hence any contribution to the techniques of
spaceflight contributed to the inmortality of the species. Phssthpok could discount that
assunption, knowi ng that a protector who did not believe it would never wite a book on the
subject. There were records of interstellar and interplanetary flights, tens of thousands of them
starting with a fantastic trip sone group had made al nost three mllion years ago, riding a
hol | owed-out asteroidal rock into the galactic arns in search of yellow dwarf suns. There were
technical texts on anything that could possibly bear on space: spacecraft, astrogation, ecol ogy,
m ni aturization, nuclear and subnucl ear physics, plastics, gravity and how to use it, astronony,
astrophysics, records of the mining of worlds in this and nearby systens, diagrans for a
hypot heti cal Bussard ranmjet (in an unfinished work by a protector who had | ost his appetite
hal fway through), ion drive diagranms, plasma theory, light-sails..

He started at the left and began working his way around.

He'd chosen the section on space travel nore or less at randonm it had | ooked | ess crowded than
the others. The romance of space was not in Phssthpok's soul. He kept with it rather than start
over el sewhere. He might need every minute of his thirty-four years of grace no matter where be
chose to work. In twenty-eight years he read every book in the Astronautics section, and still he
had found nothing that drastically needed doi ng.

Start a migration project? It sinply wasn't that urgent. The Pak sun had at |east hundreds of

mllions of years to live... longer than the Pak species, probably, given the constant state of
war. And the chance of disaster would be high. Yellow suns were scarce in the galactic core; they
woul d have to travel far... with the protector crew constantly fighting for control of the ship

Cone to that, the cores of gal axies could sonetines explode in a chain reaction of supernovae. A
m gration project really should travel into the arns.

The first expedition to try that had net a horrible fate.

So. Join the Library staff? He'd thought of it many tines, but the answer always cane out the
same. No matter what phase of the Library he concerned hinself with, his |ife would depend on
others. To retain his will to |live he would need to know that all Pak would benefit fromhis
aspect of Library work. Let there be a dry spell in new discoveries, let his faith flag, and he
woul d find hinself no | onger hungry.

It was frightening not to be hungry. During the | ast few decades it had happened several tines.
Each time he would force hinself to reread the comunications fromthe Valley of Pitchok. The
| at est comunication always told himthat Ttuss bad been alive when it was sent. Gradually his
appetite would conme back. Wthout Ttuss he woul d be dead.

He had investigated the librarians. Their lives were usually short. Joining the staff was no
answer .

Find a way to keep Ttuss alive? If he could do that he would have used the nethod on hinsel f.

Study theoretical astronomy? He had sone ideas, but they would not help the Pak species. The Pak
did not seek abstract know edge. M ne the asteroids? The asteroids of this and nearby stars were
as thoroughly mined out as the surface of the planet had often been, with the difference that
convection currents in the planet's interior eventually repl aced worked-out nines. He should have
gone in for netal reclamation. Now it was too late to change studies. Put plastic-bubble cities in
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orbit to provide nmore living roomfor breeders? Nonsense: too vulnerable to capture or accidental
destruction.

One day Phssthpok's appetite was gone. The letters fromthe Valley of Pitchok did not help; he
didn't believe them He thought of returning to the valley, but he knew he would starve to death
on the way. Wien he was sure, he sat down against a wall, the last in a line of protectors who
al so did not eat, who were waiting to die.

A week passed. The librarians found that two at the head of the line were dead. They picked them
up, a pair of skeletons clothed in dry, winkled | eather arnor, and carried them away.

Phsst hpok renenbered a book.
He still had the strength to reach it.

He read carefully, with the book in one hand and a root in the other. Presently he ate the
root...

The ship had been a roughly cylindrical asteroid, reasonably pure nickel-iron with stony strata
running through it, about six mles |long and four through. A group of childless protectors had
carved it out with solar mirrors and built intoit a snmall |ife-support and controls system a
| arger frozen-sleep chanber, a breeder atonmic pile and generator, a dirigible ion drive, and an
enormous cesiumtank. They had found it necessary to exterminate the protectors of a large famly
in order to get control of a thousand breeders. Wth two protectors as pilots and seventy nore in
frozen sleep with the thousand breeders, with a careful selection of the beneficial |ifefornms of
the Pak world, they set out into one armof the gal axy.

Though their know edge was three million years scantier than Phssthpok's, they had good reason
for choosing the gal axy's outer reaches. They'd have a better chance of finding yellow suns out
there, and a better chance to find a double planet at the right distance. Perturbations fromstars
an average of half a light year apart nade double planets scarce in the galactic core; and there
was reason to think that only an oversized noon could give any world an atnosphere capabl e of
supporting Paklike life.

An ion drive and a certain anpbunt of cesium.. They expected to nove slowy, and they did. At
twel ve thousand miles per second relative to the Pak sun, they coasted. They fired a | aser nessage
back at the Pak sun to tell the Library that the ion drive had worked. The blueprints were
somewhere in the Library, with a list of suggested design changes.

Phsst hpok was not interested. He noved on to the | ast section, which was nearly half a mllion
years nore recent.

It was a record of a |aser nessage that had cone plow ng through the Pak system torn and
attenuat ed and garbl ed by dust clouds and distance, in a | anguage no | onger spoken. The librarians
had translated it and filed it here. It nust have been retransl ated hundreds of tines since then
Hundr eds of searchers |ike Phssthpok nmust have read it, and wondered about the part of the story
they coul d never know, and passed on..

But Phssthpok read it very carefully.

They had travel ed deep into the galactic arms. Half the protectors had been gone at journey's
end, dying not of starvation or violence but of age. This was so unusual that a detail ed nedica
description had been included as part of the nessage. They had passed yell ow suns with no planets,
ot hers whose worlds were all gas giants. Yellow suns had gone by carrying worlds that night have
been habitable; but all were too far off course to be reached on the maneuvering reserve of
cesium Galactic dust and the galaxy's gravity had slowed their strange craft, increasing their
maneuver reserve. The sky had darkened around them as suns becane rare.

They had found a pl anet.

They had braked the ship. They had transferred what was left of the plutoniumto the notors of
| andi ng craft, and gone down. The decision was not final; but if the planet failed to neasure up
they woul d have to work for decades to make their rockship spaceworthy again.
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It had life. Some was inimcal, but none that could not be handl ed. There was soil. The
remai ni ng protectors woke the breeders and turned themloose in the forests to be fruitful and
mul ti ply. They planted crops, dug m nes, made machines to dig nore nmines, nmade machines to tend
crops. ..

The bl ack, nearly starless night sky bothered some, but they got used to it. The frequent rains
bot hered others, but did not hurt the breeders, so that was all right. There was roomfor all; the
protectors did not even fight. None stopped eating. There were predators and bacteria to
exterm nate, there was a civilization to build, there was rmuch to do.

Wth spring and sumrer cane crops-- and disaster. There was sonething wong with the tree-of-
life.

The col oni sts thensel ves did not understand what had gone wong with the crop. Sonething had
come up. It looked and tasted like tree-of-life, though the snell was wong, sonehow. But for all
its effect on breeders and protectors alike, they mght as well have been eating weeds.

They could not return to space. Their scant renmining store of roots represented an inflexible
nunber of protector work-hours. They might refuel their cesiumtanks, they nmight even build a
pl ut oni um produci ng technology in the tine they had left, but to find and reach another Pak-like
world-- no. And if they reached it, what guarantee had they that it would grow tree-of-life?

They had spent their last years building a | aser beam powerful enough to pierce the dust clouds
that hid themfromthe galactic core. They did not know that they had succeeded. They did not know
what was wong with the crop; they suspected the sparsity of a particular wavel ength of starlight,
or of starlight in general, though their experiments along those |Iines had produced nothing. They
gave detailed information on the blood lines of their breeder passengers, in the hope that sone of
the lines mght survive. And they asked for help

Two and a half nillion years ago.

Phsst hpok sat by the root bin, eating and reading. He would have smiled if his face had been
built that way. Already he could see that his mission would involve every childless protector in
the worl d.

For two and a half mllion years those breeders had been living without tree-of-life. Wthout
any way to neke the change to the protector stage. Dunmb ani nal s.

And Phsst hpok al one knew how to find them

* k k

You're flying from New York, USA, to Piquetsburg, North Africa. Suddenly you becone aware that
New York is flying in one direction, Piquetsburg in another, and a hurricane wind is bl ow ng your
pl ane of f course in still a third..

Ni ght mare? Well, yes. But travel in the solar systemis different fromtravel on a planet. Each
i ndi vidual rock noves at its own pace, like flecks of butter in a churn

Mars nmoved in a nearly circular path. Asteroids noved nearby in orbits nore elliptical, catching
up to the red planet or falling behind. Sone carried tel escopes. Their operators would report to
Ceres if they saw purposeful action on the surface.

The abandoned Bussard ranjet crossed over the sun and curved inward, follow ng a shall ow
hyper bol a which would take it through the plane of the planets.

The Blue Ox foll owed an accel erating hi gher-order curve, a J whose upright would eventually
match the Ox's velocity and position to the Qutsidees.

U Thant rose fromEarth on a ramand-wing rented fromDeath Valley Port. There was a | ovely
scenic ride up and out over the Pacific. One hundred and fifty miles up and orbiting, as required
by law, N ck switched to fusion power and headed outward. He left the ramand-wing to find its own
way hone.
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The Earth wrapped itself around itself and dropped away. It was four days to Mars at one gee,
with Ceres to tell them which asteroids to dodge.

Ni ck put the ship on autopilot. He was not entirely displeased with the U Thant. It was a
flatlander navy job, its functions conprom sed by streamining; but the equi prment seenmed adequate
and the controls were elegantly sinple. And the kitchen was excellent.

Luke said, "Okay to snoke?"

"Way not? You can't be worried about dying young."
"Does the UN have its noney yet?"

"Sure. They nust have got it transferred hours ago."

"Fine. Call them identify yourself, and ask for everything they ve got on Mars. Tell themto

put it on the screen, and you'll pay for the laser. That'll kill two birds with one stone."
" How?"
"It'1l tell them where were going."
"Right... Luke, do you really think this will get them noving? |I know how unwi eldy the UN is.

There was the MIler case.”
"Look at it from another direction, N ck. How did you cone to represent the Belt?"

"Aptitude tests said | had a high I1Q and |iked ordering people around. Fromthere | worked mny
way up."

"W go by the vote."
"Popul arity contests."

"I't works. But it does have drawbacks. What govemment doesn't?" Garner shrugged. "Every speaker
in the UN represents one nation-- one section of the world. He thinks it's the best section
filled with the best people. O herwi se he woul dn't have been el ected. So maybe twenty
representatives each think they know just what to do about the Qutsider, and no one of themwl|
knuckl e down to the others. Prestige. Eventually they'd work out a conpromise. But if they get the
idea that a civilian and a Belter could beat themto the Qutsider, they'll get off their thunbs
faster. See?"

"No. "
"Ch, make your call."

A nmessage beam found them sone tinme later. They began to skimEarth's stored information on
Mar s.

There was quite a lot of it. It covered centuries. At one point Nick said, "lI'mready for sunmer
vacation. Wiy do we have to watch all this? According to you we're just running a bluff."

"According to nme we're running a search, unless you have sonething better to do. The best tine
to bluff is with four aces."

Ni ck switched off the screen. The | ecture was on tape now, they woul dn't miss anything. "Cone,
l et us reason together. | paid a mllion marks in Belt funds for this stuff, plus additiona
charges for the nessage beam Thrifty Sohl that | am | feel alnost conpelled to use it. But we've
been studying the MIler case for the past hour, and it all cane out of Belt files!"

El even years ago a Belt nminer naned MIller had tried to use the nass of Mars to nake a drastic
course change. He had conme too close; had been forced to | and. There woul d have been no problem
The gol dskin cops woul d have picked himup as soon as they had clearance fromthe UN. No hurry...
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until MIler was nmurdered by marti ans.

Martians had been a nmyth until then. MIler nust have been amazed. But, strangling in near-
vacuum he had managed to kill half a dozen of them using a water tank to spray death in al
directions.

"Not all of it. We were the ones who studied the martian corpses you recovered," said Garner
"W may need that information. I'mstill wondering why the Qutsider picked Mars. Maybe he knows
about martians. Maybe he wants to contact them"

"Much good nmay it do him"

"They use spears. By ne that nakes themintelligent. W don't know how intelligent, because
nobody's ever tried to talk to a martian. They could have any kind of civilization you can
i magi ne, down there under the dust."

"Acivilized people, are they?" N ck's voice turned savage. "They slashed Mller's tent! They
let his air out!" In the Belt there is no worse crine.

"I didn't say they were friendly."

* % %

The Blue Ox coasted. Behind her the alien ship was naked-eye visible and closing. It made Tina
nervous to be unable to watch it. But that could work two ways; and this was the Qutsider's blind
side, where three Belters worked to free Einar Nilsson's singleship fromits vast netal uterus.

"Cl anps free back here," said Tina. She was sweating. She felt the breeze on her face, as the
air systemworked to keep her faceplate from fogging.

Nate's voi ce spoke behind her ear. "Good, Tina."

Einar's said, "W could have carried a fourth crewnan in the singleshifs |ifesystem Damm! |
wish |'d thought of it. There'd be two of us to neet the Qutsider."

"It probably won't nmatter. The Qutsider's gone. That's a dead ship." Nonethel ess Nate sounded
uneasy.

"And how many crew got |eft behind? | never nmuch believed the Qutsider would cone riding between
the stars alone in a singleship. Too poetic. Never mnd. Tina, give us five seconds of thrust
under the fusion tube."

Tina set her shoulders and fired her backpac jets. O her flames sprouted forward under the
lifesystemhull. The old singleship drifted slowy up between the great doors.

"Ckay, Nate, get aboard fhst. Make sure you keep the Ox between you and the Qutsider at al
times. We'll have to assune he doesn't have deep-radar."

There was no way either of themcould see Tina's puzzled frown.

Bel ter wonmen averaged around six feet tall; but Belter wonmen tended to be willowy, slender. Tina
Jordan was six feet tall and built to scale: flatlander scale. She was in good trimand proud of
it. She found it annoying that Belters still took her for a flatlander

She had left Earth at twenty-one. She had been fourteen years in the Belt, on Ceres, Juno,
Mercury, at Hera Station in close orbit around Jupiter, and in the Trailing Trojans. She regarded
the Belt and the solar systemas her hone. It did not bother her that she had never flown a
singl eship. Many Belters had not. The singleship mners were only one aspect of Belt industry,
whi ch included chemi sts, nucl ear physicists, astrophysicists, politicians, astrononers, file
clerks, merchants... and conputer progranmers.

She had heard, |long ago, that there was no prejudice against wonen in the Belt. And it was true!
On Earth wonen still held | ower-paying jobs. Enployers clained that physical strength was needed
for certain jobs, or that a woman would quit to get married at the npst crucial time, or even that
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her family suffered when a wonman worked. Things were different in the Belt; and Tina had been nore
surprised than el ated. She had expected to be di sappoi nt ed.

And now a wonan and a conputer progranmer was the nost crucial Ox's personnel. Fear and delight.
The fear was for Nate, who was too young to take such a risk; for one Belter had already net the
CQut si der, and not hing had been heard of him since.

But what was Nate doing aboard the singl eship?

She hel ped Einar out of his suit-- he was a nountain of flesh; he could never have lifted
hi nsel f against Earth's gravity-- then let himdo the sane for her. She said, "I thought Nate
woul d be the one to board the Qutsider."

Ei nar | ooked surprised. "What? No. You."
"But--" She searched for words, and found them to her horror. But I"'ma girl. She said nothing.

"Think it through," Einar said with forced patience. "The ship nmight not be enpty. Boarding it
coul d be dangerous."

"Right." Wth enphasis.

"So we give whoever boards it all the protection we've got. The Ox is part of that protection
I'"ll keep the drive warm it should vaporize the bastard if he tries anything, and the com | aser
shoul d punch holes in himat this range. But theres a chance the Ox will be blasted too."

"So the singleship stands guard." Tina made a disnissing gesture. "I worked it out that far. |
t hought 1'd--"
"No, don't be silly. You' ve never flown a singleship in your life. |I don't have much free choice

here. | thought of leaving Nate to fly the Ox, but hell, she's ny ship, and he knows singl eshi ps.
I couldn't put you in either job."

"I suppose not." She was outwardly calm but a cold lunp of fear grew in her belly.

"You' d be the best choice anyway. You're the one who will make contact with the Qutsider, try to
|l earn his | anguage. Aside fromthat, you're a flatlander. You're physically the strongest of us."

Ti na nodded jerkily.
"You coul d have stayed behind, you know. "
"Ch, it's not that. | hope you don't think | was trying to chicken out. | just-- hadn't--"

"No, you just hadn't bothered to think it through. You'll get used to doing that, living in the
Belt," Einar said kindly. Damm hi m

* k%

The dust of Mars is unique.

Its uniqueness is the result of vacuum cenenting. Once vacuum cenenting was the bugaboo of the
space industries. Small space probe conponents which would slide easily over one another in air
woul d weld solidly in vacuum just as soon as the gas absorbed by their surfaces could evaporate
away. Vacuum cenenting fused parts in the first American satellites and in the first Soviet
i nterplanetary probes. Vacuum cenenting keeps the Moon from being fathons deep in neteor dust. The
particles weld into crunchy rock, into natural cement, under the sanme nol ecul ar attraction that
fuses Johanssen bl ocks and turns the nmud of sea bottons to sedinmentary rock

But on Mars there is just enough atnosphere to stop that process, and not nearly enough to stop
a nmeteor. Meteor dust covers nost of the planet. Meteors can fuse the dust into craters, but it
does not cenent, though it is fine enough to flow like viscous oil.

"That dust is going to be our biggest problem" said Luke. "The Qutsider didn't even have to dig
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a hole for himself. He could have sunk anywhere on Mars."

Ni ck turned off the laser transmtter. It was hot fromtwo days of use in blasting a | ocator
beam at Earth. "He coul d have hi dden anywhere in the system but he picked Mars. He nust have had
a reason. Maybe it's sonething he couldn't do under the dust. That puts himin a crater or on a
hill."

"He'd have been spotted." Luke keyed a photograph fromthe autopilot nmenory. It was one of a
group fromthe snuggler trap. It showed a dimy shining metal egg with the snall end pointed. The
egg noved big-end first, and it noved as if rocket-propelled. But there was no exhaust, at |east
none that any instrument coul d detect.

"I't's big enough to see from space," said Luke, "and easy to recognize, with that silver hull."

"Yab. Al right, he's under the dust. It'll take a lot of ships with deep-radar to find him and
even then there's no guarantee.”" N ck ran his hands back along his depilated scalp. "W could quit
now. Your flatlander governnent has finally picked up its feet and sent us some ships. | got the

i mpression they aren't too happy about us joining their search.” Hi s tone was noncommittal
"I'd like to go on. How do you feel ?"
"I"mgane. Hunting strange things is what | do on ny vacation."
"Where woul d you start | ooking?"
"I don't know. The deepest dust on the planet is in Tractus Al bus."
"He'd have been stupid to pick the deepest. He'd have picked his place at random"”
"You' ve got other ideas?"
"Lacis Solis."

"--Ch. The old flatlander base. That's good thinking. He night need a |ife support system for
Br ennan. "

"I wasn't even thinking that. If he needs anything there-- human technol ogy, water, anything--
there's only one place on the planet he can go. If he's not there we can at |east pick up sone
dust boat s--"

"Blue Ox calling U Thant. This is Blue Ox calling U Thant out of Death Valley Port."

There would be a directional signal in that message. Nick set the autopilot to aimng his own
comlaser. "It'll take a few nminutes," he said. Then, "I wonder what's happening to Brennan

"Can we take the deep-radar out of this heap?”
"Let's hope. | don't know what else we can use for a finder."
"A netal detector. There nust be one aboard."

* k%

"This is N cholas Brewster Sohl aboard U Thant calling any or all aboard Blue Ox. Wat's new?
Repeating. This is N cholas--"

Einar flicked to transmit. "Einar N |sson commandi ng Blue Ox. W have nmatched with the CQutsider
ship. Tina Jordan is preparing to board. | will switch you to TIna." He did.

And settled back to wait.

He liked Tina. He was half certain she would find a way to get herself killed. Nate had
protested m ghtily, but Einar's own argunents had no holes to crawl through. He sat watching the
picture transmtted fromTina' s hel net canera
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* k%

The Qutsider ship | ooked deserted, with its attitude skewed and its tow |lines slack and
beginning to loop. Tina could see no notion in the lens of the big eyeball. She brought herself to
a stop several yards fromthe port, and was pleased to note that her hands were steady on the jet
firing keys.

"Tina speaking. | am outside what seens to be a control nodule. | can see an accel eration couch
through the glass-- if it's glass-- and controls around it. The Qutsider nust be roughly homnid

"The drive nodule is too hot to get near. The control nodulo is a snooth sphere with a big
porthol e, and cables trailing off in both directions. You should be able to see all this, U
Thant . "

She did a slow | oop around the big eyeball. Taking her tinme. Belters only hurried when there was
need. "I can find no sign of an airlock. I'll have to burn ny way through."

"Through the porthole. You don't want to burn through anything explosive," said Einar's voice
behi nd her ear

The transparent stuff had a two-thousand Kelvin nelting point, and a | aser was obvi ously out of
the question. Tina used a hot point, tracing a circle over and over. Gadually she wore it down.
"I"'mgetting fog through the cracks,” she reported. "Ah, |I'mthrough.™

A three-foot transparent disc puffed away on the last of the air, with a breath of white m st
pl aying around it. Tina caught it and sent it gliding toward the Ox for | ater recovery.

Ei naes voice crackled. "Don't try to enter yet!"

"I wasn't." She waited for the edges to cool. Fifteen nminutes, while nothing happened. They nust
be getting restless aboard U Thant, she thought. Still no sign of notion inside. They had found
not hi ng when they probed this nodule with the deep-radar; but the walls were thick, and sonething
as tenuous as water, for instance, night not have shown up.

Ti me enough. She ducked through the hole.

"I"'min a small control cabin,"” she said, and turned at the waist to give the canera a ful

view. Tendrils of icy fog drifted toward the hole in the porthole. "Very small. The control bank
is alnobst primtively conplex, so conplex that I'minclined to think the Qutsider had no
autopilot. No man could handle all these controls and adjustnents. | see no nore that one couch,

and no aliens present but ne.

"There's a bin full of sweet potatoes, it |looks |like, right beside the control couch. It's the
only sign of kitchen facilities in this section. |I think I'Il nmove on." She tried to open the door
in the back of the control room Pressure forced it shut. She used her hot point. The door cut
easily, must nore so than the porthole material. She waited while the roomfilled with thick fog,
then pushed her way in. Mre fog.

"This roomis about as big as the control room Sorry about the view The place seenms to be a
free-fall gymasium" She swept her canera around the room then crossed to one of the machines
and tried to work it. It |ooked as though you were supposed to stand up inside it against the
force of springs. Tina couldn't budge it.

She di snounted the camera and fixed it to a wall, ainmed at the exercise nachine. She tried it
again. "Either I'mdoing this wong," she told her audience, "or the Qutsider could pick his teeth
with me. Let's see what else there is." She | ooked around. "That's funny," she said presently.

There was nothing else. Only the door to the control room
A two hour search by Tina and Nate La Pan only confirned her find. The |ifesystem consisted of:
One control roomthe size of a singleship control room

One free-fall gymasium sane size.
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A bin of roots.

An enormous air tank. There were no safeties to stop the flow in case of puncture. The tank was
enpty. It nmust have been nearly enpty when the ship reached the solar system

Vastly conplex air cleaning machi nery, apparently designed to renove even the faintest, rarest
trace of biochem cal waste. It had all been many tinmes repaired

Equal Iy conpl ex equi pment for conversion of fluid and solid waste.

It was incredible. The single Qutsider had apparently spent his tine in two small roons, eating
just one kind of food, with no ship's library to keep himentertai ned, and no conput er-aut opi | ot
to keep himpointed right and guard his fuel supply and steer himclear of neteors. Yet the trip
had taken decades, at least. In view of the conplexity of the cleaning and renewal plant, the huge
air tank nust have been included solely to replace air lost by osnmobsis through the wall s!

"That's it," Einar said finally. "Cone on back, you two. We'll take a break, and I'Il ask U
Thant for instructions. Nate, put sone of those roots in a pressure bag. W can anal yze them"

* k% %

"Search the ship again,” Nick told them "You may find a sinplified autopilot: not a conputer
just a widget for keeping the ship on course. Could you have overl ooked a bolthol e of some kind,
anypl ace where an Qutsider could have hidden? In particular, try to get into the air tank. It
m ght nmake a very nice energency bolthole.” He turned the volunme down and faced Luke. "They won't
find anything, of course. Can you think of anything el se?"

"I"d like to see them analyze the air. Have they got the facilities?"
"Yah."
"And the porthole glass, and the chem stry of that root."

"They'll finish with the root by the time this reaches them"™ He turned up the volune. "After
you finish anal yzi ng what you've got, you m ght start thinking about how to tow that ship hone.
Stay with the ship, and keep your drive warm |If an energency cones up, use the fusion flane
i medi ately. Sohl out."

He | ooked at the screen for sone tinme after it had gone dark. Presently he said, "A super-
singl eship. Finagle's Eyesl | wouldn't have believed it."

"Flown by a kind of super-Belter,"” said Luke. "Solitary. Doesn't need entertai nnent. Doesn't
care what he eats. Strong as King Kong. Roughly humanoid."

Nick snmiled. "Wuldn't that nake hima superior species?"

"I wouldn't deny it. And |'m deadly serious on that. W'Il|l have to wait and see."
* k%

Brennan shifted

He hadn't noved in hours. He lay on his back in the root bin, his eyes closed, his body fol ded
into near-foetal position around his swollen belly, his fists clenched. But now he noved one arm
and Phsst hpok cane suddenly alert.

Brennan reached for a root, put it in his nouth, bit and swallowed. Bit and swall owed. Bit and
swal | owed, under Phsst hpok's watchful eye. H s own eyes stayed cl osed.

Brennan's hand rel eased the last inch or so of root, and he turned over and stopped novi ng.
Phsst hpok rel axed. Presently he dreaned.

Days ago he had stopped eating. He told hinself it was too early, but his belly didn't believe
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it. He would live just |ong enough. Meanwhil e, be dreaned.

...He sat on the floor of the Library with a piece of root in his jaws and an anci ent book
bal anced on one cantal oupe knee and a nap spread before himon the floor. It was a map of the
gal axy, but it was graded for tine. The Core stars showed in positions three mllion years old,
but the outer arns were half a million years younger. The Library staff had spent nobst of a year
preparing it for him

Assune they went a distance X, he told hinmself. Their average velocity nust have been .06748
| i ght speed, considering dust friction and the galaxy's gravitational and el ectromagnetic fields.
Their |aser returned at |ightspeed; figure for space curvature. Gve thema century to build the
| aser; they'd use all the tinme they had for that. Then X = 33,210 light years.

Phsst hpok set his conpass and drew an arc, using the Pak sun as a center. Margin of error: .001
thirty light years. They're an that arc!

Now assune they went straight outward fromthe galactic hub. It was a good assunption: there
were stars in that direction, and the Pak sun was well off-center fromthe hub. Phssthpok drew a

radial line. Geater margin of error here. Original error, course alterations... And the straight
line woul d have curved by now, while the galaxy turned like curdled nmilk. They would have stayed
flat in the galactic plane. And they're near this point. |'ve found them..

Phsst hpok' s minions pouring |like arny ants through the Library. Every protector in reach had
joined his quest. It's in the Astronautics section, Phwee. Find it! W need those ranscoop
diagram Ttuss, | need to know what happens when a protector gets old, and when it happens, and
any contributing factors. There's probably a copy of that report in the Medical section. It nmay
have been added to. Hratchp, we have to learn what could stop a tree-of-life fromgrowing right in
the galactic arm You need agronom sts, medical researchers, chem sts, astrophysicists. Use the
Val |l ey of Pitchok for your experinents, and renenber the environnent was habitable. Try
experinmenting with the soil, reduced starlight, reduced radiation. You of the Physics and
Engi neering sections: | need a fusion drive for insystem maneuvers. | need | aunchi ng vehicles for
everything we build. Design them Every childless protector on the planet was |ooking for a
purpose in living, a Cause. And Phssthpok gave it to them..

The ship, finally conpleted, standing in three parts on the sand not far fromthe Library.
Phsst hpok' s arny assenbling. W need nonopol es, we need tree-of-life roots and seeds, we need
enornmous quantities of hydrogen fuel. The scoop won't work below a certain speed. Meteor Bay has
everything we need. W can take them For the first tine in twenty thousand years, the childl ess
protectors of Pak assenbled for war. ..

H's own Virus QQ used on breeders, with nmopup squads to hunt the survivors. Newy childless
protectors switching sides, joining his arnmy. Hratchp reporting in with the strange, conplex
secret of the tree-of-life root..

Sonet hi ng thunped three tines on the hull.

For an instant he thought it was a nmenory. He was that far gone. Then he was on his feet,
staring up at a point high on the curved wall of the hold. H s mnd racing.

He had known that there was sone kind of non-organi c photosynthetic process going on on the
surface of the dust. Now his nmind extrapolated: currents in the dust, photosynthesis going on on
the top, currents bringing food down to larger fornms of life. He should have guessed before, and
checked. He was far gone, was Phssthpok. Age and dw ndling notivation were switching himoff too
early.

Three neasured thunps cane from al nost beneath his feet.

He crossed the hold in one | eap, |anded softly, silently. Picked up the flat-nosed softener key.
Wi t ed.

Hypot hesi s: sonething intelligent was sounding the cargo hold for echoes. Size: unknown.
Intelligence: unknown. Sophistication: probably | ow due to their environnent. They woul d be blind
down here, if they had eyes at all. A feel for sound coul d conpensate. The echoes fromthis
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thunping could tell them a good deal about what was inside. And then?
They would try to break in. Intelligent beings were curious.
Twi ng was tough, but not invul nerabl e.

Phsst hpok | eapt straight upward, through the hatch and into the control cubby. He hated to | eave
the captive, but there was no choice. He closed the door to the cargo hold, tested it to be sure
it was |l ocked. He clinbed rapidly into his pressure suit.

Three neasured t hunps from sonewhere bel ow him Pause.

Sonet hi ng t hunped next to his right arm Phssthpok applied the softener key to the twi ng. Thunp--
and a foot of crude glass rod slamed through the twi ng. Phssthpok yanked hard on it, reached
through the wall and had sonething softer. He pulled.

He had sonet hi ng roughly Pak-shaped, both smaller and denser than a Pak. It was clutching a
reversed spear. Phssthpok hit it savagely where its head joined its shoul ders. Sonething broke,
and it went |inp. Phssthpok probed its body for soft spots. There was a spot in the mddle of its
body where bone did not protect. Phssthpok pushed hard into it and clutched with his fingers unti
he felt sonething give. Presumably it was dead.

It began to snoke.
Phsst hpok wat ched.

Sonething in the pod' s atnosphere was causing it to give off fumes. That seened pronising. The
spear did not speak for a high civilization. Probably they would have nothing that could penetrate
twing. He did not like to risk it-- but the alternative was to leak his own breathing-air into the
surroundi ng dust, to poison it.

He opened his helnet for a monment and sniffed. Cosed it fast. But he'd smelled chem cals he was
famliar with..

He got a squeeze of water, trickled it on the alien's leg. The result was a fireball. Phssthpok
| eapt away. From across the room he watched the alien burn.

That seened strai ghtforward enough

He went to work rigging a hose fromthe pod's water supply to the hull. H's | ast noves he nade
in haste: using the softener key, running the hose through the hull, renobving the key to harden
the twing, then running water. There was frantic thunping fromall over the hull. It stopped

rat her suddenly.
He ran nost of his reserve of water out into the dust.

He waited several hours, until the whine of the air systemdropped to normal. Then he doffed his
pressure suit and rejoined Brennan. The captive had noticed not hing.

The water should hold off the natives for awhile. But Phssthpok's reserves were dw ndling al nost
ludicrously. His ship was abandoned, his remaining drive systemwas usel ess, his environment
bordered by a spherical shell of dust. Now his water reserve was gone. Hs life story was al nost
visibly comng to a close

Presently he dreaned.

* % %

The Blue Ox had circled the sun and was now on the other side of the system headed for
interstellar space. Between Ox and U Thant there was a comruni cations gap of thirty mnutes. Sohl
and Garner waited, knowi ng that any informati on would be hal f-an-hour |ate.

Mars was three-quarters fall and inpressively large in their rear view camera.
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They had asked all the questions, nade guesses at the answers, mapped out their search pattern
of the Lacis Solis region. Luke was bored. He nissed the conveniences built into his travel chair.
He thought Nick was bored too, but he was wrong. In space Nick was silent by habit.

The screen flashed on: a woman's face. The radio cleared its throat and spoke.

"U Thant, this is Tina Jordan aboard Blue Ox." Luke sensed the wonan's barely repressed panic.
Ti na caught on her own voice, then blurted, "We're in trouble. W were testing that alien root in
the Iab and Einar took a bite out of it! The damm thing was |ike asbestos from vacuum exposure,
but he chewed a piece off and swallowed if before we could stop him | can't understand why he did
it. It snelled awful

"Einar's sick, very sick. He tried to kill ne when | took the root away fromhim Now he's gone
into coma. W've hooked himinto the ship's 'doc. The 'doc says Insufficient Data." They heard a
ragged i ntake of breath. Luke thought he could see bruises beginning to formon the woman's
throat. "We'd like permssion to get himto a hunman doctor."

Ni ck cursed and keyed Transmit. "N ck Sohl speaking. Pick a route and get on it. Then finish
anal yzing that root. Did the snmell rem nd you of anything? Sohl over." He turned it off. "Wat the
bl azes got into hinP"

Luke shrugged. "He was hungry?"

"Einar Nilsson, for Finagle's sake! He was ny boss for a year before he quit politics. Wiy woul d
he try a suicidal trick like that? He's not stupid.” N ck drummed on the armof his chair, then
began | ooking for Ceres with the com | aser

In the half hour that passed before the Blue Ox called again, he got dossiers on all three of
her crew. "Tina Jordan's a flatlander. That explains why they waited for orders," he said.

"Does that need an expl anation?"

"Most Belters would have turned around the nonent Einar came down sick. The Qutsider ship's
enpty, and there's no problemtracking it. No real point in staying. But Jordan's still a
flatlander, still used to being told when to breathe, and La Pan probably didn't trust his own
j udgnment enough to overide her."

"Age," said Luke. "N Isson was the ol dest."
"What woul d that have to do with it?"

"l don't know. He was al so the biggest. Maybe he was after a newtaste thrill... no, danmt, |
don't believe it either--"

"Blue Ox calling U Thant. W're on our way home. Course plotted for Vesta. The root anal yzes
al rost normal. High in carbohydrates, including right-hand sugars. The proteins | ook ordinary. No
vitamns at all. W found two conpounds Nate says are brand new. One resenbl es a hornone,
testosterone, but it definitely isn't testosterone.

"The root doesn't smell like anything |I can nane, except possibly sour nmilk or sour cream The
air in the Qutsider ship was thin, with an adequate partial pressure of oxygen, no poi sonous
conpounds, at |east two percent helium W spectroanal yzed the porthole material, and--" She
listed a spectrumof elements, high in silicone. "The 'doc still reports Einar's illness as
Insufficient Data, but now there's an energency light. Wuatever it is, it's not good. Any further
guesti ons?"

"Not at the noment," said Nick. "Don't call back, because we're going to be too busy |anding."
He signed off. He sat drunming on the console with long, tapering fingers. "Helium That ought to
tell us sonething."

"A small world with no noon," Luke speculated. "Big noons tend to skimaway a planet's
at rosphere. The Earth would | ook |ike Venus w thout her oversized noon. The helium would be the
first to go, wouldn't it?"

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Protector.txt (39 of 122) [1/14/03 8:27:17 PM]



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

"Maybe. It would also be the first to | eave a snall planet. Think about the Qutsider's strength.
It was no snall planet be cane from"

Ni ck and Luke were nen who would stop to think before speaking. Conversation aboard U Thant
woul d | apse for mnutes, then take up just where it had left off.

"What then?"

"From somewhere in a gas cloud, with lots of helium The galactic core is in the direction he
came from Plenty of gas clouds and dust clouds in that direction."

"But thaes an unholy distance away. WIIl you stop that drunm ng?"
"I't hel ps ne think. Like your snoking."
"Drumthen."

"Theres no linmt to how far he could have conme. The faster a Bussard ranjet ship noves, the nore
fuel it would pick up.”

"There has to be a lint at which the exhaust velocity equals the velocity at which the gas hits
the ranscoop field."

"Possible. But it nust be way the Finagle up there. That air tank was huge. The Qutsider is a
I ong way from hone."

* % %

The autodoc was built into the back wall, set over one of the three disaster couches. Ei nar was
in that couch. Hs armwas in the 'doc alnbst to the shoul der

Ti na watched his face. He had been getting progressively worse. It did not |ook |ike sickness;
it looked like age. Einar had aged decades in the past hour. He urgently needed a human doctor...
but a higher thrust than the Ox's would have killed him and the Ox was all they had.

Coul d they have stopped hin? If she'd yelled at once-- but then Einn had his hands on her
throat, and it was too | ate. Wiere had Ei nar got such strength? He woul d have killed her

H s chest stopped novi ng.

Tina | ooked up at the dial faces on the 'doc. Usually a panel covered those dials; a spaceship
has enough gadgets to watch w thout added distractions. Tina had been | ooking at those dials every
five minutes, for hours. This time they all showed red.

"He's dead," she said. She heard the surprise in her voice, and wondered at it. The cabin walls
began to blur and recede.

Nat e squi rned out of the control couch and bent over Einar. "And you just noticed! He nust have
been dead for an hour!"

"No, | swear..." Tina gul ped against the rising anaesthesia in her veins. Her body was water.
She was going to faint.

"Look at his face and tell ne that!"

Tina clinmbed onto watery | egs. She | ooked down at the ravaged face. Einar, dead, |ooked hundreds
of years old. In sorrow and guilt and repugnance, she reached to touch the dead cheek

"He's still warm™

"Warn?" Nate touched the corpse. "He's on fire. Fever. Miust have been alive seconds ago. Sorry,
Tina, | junped at conclusions. Hey! Are you all right?"

* % %

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Protector.txt (40 of 122) [1/14/03 8:27:17 PM]



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

"How dangerous are these approaches?"

"CGet that brave little quiver out of your voice," said Nick. It was pure slander; Luke was
not hing but interested. "1've nmade a couple of hundred of these in ny life. For sheer thrills |'ve
never found anything to beat letting you fly ne to Death Valley Port."

"You said you were in a hurry."
"So | did. Luke, I'd like to request an admiring silence for the next few m nutes."

"Aha! Ah HAl'"

The red pl anet reached for them unfolding like a wargod's fist. N ck's bantering nood drained
away. His face took on a set, stony |ook. He had not been quite candid with Luke. He had made
several hundred powered approaches in his life; true. But those had been asteroid approaches, with
gravity negligible or nearly so.

Di enbs went by in the direction technically known as "ship's upward." N ck inched a | ever toward
him Mars was flattening out and sinultaneously sliding away as they noved north.

"The base should be there," said Luke. "At the north edge of that arc. Ah, that nust be it, that
ittle crater.”

"Use the scope.”

"Mmmm .. dammit. Ah. There it is. Deflated, of course. See it, N ck?"

"Yah."
It |ooked like the abandoned shred of a sky-blue toy ball oon

Dust rose in churning clouds to neet their drive flame. Nick swore viciously and increased
thrust. By now Luke had caught on to N ck's vagaries in blasphenmy. Wien he swore by Finagle it was
for hunor or enphasis. When he bl asphened in Christian fashion, he neant it.

U Thant sl owed and hovered. She was above the dust, then in the dust, and gradually the ochre
cl ouds thinned and backed away. A ring shaped sandstorm receded toward three hundred and sixty
degrees of horizon. Thle bedrock |ay exposed for the first tine in mllennia. It was |unpy and
brown and worn. In the light of the drive the rounded rock bl azed white, with sharp bl ack shadows.
Wiere the drive flane touched it nelted.

Nick said, "I'll have to land in the crater. That dust will flow back in as soon as | turn off
the nmotor." He angled the ship left and killed the drive. The bottom dropped out. They fell.

They fell all the way on attitude jets, and touched with hardly a bounce.
"Beautiful," said Luke.
"I do that all the tine. I'"'mgoing to search the base. You nonitor nme on hel net canera."

* k k

The ring wall rose above himin worn, rounded, volc4nic-looking stone. Dust dripped back from
the rim ran like nmolasses down the shall ow slope to collect in a pool around the ship's shock
I egs. The crater was half a mile across. In the approxi mate center was the done, surrounded by a
| appi ng sea of dust.

Ni ck | ooked about him frowning. There seened no way to reach the dome without crossing the
dust, which nmight not be as shallow as it |ooked. The crater was ancient; it |ooked just younger
than the planet itself. But it was criss-crossed with younger cracks. Sone of the edges were
al nost sharp; the air and dust were too thin to erode things quickly. There would be bad footing.

He started around the base of the ring wall, walking with care. Dust conceal ed sonme of the
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cracks.
A smal |, intense sun hung above the crater rim in a deep purple sky.

On the far side of the done a narrow path of |aser-fused dust led fromthe dome to the ring
wall. It nust have been nmade with the base's comunications |aser. The boats were there, noored
along the path. N ck did not pause to study them

There nust have been dozens of slits in the dome material. Nick found twelve dried bodies
within. Martians had nmurdered the base personnel over a century ago. They had killed MIler the
same way, after MIler had reinflated the done.

Ni ck searched each of the small buildings in turn. At sone places he had to craw beneath the
transparent folds of the donme. There was no Qutsider to neet him There was no sign of tanpering
since Mller's forced visit.

"Dead end," he reported. "Next step?"
"You'll have to carry nme piggyback until we can find a sand boat."

Dust had settled over the boats, leaving only flat, w de shapes the color of everything else.
For twelve years they had waited for another wave of explorers-- explorers who had | ost interest
and gone hone.

It was |ike seeing ghosts. An Egyptian pharaoh mght find such ghosts waiting for himin the
afterworl d: rank on rank of dunb, faithful retainers, gone before him and waiting, waiting.

"From here they | ook good," said Luke. He settled hinmself nore confortably on N ck's shoul ders.
"We're in luck, Sinbad."

"Don't count your noney yet." N ck started across the dust pond toward the dome. Luke was |ight

on his shoulders, and his own body was |ight here; but together they were top-heavy. "If | start
falling I'll try to fall sideways. That dust won't hurt either of us."
"Don't fall."

"The UN fleet will probably be com ng here too. To get the boats."
"They' re days behind us. Conme on."
"The path's slippery. Dust all over it."

The boats, three of them were lined along the west side. Each had four seats and a pair of fans
at the stern, below the dust |ine, caged for protection against subnerged rocks. The boats were so
flat that any ocean ripple would have sunk them but in the heavy dust they rode high

Nick settled his burden not too gently into one of the seats. "See if she'll start, Luke. I'm
going to the done for fuel."

"I't'll be hydrazine, with conpressed nartian air as oxidizer."
"Il just look for sonething |abeled Fuel."

Luke was able to slart the conpressor, but the notor wouldn't fire. Probably drained the tanks,
he deci ded, and turned everything off. He found a bubbl e donme collapsed in the back. After naking
sure it was neant to be worked manually, he westled it into place and sealed it down, holding
hinmself in place with a seat belt to get |leverage. Hs long arnms and wi de hands had never [ost an
armwestling match. The edges of the bubble would probably | eak, he decided, but not seriously.
He found the inspection hatch that hid an air converter for changing the nitric oxides outside
into breathable nitrogen and oxygen

Ni ck returned with a green tank bal anced on one shoul der. He fueled the boat through an injector
nozzle. Luke tried the starter again. It worked. The boat tried to take off without N ck. Luke
found the neutral setting, then reverse. N ck waited while he backed up
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"How do | get through the bubbl e?"

"I guess you don't." Luke coll apsed the bubbl e, unseal ed one side for N ck, then sealed it after
him The bubbl e began to fill, slowy. "Best keep our suits on," said Luke. "It may be an hour
before we can breathe in here.™

"You can collapse it then. W' ve got to got provisions fromthe ship."

* k% %

It was two hours before they raised the bubble and started for the opening in the ring wall.

The dark sandstone cliffs that framed the opening were sharp and clear, clearly dynanite-
bl asted, as artificial as the glassy path between done and ring wall. N ck was settled confortably
in one of the passenger chairs, his feet propped on another, his eyes on the screen of the
di smount ed deep-radar

"Seens deep enough now," he said.

"Then I'11 open her up," said Luke. The fans spun; the stern dipped far down, then righted. They
skunned across the dust at ten knots, |eaving two straight, shallow, regwar swells as a wake.

The deep-radar screen regktered a density pattern in three dinensions. It showed a snooth
bottom regular swells and dips fromwhich mllions of years had elimnated all sharp lines and
points. There was little volcanic activity on Mars.

Thl e desert was as flat as a mrror. Rounded dun rocks poked through its surface, incongruous,
Dal i esque. Craters sat on the dust like badly made clay ash trays. Sone were a few inches across.
Sone were so large that they had to be seen fromorbit. The horizon was straight and cl ose and
razor sharp, glowi ng yellow below and artery red above. Nick turned his head to watch the crater
recede.

H s eyes wi dened, then squinted. Sonething?

"Damm't. Hold itl" he shouted. "Turn around! Turn hard left!"”
"Back toward the crater?"

"Yes!™

Luke cut the power in one notor. The boat turned its prowto the left but continued to skid
deways across the dust. Then the right fan bit in, and the boat curved around.

S

"l see it," said Luke.

It was little nore than a dot at that distance, but it showed clearly against the calm
nonochrone sea around it. And it noved. It jerked, it paused to rest, it jerked again, rolling
sideways. It was several hundred yards fromthe crater wall.

As they approached, it grew clearer. It was cylindrical, the shape of a short caterpillar, and
transl ucent; and soft, for they sawit bend as it noved. It was trying to reach the opening in the
ring wall.

Luke throttled down. The dustboat slowed and settled deeper. As they pulled al ongsi de Luke saw
that Nick had arnmed hinmself with a signal gun

"It's him" said Nick. He sounded awed. He | eaned over the side, gun at the ready.

The caterpillar was a transparent, inflated sack. Inside was sonmething that rolled over and
over, slowy, painfully, trying to get closer to the side of the boat. It was as clearly alien as
anything created in the days of flat tel evision.

It was humanoi d, as much so as a stick-figure drawing is humanoid. It was all knobs. El bows,
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knees, shoul ders, cheekbones, they stuck out like marbles or grapefruit or bowing balls. The bald
head swell ed and rose behind |ike hydrocephal us.

It stopped trying to roll when it bunped against the boat.
"It 1 ooks hel pl ess enough,” N ck said dubiously.

"Well, here goes our air again." Luke deflated the bubble. The two nmen reached over the side,
pi cked up the pressurized sack and dropped it in the bottom of the boat. The alien's expression
did not change, and probably could not. That face | ooked hard. But it did a strange thing. Wth
thunb and forefinger of a hand |ike a score of black wal nuts strung together, it nade a circle.

Nick said, "It nmust have learned that from Brennan."
"Look at the bones, N ck. The bones correspond to a hunan skel eton."
"Its arns are too long for hunman. And its back slopes nore."

"Yah. Well, we can't take himback to the ship, and we can't talk to himthe way he is now Wel
have to wait out here while the bubble inflates."

* k%

"W seemto spend nbst of our tinme waiting," said Luke.

Ni ck nodded. His fingers drunmed agai nst the back of a chair. For twenty minutes the boat's
small converter had been straining to fill the bubble, using and changing the thin, poisonous
m xture outside

But the alien hadn't noved at all. Luke had been watching. Ile alien lay in its inflated bag in
the bottom of the boat, and it waited. Its human eyes watched them frominside pits of tough
| eathery winkles. Just so, with just such patience, mght a dead man wait for Judgnent Day.

"At |east we have it at a disadvantage," said Nick. "It won't be kidnapping us."
"I think he nust be insane."
"Insane? Its notives nmay be a little strange--"

"Look at the evidence. He came plowing into the Systemin a ship just adequate to get him here
H's air tank was on its |last gasp. There was no evidence of fail safe devices anywhere aboard. He
made no attenpt to contact anyone, as far as we can tell. He killed or kidnapped Brennan. He then
proceeded to abandon his interstellar drive and ran for Mars, presumably to hide. Now he's
abandoned his reentry vehicle, and whatever's |l eft of Brennan too; he's rolled across a nartian
desert in a sandwich bag to reach the first place any exploring ship would land! He's a nut. He's
escaped from sone interstellar nental institution.”

"You keep saying him It's an it. Think of it as an it and you'll be ready for it to act
peculiar."
"That's a cop-out. The universe is rational. In order to survive, this thing has to be rationa

too, he, she, or it."
"Anot her couple of mnutes and we can--"

The alien noved. Its hand slashed down the I ength of the sack. Instantly N ck raised the signal
gun. Instantly... but the alien reached through a long gap in the sack and took the gun out of
Ni ck' s hand before N ck could react. There was no sign of haste. It placed the gun in the back of
the boat and sat up

It spoke. Its speech was full of clickings and rustlings and poppings. The flat, hard beak nust
have been a handicap. But it could be understood.

It said, "Take nme to your |eader."
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Ni ck recovered first. He straightened his shoulders, cleared his throat and said, "That wll
involve a trip of several days. Meanwhile, we wel cone you to hunan space."

"I"'mafraid not," said the nonster. "I hate to ruin your day. My nane's Jack Brennan, and |I'm a
Belter. Aren't you Ni ck Sohl?"

Chapter 3

The awful silence erupted in the sound of Luke's laughter. "You think of it as an alien and
you'll be ready for s-strange-- h-hahaha..."

Nick felt panic close around his throat. "You. You're Brennan?"
"Yah. And you're Nick Sohl. | saw you once in Confinement. But | don't recogni ze your friend."

"Lucas @Garner.'
Br ennan. "

Luke had hinmsel f under control. "Your photographs don't do you justice,

"I did sonmething stupid,” said the Brennan-nonster. Its voice was no nore hunan, its appearance
no less intimdating. "I went to nmeet the Qutsider. You were trying to do the same, weren't you?"

"Yes." There was a sardoni c anusenent in Luke's eyes and Luke's voice. Wether or not he
bel i eved the Brennan-nonster, he was enjoying the situation. "Was there really an Qutsider
Br ennan?"

"Unl ess you want to qui bble about definitions."

Sohl broke in. "For God's sake, Brennan! \Wat happened to you?"

"That's a long story. Are we pressed for tine? O course not, you' d have started the nmotor. Al

right, I"dlike to tell this nmy own way, so please maintain a respectful silence, renmenbering that
if I hadn't gotten in the way you' d | ook just like this, and serve you right, too." He | ooked hard
at the two nen. "I'mwong. You wouldn't. You're both past the age.

"Well, bear with me. There exists a race of bipeds that |live near the edge of the gl obe of close-

packed suns at the core of the gal axy..

"The nmost inportant thing about themis that they live in three stages of maturity. There is
chi | dhood, which is self-explanatory. There is the breeder stage, a biped just short of
intelligence, whose purpose is to create nore children. And there is the protector

"At around age forty-two, our tine, the breeder stage gets the urge to eat the root of a certain
bush. Up to then he stayed away fromit, because its snell was repugnant to him Suddenly it
snel |l s delicious. The bush grows all over the planet; there's no real chance that the root won't
be avail able to any breeder who lives | ong enough to want it.

"The root initiates certain changes, both physiol ogical and enotional. Before | go into detail
I"I'l let you in on the big secret. The race | speak of calls itself--" The Brennan-nonster clicked
its horny beak sharply together. Pak. "But we call it Honmo habilis."

"What ?" Nick seened forced into the position of straight man, and he didn't like it. But Luke
sat hugging his useless legs to his chest, grinning with huge enjoyment.

"There was an expedition that | anded on Earth sone two and a half million years ago. The bush
they brought wouldn't grow right, so there haven't been any protector stage Pak on Earth. |'Il get
to that.

"When a breeder eats the root, these changes take place. H's or her gonads and obvi ous sexua

characteristics disappear. His skull softens and his brain begins to grow, until it is confortably
| arger and nore conpl ex than yours, gentlenen. The skull then hardens and devel ops a bony crest.
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The teeth fall out, whatever teeth are left; the gunms and |lips grow together and form a hard,

al rost flat beak. My face is too flat; it works better with Hono habilis. Al hair disappears.
Sonme joints swell enormously, to supply much greater |everage to the nuscle. The nonent arm

i ncreases, you follow? The skin hardens and winkles to forma kind of arnor. Fingernails becone
claws, retractile, so that a protector's fingertips are actually nore sensitive than before, and
better tool makers. A sinple two-chanber heart fornms where the two veins fromthe | egs, whatever
the hell they're called, join to approach the heart. Notice that my skin is thicker there? Wl
there are |l ess dramati c changes, but they all contribute to make the protector a powerful,
intelligent fighting machine. Garner, you no | onger seem amnused."

"I't all sounds awfully fanmiliar."

"I wondered if you'd spot that. The enotional changes are drastic. A protector who has bred true
feels no urge except the urge to protect those of his blood line. He recognizes themby snell. Hs
i ncreased intelligence does himno good here, because his hormones rule his nmotives. Nick, has it
occurred to you that all of these changes are a kind of exaggeration of what happens to nmen and
worren as they get older? Garner saw it right away."

"Yes, but--"

"The extra heart," Luke broke in. "What about that?"

"Li ke the expanded brain, it doesn't formw thout tree-of-life. After fifty, wthout nodern
medi cal care, a normal hunman heart becones inadequate. Eventually it stops.”

" Ah n
"Do you two find this convincing?"
Luke was reserving judgnment. "Why do you ask?"

"I'mreally nore interested in convincing Nick. My Belt citizenship depends on ny convincing you
I'"m Brennan. Not to mention ny bank account and my ship and cargo. N ck, |'ve got an abandoned
fuel tank fromthe Mariner XX attached to ny ship, which | last left falling across the solar
system at hi gh speed."

"It's still doing that," said N ck. "Likew se the Qutsider ship. W ought to be doi ng sonet hing
about recovering it."

"Finagle's eyes, yes! It's not that good a design, |I could inprove it blindfold, but you could
buy Ceres with the nonopol es!"

"First things first," Garner said mldly.

"That ship is receding, Garner. Ch, | see what you nean; you're afraid to put an alien nonster
near a working spacecraft.” The Brennan-nonster glanced back at the flare gun, flickeringly, then
apparently abandoned the idea of hijacking the dustboat. "We'Ill stay out here until you're

convinced. |Is that a deal ? Could you get a better deal anywhere?"

"Not froma Belter. Brennan, there is considerable evidence that man is related to the other
pri mtes of Earth."

"I don't doubt it. |I've got some theories.”
"Say on."

"About that lost colony. A big ship arrived here, and four |anding craft went down with some
thirty protectors and a | ot of breeders. A year later the protectors knew they'd picked the wong
pl anet. The bush they needed grew wong. They sent a nessage for help, by laser, and then they
died. Starvation is a normal death for a protector, but it's usually voluntary. These starved
against their will." There was no enotion in the Brennan-nonster's voice or nask-1ike face

"They died. The breeders were breedi ng without check. There was endl ess room and the protectors
must have wi ped out any dangerous life fornms. Wat happened next has to be specul ati on. The
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protectors were dead, but the breeders were used to their hel ping out, and they stayed around the
ships."

" And?"

"And the piles got hot without the protectors to keep them bal anced. They had to be fission
piles, given the state of the art. Maybe they expl oded. Maybe not. The radiation caused nutations
resulting in everything fromlemurs to apes and chi npanzees to anci ent and nodern nan

"Thaes one theory," said the Brennan-nonster. "Another is that the protectors deliberately
started breeding mutations, so that breeders would have a chance to survive in sone formunti
hel p cane. The results would be the sane.”

"l don't believe it," said N ck.

"You will. You should now There's enough evidence, particularly in religions and folk tales.
What percentage of humanity genuinely expects to live forever? Wiy do so many religions include a
race of imortal beings who are constantly battling one another? Wat's the justification for
ancest or worshi p? You know what happens to a man w t hout nodern geriatrics: as he ages his brain
cells start to die. Yet people tend to respect him to listen to him Were do guardian angel s
cone fronk"

"Race nenory?"
"Probably. It's hard to believe a tradition could survive that |ong."

"South Africa," said Luke. "They nust have |anded in South Africa, sonmewhere near O duvai Gorge
National Park. Al the prinates are there."

"Not quite. Maybe one ship landed in Australia, for the netals. You know, the protectors may
have just scattered radi oactive dust around and left it at that. The breeders would breed |ike
rabbits wi thout natural enenies, and the radiation would help them change. Wth all the protectors
dead, they'd have to devel op new shticks. Some got strength, sone got agility, sone got
intelligence. Most got dead, of course. Miutations do."

"I seemto renenber," said Luke, "that the aging process in nman can be conpared to the program
running out in a space probe. Once the probe has done its work it doesn't matter what happens to
it. Simlarly, once we pass the age at which we can have children--"

-- BEvolution is through with you. You're noving on inertia only, follow ng your course with no
corrective mechani snms." The Brennan-nonster nodded. "Of course the root supplies the program for
the third stage. Good conparison.”

Ni ck said, "Any idea what went wong with the root?"

"Ch, that's no nystery. Though it had the protectors of Pak going crazy for awhile. No wonder a
smal |l colony couldn't solve it. There's a virus that lives in the root. It carries the genes for
the change from breeder to protector. It can't live outside the root, so a protector has to eat
nore root every so often. If there's no thaliumin the soil, the root still grows, but it won't
support the virus."

"That sounds pretty conplicated."

"Ever work with a hydroponics garden? The rel ationships in a stable ecol ogy can be conpli cated
There was no problemon the Pak world. Thaliumis a rare earth, but it must be commobn enough anong
all those Population H stars. And the root grows everywhere."

Ni ck said, "Were does the Qutsider cone in?"

A hiss and snap of beak: Phssth-pok. "Phssthpok found old records, including the call for help
He was the first protector in tw and a half mllion years to realize that there was a way to find
Sol, or at least to narrow the search. And he had no children, so he had to find a Cause qui ck,
before the urge to eat left him That's what happens to a protector when his blood line is dead.
More | ack of programm ng. Incidentally, you m ght note the heavy protection against nutation in
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the Pak species. A mutation doesn't snell right. That could be inportant in the galactic core,
where radiation is heavy."

"So he cane barreling out here with a hold full of seeds?"

"And bags of thalium oxide. The oxide was easiest to carry. | wondered about the construction of
his ship, but you can see why he trailed his cargo section behind his |ifesystem Radiation
doesn't bother him in small anmounts. He can't have children.”

"Where i s he now?"
"l had to kill him"

"What ?" Garner was shocked. "Did he attack you?"

"No. "
"Then-- | don't understand."
The Brennan-nonster seened to hesitate. It said, "Garner, Sohl, listen to ne. Twelve mles from

here, some fifty feet under the sand, is part of an alien spacecraft filled with roots and seeds
and bags of thaliumoxide. The roots |I can grow fromthose seeds can make a nan nearly i mmortal
Now what ? What are we going to do with then®"

The two nen | ooked at each other. Luke seened about to speak, closed his nouth.

"That's a tough one, right? But you can guess what Phssthpok expected, can't you?"

* % %

Phsst hpok dreaned.

He knew to within a day just how long it would take for Brennan to wake up. He coul d have been
wrong, of course. But if he were, then Brennan's kind woul d have nmutated too far fromthe Pak
form

Knowi ng how | ong he had, Phssthpok could tine his dream ng. The martians were no threat now,
t hough sonet hi ng woul d have to be done about them eventually. Dreanming was a fine art to a
protector. He had about ten days. For a week he dreaned the past, up until the day he left the Pak
pl anet. Sensory stinulation had been skinpy during the voyage. He noved on into the future.

Phsst hpok dreaned. .

It would begin when his captive woke. Fromthe | ooks of him the captive's brain would be |arger
t han Phsst hpok's; there was that frontal bulge, ruining the slope of the face. He would | earn
fast. Phssthpok would teach himhow to be a protector, and what to do with the roots and seeds of
tree-of-life

Did the breeder have children? If so, he would take the secret for his own, using tree-of-life
to make protectors of his own descendants. That was all right. If he had sense enough to spread
his fam |y around, avoiding inbreeding, his blood line should reach out to include nost of this
systenm s Pak race.

Probably he woul d kill Phssthpok to keep the secret. That was all right too.

There was a nightmare tinge to Phssthpok's dream ng. For the captive didn't look right. Hs
fingernails were devel oping wong. Hs head was certainly not the right shape. That frontal
bulge... and his beak was as flat as his face had been. H s back wasn't arched, his |legs were
wong, his arms were too short. H's kind had had too nuch tinme to nutate.

But he'd reacted correctly to the roots.

The future was uncertain... except for Phssthpok. Let the captive |l earn what he needed to know,
if he could; let himcarry on the work, if he could. There would cone a day when Earth was a
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second Pak world. Phssthpok had done his best. He would teach, and die.

Brennan stirred. He unfolded his curled body, stretched wi de and opened his eyes. He stared
unwi nki ng at Phssthpok, stared as if he were reading the protector's mnd. Al new protectors did
that: orienting thenmsel ves through nmenories they were only now begi nning to understand.

* % %

"I wonder if | can make you understand how fast it all was,"” said the Brennan-nonster. He gazed
at the two old nen, one twice the age of the other but both past the transition age, and wondered
that they should be his judges.

"I'n two days we | earned each other's |anguage. His is nuch faster than nine and fits nmy nouth
better, so we used it. He told ne his life story. W discussed the marti ans, working out the nost
efficient way to externminate them-"

n *W]at *?n

"To exterminate them Garner. Hell, they've killed thirteen nen already! W tal ked practically
nonstop, w th Phssthpok doing nost of the talking, and all the tine we were hard at work:
calisthenics to build me up, fins for Phssthpok's suit so he could swimthe dust, w dgets to get
every atomof air and water out of the life support systemand take it to the base. |'ve never
seen the base; we had to extrapolate the design so we'd know howto re-inflate it and protect it.

"The third day he told ne howto get a tree-of-life crop growing. He had the box open and was
telling me how to unfreeze the seeds safely. He was giving ne orders just as if | were a voice-box
conputer. | was about to ask, 'Don't | get any choices at all? And | *didn t*."

"l don't follow, " said Garner

"I didn't get any choices. | was too intelligent. It's been that way ever since | woke up. | get
answers before | can finish fornulating the question. If | always see the best answer, then
where's nmy choice? Wiere's ny free will? You can't believe how fast this all was. | saw the whol e
chain of logic in one flash. | slamred Phsst hpok's head hard agai nst the edge of the freezer. It
stunned himlong enough so that | could break his throat against the edge. Then | junped back in

case he attacked. | figured | could hold himoff until he strangled. But he didn't attack. He
hadn't figured it out, not yet."

"It sounds like murder, Brennan. He didn't want to kill you?"

"Not yet. | was his shining hope. He couldn't even defend hinself for fear of bruising ne. He
was ol der than nme, and he knew how to fight. He could have killed me if hed wanted to, but he
couldn't want to. It took himthirty-two thousand years of real time to bring us those roots. |
was supposed to finish the job.

"I think he died believing he'd succeeded. He half-expected me to kill him"
"Brennan. Why?"

The Brennan- nonster shrugged cantal oupe shoul ders. "He was wwong. | killed himbecause he woul d
have tried to wi pe out humanity when he learned the truth.” He reached into the slit balloon that
had brought him across twelve mles of fluid dust. He pulled out a jury-rigged sonething that
hunmed softly-- his air renewal setup, nmade from parts of Phssthpok's control board-- and dropped
it inthe boat. Next he pulled out half of a yellowroot |ike a raw sweet potato. He hold it under
Gar nees nose. "Snell."

Luke sniffed. "Pleasant enough. Like a |iqueur."
" Sohl ?"
"Nice. How s it taste?"

"I'f you knew it would turn you into sonmething Iike ne, would you take a bite of it? Garner?"
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"This instant. I'd like to live forever, and I'mafraid of going senile."
" Sohl ?"
"NO I'mnot ready to give up sex yet."

"How ol d are you?"
"Seventy-four. Birthday two nmonths from now. "

"You're already too old. You were too old at fifty; It would have killed you. Wuld you have
vol unteered at forty-five?"

Sohl laughed. "Not likely."

"Well, that's half the answer. From Phssthpok's point of viewwe're a failure. The other half is
that no sane man would turn the root |oose on Earth or Belt or anywhere else."

"l should hope not. But let's hear your reasons.”

"War. The Pak world has never been free fromwar at any tine in its history. Naturally not, with
every protector acting to expand and protect his blood line at the expense of all the others.
Know edge keeps getting lost. The race can't cooperate for a mnute beyond the point where one
protector sees an advantage in betraying the others. They can't nmke any kind of progress because
of that continual state of war

"And I'mto turn that |oose on Earth? Can you inmagine a thousand protectors deciding their
grandchil dren need nore roonf? Your eighteen billion flatlanders live too close to the edge
al ready; you can't afford the resources.

"Besi des which, we don't really need tree-of-life. Garner, when were you born? Nineteen forty or
t her eabout s?"

"Thirty-nine."

"CGeriatrics is getting so good so fast that my kids could live a thousand years. W'll get
longevity without tree-of-life, without sacrificing anything at all

"Now | ook at it from Phssthpok's viewpoint," the Brennan-nonster continued. "W're a nutation
W' ve settled the solar systemand started sone interstellar colonies. W will and nust refuse the
root, and even when it's forced on us, the resulting nmutated protectors are atypical. Phssthpok
thought in terns of the long view W're not Pak, we're no use to the Pak, and it's conceivable
that someday we'll reach the core suns. The Pak will attack us the nonent they see us, and we'l]l
fight back." He shrugged. "And we'll win. The Pak don't unite effectively. W do. W'I|l have a
better technology than theirs."

"W owill?"

"I told you, they can't keep their technol ogy. Wiatever can't be used i nmedi ately, gets | ost
until soneone files it in the Library. MIlitary know edge never gets filed; the fanilies keep it a
deep, dark secret. And the only ones to use the Library are childless protectors. There aren't
many of them and they aren't highly notivated."

"Coul dn't you have tried to talk to hin®"

"Garner, I'mnot getting through to you. He'd have killed ne the nonent he figured it out! He
was trained to fight protectors. | wouldn't have had a chance. Then he'd have tried to w pe out
t he human species. W'd have been nuch worse to himthan hostile aliens. W're a corruption of the
Pak formitsel f."

"But he couldn't do it. He was all alone.™

"I"ve thought of half a dozen things he could have tried. None of them sure things, but I
couldn't risk it."”
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"Nanme one."

"Plant tree-of-life all through Congo National Park. Organize the nonkey and chi npanzee
protectors.”

"He was mmrooned here."

"He coul d have comuandeered your ship. He'd have had your silly flare gun as fast as | did.
Gentlemen, may | point out that it's near sunset? | don't think we want to navigate the ring wall
i n darkness."

Luke started the nptor.

* k *

"This is Martin Shaeffer at Ceres calling Nick Sohl aboard U Thant. Nick, | don't know how your
hunti ng goes, but Phobos reports that you've | anded safely at O ynpus Base, and they're tracking
your dustboat wake. Presumably you'll find this on tape when you get back

"We've sent the Blue Ox to neet you, on the theory that you may need the conputer package as a
transl ati ng devi ce. Ei saku | keda commandi ng. The Ox should reach A ynpus Base a day behind the UN
fleet.

"Einar Nilsson is dead. We'll have an autopsy report shortly.

"We've sent fuel ships and construction facilities to rendezvous with the Qutsider ship. There
are two singleships falling alongside already, and the Qutsider ship has a tested towline of its
own. We nmay be able to rig the singleships for towing. Still, it's all going to be very sticky and
time consunming. W may not get it hone to the Belt for a couple of years.

"Ni ck, when the Ox gets there, be careful of Tina Jordan. Don't shake her up. She's had a bad

shock. | think she blanmes hersel f for what happened to Einar.
"Repeating..."
* % %
Luke docked the dustboat in near-darkness. He said, "You'll have to wait in the boat, Brennan

Nick can't carry us both."
"I'"I'l roll," said the Brennan-nonster

Ni ck's wal k down the path and around the rimof the dust pool was nade in unseemy haste. "Take
it easy," Luke conplained. "You can't trot in this light. You'll fall and crack both our helmets."

"He's going to beat us to the ship,” Nick said edgily.
Brennan was taking the short cut, rolling directly across the dust.
"Slow down. You can't beat him and he can't get up the |adder."

"Maybe he's thought of a way. If he does... oh, hell." N ck slowed down. Brennan had rolled
uphill to the foot of U Thant's ladder. He waited for themthere Iike a translucent sausage.

"Ni ck? Do you trust hinP"

It was seconds before he answered. "I think his story's straight. He's a Belter. O an ex-
Belter."

"He swore by damm instead of by Finagle."

"So do I. And he recognized me. No, I'Il tell you what really convinced nme. He didn't ask about
his wife, because she can take care of herself. He asked about his cargo. He's a Belter."
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"We accept his story, then. Anthropology and all. Ww."

"His story, yes. Luke, I'Il take you up, then cone back for Brennan. But | won't cone down unti
you're talking to Ceres. | want all of this on record before | let himin the ship. I'mstil
wonder i ng about his notives."

" Ah, n

"He said it hinself. Mdtives change for a protector.” Garner was already signing off when
Brennan clinbed out of his zippered balloon. Brennan made no nention of the delay. He said, "If
you're worried about accomodations, | can get along wi thout an accel eration couch. In fact, | can
ride outside in a cargo net if you'll give ne a radio link. If ny patchwork air plant breaks down

I'd want to get inside fast."

"That won't be necessary. It'l|l be cranped, but not that cranped,” said N ck. He squeezed past
Brennan, wincing inside hinself fromthe dry |l eathery touch, and into the control chair. "W seem
to have a nessage."

They listened in silence to the recorded voice of Lit Shaeffer

"Too bad about Nilsson,"” Brennan said afterward. "There wasn't much chance they'd | et him eat
enough of the root, even if he wasn't past the age."

Nobody answer ed.

"Shaeffer's right, you know. Doing it that way, it'll take you a couple of years to drag
Phsst hpok' s ship hone. "

"Have you got a better idea?"'
"Of course |'ve got a better idea, Nick, you idiot. |I can fly that ship home nyself."
"You?" Nick stared. "Wen did the Qutsider ever |let you operate the control s?"

"He never did. But | saw them and they didn't |look cryptic. Just conplicated. I'"msure | can

figure out howto fly it. Al you ve got to do is fuel the ship and fly ne to it."

"Uh huh. What do we do about the cargo pod? Leave it where it is?"
"No. Theres a gravity polarizer in that pod."
n O,]?ll

"Not to mention the supply of roots, which | need, even if you don't. The seeds count too.
Gent | emren, when you have finally grasped the extent of ny magnificent intelligence, youll see what
those seeds represent. They're a failsafe for the human race. If we ever really need a | eader, we
can make one. Just pick a forty-two-year-old childless volunteer and turn himor her |oose in the
tree-of-l1ife patch."

"I"'mnot sure how well | like that," said Garner.

"Well, the gravity polarizer's inportant enough. You and the UN fleet can retrieve it while N ck
and | go after Phssthpok's ship--"

Ni ck said, "Just a--"

"--You won't have to worry about the nmartians for awhile. | dunped Phssthpok's share of the
water into the dust, just before |I left. Don't |let anyone into the pod without a pressure suit.
Need | el aborate?"

"No," said Garner. He felt |ike an amateur on skis. Sonewhere he had | ost control, and now
events were noving too fast.

Ni ck spoke with a certain anount of anger. "Hold it. Wat makes you think we'd trust you to fly
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t he Cutsider ship?”

"Take your time. Think it through," said Brennan. "You'll have nmy supply of root for hostage.
And where would | go with a Bussard ranjet? Wiere would | sell it? Where would | hide, with ny
face?"

Ni ck's face wore a trapped | ook. Were was his own free will?

"It's probably the nmpst valuable artifact in human space,” said Brennan. "It's falling outward
at several hundred niles per second. Each minute you take to nake up your mind nowis going to
cost us a couple of hours hauling it back frominterstellar space. You'll pay for that in extra

fuel and provisions and man-hours and del ays. But take your tine. Think it through."

The Brennan-nonster had the ability to relax. Sonetine in the future there would be periods of
furious activity...

* k k

They |l eft Lucas Garner on Phobos, refueled there, and took off. Garner did not see N ck again
for seven nonths. He did not see Brennan ever again.

For the rest of his Iife he renenbered that cranped conversation. Brennan-- on his back with his
knees up, in a position of acute disconfort-- was a blurred half-alien voice behind his contro
couch. Brennan had trouble with his Vs and Ws, but he could be understood. H's voice was full of
cli cki ngs.

An indefinite tension went out of Nick once they were in free fall. Mars converged slowy on
itself, a bright varied | andscape reddening as it |ost detail.

"Children. You've got children," Luke renenbered suddenly.

"I"'maware of that. But fear not. | don't intend to hover over them They'll have a better
chance for happi ness without that."

"The hornone changes didn't work?"

"I'"'mas neuter as a bunbl ebee. They nust have worked to sone extent. | think nost of a
Protector's urge to die after his blood Iine is dead nust be cultural. Training. | don't have that
training, that conviction that a breeder can't be happy or safe without his ancestors constantly
telling himwhat to do. Nick, can you give it out that the Qutsider killed ne?"

"What ? What for?"

"Best for the children. | couldn't keep seeing themw thout affecting their lives. Best for
Charlotte too. | don't intend to rejoin society as such. There's nothing there for nme."

"The Belt doesn't | ook down on cripples, Brennan."

"No," Brennan said with finality. "G ve ne an asteroid | can bubble-formand |I'I| raise tree-of-
life. Set nme up a nonthly liaison with Ceres so | can keep abreast of current devel opnents. 'l
be able to pay for all this with newinventions. | think I can design a manned ranrobot. Better

t han Phsst hpok's."
Garner said, "You called it tree-of-life?"

"I't's a good nane. You renenber that Adam and Eve ate fromthe Tree of Know edge of Good and
Evil. According to Genesis, the reason they were kicked out was that they might al so have eaten
fromthe Tree of Life, to live forever. 'And be as one of us' -- it would have nmade t hem
equi valent to angels. Now It |ooks Iike both trees were the sane."

Luke found a cigarette. "I don't know that | |ike the idea of you producing tree-of-life crops."”

"I don't much like the idea of a State secret,"” said Nick. 'gbe Belt has never had State
secrets.”
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"I hope | can convince you. | can't protect nmy children, but | can try to protect the hunman
race. If | was needed, |'d be there. |If nore were needed, there would be the root."

"The cure would be worse than the disease, nost likely." Luke used his lighter. "Wa--" A
knotted hand had reached around the crash couch and taken the cigarette fromhis nouth and stubbed
it out against the hull

It had been a shock. He renenbered it with a shiver as he traversed the double airlocks at the
axis of Farmer's Asteroid.

Long ago, Farmer's Asteroid had been an approxi mate cylinder of nickel-iron orbiting between
Mars and Jupiter. Then Belt industry had bubble-fornmed it: set it rotating, heated the netal
nearly to nmelting and inflated it, via exploding bags of water, into a cylindrical bubble five
mles in radius. Its rotation produced half a gravity. Miuch of the Belt's food supply was grown
her e.

Luke had been in Farner's Asteroid once before. He enjoyed the | andscaped interior, the wedding-
ring | ake, the checkered farm ands that rolled out and away and up and over, to where tiny
tractors plowed furrows ten niles overhead.

The airlock let himout at the axis. It was cold here behind the sunshield, where the rays of
the axial fusion tube never fell. Icebergs condensed out of the air here; and eventually broke
| oose and slid downslope, and nelted into rivers that flowed in carved beds to the wedding-ring
| ake that girdled Farner's Asteroid. Nick Sohl met himhere, and hel ped himtow hinsel f downsl ope
to where a travel chair waited

"I can guess why you're here," Nick told him

"Officially, I'"'mhere at the request of the Joint Interstellar Colony Authority. They got your
request to send a warni ng nessage to Winderl and. They weren't at all clear on what the situation
was, and | couldn't give them much help."

"You had ny report,” Nick said a bit stiffly.
"I't wasn't nmuch of a report, Nick."

After a bit N ck nodded. "My fault. | just didn't want to talk about it-- and don't now, for the
matter of that-- and it was too bloody late. W didn't just give up, you know. W've been tracking
him"

"What happened, Nick?"

"They' d done consi derable work when | got there with Brennan. The idea was to rig two
si ngl eshi ps together with their drive tubes ai ned about ten degrees apart, then noor the franework
to the cable fromthe Pak ship. There was eight mles of it behind the |ifesystem section. W
coul d have haul ed them honme at |ow thrust. But Brennan said that the Pak drive section would
produce ten tines the thrust.

"So we boarded the Pak |ifesystem sphere and Brennan played around with the controls. | spent a
couple of days in there watching him It turns out you can nake the whole hull transparent, or
just part of it, the way it was when we found it. W w dened the hole Tina Jordan left and fitted
an airlock into it.

"Two days of fiddling, and then Brennan said he had it figured out and all we had to do was
refuel the drive section. He said that if we tried to tow it backward we'd set off all kinds of
fail safe systens. Garner, how the hell was | to know-"

"You couldn't. It still doesn't nmake sense."

Ni ck ran a hand backward t hrough his white wool crest. "They'd already rigged up a mating plug
to match the fuel plug on the Pak ship. Brennan insisted on doing all the work hinself, and even
he had to use a radiation suit and shield. W noored his own singleship to the towline, just in
case sonething failed on the way hone. That was ny idea, Garner."
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"Uh huh."

"He took off headed back toward Sol. We tried to fly formation with him but he was putting the
shi p through maneuvers, testing the control sytens. W kept our distance. Then-- he just turned
around and headed out into interstellar space."

"You tried to catch hinP"

Ni ck yel ped, "Wat tried? W flew alongside hinl | didn't want to nake any threateni ng noves,
but he wouldn't comunicate, and we were going to run out of fuel. | ordered Dubchek and Gorton to
use their drives as weapons if he didn't sheer off."

"What happened?"

"I think he nust have turned on his Bussard ranjet field. The el ectromagnetic effects burned out
enough of our equi pment to | eave us dead in space. Were lucky the drives didn't blow up. A fue
ship finally got to us, and we managed to make sonme repairs. By that tinme Brennan was up to
ranscoop speed.”

"Al'l right."

"How the bell was | to know? W've got his food supplyl That bin of roots was al nost enpty. Was
it just a fancy way to comrit suicide? Was he afraid of what we'd do with a manned Bussard ranj et
shi p?"

"I hadn't thought of that. You know, that could be it. N ck, do you renenber himnmashing out ny
cigarette?"

Ni ck chortled. "Sure. He apologized all over the place, but he wouldn't let you snoke. | thought
you were going to hit him"

"He's a protector. Watever he does, it's for our own good." Luke scow ed, remenbering
sonmeone... no, that was all he renenbered about her. A high school teacher? "He didn't want us to
have the Pak ship, or sonething we could learn fromit, or fromhim"

"Then why did he spend two nmonths out there beyond Pluto? You don't stop hal fway with a Bussard
ranjet! It costs reserve fuel! And theres nothing at all out there--"

"The conetary belt, they call it. Mst conets spend nost of their tine out there beyond Pl uto.
It's thin, but there's matter out there. Theres a tenth planet too."

"He never went near Persephone."
"But he may have gone near any nunber of conets.”

"... Right. Ckay, he spent two nonths out there, at rest as far as our nonopol e detectors could
determ ne. Last month he started noving again. We followed himthat |ong before we were sure. He's
accel erating toward Al pha Centauri. Wnderland."

"How | ong before he gets there?"

"Ch, twenty years anyway. It's a low thrust drive. But we can warn them and set things up so
that our successors warn themagain in fifteen years. Just in case."

"Ckay, we can do that. Wat else? You knew that we dug up the cargo pod."
"That's all we know. The UN can keep secrets too."

"W destroyed the roots and seeds. Nobody really liked the idea, but we did it."
It was a long tine before Nick answered, "Good."

"Cood or bad, we did it. W haven't had any luck at all understanding the gravity polarizer. If
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that's what it was. Brennan coul d have been lying."
"It was a gravity polarizer."
"Just how do you know t hat ?"

"W anal yzed the record of the Qutsider's course to Mars. His accel eration varies according to
| ocal gravitational gradients: not just by thrust but by direction too."

"Al'l right, that'll help. Wat else can we do?"

"About Brennan, nothing. Eventually he'll starve. Meanwhile we'll always know exactly where he
is."

"Or where his nonopol e source is."

Ni ck spoke with dwi ndling patience. "He doesn't have a ship w thout his nonopol e package. He
doesn't have a food supply, period. He's dead, Garner."

"I keep renenbering that he's smarter than we are. If he can find a way to hibernate, it would
get himto Winderland. A thriving colony... and so what? Wat does he want with Wnderl and?"

"Sonet hi ng we haven't thought of."

"I'"l'l never know what it is. I'll be dead before Brennan reaches Wnderland." Luke sighed. "Poor
Qutsider. Al this way to bring us the roots that would let us lead a nornmal life."

"His intentions were good. Life is hard on us heroes," Nick said seriously.

I NTERLUDE

How to describe a gap of two centuries? Events are the neasure of time. A great nany things
happened in two hundred and twenty years.

The dry corpse of Phssthpok ended in the Smithsonian Institution. There was sone di scussion as
to whether to class it anbng the homnids. His story was third hand by now, w th Brennan
unavai |l abl e, but his skel eton matched honi nid bone structure, bone for bone.

Lucas Garner was dead when the Pak ship passed course midpoint. It did not nmake turnover. Nick
Sohl was watching when its magnetic trace passed Winderl and, two years early and stil
accel erating toward nowhere. And he wonder ed.

A ynmpus Base on Mars was rebuilt to study Phssthpok's cargo pod in situ, that being easier than
trying to lift it against gravity with the gravity polarizer still going. The study group was
reluctant to shut it down until they knew how to restart it. They used a hovering singleship to
fuse the dust beneath the base, as protection against nmartians.

The Belt popul ation increased considerably. Bubble worlds proliferated, some equipped with
drives to nove them around. M ning was becomng nore difficult; the best | odes had been exhaust ed.
Cities spread throughout the |arger rocks. A decreasing percentage of Belters flew singl eships.

A large ice asteroid inpacted on Mars, causing dust storns and minor quakes to trouble O ynpus
Base.

The interstellar colonies prospered and changed. Jinx devel oped extensive vacuum i ndustri es,
where the planet's | andscape rises out of the atnosphere at the East End. Society becane
repressive on Pl ateau. Winderl and' s popul ati on expanded and spread thinly across the ngjor
continent, so that cities were long in developing. Gvilization devel oped underground on W Made
It, to avoid the hurricane wi nds of sumer and winter. Hone was settled, and prospered,
benefitting fromnew techni ques and from i st akes nmade on the earlier colony worlds.

Laser beans passed between Earth and the col onies, and occasional ranrobots left the |inear
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accel erator on Juno, carrying cargoes of new knowl edge. O |ate nost of the ranrobot "gifts" were
advances in biol ogical engineering, seeds and frozen fertilized eggs. News fromthe col oni es was
sparse, though Jinx and Hone had excel |l ent comuni cations |asers.

The drug problemon Earth had becone a dead i ssue by Lucas Garnees tine. Potential drug addicts
tended to becone wi reheads; the experience was nore conplete, and current was cheap after the
initial expense of the operation. Wreheads bot her nobody; the wirehead probl emwas never serious.
By 2340 it had al nbst solved itself. People had | earned to handle it.

Earth's popul ati on kept itself stable, by force when necessary.
The gravity pol ari zer seenmed beyond hunman under st andi ng.

I mproved al |l opl asty-- gadgets instead of organ transplants-- went a long way toward solving the
probl em of organ bank shortages. The UN citizenry even voted to renove the death penalty for
certain crines: income tax evasion, illegal advertising. The heavy authority given the ARM the
United Nations police, was rel axed sonmewhat.

War on a mmj or scal e had not happened in some tine.

Life within the solar system had becone somewhat idyllic..

VANDERVECKEN
I. The perversity of the universe tends to a maxi mum
Il. If something can go wong, it wll.

-- Finagle's First and Second Laws

He woke with the cold burning his nose and cheeks. He woke all at once, and opened his eyes to
bl ack night and clear bright stars. He sat upright in vast surprise. This took sone effort. He was
wrapped like a pupa in his mumy bag.

The shadows of peaks thrust into the starscape. City |light glowed far away beyond a | unpy
hori zon.

He had gone hiking in the Pinnacles that norning, after a week of backpacki ng. He had gone the
full route, through the eaves, up niles of narrow trail bordered by manzanita and enpty space, up
to where crude steps and netal handrails had had to be set into the rock. He had eaten a late
lunch up there at the top of everything. Started down in plenty of tinme, his legs protesting the
renewed work. The Pinnacles' strange vertical geology reached up like fingers toward the sky.
Then. .. what?

Apparently he was still here, halfway up a mountain, his nmunmy bag spread on the path.
He did not renenber going to sleep

Concussion? A fall? He snaked an armfromw thin the mummy bag and felt for bruises. None. He
felt fine; he didn't hurt anywhere. The air chilled his armnow, and he wondered. The day had been
so hot.

And he'd left his backpack in the car. Hed left the car in the Pinnacles parking | ot a week ago,
and hed conme back to it this norning and I eft his gear in the trunk, with the numry bag. How had
it gotten up here?

The trails through the Pinnacles were dangerous enough in bright daylight. Elroy Truesdal e was
not about to negotiate themin darkness. He made a m dni ght snack from his backpack-- which should
have been in the car, and which was sitting near his head, covered with dew- and waited for dawn.
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At dawn he started down. His feet felt fine, and the enpty desol ate rockscape was a joyful thing
to see. He sang loudly as he negotiated the incredible trails. Nobody screaned at himto shut up
His I egs did not ache despite the afternoon's clinb. He nust be in pretty good shape, he thought.
Though only a fool would carry a backpack on these trails, unless it had been w shed on him
hal fway up a nountain

The sun was well up when he reached the parking |ot.

The car was | ocked tight, as he had left it. He was not whistling now. This nade no sense. Sone
Good Samaritan had found hi munconscious on the trail, or stunned himthere; had not called for
hel p; had broken into Truesdal e's own car and | ugged Truesdal e s own backpack hal fway up a
mountain to slide himinto his own nutmy bag. Wat the hell ? Had soneone wanted Truesdal e's car
to frane himfor some crine? Wien he opened the trunk he half expected to find a nurder victim
but there were not even bl oodstains. He was relieved and di sappointed.

There was a nessage spool sitting on his car entertai nnent set.
He fitted it in and heard it out.

Truesdal e, this is Vandervecken. By now you may or may not have realized that four nonths have
vani shed from your young life. For this | apologize. It was necessary, and you can afford to | ose
four nonths, and | intend to pay a fair price for them Briefly: you will receive five hundred UN
mar ks per quarter for the rest of your life, provided that you make no attenpt to find out who I
am

On your return home you will find a confirmng spool fromBarrett, Hubbard and Wi, who wil |
supply you with details.

Bel i eve ne, you did nothing crimnal during the four nonths you can't renenber. You did things
you woul d find interesting, but that's what the noney's for

You would find it difficult to learn ny identity in any case. A voice pattern would tell you
not hi ng. Barrett, Hubbard and Wi know not hi ng about ne. The effort would be expensive and
fruitless, and | hope you won't make it.

Elroy did not twitch when acrid snoke curled up fromthe nessage spool. He had hal f expected
that. In any case he had recogni zed the voice. H s own. He nust have made this tape for..
Vandervecken... during the time he couldn't renenber.

He spoke to the bl ackened tape. "You wouldn't lie to yourself, would you, Roy?"
Under what circunstances?

He got out of the car and wal ked to the Tourist Ofice and bought a norning newstape. Hi s set
still worked, though the nmessage spool was a charred |unp. He played the tape for the date.
January 9, 2341.

It had been Septenber 8, 2340. He had missed Christnmas and New Year's Day and four nonths of
what? In rising fury he lifted the car phone. Wio handl ed ki dnappi ngs? The | ocal police, or the
ARMs ?

He hel d the phone for a long nonent. Then he put it down.
It had come to himthat he was not going to call the police.
While his car flew himback toward San Di ego, Elroy Truesdale withed in a kind of trap

He had lost his first and, to date, only wi fe because of his reluctance to spend nmoney. She had
told himoften enough that it was a character flaw. Nobody else had it. In a world where nobody
starved, a life style was nore inportant than credit security.
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He had not always been like this.

At birth Truesdal e had owned a trust fund intended to keep him not rich, but confortable for
the rest of his life. It would have done so; but Truesdal e wanted nore. At age twenty-five he had
convinced his father to turn the noney over to him He wanted to nmake sone investnents.

He woul d have been rich, fromthe way it sounded. But it had been a conplicated con. Sonmewhere
on Earth or in the Belt, a man who mi ght or night not be naned Lawrence St. John M:CGee was living
in luxury. He couldn't possibly have spent it all, not even on his scale of |iving.

Possi bly Truesdal e had overreacted. But he had no real talents; he could not count on hinself as
security. He knew that now. He was a sal esman in a shoe store. Before that it had been a service
station, trading batteries on passing cars and checking the nmotors and fans. He was an ordinary
man. He kept hinself in shape because everybody did; fat and | oose nuscles were regarded as
personal carel essness. He had given up his beard, a pretty good beard, after Lawence St. John
McGee had wal ked off with his fortune. A working man did not have the tinme to keep up a good
beard. Two thousand a year for life. He could not turn down the noney.

Now he was in a trap, walled in by his own character flaws. Damm Vandervecken. And he nust have
cooperated, sold hinself out. That had been his voice on the nmessage tape.

Wait. There night be no noney... just a cheap pronise to buy "Vandervecken" a few additiona
hours and send Truesdal e a few hundred m | es south.

Truesdal e call ed hone. There was four nonths' worth of calls waiting in storage in his phone. He
keyed it for Barrett, Hubbard and Wi, and waited out the sorting process.

The nmessage was there. He heard it through. It said about what he had expected it to.
He called the Better Business Bureau

Yes, they had records of Barrett, Hubbard and Wi. It was a reputable firm as far as they were
concerned, specializing in corporate |aw. He got their nunber from Information.

Barrett was a snmartly dressed worman in niddl e age. Her nmanner was conpetent and brusk. She was
reluctant to tell himanything at all, even after he had identified hinself.

"All 1 want to know," he told her, "is whether your firmis sure of your funds. This
Vandervecken has prom sed ne five hundred nmarks quarterly. If he cut off your funds, that woul d
cut ne off, wouldn't it? Regardl ess of whether |'ve abided by the terns of the agreenent.”

"That's not true, M. Truesdale," she answered severely. "M. Vandervecken has bought you an
annuity. If you violate the terms of your agreenent with him the annuity passes to, let nme see
now, to Crimnal Rehabilitation Studies for the remainder of your life."

"Ch. And the terms are that | shouldn't try to find out who M. Vandervecken is."
"Roughly, yes. It's all spelled out quite fully in a message which--"
"I have it."

He hung up. And pondered. Two thousand a year, for life. And it was real. It was hardly a
living, but it would nmake a nice addition to his salary. Al ready he had thought of half a dozen
ways to use the first few checks. He mght try a different job..

Two thousand a year. It was an exorbitant price to pay for four nonths of |abor. Mst kinds of
| abor. WWhat had he done with those four nonths?

And how had Vandervecken known it woul d be enough?

| probably told himnmnyself, Truesdal e thought bitterly. Self-betrayal. At |east he hadn't |ied.
Fi ve hundred every three nonths, to put a touch of luxury in his life... and he would wonder for
the rest of his life. But he would not go to the police.
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He coul d not remenber ever having suffered such a case of m xed enotions.
Presently he began listening to the other nessages stored in his phone.

* k k

"But you did," said the ARMIlieutenant. "You' re here." He was a square-jawed, brawny nman with
eyes that did not believe. A close look into those eyes and you, too, would doubt whatever you had
been telling him

Truesdal e shrugged.
"What changed your mi nd?"

"Money again. | started going through the messages in ny phone. There was another nessage from a

different legal firm Do you know the name Ms. Jacob Randal | ?"

"No. Wait a minute. Estelle Randall? President of the Struldbrugs' Cub until-- um"
"She was ny great-to-the-fourth grandnother."
"And she died last month. My condol ences. "

"Thanks. |, I-- see, | didn't see Geatly 'Stelle that often. Maybe tw ce a year, once at her
birthday party, once at a christening or whatever. | renenber we had |unch together a few days
after I found out 1'd lost all ny noney. She was mad. Ch, boy. She offered to refinance nme, but |
turned her down."

"Pride? It could happen to anyone. Lawence St. John McCGee practices an old and polished
pr of essi on. "

"I know. "
"She was the ol dest woman in the world."

"I know." The presidency of the Struldbrugs' Cub went to the oldest living nmenber. It was an
honorary title; the Acting President usually did the work. "She was a hundred and seventy-three
when | was born. The thing is, none of us ever expected her to die. | suppose that sounds silly?"

"No. How many people die at two hundred and ten?"

"Then | played that tape from Becket and Hol | i ngsbrooke and she was dead! And |'ve inherited
about half a mllion marks, out of a fortune that nust be unbelievable. She's got enough great-to-
the-Nth grandchildren to take over any nation in the world. You should have seen the birthday
parties."

"I see." The ARM s eyes | ooked deep into him "So you don't need Vandervecken's noney now. Two
t housand a year is peanuts now. "

"And the son of a bitch nade ne niss her birthday."

The ARM | eaned back. "You tell a strange story. | never heard of any kind of ammesia that |eft
no nenory at all.”

"I haven't either. It was as if | went to sleep and woke up four nonths later."

"But you don't even renenber going to sleep."

"That's right."

"A stun gun could do that... Well, we'll put you under deep hypnosis and see what we cone up
with. | don't suppose you have any objections? You'll have to file sonme perm ssion forns."

"Fine."
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"You, ah, may not |ike what we find out."

"I know." Truesdal e was already bracing himsel f agai nst what he could find out. The voice had
been his own. What had he been afraid to renenber about hinself?

"If you committed any crine during that period you can't renenber, you nay have to pay the
penalty. It's not that useful an alibi."

"1l orisk it."

"Ckay. "

"You think |I'm faking this?"

"The thought crossed ny nind. We'll find out."

* k% %

"Ckay, snap out of it," said a Voice. And Truesdal e snapped out of it |like a man awakened too
suddenly, dreans dying in his mnd

The Voi ce was Doctor M chaela Shorter, a broad-shoul dered bl ack woman in a | oose bl ue busi ness
junper. She said, "How do you feel?"

"Fine," said Truesdal e. "Wat |uck?"

"It's very peculiar. You not only don't renenber anything during those four nonths; you didn't
even sense time passing. You didn't dream"”

The ARM | i eutenant was off to the side, where Truesdale didn't notice himuntil he spoke. "Do
you know of any drugs that would do that?"

The woman shook her head.

"Doctor Shorter is an expert at forensic nmedicine," the lieutenant said to Truesdale. "It sounds
i ke sonebody's thought of something new." To Doctor Shorter he said, "It could be sonething
really new. Wuld you do sone conputer work?"

"I did," she said shortly. "Anyway, no drug could be that selective. It's as if he'd been
stunned asl eep, then put in frozen storage for four nonths. Except that he'd show nedi cal signs of
thawi ng: cell ruptures fromice crystalization and Iike that." She | ooked sharply at Truesdal e.
"Don't let ny voice put you under again."

"I wasn't." Tnesdal e stood up. "Watever was done to nme, it would take a | aboratory, woul dn't
it? If it was that new. That'll narrow the search a bit, won't it?"
"I't should," said Doctor Shorter. "I'd look for a byproduct of genetic research. Somnething that

deconposes RNA. "

The ARM | i eutenant grow ed, "You'd think snatching you off a nountain would | eave sone traces
too, but it didn't. A car would have been spotted by radar. Vandervecken must have had you carried
down to the parking ot on a stretcher, around oh four hundred, when there woul dn't be anyone
around. "

"That'd be goddam dangerous, on those paths."
"I know. Have you got a better answer?"
"Haven't you | earned anything?"

"The noney. Your car stayed in the parking | ot because the parking fee was paid in advance. So
was your annuity. Al froman account registered to the name of Vandervecken. A new account, and
it's been closed."

"Fi gur es.
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"Does the nane nean anything to you?"
"No. Probably Dutch."

The ARM nodded to hinself. He stood up. Doctor Shorter was |ooking inpatient to get her
exam ni ng room back

* k k

Half a million marks was a | ot of noney. Truesdale played with the idea of telling his boss to
go to Hell... but, despite tradition, Jerony Link didn't deserve that kind of treatment. No point
in sticking himfor an energency repl acenent. Truesdal e gave Jerony a nonth's noti ce.

Because it was tenporary, his job becane nore pleasant. A shoe clerk... but he net sone
i nteresting people that way. One day he took a hard | ook at the nachinery that nol ded shoes around
human feet. Remarkable, admirable wi dgetry. He'd never realized it before.

In his off hours he was planning a sightseeing vacation

He resunmed acquai ntance with nunberless relatives when Greatly '"Stelle's will was executed. Sone
had m ssed himat her funeral and at her last birthday party. \Were had he been?

"Damdest thing," said Truesdale-- and he had to tell the story half a dozen tines that evening.
He took a perverse delight in doing so. "Vandervecken" hadn't wanted publicity.

Hi s delight was punctured when a second-cousin-in-law said, "So you were robbed again. You seem
to be robbery-prone, Roy."

"Not any nore. This tinme |'mgoing to get the son of a bitch," said Truesdal e.

The day before his backpacking trip began, he stopped in at ARM Headquarters. He had trouble
renenbering the brawny ARM I ieutenant's nane. Robinson, that was it. Robi nson nodded at himfrom
behi nd a boonerang desk and said, "Cone on in. You enjoying life?"

"Sonewhat. How are you naking out?" Truesdale took a seat. The office was snall but confortable,
with tea and coffee spigots set in the desk.

Robi nson | eaned back fromthe desk as if glad of the interruption. "Mstly negatives. W stil
don't know who ki dnapped you. W couldn't trace the noney anywhere, but we're sure it didn't cone
fromyou." He | ooked up. "You don't seem surprised."”

"I was sure you'd check on ne."

"Right. Assune for the nmonent that soneone we'll call Vandervecken has a specific amesia
treatment. He might go around selling it to people who want to conmit crines. Like nmurdering a
relative for her inheritance."

"I wouldn't do that to Geatly 'Stelle."

"Regardl ess, you didn't. Vandervecken would have had to pay *you*, and a hefty sum too. The
idea's ridiculous. OGher than that, we found two other cases of your type of selective amesia."
There was a conputer ternminal in the desk. The ARMused it. "First one was a Mary Boethals, who
di sappeared for four months in 2220. She didn't report it. The ARMs got interested in her because
she' d stopped getting treatments for a kidney ailment. It seermed |ikely shed got a transplant from
an organl egger. But she told a different story, very much like yours, including the annuity.

"Then there was a Charles Mw, disappeared in 2241, cane back four nonths later. He had an
annuity too, but it got cut off because of some enbezzling in Norn Insurance. It nade Mow nad
enough to cone to us. Naturally the ARMs started | ooking for other cases, but they didn't find
any. And that was it for a hundred years. Until you showed up."

"And nmy annuity's been cut off."
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"Tough. Now, in those two previous cases the noney was to go to prosthetics research. There
wasn't any crimnal rehabilitation a hundred years ago. They all went into the organ banks."

"Yah."

"Qtherwi se the cases were all quite simlar. So it |ooks |ike were |ooking for a strul dbrug. The
time fits: the earliest case was a hundred and twenty years ago. The nane Vandervecken fits. The
interest in prosthetics fits."

Truesdal e thought about it. There were not that many strul dbrugs around. M ni mum age for
adm ssion to that nobst exclusive of clubs had been frozen at one hundred and ei ghty-one. "Any
speci fic suspects?"

"If there were, | couldn't tell you. But, no. Ms. Randall definitely died of natural causes,
and she definitely wasn't Vandervecken. If she had sone connection with him we haven't been able
to find it."

"Have you checked with the Belt?"

Robi nson | ooked at himnarrowy. "No. Wy?"

"Just a thought." Distance in tine equals distance in space?

"Well, we can ask. They night have had siml|ar cases. Personally, | don't know where to go from
here. W don't know why it was done, and we don't know how. "

* k *

There wasn't roomin all of Earth's national and international parks for the potential
backpackers alive in the year 2341. The waiting list for the Amazon jungle was two years |ong.
O her parks had sinmilar lists.

El roy Truesdal e carried a backpack through London, Paris, Rone, Madrid, Mrocco, Cairo. He rode
supersoni ¢ trains between the cities. He ate in restaurants, carrying credit cards rather than
dehydrat ed foods. This was sonething he had planned for a long tine, but he had not had the noney.

He saw the pyranids, the Eiffel Tower, and Tower of London, the Leaning Tower-- which had been
propped up. He saw the Valley of the Fallen. He wal ked Ronman roads in a dozen nations.

Everywhere there were other backpackers. At night they canped in places set aside for them by
the individual cities, usually old parking garages or abandoned freeways. They would pool their
I i ghtwei ght stoves to forma canpfire and sit around it teaching each other songs. Wen he tired
of them Truesdal e woul d stay at a hotel

He wore out disposable hiking socks at a furious rate, and bought new ones from di spensers in
the canpspots. His | egs becane hard as wood

A month of this, and he was not finished. Something was driving himto see all of Earth. A
cancel lation got himinto the Australian outback, probably the |east popular of the nationa
parks. He spent a week there. He needed the silence and the room

Then on to Sydney, and a girl with a Belter haircut.

* k% %

Her back was to him He saw a pony's tail of bobbing hair, black and wavy and al nost | ong enough
to reach her waist. Myst of her scalp was bare and as darkly tanned as the rest of her, on either
side of a two-inch-w de crest.

Twenty years ago it wouldn't have jarred. There had been a fad for the Belter crest. But it had
passed, and now she was |ike an echo fromlong ago... or far away? She was tall as a Belter, but
with nuscul ature far better devel oped. She was al one; she had not joined the canpfire congregation
at the other end of this, the eighth floor of a ten-story parking garage.
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| nexpert singing echoed between the concrete roof and floor. |I was born about ten thousand years
fromnow. Wen we |and upon the Mon I'll show them how. ..

A real Belter? Backpacking?

Truesdal e picked his way to her through a maze of numry bags. He said, "Excuse me. Are you a
Bel ter?"

She turned. "Yes. What of it?"

Her eyes were brown. Her face was lovely in a fashion that was all planes and angles, and it
hel d no wel cone. She would react badly to a pass. Maybe she didn't like flatlanders; certainly she
was too tired for ganes.

Truesdal e said, "I want to tell a story to a Belter."
She shrugged her eyebrows: an irritated gesture. "Wiy not go to the Belt?"

"I'"d never get there tonight," he said reasonably.
"Al right, go ahead."

Truesdal e told her of the kidnapping on the Pinnacles. He was getting glib at it. He told it
fast. Already he was sorry he had not sinply gone to sleep

She listened with uneasy patience, then said, "Wy tell me?"

"Well, there were two other cases of this kind of kidnapping, both a long tine ago. | wondered
if anything like it has happened in the Belt."

"I don't know. There nay be records in the goldskin files."

"Thanks," said Truesdal e, and went away.

He lay in his sleeping bag, eyes closed, arns crossed on his breast. Tonorrow... Brasilia? They
were still singing:
"Way, | once signed on with Anra, and | dam near |ost ny skin,

For the blood it flowed |ike water when the fighting did begin.
I'"'mthe only tar who's e'er junped ship from Vandervecken's crew-"
Truesdal e' s eyes snapped open

"And that's about the strangest thing a nman will ever do."

He' d been | ooking in the wong pl ace.

* % %

Backpackers tended to wake with the dawn. Sone preferred to find an all-night restaurant for
breakfast; others made their own. Truesdal e was cooking freeze-dried eggs when the girl wal ked up

"Remenber nme? My nane's Alice Jordan."
"Roy Truesdal e. Have sone eggs."

"Thanks." She passed hima packet, which he mxed with water and poured in with the rest. She
was different this norning: rested, younger-I|ooking, |ess formn dable.

"I started renmenbering things |last night. Cases |like yours. They really do exist. |I'ma goldskin
mysel f, and | heard about them but | never bothered to | ook up details."

"You're a gol dskin?" A cop? Come to that, she was his size; she'd have the nuscle to handl e any
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Bel ter.

"I'"ve al so been a smuggler," she said a bit defensively. "One day | decided the Belt needed the
i ncome nore than the smugglers."

"Maybe 1'll have to go to the Belt after all,"” he said lightly. Thinking: O talk Robinson into
sending for the files. The eggs were ready. He served theminto the cups all backpackers carried
at their belts.

She said, "Tell me nore about the Vandervecken case."

"Not nuch nore to tell. I wish | could forget about it." It hadn't been out of his mind in nore
than a nonth. He'd been robbed.

"Did you go to the police right away?"
"No. "

"That's what | renmenbered. The Snatcher picks his victinms fromthe main Belt, holds themfor
four months or so, then bribes them Mst of the tinme the bribe is big enough. | suppose it wasn't
in your case.”

"Alnpst." He was not going to tell a stranger about Geatly 'Stelle. "But if nobst of themtake
the bribes, how do you find out about then®"

"Well, it's not that easy to hide a disappearing ship. Mstly the ships disappear fromthe main
Belt, then reappear four nmonths on in their orbits. But if telescopes don't find themduring the
four nmonths, sonmeone may ask questions.”

They poured the remmants of eggs out of their frictionless cups and filled themw th coffee
powder and boiling water

"There are several cases of this kind, and they're all unsolved," she said. "Some Belters think
it's the Qutsider, taking sanples."”

"Qut si der ?"
"The first alien humanity will ever neet."
"Like the Sea Statue? O that alien that | anded on Mars during--"

"No, no," she said inpatiently. "The Sea Statue was dug up on Earth's own continental shelf. It
was there for over a billion years. As for the Pak, it was a branch of humanity, as far as anyone
can tell. No, we're still waiting for the real CQutsider."

"And you think he's taking sanples to see if we're ready for civilization. Wien we are, he'l
cone. "

"I haven't said | believed it mnyself."
"Do you?"

"l don't know. | thought it was a charming story, and a little scary. It never occurred to ne
that he mght be sampling flatlanders too."

He | aughed. "Thanks."
"No of fense."
"l go to Brasilia fromhere," he said. It was not quite an offer

"I rest up. One day on, one day off. I'mstrong for a Belter, but | cant just keep goi ng day
after day." She hesitated. "That's why | don't travel with anyone. |'ve had offers, but 1'd hate
to think I was slowi ng sonmeone down."
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"I see."

She got up. So did Truesdale. He had the inpression that she towered over him but that was
illusion.

He said, "Were are you stationed? Ceres?"
"Vesta. 'Bye."

" Bye. "

* * k

He trekked Brasilia and Sao Paul o and Ri o de Janiero. He saw Chichen Itza and grooved on
Peruvi an cooki ng. He came to Washington, D.C., with the theft of four nmonths of his life stil
itching in his brain.

The center of Washi ngton was under a weather done. They wouldn't let himin with a backpack
Washi ngt on was a business city: it governed a respectable section of the planet Earth.

He went directly to the Snithsonian Institution

The Sea Statue was a mirror-surfaced, not quite humanoid figure. It stood on its great splayed
feet with both three-fingered hands uprai sed as against a threat. Despite the ages it had lain at
the bottom of the sea, it showed no signs of corrosion. It |ooked like the product of sone
advanced civilization... and it was; it was a pressure suit with enmergency stasis field
facilities, and the thing inside was very dangerous. Once it had gotten | oose.

The Pak was an ancient, tired mummy. Its face was hard and i nhuman, expressionless. Its head was
twisted at an odd angle, and its arns were |lax at its sides, unraised agai nst what had crushed its
throat. Truesdale read its story in the guidebook, and felt pity. It had cone so far to save us
all...

So: there were things out there. The universe was deep enough to hold all manner of things. If
sonet hi ng was sanpling humanity, the only questions were: why would he bother? And why woul d he
bot her to put them back?

No, there was nore. ltchy questions: why go to Earth for flatlanders? Couples of sufficient
weal th spent their honeynoons on Titan, beneath the huge ringed wonder of Saturn. Surely it would
be easy to hijack a honeynoon special. And why pick Belters fromthe main Belt? Enough of them
still went out to mne the outer reaches.

He had a glimrering then, but it wouldn't cone clear. He filed it away..

There was a trek, along the Mssissippi, and sone clinbing in the Rockies. He broke his |eg
there and had to be flown to a nearby arcology city built into a jagged canyon. A doctor set his
Il eg and used regrowth treatnents. Afterward he flew hone. He'd had enough

* % %

The San Diego Police had no new information on Lawence St. John McCGee. They were used to seeing
Truesdale, and in fact were getting a little tired of him It was beconming clear to Truesdal e that
they did not ever expect to find McGee and Truesdal e' s noney.

"He had nore than enough to buy a face and fingertip transplant," an officer had told himonce
Now t hey just nade soot hing noises, and waited until he went away. It had been a year since he
| ast dropped in.

Truesdal e went to ARM Headquarters. He took a taxi rather than a slidewal k; his leg still hurt
hi m

"We're working on it," Robinson told him "A case this strange doesn't get forgotten. In fact--

well, never mnd."
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n W]at ?II
The ARM grinned suddenly. "It's got no real connection. | asked the basenent conputer for other
unsol ved crimes with a technol ogically advanced base, no tinme linmt. | got sonme weirdies. You ever

hear of the duplicate Stonehenge?"
"Sure. | was there, a nonth and a half ago."

"Aren't they anmazing? Sonme clown put up that duplicate in a single night. Next norning there
were two Stonehenges. You can't tell the difference except by position: the duplicate is a few
hundred yards further north. There are even the sane initials carved in the duplicate.”

Truesdal e was nodding. "I know. That's got to be the nbst expensive practical joke ever pulled."

"We don't really know which is the real Stonehenge, either. Suppose the joker noved both
St onghenges? He had the power to nove all the rocks in the duplicate. All he had to do was nove
the rocks in the real Stonehenge and put the duplicate in its place."

"Don't tell anyone."
The ARM | aughed.
"Did you get anything fromthe Belt?"

Robi nson lost his smle. "Yah. Half a dozen known cases, kidnapping and amesia, and al
unsolved. | still think we're looking for a strul dbrug."

Al unsolved. It boded ill for Truesdal e's case.

"An ol d struldbrug,"” said the ARM "Sonmeone who was al ready ol d enough a hundred and twenty
years ago, to think hed | earned enough to solve the problenms of humanity. O maybe to wite a
definitive book on human progress. So he started taking sanples.”

"And he's still at it?"

"Or a grandson took over the business." Robinson sighed. "Don't worry about it. Well get him™"
"Sure. You' ve only had a hundred and twenty years."

"Don't noodge," said Robinson

And that did it.

* k k

The center of goldskin police activity was the center of governnment: Ceres. Police headquarters
on Pallas, Juno, Vesta, and Astraea were redundant, in a sense, but very necessary. Five asteroids
woul d cover the main Belt. It had happened that they were all on the same side of the sun at the
sane tine; but it was rare

Vesta was the smallest of the five. Her cities were on the surface, under four big double dones.

Thrice in history a done had been holed. It was not the kind of event that would be forgotten
Al of Vesta's buildings were pressure-tight. Several had airlock tubes that |ed out through the
done.

Alice Jordan entered the Waring City police airlock after a routine snmuggler patrol. There were
two chanbers, and then a hallway lined with pressure suits. She doffed her own suit and hung it.
The chest bore a flourescent she-dragon, breathing fire.

She reported to her superior, Vinnie Garcia. "No |luck."

Vinnie grinned at her. She was dark and willowy, her fingers long and slender: far nore the
Belter stereotype than Alice Jordan. "You had sone luck on Earth."
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"Finagle's Jest | did. You have ny report." Alice had gone to Earth in hope of solving a grow ng
social problem A flatlander sin-- wreheading, the practice of running current into the center of
the brain-- had been spreading through the Belt. Unfortunately Earth's solution had been to wait

it out. In three hundred years it would solve itself... but that was hardly satisfactory to Alice

Jor dan.

"That's not what | neant. You made a conquest.'
you in your office."

Vi nni e paused. "There's a flatlander waiting for

"A flatlander?" She had shared a bed with one man on Earth, to nobody's satisfaction. Gavity,
and | ack of practice. He'd been polite about it, but they had not seen each other again.

She stood up. "Do you need nme for anything el se?"
"Nope. Have fun," said Vinnie.

He tried to stand up when she canme in. He botched it a bit in the low gravity, but nanaged to

get his feet to the floor and keep the rest of himupright. "Hello. Roy Truesdal e," he said,
before she could funmble for the nane.
"Wl come to Vesta," she said. "So you cane after all. Still hunting for the Snatcher?"

"Yes."
She took a seat behind her desk. "Tell ne about it. Did you finish the backpacking trip?"

He nodded. "I think the Rockies were the best, and there's no trouble getting in. You ought to
try it. The Rockies aren't a national park, but not many people want to build there either.”

"I'Il try it, if | ever get to Earth again."

"l saw the other Qutsiders... | know, they aren't really Qutsiders, but sure as hell, they're
ien. If the real Qutsider is like those..."

a
"You' d rather think Vandervecken is hunman."
"I guess | would."

"You're putting a lot of effort into finding him" She considered the idea that Truesdal e had
conme chasing a certain Belter wonan. A flattering thought..

"The law didn't seemto be getting anywhere," he said. "Wrse than that. It |ooks like they' ve
been hunting Vandervecken or soneone like himfor a hundred and twenty years. | got mad and signed
up for a ship to Vesta. | was going to find Vandervecken nyself. That's a hassle, you know?"

"I know. Too many flatlanders want to see the asteroids. W have to restrict them"

"I had to wait three nonths for crash couch space. | still wasn't sure | wanted to go. After
all, | could always cancel... Then sonething el se happened." Truesdale's jaw cl anped in
retrospective anger.

"Lawence St. John McGee. He took ne for just about everything | owned, ten years ago. A
swindle."

"I't happens. |I'msorry."

"They caught him He was calling hinself Ellery Jones fromSt. Louis. He was running a whol e new
ganme, in Topeka, Kansas, but soneone tipped off the marks and they got him He had new
fingerprints, newretina prints, a new face. They had to do a brain wave analysis before they were
sure it was him | nmay even get some of nmy noney back."

She snmiled. "Wy, that's wonderful!"

"Vandervecken tipped him It was another bribe."
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"Are you sure? Did he use that nane?"

"No. Damm him for playing games with ny head! He nust have decided | was hunting hi mbecause he
robbed ne. He took four nonths of ny life. He threw nme Lawence St. John McCGee, so | should stop
worryi ng about my mssing four nonths.”

"You don't like being that predictable."

"No. | do not." He wasn't |ooking at her. Hi s hands were closed hard on the arms of her pest
chair. Miscles bunched and swelled in his arnms when he did that. Sonme Belters affected to hold
flatl ander muscles in contenpt..

She said, "Vandervecken nmay be too big for us."
Hi s response was interesting. "Now you're tal king. What have you found out?"

"Well... |I've been hunting Vandervecken too. You know that there have been ot her
di sappear ances. "

"Yah."

Her desk, |ike Robinson's, had a conputer termnal init. She used it. "Half a dozen nanmes. And
dates: 2150, 2191, 2230, 2250, 2270, 2331. You can see our records go back further than yours.
talked to this Lawence Jannifer, the |latest one, but he can't remenber anything nore than you
can. He was taking a fast orbit to the lead Trojans with sone small nachine parts, when..
bl ackout. Next thing he knew he was in orbit around Hector." She smiled. "He didn't take it the
way you did. He's just glad he was put back."

"Are any of the others alive and avail abl e?"

"Dandri dge Sukarno and Norrma Stier, disappeared 2270 and 2230, respectively. They wouldn't give
me the local tinme of day. They took their fees and that's that. W traced the fees to two
di fferent names-- George O duval and C. Cretenmaster-- and no faces to go with the nanes."

"You have been busy."

She shrugged. "A lot of goldskins get interested in the Snatcher at one tinme or another. Vinnie
sort of puts up with it."

"I't sounds like he takes a sanple every ten years. Alternating between Earth and Belt."
Truesdal e whistled uneasily. He was remenbering those dates. "Twenty-one fifty is al nost two
hundred years ago. No wonder he Called hinsel f Vandervecken."

She | ooked at himsharply. "lIs there sone significance?"

"Vandervecken was the captain of the Flying Dutchnman. | |ooked it up. You know the Flying
Dut chman | egend?"

"There used to be comercial sailing ships-- sailing on the ocean, by wi nd power. Vandervecken
was trying to round the Cape of Good Hope during a heavy storm He swore a bl asphenous oath that
he woul d round the Cape if he had to beat against the wind until the |last day. In storny weather
passi ng ships can still see him still trying to round the Cape. Sonetines he stops ships and asks
themto take letters to hone."

Her |augh was shaky. "Letters to who?"

"The Wandering Jew, nmaybe. There are variations. One says Vandervecken nurdered his wife and
sailed anay fromthe police. One says there was a nurder on board. Witers seemto like this
legend. It turns up in novels, and there was an old flat novie, and an even ol der opera, and--
have you heard that old song the backpackers sing around the canpfires? I'mthe only tar that e'er
junmped ship from Vandervecken's crew. .."
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"The Braggi ng Song."

"Al'l the | egends have that one thing in comon: an imortal man sailing under a curse, forever."
Alice Jordan's eyes went big and round.

"What is it?" he asked.

"Jack Brennan."

"Brennan. | renmenber. The nan who ate the roots aboard the Pak ship. Jack Brennan. He's supposed
to be dead."

"Supposed to be." She was | ooking down at her desk. Gradually her eyes focused on coils of
printout. "Roy, |'ve got to get sone work done. Were are you staying, the Pal ace?"

"Sure, it's the only hotel in Waring City."

"Il pick you up there, eighteen hundred. You'll need a guide to the restaurants anyway."

* % %

For a nonopoly, the Pal ace was an excellent hotel. Human service was spotty, but the machinery--
bathroomfacilities, cleaning widgetry, waiters-- all ran to perfection. Belters seenmed to treat
their machines as if their |lives depended on them

The east wall was three nmeters fromthe done itself, and featured picture wi ndows guarded by big
rect angul ar screens that swung automatically to shut out raw sunlight. The screens were open now.
Truesdal e | ooked out through a wall of glass, over the shall ow bul ge of the Anderson City done,
past a horizon so jagged and close that he felt he was on a nountain peak. But the stars were not
this vivid fromany nmountain on Earth. He saw the universe, close enough to touch

And the roomwas costing himplenty. He was going to have to learn to spend noney again w thout
Wi nci ng.

He took a shower. It was fun. The shower delivered great slow volunes of hot water that tended
to stay on his body as if jellied. There were side jets, and a needle spray. A far cry fromthe
ol d days, he supposed, when the deep cavity that now housed Anderson City had been carved by the
ext ensi ve, expensive nining of hydratebearing rock. But fusion was cheap, and water once nade
could be distilled over and over, indefinitely.

When he left the shower he found that there had been a delivery. The infornation terninal beside
his desk had delivered several books' worth of information, printing it into a book the size of
the San Di ego tel ephone book, with pages that could be wi ped after the departure of a guest. Alice
Jordan must have sent this. He leafed through it until he found Nicholas Sohl's nenoirs, and
started there. The section on the Pak ship was near the end.

There was a chill on himwhen be finished. N cholas Sohl, once First Speaker for the Belt... not
a fool. The thing to renenber, Sohl had witten, is that he's brighter than we are. Maybe he's
t hought of something | haven't.

But how bright would a man have to be to make up for the lack of a foodsource?
He read on..

Alice Jordan arrived ten mnutes early. At the door she glanced past himat the, infornmation
termnal. "You got it. Good. How far did you get?"

"Ni ck Sohl's nenpbirs. A textbook on the physiology of the Pak. | skinmmed G aves's book on
evolution. He clains a dozen plants that could have been inported fromthe Pak world."

"You're a flatlander. Wat do you think?"
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"I"'mnot a biologist. And | skipped the proceedings of Aynpus Base. | don't really care why a
gravity polarizer doesn't work yet."

She sat down on the edge of the bed. She was wearing | oose slacks and a bl ouse: not dressed for
dinner, in Truesdale's view But he hadn't expected skirts in Vesta's gravity.

She said, "I think it's Brennan."
"So do I."
"But he's got to be dead. He didn't have a food source."

"He had his own singleship on a tow line. Even two hundred years ago, a singleship kitchen would
feed himfor along tine, wouldn't it? It was the roots he was m ssing. Maybe he had a few he took
fromthe cargo pod, and there were nore aboard the Pak ship. But when he ate those he'd be
finished."

"But you still think he's alive. So do |I. Let's hear your reasons."

Truesdal e took a mnute to get his thoughts organi zed. "The Flying Dutchman. Vandervecken. A man
immortalized by a curse. It fits too well.™

She nodded. "Wat el se?"

"Ch, the kidnappings... and the fact that he puts us back. Even with the chance that he'll get
caught, he puts us back. He's too considerate for an alien and he's too powerful for a hunman
What's left?"

"Brennan."

"Then there's the duplicate Stonehenge." He had to tell her about that. "I've been thinking
about it ever since you nmentioned Brennan. You know what it sounds |ike to ne? Brennan had plenty
of time with the gravity polarizer in the Pak cargo pod. He nust have sol ved the principle, and
inmproved it into a gravity generator. Then he had to play ganes with it."

"Ganes. Right again. This superintelligence nmust have been like a newtoy to him™"
"He may have pulled some other practical jokes."

"Yes," she said with too nmuch enphasis.

"What ? Anot her practical joke?"

Alice | aughed. "Ever hear of the Mahned Asteroid? It was in those excerpts |I sent you."
"I guess | didn't get toit."

"An asteroid a couple of nmiles in dianeter, mainly ice. The Belt tel escopes spotted it fairly
early, in... 2183, | think. It was still outside Jupiter's orbit. Mahmed was the first man to | and
onit. He was also the man who plotted its orbit and found out that it was going to hit Mars."

"Didit?"

"Yah. It probably could have been stopped, even with the technol ogy of the day, but | suppose
nobody was really interested. It was going to hit well away from O ynpus Base. They did carve off
a hefty chunk of ice and nove it into a new orbit. Nearly pure water, valuable stuff."

"l don't see what this has to do with---"

"It killed the nmartians. Every nmartian on the planet, as far as we can tell. The water vapor
content of the atnmobsphere went way up.”

"Oh," said Truesdal e. "Genocide. Sonme practical joke."

"I told you, Vandervecken nay be too big for us."
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"Yah." From a recorded voice on a self-destructing spool Vandervecken had grown in all
di mensi ons. Now he was two hundred and twenty years long, and the realmof his activities
bl anketed the solar system |n physical strength he had grown too. The Brennan-nonster could have
sl ung an unconsci ous Elroy Truesdal e over his shoul der and carried himdown off the Pinnacles.
"He's big, all right. And we're the only ones who know it. What do we do now?"

"Let's get dinner," she said.

"You know what | nean."”

"I know what you mean," Alice said gently. "But let's get dinner."

The top of the Pal ace Hotel was a four-sided done that showed two views of reality. For the east
and West quadrants | ooked out on Vesta, but the north and south quadrants were hol ograph
proj ections of some nountainous part of Earth. "It's a | ooped tape, several days long," Alice told
him "Taken froma car cruising at ground level. This looks like norning in Switzerland."

"I't does," he agreed. The vodka nmartini was hitting himhard. He'd skipped lunch, and now his
belly was a yawni ng vacuum "Tell me about Belter foods."

"Well, the Palace is mainly french flatlander cooking."
"I"'d like to try Belter cooking. Tonorrow?"

"Honestly, Roy, | got spoiled on Earth. I'lIl take you to a Belter place tonorrow, but | don't
think youll find any new taste thrills. Food's too expensive here to do nmuch experinmental cooking.

"Too bad." He glanced at the nenu on a waiter's chest, and recoiled. "Ye gods. The prices!"
"This is as expensive as it gets. At the other end is dole yeast, which is free--"
"Free?"

"--and barely worth it. If you're down and out it'll keep you fed, and it practically grows
itself. Normal Belter cooking is alnost vegetarian except for chicken and eggs. W grow chickens
in nost of the |larger dones. Beef and pork we have to grow in the bubble-forned worlds, and
seafood-- well, we have to ship it up. Some conmes freeze-dried; that's cheaper."

They punched their orders into a waitees keyboard. On Earth a restaurant this expensive would at

| east have featured human waiters... but Roy sonehow couldn't imagine a Belter playing the role of
waiter.

The steaks Diane were too snmall, the vegetables varied and plentiful. Alice tore in with a gusto
he adnmired. "I missed this," she said. "On Earth | had to take up backpacking to work off all |

was eating."
Roy put his fork down. "I can't figure out what he ate."
"Drop it for awhile.”
"Al right. Tell me about yourself."

She told himabout a childhood in Confinenent asteroid, and the thick basement w ndows from
whi ch she could see the stars: stars that hadn't neant anything to her until her first trip
outside. The years of training in flying spacecraft-- not mandatory, but your friends would think
you were funny if you dropped out. Her first smuggling run, and the goldskin pilot who hung on her
course like a leech, laughing at her out of her com screen. Three years hauling foodstuffs and
hydr oponi cs machinery to the Trojans before she'd tried it again, and then it had been the sane
| aughi ng face, and when she'd bitched about it he'd | ectured her on economcs all the way to
Hect or.

They were down to coffee (freeze-dried) and brandy (a Belt product, and excellent). He told her
about the cousins and the part-cousins and the generations of uncles and part-uncles and great-
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uncles and -aunts to match, all spread across the world, so that there were relatives anywhere he
chose to go. He told her about Geatly 'Stelle.

She said, "So he was right."

He knew just what she neant. "I wouldn't have gone to the law. | couldn't have turned down the
money. Alice, he thinks of the whole hunman race that way. On wires. And he's the only one who can
see the wires."

Alice's face was alnmost a snarl. "I won't let a man think of nme that way."

"And he takes sanmples. To see how we're doing, where we're going. | suppose his next step is a
sel ective breeding project.”

"Al'l right, what's our next nove?"

"I don't know." He sipped at his brandy. Wnderful stuff; it seemed to turn to vapor in his
mout h. The Belt ought to export it. It'd be cheap in fuel: all downhill

She said, "W've got three choices, | think. First is to tell everything we know, first to
Vinnie, then to any newstape producer that'll listen.™

"WIIl they listen?"

"Ch--" she waved a negligent band. "They'll publish, | think. It's a new slant on things. But we
don't have any proof. We've got a theory, and it's got a gaping hole in it, and that's all we've
got."

"What did he eat?"
"Right."
"Well, we can try it."

Alice thunbed a call button. Wen the waiter slid over in a whisper of air, she punched for two
nmore brandi es. She said, "Then what?"

"... Yah."

"People would listen, and talk it over, and wonder. And nothing woul d happen. And gradually it
woul d all bl ow over. Brennan would just wait it out, as long as it takes: 8 hundred years, a
t housand. . . "

"We'd never know. We'd be yelling into a vacuum"
"Al'l right. Second choice is for us to drop it now "
"No. "

"Agreed. Third choice is to go after him Wth a Belt police fleet, if they' d back us.
O herw se, alone.”

He t hought about it, sipping brandy. "Go where?"

"All right, let's think about that." Alice |eaned back with her eyes half-closed. "He headed out
toward interstellar space. He stopped in the conmetary belt, well beyond Pluto's orbit, for a
couple of nonths-- cane to a dead stop, which nust have cost himplenty in fuel-- then went on."

"His ship went on. If he's here now, he nust have sent the Pak drive section on w thout him
That | eaves himwith the Pak control cabin and a Belt singlesbip.”

"And fuel. Al the fuel he wants, fromthe maneuvering reserve tanks in the drive section. They
were filled before he took off."

"Al'l right. W assunme he found a way to grow the roots for food. Maybe he took sone seeds from
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the cargo pod before he left Mars. What does he need now that he doesn't have?"
"A home. A base. Building naterials."
"Coul d he have nmined the conets for those?"
"Maybe. For gasses and chenicals, anyway."

"Al'l right. I've been thinking about this too," said Truesdale. "Wen you speak so glibly of the
conmetary belt, do you think you're talking about a ring of rocks Iike the asteroid belt? The
conetary belt is a region of convenience." He spoke with sone care. The brandy was getting to his
tongue. |If he nmangl ed some conplicated word she would only laugh. "It's where the conets sl ow up
and hover and fall back toward the sun. It's ten to twenty tinmes the volune of the solar system
and nost of the solar systemis in a plane anyway. There's hydrogen in nost of the conpounds in a
conet's tail, isn't there? So Brennan's got no fuel problem He could be anywhere in that shell by
now, and somewhere el se tonorrow. \Were do we | ook?"

She watched himnarrowy. "You're giving up?”

"I"'mtenpted. It's not that he's too big for ne. He's too snall. His hiding place is too nucking
big."

"There is another possibility," she said. "Persephone."

Per sephone. And how the hell had he forgotten that there was a tenth planet? Still--
"Persephone's a gas giant, isn't it?"

"I don't know for sure, but | suppose so. It was detected by its nmass, its influence on the
orbits of conmets. But the atnosphere could be frozen. He could hover until he'd burned a hole
through the frozen layers, then land." She | eaned forward across the table. Her eyes were intense,
and deep brown. "Roy, he had to get netals from sonewhere. He built sone kind of gravity
generator, didn't be? And he nust have done sone experinmenting to get it. Metal. Lots of netal."

"From a conet head, maybe?"
"l don't think so."

Truesdal e shook his head. "He couldn't mne Persephone. A planet that big has to be a gas giant--
with a molten core. It'Il heat itself; it'll have a gaseous atnosphere. He couldn't land in it.
The pressure would be, well, Jovian."

"A moon, then! Maybe Persephones got a moon!"
"... Wiy the hell not? Why shouldn't any random gas gi ant have a dozen nobons?"

"He spent two nonths at rest, making sure he could live out there. He nust have | ocated
Per sephone and studied it with his tel escopes. Wen he was sure it had noons, that was when he cut
| oose fromthe Pak drive section. Otherw se he'd have come home and turned hinself in."

"That sounds right. He may have been growing tree-of-life root... He might not still be there."

"He'd have left traces. Were tal king about a noon now. Thered be a scar where he | anded a fusion
drive, and big gaping scars where he dug his mines, and buildiiigs he'd have to abandon, and heat.
He coul d cover up sonme of the damage, but not the heat, not on sonme little nobon way the hel
beyond Pluto. It would have gone into the environnment, and foul ed up superfluid effects, and
vaporized sone of the ices."

"Wed have proof," said Truesdal e. "Hol ograph pictures. At worst we'd have hol os of the scars he
| eft on Persephones noon. Not just a half-cocked theory."

"And at best?" She grinned. "W'd neet the Brennan-nonster face to face."

"Have at him"
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"Right on." Alice raised her brandy. They clinked the blown glass snifters carefully, and drank

* % %

The fear of falling brought himhalf awake, and the fam liar sensations of a hangover did the
rest. He sat up on a bed like a pink cloud: Alice's bed. They'd conme here last night, perhaps to
celebrate or to seal a bargain, perhaps just because they |liked each other

No headache. Good brandy | eaves a hangover, but not a headache.
It had been one of the better nights.

Alice wasn't there. Gone to work? No, he could hear her in the kitchen. He padded into the
kitchen on bare feet. She was frying pancakes in the nude.

He asked, "Did we really nmean it?"

"Now you get to taste Belter cooking," she said. She handed hima plate with a stack of
pancakes, and when he grabbed it wong they bounced and floated, just like in the advertisenents.
He managed to catch them but the stack cane down skewed.

They tasted |ike pancakes: good pancakes, but pancakes. Maybe you had to include the nudity of
the cook to make it Belter cooking. He poured initation maple syrup, and nmade a nental note: send
Alice some bottles of Vernont maple syrup, if she stayed in the Belt, if he ever reached Earth
al i ve.

He asked again. "Did we really nean it?"

She gave hima cup and a jar of freeze-dried coffee with an Earth brand. "Let's find out about
Per sephone first. Then we can decide."

"l can do that nyself, at the hotel. Route you the information the way you sent it to ne
yesterday. Save you sonme work."

"Good idea. Then | can brace Vinnie."
"I"'mwondering if a goldskin fleet would I et me cone along."

She sat in his lap-- feather-lightly, but a lot of girl, as nmuch girl as a man could need. She
| ooked himin the eyes. "Wich way are you hopi ng?"

He thought about it. "I'Il come if your superiors let ne. But I'Il put it to you straight: if
can set the gol dskins on Vandervecken's tail, |'ve proved that he can't manipulate nme. As long as
Vandervecken knows it, that's all | care about."

"I... suppose that's fair enough."”

They left the apartnment together. Alice's apartnent was part of what seened a cliff dwelling,
apartments carved into a wall of the deep hydrate-mining scar that was Alderson GCty. They took a
tube train back to Waring, and parted there.

* k% *

PERSEPHONE: First discovered by mathenmatical analysis of perturbations in the orbits of certain
known conets, 1972. First sighted 1984. Persephone is retrograde, in an orbit tilted sixty-one
degrees to the ecliptic. Mass is sonewhat |ess than Saturn

Possible first exploratory visit to Persephone was by Al an Jacob Mon, in 2094. Mon's claimhas
been cast into doubt by the |l ack of photographic evidence (his filns were damaged by radiation, as
was Mon hinself; he had stripped shielding fromhis ship to save fuel) and by Mon's claimthat
Per sephone has a noon.

A nore formal exploratory expedition was |aunched in 2170. Persephone was reported to have no
nmoons and an at nosphere typical of gas giant worlds, rich in hydrogen conpounds. The planet's
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at nrosphere woul d be worth scoop-nining if the planet itself were as available as Jupiter. There
have been no further expeditions.

* k% %

Damm, thought Truesdal e. No npons.

He wondered if Brennan coul d have scoop-mnmi ned Persephone's cold chenical gasses. Wth what, his
cupped hands? And for what? He couldn't have found netals that way... and it didn't matter; he'd
have | eft no scars in the clouds.

He |l ocated the report of the 2170 expedition and read it. Wth a little nore trouble he found a
condensed intervi ew between Alan Jacob Mon and a reporter for Spectrum News. He was a boastful
fl anboyant type, the kind of man who woul d take a year off to orbit a tenth planet, just to say he
was the first. Not a careful observer. Perhaps his "noon" had been a conet head cruising past
Per sephone on a sl ow par abol a.

He used his information termnal to send the material off to Police Headquarters.
Al'i ce came back about 1800. "Vinnie didn't buy it," she said wearily.

"I don't blane her. No noons. All our beautiful |ogic, and no nucki ng noon." He had spent the
day trying to play tourist in a city that wasn't designed for tourists. Waring was a working city.

"She woul dn't have gone for it even if there'd been a nmoon. She said... well, |I'mnot sure she
wasn't right." Alice's weariness was not a thing of gravity. She did not drop sagging onto the
bed. Her posture was straight, her head high. But in her eyes and her voice... "In the first

place, this is all hypothetical, she said. Wiich is true. In the second place, if it were true,
what woul d we be sending a poor, helpless goldskin fleet into? In the third place, this Snatcher
busi ness has been adequately expl ai ned as cases of the Far Look."

"I didn't get that."

"The Far Look. Self-hypnosis. A Belter spends too long staring into infinity. Sonetines he wakes
up in orbit around his destination without remenbering anything after his takeoff. In fact, Vinnie
showed ne the report on Norma Stier. Renmenber her? Disappeared 2230--"

"Ri ght . "

"She was on course during that four nonths she was supposed to be nmissing. The filnms in her ship
prove it."

"But the bribes. The Snatcher bribes the people he Iddnaps."”

"We've got evidence of a couple of bribes. But they could be explai ned away. People using the
Snatcher story to hide profits froma snuggling run-- or sonething dirtier." She smled. "O
Vander vecken doctored the filnms on Norma Stier's ship. | believe in the Snatcher, nyself."

"Hel |, yes!"

"But Vinnie nmakes a telling point. What are we going up against with a miserable Belt police
fleet? Brennan had to get his metal from somewhere. |If he m ned Persephone's nmoon, he nust have
noved it afterward!"

"That didn't occur to you?"
"No. "

"It's not that startling. What are we tal king about, a nass the size of Ganynede, or a little
ball of rock |like Vesta? Asteroids have been noved before."

"Right... and he had unlinited hydrogen fuel, and he already had his gravity generator, and were
al ready assum ng he noved the Mahnmed Asteroid. But he couldn't have noved it far. Any netallic
chunk we find out there is going to be Persephone's noon, right? And he woul dn't have noved it
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unless it was pretty telling evidence against him"
"You're still going up agai nst hin®"
Truesdal e took a deep breath. "Yah. I'Il need your help to pick ny equipnent.”
"I'"'mcomng with you."
" Good. "

"I was afraid I'd have to drop it," she said. "I don't have the noney to finance anything |ike
this, and you didn't seem .. eager enough, and Vinnie just about convinced ne it's a wild goose
chase anyway. Roy, suppose it is?"

"It'1l still make a nice little honeynoon trip. And we'll be the only humans alive who' ve seen
the tenth planet. | suppose we can sell the equi prent agai n when we get back?"

They got down to technical discussions.
It was going to cost.

* k%

Brennan. ..

what can one say about Brennan? He will always nmake maxi nrum use of his environnent to
achi eve his ends. Knowi ng his environnent, knowing his notives, one could predict his actions
exactly.

But his mind. Wat goes on in his m nd?

H s chosen career-- the career that has chosen himfor its life's work-- is acconplished largely
by waiting. Long ago he was prepared. Now he waits and watches, and sonetines he adds refinenments
to his preparations. He has his hobbies. The solar systemis one of these.

Sonetimes he takes sanmples. Ot herw se he watches the noving lights of fusion drives with his
eccentric substitute for a tel escope. He catches fragnents of news and entertai nment broadcasts
wi th sophisticated noise filtering equipnent. Earth provi des nost of these fragments. The Belt
communi cates via lasers, and they are not ained at Brennan.

Civilization goes on. Brennan watches.
In a news broadcast he |earns of the death of Estelle Randall.

This raises an interesting possibility. Brennan begins to watch for a fusion |Iight source noving
t owar d Per sephone.

* k k

Roy wasn't sure what had wakened him He lay quiet in the web hanmock, feeling the ship alive
around hi m

The vibration of the drive was feel rather than sound. Two days of that, and he couldn't sense
it without concentrating. The sensation had not changed-- he thought.

Alice was beside himin the other hanmock. Her eyes were open, her nmouth faintly frowning.
That scared him "Wat is it?"
"I don't know. Suit up."

He grinmaced. Suit up-- she'd had himclinbing in and out of that damm enmergency suit for six
hours of the first day. It was a man-shaped clear plastic bag with a zipper that ran fromchin to
knees, forking at the crotch. You could get into it in an instant, and it took another instant to
plug that thick air-and-water tube into the ship's lifesystenm but he'd caught the zipper a couple
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of times and got | anguage one does not expect fromone's sex partner regardl ess of previous

experi ence. "From now on you wear nothing but a jock strap,"” she'd ordered. "And you wear that all
the tinme. *Nothing* gets caught in that zipper."” The last couple of hours she was throw ng the
suit at himfrombehind, a crunpled ball he had to shake out and get into in ten seconds. Wen he
could do it with a blindfold, she was satisfied.

"It's your first nove," she'd said. "Al ways. Anything happens, get into that suit."

He snatched the suit wi thout |ooking, slid feet and hands and head in and zi pped it two-handed

and plugged into the wall. Another instant to pull the shoul der pack out of its recess, slip it
on, pull the plug and plug it into *that*. Stored air filled his suit, tasting tasteless. Alice
was still faster; she was ahead of him swarm ng up the | adder

She was in the pilot's chair when be canme through the hatch. "N ce going," she said wthout
| ooki ng ar ound.

"What ' s happeni ng?"

"The drive's functioning perfectly. W' re doing one gee exactly, still lined up for Persephone.”
"Ckay." He relaxed. He noved toward the other chair, stunbling slightly.

She | ooked around. "Don't you feel it?"

"Feel what?"

"Maybe it's me. | feel... light."

Now he felt it too. "But we're registering one gee."

"Yah. "

He nade an intuitive |leap. "Check our course."

She threw himan odd | ook, then nodded and went to work.

He couldn't help. He had spent part of the first day and all of the next using |learning tapes;
he now had a good cl assroom education in howto fly, maintain, and repair a Belt cargo spacecraft.
But Alice knew the instrunents. He left her to it.

He felt it when the change canme-- a little nore weight settling on his shoulders, a faint
creaking in the fabric of the ship. He saw the fear in her eyes, and be said not hing.

Sone tine |later she said, "W are no |onger noving toward Persephone. ™
"Ah." He felt cold fear within him
"How di d you know?" she asked.

"I guessed. But it mmkes sense. Brennan's got generated gravity;, we've been assuming that. If we
were in a strong gravitational field, there mght be a tidal effect."

"Ch. Well, that's what's happened. It didn't register on the autopilot, of course. \Wich neans
I'"l'l have to get our new course by triangulation. It's for sure we're going wi de of Persephone."

"What can we do about it?"
"Not hi ng. "
He didn't believe her. They'd planned it all in such vast detail. "Nothing?"

She turned around in her seat. "You may remenber that we were going to blast up to a peak
velocity of fifty-six hundred mles per second, then coast. W' ve got enough fuel to do that
twi ce, once going, once coning."
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"Sure." Two hundred and fifty-six hours accel erating, the sanme decel erating, about a hundred
hours coasting. And if they had to use sone fuel exploring, they'd come back at | ower peak
vel ocity. He ought to renenber. They'd worked out dozens of possibilities. They'd taken a cargo
ship to carry the extra fuel, lasers to cut away the enpty cargo hold if things really went wong
and they had to save the weight. And the | asers woul d doubl e as weapons.

Al'l the planning, and now what? He'd sensed it then, and said nothing. He sensed it now, before
she fini shed speaking- -

"We're noving at about twenty-two thousand niles per second now | haven't got it exactly--
that' Il take hours-- but as it stands we've got al nobst enough fuel to bring us to a conplete
stop.”

"Qut in the conetary belt?"
"Qut in the ass end of nowhere, right."

--that there was sonething dreadfully wong in naki ng pl ans agai nst Brennan. Brennan was beyond
pl anni ng.

H s m nd pl anned anyway. There were old stories... men had survived energencies in space..
Apoll o Thirteen, and the voyage of Four Gee Jennison, and Eric the Cyborg... "W could bl ast
laterally to reach Persephone, then whip around the planet in a hyperbola. At least it'd send us
back into the solar system"

"We m ght have enough fuel for that. I'lIl do a course analysis. Meanwhile--" She played with the
control s.

The feel of gravity slowy died away.

The vibration of the drive was gone. It left a silence in his head.

* k k

Elroy Truesdale is | ess predictable than Brennan. O the several choices that face hi mnow, one
is clearly best; but how can Brennan count on his following it? Breeders often don't. Wrse, he
may have a conpani on aboard that big ship. Fermale and Belter: Truesdale is at |east that
predi ctabl e. But how can Brennan predict the whins of a girl he never mnet?

It's like that with Truesdal es weaponry. Lasers, of course. Lasers are too useful as an all-
pur pose tool to | eave behind. He'd pick |asers, and one other weapon. G enades, bullets, sonic
stunners, plastic explosive? There are about four good choices. One best choice, except that
Brennan m ght anticipate it. Truesdale's logical nove is to flip a coin, twice. Brennan knows that
he is bright enough to realize it.

So he flipped a coin twice before takeoff. Wiich way did it fall, Brennan? Brennan | aughs inside
his head, though his face does not nove. Wen Truesdale is clever, Brennan is pleased.

And what will he do now? Brennan mulls the point. Fortunately it does not matter. Nothing
Truesdal e can do will take himout of range of Brennan's oddball telescope... the same instrunent
he used to alter Truesdale's course. Brennan turns to other things. In a few days.

* k k

"If we didn't have to worry about Brennan, | know just what we'd be doing," said Alice. "W'd be
decel erating, and blasting out a help call. In a few nonths soneone woul d nmount an expedition and
pi ck us up."

They were in Roy's hammock, |oosely noored against free fall. They had spent nore and nore tine

in the hammocks t hese | ast few days. They slept nore. They had sex nore often, for |ove or for
reassurance or to end the occasional snappish quarrels, or because there was nothing constructive
to be done.

"Why shoul d anyone cone for us?" Roy asked. "If we were damn fools enough to cone--"
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"Money. Rescue fees. It would cost us everything we own, of course.”
n G.]. n
"I'ncluding the ship. Wich would you rather be, Roy? Broke or dead?"

"Broke," he said imediately. "But 1'd rather not have the choice. And | don't. You're the
Captain, as per agreenent. What are we going to do, Captain?"

Alice shifted against him and reached around himto tickle the small of his back with her
fingernails. "I don't know. \Wat do you want to do, ny |oyal crew?"

"Count on Brennan. But | hate it."

"Do you think he'll put you back tw ce?"

"Brennan's got a pretty good record for... humanitarianism Wen | turned down his bribe it went
to Crimnal Rehabilitation Studies. Before that it was going to nedical research in prosthetics
and al |l opl asty."

"l don't see the connection."

"You woul dn't. Belter. On Earth there was this thing going with organ banks. Everyone wanted to
live forever, | guess, and the easiest way to get enough transplants for all the sick people was
to use condemmed crimnals. They were inposing the death penalty for anything and everything,
including too many traffic violations. That was when Brennan was pl ow ng noney into other kinds of
medi cal research.”

"W never had that problem™ Alice said with dignity, "because we deci ded not to. W never
turned our crimnals into donors."

"Granted. You got through that period on pure noral fiber."
"I'm serious."

"We got through it because nedi cal research found better ways of doing things. Brennan was
backi ng that research. Now we've got live felons again, and they've got to be returned to society
sonehow. "

"And Brennan's backing that. And this is the sanme soft-hearted Snatcher who's bound to put us
back on Earth if we don't do anything in our own behal f."

"You asked mny opinion, ny Captain. You have no reason to treat my answer as nutiny."

"At ease, ny loyal crew. | just--" Her hand clenched into a fist. He felt it against his back. "-
-don't nucking |ike to depend on soneone--"

"Neither do I."

"--someone with as much arrogance as the Brennan-nonster. Maybe he really does see us as
ani mal s. Maybe he just-- threw us away because we were conming to bother him"

"Maybe. "

"l still haven't seen anything ahead of us."

"Well, wherever we're going, we're going a hell of a lot faster than we planned."

She | aughed. Her fingernails drew circles on the small of his back

There was sonething ahead of them It was invisible to tel escope and radar, but it registered,

barely, on the mass detector. It m ght have been a stray conet, or a flawin the mass detector, or-
- sonething el se
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They had been falling for six days. Now they were 7x1079 nmiles from Sol-- as far as Persephone
Now t he mass indicator showed a tiny, distinct image. It was snaller than any nmoon a gas gi ant
ought to have. But nmatter was so thin out here-- alnpbst as thin as interstellar space-- that by
| ong odds they should have been falling toward nothing at all

They thought it was Brennan. They took hope, and fear
And the tel escope showed not hi ng.

* % %

He wasn't sure what had wakened him He listened to the silence, he | ooked about himin the half-
light...

Alice was sagging forward agai nst the restraining straps around her hammock, hangi ng toward the
ship's nose. As was he.

He had |l earned his |esson well. He had his pressure suit in hand before he rel eased the straps.
He clutched them as an anchor and donned the suit one-handed. The pull was a few pounds, no nore
Al'ice was ahead of himagain, drifting down the |adder toward the nose.

The mass detector was going crazy. Beyond the porthole was a wilderness of fixed stars.

"I can't do a course estimate out here," said Alice. "There aren't any reference points. It was
bad enough back there, two days out from Sol ."

n G(ay "

She slammed a fist into the porthole glass. "It's not okay. | can't find out where we are. Wat
does he want with us?"

"Easy, easy. W canme to him"

"I can do a Doppler shift on the sun. At least it'll give us our radial velocity. | can't do
that with Persephone, it's too goddamm di m-" She turned away suddenly, her face convul sed.

"Take it easy, Captain.”

She was crying. Wien he put his arns around her she beat gently on his shoulders with her fists.
"I don't like this. | hate dependi ng on sonmeone--" She sobbed rackingly.

She had nore responsibility than he. Mre stress.

And-- he knew it was true-- she couldn't nake herself depend on anyone. Wthin his big fanmly
Roy had al ways had someone to run to in an energency. He'd felt sorry for anyone who didn't have
such a failsafe in his life.

Love was an interdependence kind of thing, he thought. Wat he and Alice had wouldn't ever quite
be | ove. Too bad.

Wiich was a silly thing to be thinking while they waited the whimof Brennan, or the Snatcher
or Vandervecken, or whatever was out there: a flinmsy chain of reasoning, and sonething that noved
spacecraft about like toys on a nursery floor. And Alice, who had her head buried in his shoul der
as if trying to blot out the world, still had them anchored to a wall by one hand. He hadn't
thought of it.

She felt himstiffen and turned too. A nmonment she | ooked, then noved to the tel escope controls.
It looked |ike a distant asteroid.

It was not where the mass indicator had been pointing, but behind that point. Wen Alice threw
the image on the screen, Roy couldn't believe his eyes. It was like a sunlit |andscape in
fairyland, all grass and trees and growing things, and a few small buildings in soft organic
shapes; but it was as if a piece of such a | andscape had been picked up and nol ded by the hands of
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a playful topol ogist.

It was snmall, nuch too small to hold the film of atnosphere he could see around it or the blue
pond gl eam ng across one side. A nodeling-clay donut with depressions and bul ges on its surface,
and a small grass-green sphere floating in the hole, and a single tree growi ng out of the sphere
He could see the sphere quite clearly. It nust have been huge.

And the near side of the structure was all bathed in sunlight. Were was the sunlight com ng
fron®

"We're coming up onit." Alice was tense, but there were no tears in her voice. She'd recovered
fast.

"What do we do now? Land ourselves, or wait for himto |land us?"

"I'd better warmup the drive," she said. "His gravity generator might kick up storms in that
artificial atnosphere.”

He didn't ask, How do you know? She was guessing, of course. He said, "Wapons?"
Her hands paused on the keys. "He wouldn't-- | don't know. "

He pondered the question. Thus he | ost his chance.

* % %

When he woke he thought he was on Earth. Bright sunlight, blue sky, the tickling of grass
agai nst his back and | egs, the touch and sound and snell of a cool and pollinated breeze... had he
been abandoned in another national park, then? He rolled on his side and saw Brennan

Brennan sat on the grass, huggi ng his knobby knees, watching him Brennan was naked but for a
Il ong vest. The vest was all pockets: big pockets, little pockets, |oops for tools, pockets on
pockets and within pockets; and nost of the pockets were full. He nust have been carrying his own
wei ght in wdgetry.

Where the vest didn't cover him Brennan's skin was all |oose brown winkles |ike soft |eather.
He | ooked like the Pak munmy in the Smithsonian, but he was bigger and even uglier. The bul ge of
chin and forehead narred the snooth lines of the Pak head. Hi s eyes were brown and thoughtful, and
hunman.

He said, "Hello, Roy."

Roy sat up convul sively. There was Alice, on her back, eyes closed. She still wore her pressure
suit, but the hood was open. There was the ship, resting belly-down on... on..

Verti go.

"She'll be all right," Brennan was saying. H's voice was dry, faintly alien. "So will you. |

didn't want you conming out with weapons blazing. This ecosystemisn't easy to maintain."

Roy | ooked again. Uphill across a rounded green slope, to where an inpossible nass floated ready
to fall on them A grass-covered spheroid with a single gigantic tree growi ng out of one side. The
ship rested beside its trunk. It should have fallen too.

Alice Jordan sat up. Roy wondered if she'd panic, but she studied the Brennan-nonster for a
nmonent, then said, "So we were right."

"Pretty close," Brennan agreed. "You woul dn't have found anything at Persephone, though."
"And now we're caught," she said bitterly.
"No. You're guests."”

Her expression didn't change.
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"You think |I'm playing euphem snms. |I'mnot. Wien | |eave here I'"'mgoing to give you this place
My work here is alnost finished. I'lIl have to instruct you in how not to kill yourselves by
pushing the wong buttons, and |I'll give you a deed to Kobold. W'Ill have tine for that."

G ve? Roy thought of being narooned out here, unreachably far from hone. A pleasant enough
prison. Did Brennan think he was setting up a new Garden of Eden? But Brennan was still speaking--
"I have my own ship, of course. I'll |eave you yours. You intelligently saved the fuel. You shoul d
becone very rich fromthis, Roy. You too, Mss."

"Alice Jordan," she said. She was taking it well, but she didn't seemto know what to do with
her hands. They fluttered.

"Call me Jack, or Brennan, or the Brennan-npnster. I'mnot sure |'mstill entitled to the nane
was born with."

Roy said one word. "Wy?"

Brennan under st ood. "Because ny job here is over. Wat do you think |'ve been doing out here for
two hundred and twenty years?"

"Using generated gravity as an art form" said Alice.

"That too. Mainly I've been watching for high-energy lithiumradicals in Saggitarius." He | ooked

at themthrough the mask of his face. "I'mnot being cryptic. I"'mtrying to explain so you won't
be so nervous. |'ve had a purpose out here. Over the past few weeks |I've found what | was | ooking
for. Now I'll be leaving. | never dreaned they'd take so |ong."

"Who?"

"The Pak. Let's see, you nmust have studied the Phssthpok incident in detail, or you wouldn't

have gotten this far. Did you think to ask yourselves what the childless protectors of Pak woul d
do after Phssthpok was gone?"

Clearly they hadn't.

"I did. Phssthpok established a space industry on Pak. He found out howto grow tree-of-life in
the worlds of the galactic arns. He built a ship, and it worked for as far as any Pak coul d detect
it. Now what?

"Al'l those childless protectors seeking a missionin life. A space industry to build ships
designed for one job. Something could happen to Phssthpok, you know. An accident. O he night |ose
the will to live, halfway here."

Roy saw it then. "They'd send another ship."

"That they would. Even if he got here, Phssthpok could use sonme hel p searching a volunme thirty
light years in radius. Woever followed Phssthpok wouldn't aimdirectly for Sol; Phssthpok woul d
have searched Sol by the tine he got here. He would aimto the side, away from Phssthpok's obvi ous
area of search. | figured that would give ne a few extra years," said Brennan. "I thought they'd
send another ship alnost immrediately. | was afraid | wouldn't be ready."

"Why would it take them so | ong?"

"I don't know." Brennan nmade it sound |like an admi ssion of guilt. "A heavier cargo pod, maybe.
Breeders in suspended ani mation, in case we died out over two and a half million years."

Alice said, "You said you' d been watching--"

"Yah. A sun doesn't burn fuel quite like a Bussard ranjet. There's a constriction and a hell of

a lot of heat, then the gas expands into space while its still fusing. A Bussard ramjet wll put
out a lot of funny chenicals: high-energy hydrogen and helium Ilithiumradicals, sonme borates,
even lithium hydride, which is generally an inpossible chenmical. In deceleration node those all go

out in a high-energy streamat nearly |ightspeed.
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"Phsst hpok's ship worked that way, and | didn't expect they'd fool with his design. Not just
because it worked, but because it was the best design they could get. Wen you're as bright as a
Pak, theres only one right answer for a given set of tools. |I wonder if sonething happened to
their technology after Phssthpok left. Something like a war." He pondered. "Anyway, |'ve found
funny chenmicals in Saggitarius. Sonething' s coming."

Roy dreaded to ask. "How nany ships?"

"One, of course. | haven't actually found the inage, but they'd have sent the second ship off as
soon as they built it. Wiy wait? And naybe another ship behind it, and another behind that. ']
search themout fromhere, while I've. still got ny quote tel escope unquote."

"Then what ?"

"Men I'll destroy as nmany ships as there are.”

"Just like that?"

"I keep getting that reaction,” Brennan said with some bitterness. "Look: If a Pak knew what the
human race was like, he'd try to exterm nate us. What am | supposed to do? Send hi ma nessage, ask
for truce? That information alone would tell himenough.™

Alice said, "You m ght convince himyou were Phssthpok."

"Probably could at that. Then what? He'd stop eating, of course. But first he'd want to deliver
his ship. He'd never believe we've already devel oped the technology to nake artificial nonopoles,
and his ship is the second of its kind in this system and we m ght need the thalium oxide too."

"Um "

"Un" Brennan mmcked her. "Do you think | like the idea of nurdering soneone who cane thirty-
one thousand |ight years to save us fromourselves? |'ve been thinking this through for a | ong
time. There's no other answer. But don't let that stop you." Brennan stood up. "Think it through
Wiile you're at it, you might as well explore Kobold too. You'll own it eventually. Al of the
danger ous things are behind doors. Have a ball, swimwhere you find water, play golf if you like
But don't eat anything, and don't open any doors. Roy, tell her about the Bl uebeard |egend."”
Brennan pointed over a low hill. "That way, and through the garden, and you cone to ny | aboratory.
I'"l'l be there when you want ne. Take your tine." And he went, not strolling, but running.

They | ooked at each ot her.
Alice said, "Do you think he really neant it?"

"I"'d like to," said Roy. "Generated gravity. And this place. Kobold. Wth gravity generators we
could nmove it into the solar system naybe, and set it up as a disneyland.”

"What did he nean about-- Bl uebeard?"

"He meant, 'Really don't open any doors.

n d]. n

* k k

G ven an unlimted choice of direction, they chose to follow Brennan over the hill. They did not
catch sight of himagain. Kobold had the sharply curved horizon of any snall asteroid, at |east
fromthe outer curve of the toroid

But they found the garden. Here were fruit trees and nut trees and vegetable patches in al
stages of bloom Roy pulled up a carrot, and it brought back a nmenory: he and some cousins, al
about ten years old, walking with Geatly 'Stelle in the small vegetabl e garden on her estate.
They'd pulled carrots, and washed them under a faucet..

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Protector.txt (84 of 122) [1/14/03 8:27:17 PM]



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

He dropped the carrot without tasting it. He and Alice wal ked beneath the orange trees w thout
touching them In fairyland one does not lightly ignore the command of the resident warl ock. .
especially as Roy was not sure that Brennan understood the power of the tenptation to disobey.

A squirrel darted into a tree as they cane near. A rabbit |ooked at themfroma row of beets.
"it reminds nme of Confinenent Asteroid," said Alice.

"It reminds ne of California," said Roy. "Except for the way the gravity bends around. | wonder
if I"ve been here before.”

She | ooked at himsharply. "Do you renenber any thing?"
"Not a thing. It's all strange. Brennan never nentioned the kidnappings at all, did he?"

"No. He... may think he doesn't have to. W nust have it all figured out, because were here. If
Brennan thinks in pure logic, then he'd just be covering old ground, as if we've already talked it
all out."

Beyond the garden they could see the topnost tower of a medieval castle, alnbst on its side from
this perspective. Brennan's | aboratory, no doubt. They | ooked, then turned away.

The Iand grew wil der, becane a stretch of California chaparral. They saw a fox, ground
squirrels, even a feral cat. The place was lousy with wildlife: like a park, except for the way it
bent .

On the inner curve of the toroid they stood beneath the grassy sphere, |ooking up at their ship.
The great tree pointed its branches at them "I could al nbst reach those branches,"” said Roy. "I
could clinb down."

"Never mnd. Look there." She pointed around the curve of the donut.

Where she pointed was a flowing stream and a waterfall that fell up out of the mddle, fel
fromthe najor section of Kobold to the grassy sphere.

"Yah. W could get to the ship, if we wanted to take that fall."
"Brennan has to have a way to get fromhere to there."
"He did say, Swmin any water you find."

"But | can't swm You'd have to do it," said Aice
"Ckay. Cone on."

The water was icy cold at first. Sunlight glittered blindingly off the water... and Roy wondered
again. The sun was hot and bright overhead. But they'd have seen an atonic generator that size.

Alice | ooked down at himfromthe bank. "Are you sure you want to do this?"

"Pretty sure." He | aughed partly because he was shivering. "If | get in trouble, get Brennan
What do you want fromthe ship?"

"Cl othes." She was naked under the transparent pressure suit. "I kept wanting to cover nyself
with nmy hands."

"From Brennan?"
"l know, Brennan's sexless. Still."
He asked, "Wapons?"

"No point." She hesitated. "I tried to think of sone way to check what Brennan's been telling
us. There aren't any instrunents on the ship that would do it. Still... you might try pointing the
sol ar storm warning toward Saggitarius."
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Roy swamtoward the waterfall. There was none of the sound of wild water. It could not be as
dangerous as it ought to be.

Sorret hi ng brushed his ankle. He twitched and | ooked down. Silver flashed away from hi mthrough
the water. A fish had brushed his | eg. That had never happened to hi m before.

He cane to where water was falling up. He rested, treading water, letting it draw himin. There
was a nonment of disorientation, and then..

he was in a snoothly flowing stream Alice stood watching himw th concern. She stood
hori zontally out fromthe side of a sheer cliff.

Currents around his feet nade hi mwonder. He ducked under, into turbul ence, and cane out the
other side of the stream headed back. He ducked again, and rode the current to where it enptied
onto the green ball in a kidney-shaped pond. The ship was just a few yards away.

He pulled hinself out of the water, |aughing and blowing. A streamthat flowed two ways through
the air!

The ship's solar stormwarni ng showed no sign of a disturbance in Saggitarius. It proved
not hing. He didn't know how nuch activity it took to set the instrument off.

He stowed clothing for both of themin another pressure suit, and added a coupl e of handneal s
because he was hungry. He brought them back in the sealed suit. He had never |ooked at the
weapons.

* k k

There was a Mobius strip forty feet noss and six feet broad, nade of sone silvery netal,
suspended al nost horizontally in the air with part of the edge enmbedded in bare dirt. They studied
it for anhile, and then Alice... triedit.

Gravity was vertical to the surface. She wal ked around the outside, negotiated the tw st upside
down, and cane back along the inside. She junped down with her arns rai sed for appl ause.

There was a niniature golf course. It |ooked absurdly easy, but Roy borrowed a putter froma
rack and tried it anyway. He got several shocks. The ball drew strange curves in the air,
soneti mes bounced higher than it had fallen, and once it cane back at his head as hard as he had
hit it. He stuck with it long enough to realize that the gravity fields were changing frommnute
to mnute, and then he gave up

They found a lily pond studded with water scul ptures, gentle shapes that rose and fl owed out of
the surface. By far the nost detailed shape was a | arge scul ptured head in the center of the pond.
It changed shape as they watched, fromthe hard face and swelling skall of the Brennan-nonster to--
"I think that nust be Brennan too," said Alice.

--to a square face with deep-set eyes, and straight hair in a Belter strip cut, and a brooding
| ook, as if the man remenbered sonme ancient wong. The lips curved in a sudden snile, and the face
began to nelt...

Kobol d had turned. It was dusk in that region when they returned to the castle.

It stood up out of a rise of ground, a structure of rough-hewn dark stone bl ocks, wi th w ndows
that were vertical slits, and a great wooden door built for giants. "Frankenstein's castle," said
Roy. "Brennan still has a sense of hunor. W might just bear that in nmind."

"Meani ng his story could be a put-on."
Roy shrugged. \Wat can we do about it?
It took two hands to turn the knob of the great door, and both of them pushing to open it.

Verti go.
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They stood at the edge of a vast open space. Al through it was a maze of stairways and | andi ngs
and nore stairways. Through open doors they could glinpse gardens. There were facel ess dumies, a
score of them clinbing up and clinbing down and standing on the |andings and wal king into the
gardens. ..

But they stood at all angles. Two-thirds of the |landings were vertical. Likew se the gardens.
Dumi es stood unconcerned on vertical |andings; two dummes clinbed a flight of stairs in the sane
direction, one going up, one down..

Brennan's voi ce booned, echoing, from sonewhere above them "H ! Cone on up. Do you recognize
it?"

Nei t her of them answer ed.

"It's Esher's Relativity. It's the only copied work on all of Kobold. | thought about doing The
Madonna of Port Lligat, but there wasn't room"

"Jesus," Roy whispered. Then he shouted, "Had you thought of setting up a Madonna of Port LIigat
at Port Lligat?"

"Sure!" cane the cheerful bellow "But it would have scared a | ot of people. | didn't want to
make that many waves. | shouldn't even have done that duplicate Stonehenge.”

"We've not only found Vandervecken
| aughed.

Alice whispered. "W've found Finagle H nself!" Roy

"Come on up!" Brennan bellowed. "It'll save shouting. Don't worry about the gravity. It
adj usts. "

They were exhausted when they reached the top of the tower. "Esher's Relativity" ended in a
spiral stair, and that seened to go on and on, past slits of w ndows designed for archery fire.

The roomat the top was dark, and open to the sky. By Brennan's whimits roof and sides seened
smashed away, as by rocks fired fromballistas. But the sky was not the sky of Earth. Suns gl ared
there, hellishly bright, fearfully close.

Brennan turned fromhis controls-- a wall of instruments six feet tall and twelve feet |ong,
prickly with lights and levers and dials. In the dimlight of the suns he | ooked |ike sonme ancient
mad scientist, bald and disfigured, pursuing know edge at any cost to hinmself and the world.

Alice was still staring at the altered sky. But Roy bowed | ow and said, "Merlin, the king
conmmands thy presence."

Brennan snapped, "Tell the old buzzard | can't nake himany nore gold till the |ead shipnents
arrive from Northunberl and! Meanwhil e, how do you like nmy tel escope?”

Alice said, "The whol e sky?"

"Lie down, Alice. You'll strain your neck in that position. It's a gravity lens." He read their
puzzl ement. "You know that a gravity field bends light? Good. | can nake a field that warps |ight
into a focus. It's lenticular, shaped like a red blood platelet. That's how | get ny sunlight. Sol
seen through a gravity lens, with a scattering conponent to give nme blue sky. One fringe benefit
is that the lens scatters light going the other way, so you can't see Kobold until you're right on
top of it."

Roy | ooked up at the suns burning close. "That's quite an effect."”

"That's Saggitarius, the direction of the galactic hub. | still haven't found that goddam ship,
but it makes for pretty lights, doesn't it?" Brennan touched a control and the sky slid past them
as within sonme faster-than-light craft noving through a gl obular cluster.

Roy said, "Wat happens when you find hinP"
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"I told you that. |I've played it out a hundred times in nmy head. It's as if I've lived it al
before, in all possible ways. My ship's a duplicate of the one Phssthpok used, except for some
refinements. | can get up to three gravities with the ramalone, and |'ve got two hundred years

worth of weaponry devel opnents in the cargo pod."
"I still think--"

"I know you do. It's partly ny doing that you haven't had a war in so long. So you've grown
soft, and it makes you nore likable, bless you. But this is a war situation."

"But is it?"
"What do you know about the Pak?"

Roy didn't answer.

"There's a Pak ship conming. If the Pak in question ever finds out the truth about us he'll try
to exterminate us. He may succeed. |'mtelling you this, dammit! |I'mthe only nan who's ever net a
Pak. I'mthe only man who could ever understand one."

Roy bristled. The arrogance of him "Then where is he, O All-Know ng Brennan?"
Anot her night have hesitated in enbarrassnent. Not Brennan. "I don't know yet."
"Where should he be?"

"On his way to Al pha Centaurus. Fromthe strength of the signal--" Brennan nani pul at ed
sonet hing, and the sky surged past themin streaks of light. Roy blinked, fighting vertigo.

The stars jarred to a halt. "There. In the nmiddle."
"I's that where your funny chem cals are comng fron"
"More or less. It's not exactly a point-source.”

"Way Al pha Centaurus?"

"Because Phsst hpok woul d have gone alnpst in the opposite direction. Mst of the nearby yell ow
dwarf suns are all to one side of Sol. The Centaurus suns are an exception."

"So this second Pak woul d | ook around the Centaurus system and if he didn't find Wnderl and
he'd head on away from Sol . "

"That was ny best guess. But," said Brennan, "the direction of his exhaust shows himconi ng dead
on. Now | have to assunme he's been watching for Phssthpok to | eave here. | did send Phssthpok's
ship off toward Winderland. | have to assune it didn't fool him If Phssthpok hasn't |left here, he
may have found what he was | ooking for. So Pak nunber two is coning here."

"And where woul d he be now?"

The sky surged again. Bright suns backed by tiny suns, dimlit gas and dust clouds, a panoranma
of the universe flowed past and lurched to a stop. "There."

"I don't see him"
"l don't either."
"So you haven't found him Do you still claimto understand the Pak?"

"I do." Brennan didn't hesitate. In all the tine he knew him Roy Truesdale only saw him
hesitate once. "If they're doing sonething unexpected it's because of a change in their
envi ronnent . "

Unexpectedly Alice spoke. "Could there be a | ot of ships?"
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"No. Why would the Pak send us a fleet?"

"I don't know. But they'd be further away than you' d guess fromthe density of your funny
chemicals. Harder to find," she said. She was cross-1egged on the floor, with her head t hrown back
to see the stars. Brennan didn't seemto be listening-- he was working the tel escope control s--
but she went on. "The exhaust would be nore blurred. And if they were further away they'd be
moving faster, wouldn't they? You' d get higher velocity particles.™

"Not if they were carrying nore cargo," said Brennan. "That would slow them" The sky surged
toward them and blurred. "But it's so dam unlikely! There's only one assunption that would fit.
Pl ease bear with nme; this takes a lot of fiddling, getting these fields just right." The starfield
hal f-cl eared, then blurred again. "I'd have had to do this eventually anyway. Then we can all stop
worrying."

The blur of the sky condensed into hard white points. Now there were no giant sun in the field
of view

But there were a couple of hundred blue points all the sane size, tiny, set wide apart in what
Roy gradually realized was a hexagonal array.

"I just didn't believe it," said Brennan. "It was too nuch coinci dence."

"It is. It's a whole fleet!" Roy felt horror and the begi nnings of panic. A fleet of Pak, com ng
here-- and Brennan, the Protector of Man, hadn't anticipated it.

He'd trusted Brennan.

"There nust be nore," said Brennan. "Further in toward the galactic core. Too far to see with ny
instruments. A second wave. Maybe a third."

"These aren't enough?"

"They aren't enough," Brennan agreed. "Don't you understand? Sonething' s happened to the
galactic core. It's the only thing that could bring this many ships this far. That inplies that
they' ve evacuated the Pak world. | don't see enough ships to do it, not even with the wars that
must have been fought, with each protector trying to get his descendants on the first ships."

Little blue lights against a sky of too-bright stars. Al that, fromlittle blue lights?
Al'i ce rubbed her neck. "Wat coul d have happened?"

"Any kind of thing. Black hol es wandering through the core suns, picking up nore and nore nass,
maybe wandering too near Pak. O sone kind of space-born life. Or the galactic core could be
exploding in a rash of supernovae. It's happened in other gal axies. Wat burns ne is that it had
to happen now "

"Can't you think of any other explanation?"

"None that fits. And it's not quite as coincidental as it sounds,” Brennan said wearily.
"Phssthpok built the best astronomical systemin mllennia, to chart his course as far as he
could. After he left they nust have | ooked around and found-- sonething. Supernovae in a dense
cluster of older suns. Stars di sappearing. Places where |light was warped. It's still a Finagle's
Coi ncidence. | just didn't believe it."

"Maybe you didn't want to," said Alice.
"You can believe that!"
"Why here? Wiy come to us?"

"To the only known habitable world outside the galactic core? Besides that, we've had tine to

find them sone others."

"Yah."
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Brennan turned to |l ook at them "Are you hungry? | am"

* k *

Deep within the eye-twi sting nmaze of "Esher's Relativity" was a mniature kitchen. It was a

I andi ng from one viewpoint, but fromanother it was a wall, and the wall held cookwear closets and
a sink and a pair of ovens and a pull-down platformwith burners in it. Raw materials had been
dunmped near the wall: a squash, a cantel oupe, two rabbits whose necks were broken, carrots,

celery, handfuls of spices.

"Let's see how fast we can produce," said Brennan. He becane a many-arned blur. Roy and Alice
stood back fromhis flashing hands. One held a knife, and it noved in silver streaks, so that
carrots becane rolling discs and the rabbits seened sinply to fall apart.

Roy felt disoriented, cut off fromreality. Those little blue Iights above the tower room had no
intuitive connection with a fleet of superbeings bent on exterm nating manki nd. This pl easant
donmestic scene didn't help. Wiile a knife-wielding alien prepared his dinner, Roy truesdal e | ooked
through the great castle door at a | andscape tilted on its side.

Alice said, "That food is all fromoutside, isn't it? Wiy didn't you want us to eat anything?"

"Well, there's always the chance that tree-of-life virus has gotten to sonething. Cooking kills
it, and there's precious little chance it can live in anything anyway unless |'ve spread thalium
oxi de through the soil." Brennan did not | ook up or interrupt his work. "I had a Finagles Puzzle
facing me when | cut |oose fromEarth. There was food, but what | needed was the virus in the tree-
of-life roots. | tried to grow it in various things: apples, ponegranates--" He |ooked up then, to
see if they'd catch the reference. "I got a variant that would grow in a yam That was when | knew

| could survive out here."

Brennan had arranged rabbit and vegetables as for a still-life painting. He put the pot in the
oven. "My kitchen had all kinds of freeze-dried produce. | used to like to eat well, luckily.
Later | got seeds fromEarth. | was never in danger; | could always just go hone. But | didn't

i ke what was going to happen to civilization if | did." He turned. "Dinner in fifteen mnutes."
She asked, "Wren't you | onel y?"

"Yah." Brennan pulled a table out of the floor. It was not nenory plastic extruding itself, but
a thick slab of wood, heavy enough to require Brennan's own muscles. A |look back at Alice may have

told himthat she expected nore of an answer. "Look, |I'd have been | onely anywhere. You know
that."
"No, | don't. You' d have been wel cone."

Brennan seened to go off at a tangent. "Roy, you've been here before. You guessed that?"
Roy nodded.

"How did | w pe out just that section of your nenory?"

"I don't know. Nobody knows." Roy tensed inside hinself.

"Sinplest thing in the world. Just after | stunned you, | took a recording of your brain. Your
conplete nenory. Before | left you in the Pinnacles | w ped your nind conpletely, then played the
recording intoit. It's nore conplex than that-- the process involves nmenory RNA, and very conpl ex
electrical fields-- but | don't have to select the nenories | want to renove."

Roy's voice cane out faint. "Brennan, that's horrible."

"Why? Because for awhile you were a nmindless animal? | wasn't going to | eave you that way. |'ve
done this twenty tines now, and never had an accident."

Roy shuddered. "You don't understand. There was a me that spent four nmonths with you. He's gone.
You nurdered him"
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"You' re beginning to understand."
Roy | ooked himin the eye. "You were right. You're different. You'd be |onely anywhere."

Brennan set the table. He held chairs for his guests, noving with the smooth | ack of haste that
marks a perfect headwaiter. He served, taking half the food for hinmself, then sat down and ate
with the efficiency of a wolf. He was neat, but he finished |long before they did. There was now a
noti ceabl e bul ge beneath his sternum

"Energenci es make nme hungry,". he said. "And now |'d like to excuse nyself. It's not polite, but
there's a war to fight." And he left, sprinting like a roadrunner

For the next few days Roy and Alice felt |ike unwanted guests of a perfect host. They didn't see
Brennan nmuch. Wen they glinpsed himacross the | andscape of Kobold he would be noving at a dead

run. He would stop to ask them how they were enjoying thenselves, tell them of sonething they
m ght have missed, then be off again-- at a dead run

O they would find himin the |aboratory naking ever-finer adjustnents in his "tel escope.” There
was only one ship in the field now, seen agai nst a background of red dwarfs and interstellar dust
clouds: a blue fusion flame, blue-shifted yellow heliumlight, sparkling around the edges.

He would talk to them but without interrupting his work. "It's the Phssthpok configuration,” he
told themwi th evident satisfaction. "They didn't ness with a good thing. See the black dot in the
center of the flame? Cargo pod cones first during deceleration. And it's a bigger cargo pod than
Phsst hpok was carrying, and the ships are nmoving slower than his did at that distance. They aren't
that close to the speed of light. They won't be here for a hundred and seventy-two or -three
years."

"Good. "

"Good for ne, or it should be. Cargo pod first, and breeders in the cargo pod in frozen sleep. A
vul nerabl e configuration, wouldn't you say?"

"Not at odds of two hundred and thirty to one."

"I"'mnot crazy, Roy. I'"'mnot going to attack themnyself. |I'mgoing for help."
"Wher e?"

"Winderland. It's closest."

"What? No. Earth is closest."”

Brennan | ooked around. "Are you crazy? |I'mnot even going to warn Earth. Earth and the Belt are
ei ghty percent of humanity, including all ny descendants. Their best chance is to mss the fight.
If sone other world does the fighting, and | oses, the Pak may still miss Earth for awhile."

"So you're using the Winderl anders as a decoy. Are you going to tell thenP"
"Don't be silly."

* % %

They toured Kobold, and tried to keep out of Brennan's way. He would come on them unexpectedly,
j oggi ng around a boul der or out of a grove of trees, eternally hurried or eternally keeping
hinself in fighting trim he never said which. Always he wore that vest. He didn't need nodesty,
he didn't need protection fromthe el enents, but he needed the pockets. For all Roy knew the vest
hel d protection too: a fold-up pressure suit, say, in one of the |arger pockets.

Once he found them near one of the rounded huts. He led theminto an airl ock, and showed them
sonet hi ng beyond the glass inner wall.
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Floating within a great rock-walled cavity: a silvery sphere, eight feet across, polished to a
m rror brightness.

"Takes a damm finicky gravity field to keep it there," said Brennan. "It's nostly neutronium™
Roy whistled. Alice said, "Wuldn't it be unstable? It's too small."

"Sure it would, if it weren't in a stasis field. | nade it under pressure, then got the stasis
field around it before it could blow up in nmy face. Now there's nore matter on top of it. Wuld
you believe a surface gravity of eight million gees?"

"I guess | would." Neutroniumwas as dense as matter could get: neutrons packed edge to edge
under pressures greater than those at the centers of nost stars. Only a hypernmass woul d be denser
and a hypernmass woul d not be natter any nore: just a gravitational point-source.

"I thought of leaving it here as a decoy, in case a Pak ship got past ne. Now there are too
many. | can't | eave Kobold for themto find. It would be a dead gi veaway."

"You're going to weck Kobol d?"
"I have to."

Sonetinmes they did their own cooking-- avoiding the potatoes and yans, as per Brennan's
instructions. Sonetinmes he cooked for them H's blinding speed never seened hurried, but he never
stayed to talk after he had finished eating. He was gaining weight, but it seened to be al
muscl e, and the great knobby joints still gave himthe | ook of a skel eton

He was unfailingly polite. He never tal ked down to them

"He treats us like kittens," said Alice. "He's busy, but he sees to it we're fed and soneti nes
he stops to scratch our ears.”

"Not his fault. We can't do anything to help. | wi sh there were sonething--"

"Me too." She lay on the grass in the warm sunlight, which had taken on an odd col or. Brennan
had taken the scattering conponent out of the gravity lens that showed the sun. The |ight
interfered with his seeing. The sky was bl ack now. The sun was bigger and dimer; it would not
burn out a hunan eye.

He had stopped Kobold's rotation to nmake it easier to adjust the multiple gravity fields. Now
there was always wind. It whistled through the permanent night around Brennan's laboratory; it
cool ed the noonday heat on this side of the grassy sphere. The plants had not yet started to die,
but they woul d.

"A hundred and seventy years. We'll never even know how it ended," said Alice.
"We could live that long."
"l suppose.”

"Brennan nust have nore tree-of-life virus than he needs." Wen she shuddered, he | aughed.

She sat up. "We'll have to be |eaving soon."
"Look."
There was a bobbing head in the waterfall. An arm energed and waved to them Presently Brennan

swamto them across the pond, his arms whirling |like propellers.
"I have to swimlike crazy," he said. "I'm heavier than water. "How re you maki ng out?"
"Ckay. How goes the war?"

"Tol erably." Brennan held up a handful of spools in a sealed plastic bag. "Star maps. |'m about
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ready to leave. If | could think of a great new weapon to take along, |'d spend up to a year
making it. As is, there's only final inspection.”

"We've got weapons in the ship. You can have them" said Roy.

"Sold, with thanks. What'd you bring?"

"Hand | asers and rifles."

"Well, they can't nass very much. Thanks." Brennan turned back to the pond.

" Hey! "

Brennan turned. "What?"

"Coul d you use any other kind of help?" He felt silly asking.

Brennan | ooked at himfor a long noment. "Yes," he said. "Renenber, you asked."

"Right," Roy said firmy. By now that Wat have | gotten nyself into now? sensation was a
fam |iar one.

"I"'d like you to cone along."

Roy stopped breat hing.

Alice spoke. "Brennan? If you really need the help, | volunteer too."
"Sorry, Alice. | can't use you."

She bridled. "Did | nmention that 1'ma trained gol dskin? Trained in weapons, spacecraft, and
pursuit."”

"You're also pregnant."”

Brennan, infinitely adaptable hinself, had the knack of dropping bonbs into a conversation
wi thout seeming to realize it. Alice lost her breath. "I anP"

"Should I have been nore tactful ? My dear, you nmay expect a bl essed event--"
"How do you know?"

"The hornones have nmade sone obvi ous changes. Look, this can't be a total shock. You nust have
ski pped--"

"--skipped ny last shot," she finished for him "I know | was thinking about having a child,
but that was before all this Vandervecken busi ness cane up, and after that... well, Roy, there was
only you. | thought all flatlanders..."

"No, I"'mcleared to have a child. Where do you think new flatlanders cone fron? |I'd have told

you, but it never..."

"Well, stop looking so flustered."” She stood up and put her arns around him "I'm proud. Have
you got that through your thick head?"

"Me too." He sniffed, forcing it a bit. O course he wanted to be a father. But-- "But what do
we do now?"

She | ooked troubl ed, but didn't answer.

This was rapidly getting out of hand. Brennan had dropped too nany bonbs at once. Roy closed his
eyes tight, as if that would hel p. When he opened them Brennan and Alice were still watching him

Al'i ce was pregnant.
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Little blue lights.

"Iy I, 1"l go," he told them "I'mnot running out on you, love," he added quickly and
urgently. Hs hands had closed too tightly on her shoulders. "We're bringing a child into the
worl d. The same world which, by an odd coincidence, is nowthe target for t-t-two hundred and
thirty--"

"I've |l ocated the second wave," said Brennan

"Danmit! | didn't need to hear that!"

Alice put a hand across his nouth. "I understand, ny loyal crew. | think you're right."
And the air was full of the smell of burning bridges.

* k k

They stood beneath the branches of the single huge tree, watching. Brennan was occupied with a
portable control set taken fromhis vest. Roy only watched.

The two- hundred-year-old singleship | ooked like a short insect with a long stinger, the cargo
webs spread |ike di aphanous wi ngs, the stinger tipped with actinic Iight. The sound of it was a

shrill scream Brennan had spent a full day teaching Alice howto use the ship, care for it,
repair it. Roy would not have guessed that a day woul d be enough, but if Brennan was satisfied..
And she was doing well. She went straight up, then turned snmoothly into what had been the sun.

Roy felt a twitchy urgency, a sense that if he didn't do sonething now, right now, he was
committed for life. But the nmonment was |ong past. He only watched.

The sun | ooked odd now. Brennan had fiddled with the gravity lens, turning it into a | aunching
system for the singleship. As Roy watched the sun shifted a bit left, diming, to catch the
si ngl eshi p, dead center.

She was gone.

"She won't have any trouble,"” said Brennan. "She should make a good thing out of that ship. It's
not just arelic. It's got historical significance, and | nmade sone interesting changes in--"

"Sure," said Roy. He saw that the grass was dying and the | eaves on the tree were turning
yel l ow. Brennan had drained the pond; it was a shall ow sea of nud. Kobold had already lost its
magi c.

Brennan sl apped hi mon the shoul der. "Conme on." He wal ked out into what had been a pond. Roy
foll owed, wi ncing. The cool nud squi shed between his toes.

Brennan st ooped, reached deep into the sludge, and lifted. A netal door cane up with a sucking
sound. An airlock door

* k% %

It was all happening very fast now. The airlock led into a cranped control room wth two crash
chairs and a three hundred and sixty degree w aparound vi sion screen over a control board |ike
that of any spacecraft. Brennan said, "Use straps if you want. |If we foul up now we're all dead
anyway. "

"Shoul dn't | know sonet hi ng--"

"No. You can inspect the vehicle to your heart's content after we're under way. Hell, you'l
have a year at it."

"Way so hurried?"

Brennan | ooked si deways at him "Have a heart, Roy. |'ve been sitting out here for |onger than
your Greatly 'Stelle was alive." He activated the vision screen
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They floated within the hole in Kobold' s donut.
Brennan stabbed a button.

Kobol d receded violently. "lI'"mgiving us a running start," Brennan said. "W'I|| get root two
times the velocity."

" Good. "

Kobol d sl owed, stopped, then canme up like a wargod's fist. Roy yelped. He couldn't help it. They
were through the hole in an instant, and bl ack space ahead.

Roy turned his chair for a rear view, but Kobold was already gone. Sol was a star anbng stars.

"Let's nmagnify that," said Brennan. Sol becanme nuch | arger-- the view expandi ng over a
rectangul ar section of the vision screen-- and there was Kobol d, receding. The magnification
junped again, and Kobold filled the screen

Brennan pushed a red button

Kobol d began to crunple in on itself, as if an invisible hand were wadding it up. Rock churned
and began to glow yellowhot. Roy felt queasy in his soul and in his belly. It was as if soneone
had bonbed Di sneyl and.

He said, "Wat did you do?"

"Shut down the gravity generators. | couldn't leave it out here for the Pak to find. The |onger
it takes themto find artifacts around Sol, the better off we are." Kobold was all yellow hot and
melted, and tiny. "In a fewnminutes it'll all be plated across that eight foot ball of neutronium
When it cools it'll be practically unfindable."

Now Kobol d was a blinding white point.

"What happens next?"

"For a year and two nonths and six days, nothing. Want to inspect the ship?"
" Not hi ng?"

"By which | nean that we won't be doing any accelerating for that |long. Look." Brennan's fingers
flashed over the control panel. The vision screen obeyed, showing a tridee nap of Sol and her
nei ghbor hood out to twenty-five |ight years.

"We're here, at Sol. We're on our way to here. That point is just between Al pha Centaurus and
Van Maanen's Star. When we fire up the Pak ship we'll be heading directly into the Pak fleet. They
won't be able to get our velocity toward them w t hout know ng our exhaust velocity, and they won't
know our transverse conponent at all. They'll have to assume |'m coming from Van Maanen's Star to
Al pha Centaurus. | don't want to | ead them back to Sol ."

"That makes sense," Roy admitted reluctantly.

"Let's take that tour," said Brennan. "Later we can go into detail. | want you able to fly this
ship if anything happens to ne."

* k%

The Flying Dutchman, Brennan called it. Though there were ships within it, it was hardly a ship.
"I'f you wanted to be picky about it, | could claimwe're sailing," Brennan said cheerfully. "There
are tides, and photon w nds, and shoals of dust that could chew us up."

"But you did all our steering at takeoff."

"Sure, but | could spinus alight-sail if |I had to. I don't want to. It would nmake us nore
visible."
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The Flying Dutchman was a matrix of rock, nostly hollow. Three great hollows held the conmponents
of a Pak-style Bussard ranjet ship. Brennan called it Protector. Another had been enlarged to
house Roy Truesdal e's cargo ship. Qher hollows were roomns.

There was a hydroponics garden. "This is off limts," said Brennan. "Tree-of-life. Don't ever go
in here."”

There was an exerci se room Brennan spent sone tinme showi ng Roy how to adjust the nmachines for a
breeder's nuscles. Gravity was al nost zero aboard the Flying Dutchman. They woul d both have to
exerci se.

There was a machi ne shop

There was a tel escope: big, but conventional. "I don't want to use gravity generators from now
on. | want us to look like a rock. Later we'll |ook |like a Pak ship."
Roy thought that was unnecessary. "It'll be half of a hundred and seventy-three years before the

Pak find any trace of what we're doing now. "
n ’\/Hybe_ "
And there was Protector

For the first several weeks of the voyage they did little besides train Roy Truesdale to use

that ship. He was drilled in the differences between Phssthpok's ship and Brennan's. "I don't know
how |l ong we'll want to keep up the canmouflage," Brennan told him "Muybe for keeps. Maybe never.
It depends."

So Brennan turned the control pod into a training roomby hooking sensors to the control systens
and nonitoring the inputs fromoutside. Roy learned to nmaintain a constant point nine two gee. He
| earned to feather the fields to snmear the exhaust a bit. Phssthpok's drive had not been as
preci sely tuned as Brennan's, due to its thirty-one thousand |ight year voyage.

The control pod was nuch bi gger than Roy had expected. "Phssthpok didn't have this nmuch room
did he?"

"Nope. Phssthpok had to carry food and air and recycling equi prmrent for sonmething Iike a thousand
years. | don't. We'll still be crowded... but well be entertained. Phssthpok didn't have our
comput er technology either, or didn't use it."

"1 wonder why."

"A Pak wouldn't see the point of taking a machine to think for him He thinks too well
already... and likes it too much, for that matter."

The inside of the teardrop-shaped cargo pod was nothing |ike that of the alien ship that had
come plowing into the solar systemtwo centuries ago. Its cargo was death. It could sprout heavy
attitude jets and fight itself. Its long axis was an X-ray laser. A thick tube parallel to the
| aser would generate a directed magnetic field. "It should foul up the fields in a nmonopol e-based
Bussard ranjet. O course that mght not hurt himenough unless your timng was right." Wen Roy
had | earned how to use it-- and that took time; he knew little about field theory-- Brennan
started drilling himon when

That was the point at which Roy rebell ed.

The past two nonths hadn't been particularly pleasant. Roy was back in school, the only student
of a full-tinme teacher who could not be snowed or evaded. He didn't |ike being a child again. He
m ssed the open spaces of Earth. He missed Alice. Hell, he m ssed women. And it was going to go on
for five years!

Five years, and the rest of his life on Winderland. He didn't know that nuch about Wnderl and,
but he knew that its popul ation was srmall and thinly spread, its technol ogy just adequate. A
pastoral paradi se, perhaps; a nice place to spend one's life... until Brennan arrived. Then
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Winder | and woul d go on a war footing.

"The Pak fleet is a hundred and seventy-three years away," he pointed out now "W Il be at
Winderl and in five years. \Wat makes you think you need a gunner? What am | doi ng here, anyway?"

Brennan took a handhold at the rimof a fusion bonmb's rocket nozzle. "You could say |'ve |earned
some humility. | thought of |ooking for a Pak fleet, long ago, but | didn't. The probability was
just too low. Well, |'ve stopped taking chances."”

"What chances? W know where the Pak fleet is."

"I didn't want to worry you. It's a |long shot.
"Worry ne! |'m bored!"

"All right, lefs go back a bit," said Brennan. "W know where the first fleet is, and how big it
is. The second fleet wasn't |aunched for another three-hundred-odd years. Al |I've found of it is
a patchy source of those same chem cal exhausts, off center to the first fleet and nmoving a bit
faster. They wouldn't follow directly behind the first fleet. It'd be eating up too nuch of their
fuel . "

" How bi g?"

"Smaller. Order of a hundred and fifty ships, assuming they didn't change the design, which they
may have. | can't tell."

"Is there a third fl eet?"

"If there is, I'll never detect it. They had to go out for new resources to build the second
fleet. They may have had to mine worlds in nearby systens and build the ships there. How | ong
would it take themto build a third fleet? If it's there, it's too far away for ne. But the point
is that there had to be a last fleet."

"So what ?"

"lI'm suggesting that when the last fleet left-- the second or the third or the fourth, it
doesn't matter-- some protectors stayed behind. W assume they were the ones w thout breeder
descendants. They stayed behind partly to save roomon the ships, and partly because they m ght do
sonme good on Pak."

"On an enpty worl d? How?"
"They could build a scout fleet."

It was not the first tinme Roy had worried about Brennan's sanity. The changes in his physiol ogy,
pl us twenty-two decades alone... but if Brennan were insane, he might be too bright to give it
awnay.

Cently Roy pointed out, "But your scout fleet would be at |east five hundred years behind the
rest.”

"Sounds silly, does it? But they're free to experinent. They don't have to use a proven design
because they're only risking thensel ves. They don't need a cargo pod. They could take three
gravities forever, | think; I know | could. That cuts down on their supply weight, because the
trip takes less tinme. Wth the breeders gone they can do all kinds of things... |ike maki ng new
metal mines by setting up eruptions in the crust of Pak."

"You' ve got quite an inmagination."

"Thank you. What |'mgetting at is that they could plan to pass the first wave of refugee ships
about where the Pak tel escopes aren't good enough to scout the territory any further. Fromthere
on they lead the fleet. Still bored?”

"No. You're daydream ng, though. They night never have built these hypothetical ships. \Watever
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sent them scurrying out of the galactic core m ght have caught the scouts."

"Hell, it could have caught the third wave and brushed the second. O the scout ships night have
blown up. Or-- lest you mss the point of all this-- they could be arriving now. "

"You haven't found thenf"

"What, with a whole sky to search? They wouldn't just cone down our throats; they'd converge on

Sol fromrandomdirections. | would, if | were doing it. Remenber what they're expecting to find
a world of Pak protectors running a civilization two hundred years old. That's enough tine to
build up a virgin world, starting with a population of... oh, thirty mllion breeders of all ages

woul d have given Phssthpok about three mllion newy changed protectors. The scouts woul dn't want
to give away the position of their fleet."

"“Unh huh."

"There is sonething | can do, but it'll take a few days of work to make the tools. First I'm
going to nake sure you can fight this ship. Let's go back to the |ifesystem pod."

* k%

A directed magnetic field would churn the interstellar plasna as it was guided into a Bussard
ranjet. As a weapon it might be nade to guide the plasna flow across the ship itself. The gunner
woul d have to vary his shots, or an eneny pilot could conpensate for the weapon's effect. If the
| ocal hydrogen density were uneven, that would hurt him If the plasna were dense enough | ocally,
the enemy could not even turn off his drive wi thout being cremated. Part of the purpose of the ram
fields was to shield the ship fromthe gamma ray particles it was burning for fuel

"Hit himnear a star, if you get the choice," said Brennan. "And don't let himdo that to you."

The | aser was surer death, if it hit a ship. But an eneny ship would be at |east |ight-seconds
away at the start of a battle. It would make a small, elusive target, its image del ayed seconds or
nm nutes. The thousand mile wings of a ramfield would be easier to hit.

The gui ded bonbs were many and varied. Sorme were sinple fusion bonbs. Ohers would throw bursts
of hot plasnma through a ramfield, or carbon vapor to produce sudden surges in the burn rate, or
hal f a ton of pressurized radon gas in a stasis field. Sinple death or conplicated. Sonme were mnere
decoys, silvered ball oons.

Roy | ear ned

The wreck of Kobold was al nost three nonths behind them and Roy was at war. Lately he had cone
to enjoy these sinulated battles, but he wasn't enjoying this one. Brennan was throw ng everything
at him The Pak scouts had used a three gee drive until they crossed his wake, and then Wanl Six
gees and closing. Sone of his missiles were going wild; the scouts were doing sonething to the
gui dance. The pair dodged his |laser with such ease that he'd turned the damm thing off. They'd
used lasers on him firing not only at his ship but at the field constriction behind himwhere
hydrogen atons net and fused, so that Protector surged unevenly and he had to worry for the
generator nountings. They threw bonbs at unreasonable velocities, probably through a linear
accelerator. He had to dodge in slow random curves. Protector was not what you'd cal
maneuver abl e.

Three days he'd been in the lifesystem nodul e, eating and drinking there and using pep pills
i nstead of sleep. Playing Brennan's gane. He was nad cl ean through. Wthin ships he could infer
only frominstrunents, he imagined hard faces |ike Brennan's.

Two scouts closing frombehind, and finally he hit one with the directed magnetic field and
watched its ramfield flare and di ssi pate.

That was when he realized that there were two pairs of ships in tandem Damm Brennan anyway!
He'd hit a lead ship, but the trailing ship was still there... and sl ow ng. Sonehow t he | oss of
the I ead ship had slowed it. Roy concentrated on the second team which was still closing.
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He tried a turn. Two ships linked should be | ess maneuverable than one... and an hour |ater he
knew that they were. He'd turned only a fraction of a mnute of arc, but they had turned |l ess. He
could keep up his dodging and still turn inside them

He tried sonme of his weaponry on the | one ship behind him

Then hal f his weapons board was red, and he had to guess what had exploded in the trailing pod.
Probably that idiot projector: he'd been trying to punch a hole in the lone ship's ramfield. He
bet his ship he was right, and ganbled further that the expl osion had wecked his | aser, which
m ght ot herwi se have been of sonme use. He fired a flurry of bonbs fromthe side of the cargo pod
opposite the explosion. The lead ship of the remaining pair flared and di ed.

That left two, each the trailing ship of a pair, naking | ess than his own accel eration. He
dithered a bit, then ran for it. He continued to dodge m ssiles and | aser beans.

The scouts fell away. He watched them dwi ndling... and then one wasn't dwindling... and it
finally dawned on himthat that one had picked up accel erati on sonmehow and was coning up from
behi nd at something |ike eight gees.

Roy's first inmpulse was to scream "Brennan! Wat are you trying to pull?"

He' d done that before. This tine he restrained it. Because he'd guessed the answer: the second
ship was burning Protector's own exhaust! Never mind how that was it, that was why they noved in
t andem

He dropped two half-tons of radon with the drives di sconnect ed.

Radon has a short half-life: it has to be kept in stasis. The generator was outside the bonb
shell, and was partly soft iron. The eneny's ramfield tore it apart. A nminute later the radon was
in the constriction, and incredible things were happening: radon fusing to transurani an el ements,
then fissioning i mediately. The constriction exploded. The ramfield sparkled |ike a departnent
store Xnas tree gone nanic. The Pak ship flared into a small white point, fading.

The | ast Pak ship was far behind.

Coming out of it was a slow process. Roy had to keep telling hinself: this isn't real, this is
only pretend. He junped violently when Brennan's alien head poked through the tw ng.

Then he shouted, "Wat the hell was that about, him burning ny exhaust?"

"I just knew you'd bring that up,"” said Brennan. "I'Il tell you in detail, but first let's talk
about the battle.”

"Screw the battle!"

"You did well," said Brennan. "There isn't nuch |eft of your weapons pod, but that's okay if you
don't nmeet any nore scouts. You don't have reserve fuel to get into orbit around Winderl and; you
used too much. But you can abandon Protector and land with the cargo ship."

"That's nice. That's very reassuring. Now tell nme how a Pak scout can burn my own exhaust and
cone tearing up ny tail pipe!"

"It's one possible configuration. In fact, it's the one |I'm about to start |ooking for, because
it'd be easy to find. | can show you better with diagrans."

* k k

Roy had cal ned down a bit when they reached the Flying Dutchman's control room He had al so
started to shake. Three days in Protector's control chair had | eft himexhausted

Brennan | ooked at himthoughtfully. "Want to put this off?"
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"Ckay, 1'Il make it quick. Let's look at what your ramfield does. It picks up interstellar
hydrogen in a path three thousand miles across. It sweeps it in via nmagnetic fields, pinches it
toget her hard enough and | ong enough to produce sone fusion. Wiat cones out is heliumand sone
| eftover hydrogen and sone hi gher-order fusion products.”

"Right."

"It's also a hot, fairly tight stream Eventually it'll spread out into nothing, |ike any rocket
exhaust. But suppose a ship were follow ng you, here." Brennan nade pictures on the screen: two
tiny ships, the second following a hundred miles behind the first. He spread a wi de cone before
the I ead ship, converging it alnbst to a point behind the ship. A needle shape with the ship in
its point-- the ship's protective shield-- brought the incom ng hydrogen into a ring shaped
constriction.

"You're collecting the fuel for him H's ramfield is only a hundred mles across--" Brennan
drew a nmuch narrower cone. "--and it gives himfiner control over his fuel flow It's already hot
and dense. It burns better, in higher-order fusion. The exhaust would be rich in beryllium

"I't's just one of the things those last remaining Pak m ght have tried. The |ead ship would be
nothing but a ram no onboard fuel, no insystemnotor, no cargo. It would have to be towed up to
ranscoop speed. The followi ng ship is heavier, but it gets nore thrust."

"You think that's what's coning at us?"

"Maybe. There are other ways to work it. Two ships, independent, held together by a gravity
generator. In a pinch they could split up. O the lead ship nmight be the ship proper, with the

hind ship only an afterburner. Either way, | can find them They'll produce beryllium frequencies
like a neon sign on the sky. Al 1've got to do is build the detector."”

"Need hel p?"

"Eventually. Go to sleep. W'll try another dry run in a nonth or so."

Roy stopped in the doorway. "That |ong?"

"Just to keep you on your toes. You're as ready as you'll ever be. Only, be nore careful with
that el ectromagnetic projector. Wen you wake up I'Il show you what the Pak scouts did to it."

"What you did to it."

"What they would have done. Go to sleep.”

* k% %

Brennan was in the machi ne shop for three days. If he slept he slept there. He skipped neals
there. Whatever he was doing filled the nmachine shop with constant racket and sent a hunmi ng
vi bration through the rock of the Flying Dutchman.

Roy read a couple of old novels stored in the conputer. He floated through bare rock caverns and
corridors, and was oppressed by the sensation of being underground. He worked hinself to
exhaustion in the exercise room Free fall had cost himsonme nuscle tone. Have to do sonething
about that.

He researched Winderl and and found about what he expected. Gee: 61% Popul ation: 1,024, 000.
Col oni zed area: 3,000,000 square mles. Largest town: Mnchen, popul ation: 800. Farewell, city
life. Cone to that, Mnchen woul d probably | ook |like New York to himby the tinme he got there.

There was a tine on the fourth day when he found the nachi ne shop qui et and Brennan apparently
asl eep. He was about to | eave when Brennan opened his eyes and started tal king.

"You depend too rmuch on those long, slowturns,” he said. "The way to dodge Pak weaponry is to
vary your thrust. Keep opening and closing the constriction in the ramfield. Wen they throw
sonmething like a laser pulse into the constriction, open it. Nothing's going to fuse if you don't
squeeze the plasma tight enough.”
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Roy wasn't flustered. He was getting used to Brennan's habit of resumng a subject that may have
been broken of f days ago. He said, "That last ship could have done that when | threw radon at
him™"

"Sure, if he did it fast enough. At good ranscoop velocities the shit should be in the
constriction before he knows it's reached the ramfield, especially as you didn't put any rocket
thrust on it. That was good thinking, Roy. Meno for you: don't ever follow a ship that's running.
There are too many things he can throw into your ramfield. Hopefully we'll be doing the running
in any battle."

Roy renenbered what he had cone for. "You're two days past dinnertine. | thought |'d--"
"Not hungry. My prismis in the oven, and |I've got to wait for it to cool."

"I could bring--"

"No thanks."

"Any significance?"

"Didn'"t | tell you | was predictable? If there aren't any Pak scouts in the vicinity, you could
just as well go on to Winderland al one. Most of what | know about the Pak is stored in the
conmput er. When a protector feels not needed, he doesn't eat."

"So you're kind of hoping we find Pak scouts."

Brennan | aughed: a credible chuckle, though his nouth didn't nove. H's face wasn't hard,
exactly; it was like winkled leather. It was his nmouth that was |i ke hard shell. Too rmuch of
human expression is in the nouth.

On the evening of the sane day he canme out towi ng three hundred pounds of machinery, of which a
big, solid crystal prismwas a promnent part. He wouldn't let Roy help towit, but they set it up
together at the focus of the Flying Dutchman's tel escope. Roy brought hima sandwi ch then, and
made himeat it. The Jewi sh nother role irritated him but so did the thought of going on to
Winder | and al one.

Brennan was gone when Roy came | ooking for him around mid-afternoon of the fifth day. Roy found
himin the one roomfrom which he was forbi dden, the hydroponi cs garden. Brennan was novi ng down
the side of an open tank, consunmi ng sweet potatoes one after another.

* % %

The prismthrew a rai nbow spectrum across a white surface. Brennan pointed to a bright green
line. "Berylliumlight, blue-shifted," he said. "And the heliumlines are up in the violet.
Odinarily berylliumis in the infrared."

"Bl ue-shifted." Any school child knew what that neant. "He's comi ng down our throats."

"Maybe not. He's coming toward us, but maybe not dead on. W're only a couple of |ight-weeks out
fromSol, and he's a light-year away, and | think he's decelerating. I'll have to check to see if
were getting his exhaust. But | think he's headed for Sol."

"Brennan, that's worse."

"It's just as bad as it can get. We'll know in a nonth. He'll have noved by then. W'l have
some paralax on him"

"A nonth! But--"

"Just a minute. Calmdown. How far can be go in a nonth? He's way below |ightspeed; we're
probably going faster than he is. A nmonth won't cost us much-- and |'ve got to know how many there
are, and where they are, and where they're going. And |'ve got to build something."
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"What ?"

"A widget. Sonething | dreamed up after we found the Pak fleet, when | saw that there mnight be
Pak scouts around. The designs are in the conputer.”

Roy did not fear loneliness. He feared its opposite. Brennan was an odd conpani on, and Protector
was going to be cramped when they finally left the Flying Dutchman. For a week or so Roy stayed
away fromthe observatory, consciously savoring his alone-ness. In the enpty exercise room he
hovered in midair, swinging his arns and legs in wide circles. Later he would want to remenber the
room Even this hal f-hollowed ball of rock was too small for a nman who would rather be clinbing a
nmount ai n.

Once he suggested another dry run. Brennan's nodels of the Pak scouts would be nore accurate
now. But Brennan wasn't having any. "You know as nuch as you're ever going to about fighting Pak.
Does that scare you?"

"Hell, yes."
"Jdad to bear it."

One day Brennan wasn't in the | aboratory. Roy went |ooking for him The longer it took the nore
st ubborn he got; but Brennan didn't seemto be anywhere aboard.

He finally asked himself, "How would Brennan handle this? Logic. If he's not inside, then he's
out side. What's outside that he m ght need?"

Ri ght. Vacuum and access to the surface.

The tree, the grass, the nmud of the pond bottomwere all freeze-dried and dead. The stars were
bright and eerie, and nore real than they had seened on a vision screen. Roy could see themas a
battlefield: the unseen worlds as territories to be fought over, the gas shells around stars as
death traps for an unwary warri or

He spotted Brennan's torch

Brennan was working in vacuum building... something. H s redesigned pressure suit seened both
ali en and anachronistic, and the chest design was a detail fromDali: a Madonna and Child, very
beautiful. A torn |oaf of bread floated within the windowin the Child s torso, and he | ooked down
at it with an adult, thoughtful gaze.

"Don't come too close,” Brennan said into his suit mke. "I had plenty of tine to fiddle with
this ball of rock while I was shaping Kobold. There are deposits of pure elenents under all this
| andscapi ng. "

"\What are you maki ng?"

"Somet hing that should collapse a polarized gravity generator at a distance. |If generated
gravity is what they're using to hold their ships in tandem they'll have to polarize it to nmake
it work over those distances. W know they know how to do it. They'll put the generator on the
trailing ship, because that's the ship that's produci ng enough excess power to maintain the
field. "

"Suppose they're using sonething el se?"

"So | waste a nonth. But | won't believe they're using cables. In deceleration nbde even a Pak
cable won't stand up to the exhaust fromthe trailing ship. | might believe they | oaded everything
on the trailing ship and used the |lead ship purely as a stripped Bussard ranjeta conpressor. But
they'd | ose power and maneuverability.

"I've been trying to design a Pak scout ship nyself. It isn't easy, because | don't know what
they' ve got. The worst thing | can think of fromour viewpoint is tw independent ships with
heavy, versatile ramfield generators. That way if you |l ost a couple of lead ships in a battle,
you could link the trailing ships, and vice versa."
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"Yah. "

"But | don't believe it. The nore widgetry they put into each ship, the fewer ships they wi nd up
with. | think they'd conpronise. The lead ship is a Bussard ranjet, built to fight, but not too
different fromours. It's the trailing ship that's versatile, with the oversized adjustable ram
field generator. You could link two trailing ships, but not two | ead ships. The | ead ships are
nore vul nerabl e anyway. You saw that."

"Then these scouts are tougher than what | fought."

"And there are three of them"

"Three."

"They're conming in a cone, through-- you renenber that map of the space around Sol ? There's a
region that's alnost all red dwarfs, and they're coming through that. | think the idea is to nap
an escape route for the fleet, in case sonmething goes wong at Sol. Oherwise they'll see to it

that Sol is clean, then go on to other yellow dwarf stars. At the nonent they're all about a |ight
year from Sol and about eight |ight-nonths apart."”

Roy | ooked up. Wiere within the battlefield--? He found Sol easily, but he couldn't renenber the
direction of the first scout. He shivered in his suit, though it was far nore confortable than it
had ever been. Brennan had been tinkering with it.

"There could be nore."
"I doubt it," said Brennan. "I didn't find any nore berylliumtraces at any frequency shift."
"Suppose they came in ones instead of twos. They'd show as ordinary Bussard ships.”

"I don't believe it. Look, they need to be able to see each other. If a scout disappears, the
others want to knowit."

"Al'l right. Now we've got to keep them away from Sol. How about using ourselves as a decoy?"
"Ri ght."

That absent-ni nded nonosyl | abl e was di sconcerting. It happened every so often, this inplication
that Brennan had al ready thought it through, in every detail, |ong ago. Wen he didn't say any
nore, Roy asked, "Anything | can do to hel p?"

"No. I've got to finish this. Inprove your mind. Brush up on local astronomy; it's our battle
map. Look up Home. We're not going to Winderl and now. We're going to Hone, if we get the choice."

"How cone?"

"Let's say I'mplanning to nake a right angle turn in deep space. Honme's the easiest target
after that. They've also got a good industrial civilization."

* k k

HOVE: Epsilon Indi 2, second of five planets in a systemwhich also includes 200 asteroids
randomy distributed in charted orbits. Gavity: 1.08. Dianeter: 8800 miles. Rotation: 23 hours 10
m nutes. Year: 181 days. Atnosphere: 23% oxygen, 76% nitrogen, 1% nontoxic trace gasses. Sea |eve
pressure: 11 pounds/square inch

One noon, dianeter: 1200 nmiles, gravity: 0.2, surface composition: roughly |unar

Di scovery reported 2094, via ranrobot exploration probe. Settled 2189, by a conbination of
sl owboat s and ranrobots. .

Settling Hone had been nade easier by two new techni ques. The sl owboats had carried sixty
col onists each, in stasis. Sixty colonists would have filled three or four slowboats a century
earlier. And, though no living thing could survive travel in a ranrobot, it had proved possible to
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ship fuel to the slowboats via ranrobot. An ol der techni que was used extensively: colony supplies
were shipped via ranrobot to orbit about Home, saving room aboard the slowboats. Rans that failed
on the way would fail in tinme for replacenents to be sent.

The original colonists had planned to call their new world Flatland. Perhaps it amused themto
thi nk of thenselves and their descendants as flatlanders. Once on Honme they had changed their
m nds: a belated attack of patriotism Popul ation: 3,200,000. Colonized area: 6,000,000 square
mles. Principal cities... Roy spent sone tinme nmenorizing the maps. Cities and towns had tended to
formin the forks of rivers. The farm ng conmunities were all near the sea. Hone had sea |ife but
little land life, and farm ng of any kind required a conplete ecol ogy; but sea |life was used
extensively for fertilizer

There were extensive mning industries, all confined to Hone itself.

Conmmmuni cation with Earth formed a principal industry, which tended to produce other industries
at a steady rate.

Three million... A population of three nmillion at this date nmeant a heavy birthrate, even if
initially augnented by bottle-grown babies and | ater by nore colony ships. Roy hadn't thought of
that aspect of noving to a colony world. There was a pride in being the father of nany children..
a pride that woul d have | ess neaning on Hone, where you didn't have to prove genius or invent the
wheel or sonething just to get the license. Still... he would have children on two worl ds.

Still, Honme would probably change for the worse when Brennan put it on a war footing. War was
never fun, and Roy ought to know- this kind of interstellar war was going to be |long and sl ow.
What kind of nmind did it take to plan a hundred and seventy-three years in advance?

The thing Brennan was building was slightly taller than he was, heavy and cylindrical. He had
moved it near one of the great doors beneath which the conponents of Protector waited.

"I want to be damm sure | can get adequate polarization of the field," he told Roy. "Qherw se
the whol e of Protector could wind up falling into it."

"Li ke Kobold, huh? Can you do it?"

"I think so. The Pak did it... we assune. If | can't do it I'll have to assune they're hol ding
their ships in tandem sone other way."

"Where's it going to ride?"

"I''"ll string it behind the weapons pod. And your cargo ship behind the Iifesystem W'Ill | ook
somewhat strung out. It won't surprise the Pak any that |'ve fiddled with the design of the ship.
They woul d, given the tools and raw materials."”

"What makes you think they don't have then®"

"I don't think that," said Brennan. "I keep wondering what they'll build for nme once they know
what |'ve got."

One day he was back in the observatory. "All finished," he said briskly. "I can get the
pol ari zed gravity field I need. Wi ch neans a Pak could get it, which means they're probably using
it."

"Then we're ready for takeoff. Finally."
"As soon as | know what the Pak scouts are doing. Twelve hours, | pronise."”

In the 'scope screen the Pak scouts showed as tiny green lights, a good distance from each
ot her, and neasurably closer to Sol. Brennan seenmed to know just where to find them but then he'd
been observing themfor two nonths. "Still nmaking three gravities," he said. "They'll be at rest
when they reach Sol. |'ve been right about themso far. Let's see how far | can carry it."

"I'sn't it about tine you told nme what you've got in mnd?"
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"Right. We're leaving the Flying Dutchman, now. The hell wth convincing them!|'mcoming from

Van Maanen's Star. They're seeing us fromthe wong angle anyway. |I'Il take off for Winderl and at
one point aught eight gee, hold for a nonth or so, then boost to two gee and start ny turn away
fromthem If they spot ne in that time, they'lIl turn after nme, if | can make themthink |I'm

danger ous enough. "

"Why," he started to ask, before he renmenbered that one point aught eight was the surface
gravity of Hone.

"I don't want themto think I'ma Pak. Not now. They're nore likely to chase an alien capable of
building or stealing a Pak ship. And | don't want to use Earth gravity. It'd be a giveaway."

"Ckay, but now they'll think you came from Hone. Do you want that?"
"I think I do."

Home wasn't getting much choice about entering the war. Roy sighed. Who was? He said, "Wat if
two of themgo on to Sol and the other cones after us?”

"That's the beauty of it. They're still eight Iight-nonths apart. Each of them has to make his
turn eight nonths before he sees the others make theirs. Turning back could cost them another year
and a half. By then they may just decide |I'mtoo dangerous to get away." Brennan | ooked up from
the screen. "You don't share ny enthusiasm"”

"Brennan, it'll be two bl oody years before you even know if they've turned after you. One year
for themto spot you, one year before you see them make the turn."

"Not quite two years. O ose enough." Brennan's eyes were dark beneath their shelf of bone. "Just
how nuch boredom can you stand?"

"I don't know. "
"l can nake you a stasis field capsule, using two of the radon bonbs."
Ye gods, a reprieve! "Hey, that's good. But you' d have to throw away the radon, wouldn't you?"

"Hell, no. I wouldn't do it. I'lIl just nmove two of the bonmbs up into the lifesystemand rig a
nmetal shell between the generators."

Consci ence snmote him "Look, do you feel the sane way | do? About waiting, | nean. W coul d take
turns on watch."

"Come off it. | could wait for Judgnment Day w thout unfolding ny hands, if | had a reason."
Roy | aughed. The constant delays had really been getting to him

* k% %

The stasis box was a soft iron cylinder seven feet long, welded to the shells of two radon bonbs
to give a total length of fourteen feet. They'd had to run it through the door |inking the kitchen
and the exercise room

It fitted Roy Iike a coffin. It felt like a coffin. Roy's teeth clanmped shut, hol di ng words
back, as he waited for Brennan to shut the curved hatch

It nade a very solid sound.
Are you sure this will work?
Idiot. Hone was settled this way. O course it'll work. Brennan woul d've thought he was a f ool

He waited in darkness. He inagi ned Brennan finishing the welding, testing currents and circuitry
and so forth before linking the switch. Then-- he wouldn't sense time passing. Wen the door
opened woul d he foolishly ask, "Didn't it work?"
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Gravity dropped suddenly on himfrom above. Roy hit the floor and stayed there. He grunted in
shock and surprise. No need to ask: Protector was in flight, nmaking three gravities easy.

The hatch swung back. Brennan caught himunder the arnpits and lifted. H s hands were hard as
hat chet bl ades. He half wal ked, half carried Roy to a crash chair. He shifted his grip to Roy's
belt and slowy lowered himinto the crash chair.

"I"'mnot a cripple,” Roy grunted.

Brennan reclined Roy's chair. "You'll feel like one." He lowered hinself into the other chair
with the same care. "They bit. They're conming after me. W' ve been doing two point one six gee for
two years now. | kept it that |ow because | was afraid they'd think | could outrun them"

"Can you? How are they doi ng?"

"I'"ll show you." Brennan played with the keyboard, and a starscape filled the screen. "This is
two years action telescoped into ten mnutes. You'll see it better that way. Can you spot the Pak
shi ps?"

"Yah." Three green dots, visibly elongated, visibly nmoving. Presently a brilliant white |ight--
Sol-- drifted on fromstage left.

"I got sonme paralax on themwhile they were making the turn. Low accel eration, but a fast turn,
about the sanme turning radius as ours. | think the individual ships nmust have turned separately.
Now they're back in tandem comng at us at five and a half gee.”

"You guessed that al nost on the nose."

"Remenber, | spent several days with Phssthpok as nmy nmentor. | figured a healthy Pak coul d take
three gee forever, and six gee for five years, which would kill him They knew their linmts and
designed for '"em"

Three green stars drifted toward Sol. Presently, one by one, they went out and cane on again.
Now their col or was dimrer, yellower. Roy tried to sit up against his own weight, but Brennan's
hand pushed him back. "This is where they switched to accel erati on node."

Roy wat ched for another mnute, but nothing happened, except that the green stars brightened
slightly.

"This is where we stand now. Those inages are about a |ight-year away. The ships thensel ves
woul d be two |ight-nmonths closer, assuming they've been chasing us at constant acceleration. In a

few nmonths we'll know whether any of themturned back. Ot herw se the lead pair would reach us in
about fourteen nonths ship's tinme, except that at some point they'll go into decel eration node and
see if they can hurt us with the backblast, which nmeans it'll take a little |onger."

"Fourteen nonths."

"Ship's tine. We're doing relativistic speeds. We'll cover a lot nore distance than that."

Roy shook his head. "It cones to ne that you woke nme just a bit early."”

"Not really. | can't think of anything they could do to ne over this distance, but |'m not
certain they haven't thought of sonething. | want you awake and fully recovered if sonething

happens to me. And | want these bonbs back in the weapons pod."
"I't sounds unlikely. Wat could they do to you that wouldn't kill nme too?"

"All right, | had another reason for waking you. | could have rigged you a stasis box right
after we left Kobold. Wiy didn't 17?"

Roy felt tired. Gravity pulling blood fromhis brain? "I had to be trained. Trained to fight
this ship."
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"And are you in condition to fight? Like a pile of wet noodles you are! Wen things start
happening | want you able to nmove."

He did feel like a pile of wet noodles. Hell. "All right. Shall we--7?"

"No chance. For today you just lie there. Tonmorrow we'll wal k you around a bit. Pretend you' ve
been sick." Brennan gl anced sideways at him "Don't take it so hard. Let ne show you sonething."

Roy had forgotten that this was Phssthpok's own control module, with a hitll that could be nade
transparent at will. It startled himwhen the wall went invisible. Then he | ooked

They were noving that fast. The stars behind were red-shifted to bl ack. Ahead, above, they were
violet-white. And fromthe zenith they swept back |like a rainbow violet, blue, green, yellow,
orange, red, in expanding rings. The effect was total; all of Protector's interior partitions had
turned transparent too.

"No man has ever seen this before you," said Brennan, "unless you count nme a man." He pointed.
"There. That's Epsilon Indi."

"It's off to the side."

"We're not headed for it directly. | told you, I'mplanning to nake a right angle turn in space.
There's only one place | can do it."

"Can we beat the scouts there?"
"Barely ahead of the second ship, | think. We'lIl have to fight the first one."

* % %

Roy slept ten hours a day. Twice a day he took |ong wal ks, fromthe control room around the
exerci se room and back, an extra |ap each day. Brennan wal ked with him ready to reach out. He
could kill himself if he fell wong.

It felt like he'd been sick. He didn't like it.

One day they threw the ramfield constriction wi de open, and-- in free fall, protected fromthe
oncom ng ganma rays by the scintillating dome of the inner ramfield-- they noved the radon bonbs
back to their nests in the weapons pod. For those two hours Roy had his strength back, and he
gloried init. Then he was back in two point one six gee, a four-hundred-pound weakling.

Wth Brennan's help he worked out a cal endar of events for the |ongest war on record:
33,000 BC. Phssthpok departs Pak

32,800 BC: First em gration wave departs Pak

32,500 BC. Second emigration wave.

X: Pak scouts.

2125 AD: Phssthpok arrives Sol. Brennan turns protector

2340 AD: Kidnap of Truesdal e.

2341 AD, Cctober: Discovery of Pak fleet.

2341 AD, Novenber: Departure of Flying Dutchman. Destruction of Kobol d.
2342 AD, May: Discovery of Pak scouts.

2342 AD, July: Truesdale in stasis. Departure of Protector

At this point relativity would begin to screw up the dating. Roy decided to go by ship's tineg,
given that he would have to live through it.
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2344 AD, April: Pak ships sighted altering course.
2344 AD, July: Truesdal e out of stasis.

HYPOTHETI CAL

2345 AD, Septenber: Meet first Pak shi ps.

2346 AD, March: Right angle turn (?) Lose Pak scouts.
2350 AD: Arrive Hone. Adjust cal endars.

Roy studied Hone. Over many decades there had been consi derabl e nessage | aser traffic between
Earth and Hone. There were travel ogues and bi ographi es and novels and studies of the native life.
Brennan had already read it all; at his reading speed he hadn't needed anything |ike his two years
head start.

The novel s had an odd flavor, a nest of unspoken assunptions that he couldn't quite pin down,
until he asked Brennan about it.

Brennan had an eidetic menory and a fine grasp of subtleties. "Partly it's a Belter thing," he
told Roy. "They know they're in an artificial environment, and they feel protective toward it.
This bit in The Shortest Day, where Ingramgets shot for wal king on the grass-- that's a direct
steal from sonething that happened early in Hone history. You'll see it in Livernore's biography.
As for their burial custons, that's probably left over fromthe early days. Renenber, the first
hundred peopl e who died on Hone knew each other like you knew your brother. Anyone's death was
i mportant in those days, to everyone in the world."

"Yah, when you put it like that... and they've got nore room too. They don't need
crematori uns. "

"Good point. There's endless useless |and, useless until it's fertilized sonehow. The bigger the
graveyard grows, the nore it shows the human conquest of Hone. Especially when trees and grass
start grow ng where nothing ever grew before."

Roy thought the idea over, and decided he liked it. How could you |ose? Until the Pak arrived.

"These Honmers don't seemparticularly warlike," he said. "W're going to have to get themon a
war footing before the Pak scouts find Honme. Sonmehow. ™

But Brennan woul dn't tal k about that. "All our information is ten to a hundred years ol d.
don't know enough about Hone as it is now W don't know how the politics have gone. |'ve got some
ideas... but mainly we'll be playing it by ear."” He slapped Roy on the back: a sensation |ike
being hit by a sackful of walnuts. "Cheer up. W may never get there at all."

Brennan was a wordy bastard when he had the tinme. More: he was making a clear effort to keep Roy
entertai ned. Perhaps he was entertaining hinself as well. It was all very well to talk of a Pak
spendi ng eight hundred years sitting in a crash couch; but Brennan had been rai sed hunan.

They pl ayed ganes, using anal og prograns set up in the computer. Brennan al ways won at chess,
checkers, Scrabble and the like. But gin and dom noes were ganes hard to | earn, easy to master
They stuck to those. Brennan still won nore than his share, perhaps because he could read Roy's
face.

They hel d | ong di scussi ons on phil osophy and politics and the paths manki nd was taking. They
read a great deal. Brennan had stockpiled material on all the inhabited worlds, not just Hone and
Winder | and. Once he said, "I was never sure where | might wind up steering a crippled ship in
search of breathing-air and a chance at repair facilities. I"'mstill not sure."

Over nmany nont hs Roy began exercising nore and sleeping | ess. He was strong now, he no | onger
felt like a cripple. H's nuscles were harder than they had ever been in his life.

And t he Pak ships cane steadily closer.
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Through the clear twing they were invisible, black in a black sky. They were still too distant,
and not all of their output was visible [ight. But they showed under magnification: the sparkling
of hysteresis in the wide wings of the ramfield, and in the center the small steady light of the
drive.

Ten nonths after Roy had energed fromthe stasis box, the light of the |eading pair went out.
Mnutes later it came on again, but it was dimand flickering.

"They' ve gone into decel erati on node," said Brennan

In an hour the eneny's drive was producing a steady glow, the red of blue-shifted beryllium
eni ssi on.

"I'"ll have to start ny turn too," said Brennan

"You want to fight then?"

"That first pair, anyway. And if | turn nowit'll give us a better w ndow. "

"W ndow?"

"For that right-angle turn."

"Listen, you can eitber explain that right-angle turn business or stop bringing it up."
Brennan chuckled. "I have to keep you interested sonehow, don't 1?"

"What are you planning? Cl ose orbit around a bl ack hol e?"

"My complinents. That's a good guess. rve found a nonrotating neutron star... al nost
nonrotating. | wouldn't dare dive into the radiating gas shell around a pul sar, but this beast
seens to have a long rotation period and no gas envelope at all. And it's nonlum nous. It mnust be
an old one. The scouts'|l| have trouble finding it, and I can chart a hyperbola through the gravity
field that'll take us straight to Hone."

Casual as Brennan sounded, that sounded dangerous. And the Pak scouts noved steadily closer
Four nmonths later the first pair of ships was naked-eye visible, a blue-green point alone in a
bl ack sky.

They watched it grow. Its drive flame nmade wiggly lines on Brennan's instrunents. "Not too bad,"
said Brennan. "Of course you'd be dead if you went outside for awhile.”

"Yah."
"I wonder if hes close enough to try the gravity w dget."

Roy wat ched, but did not understand, as Brennan played his control board. Brennan had never
showed himhow to use that particular weapon. It was too delicate, too intuitive. But two days
| ater the bluegreen |ight went out.

"Got him" Brennan said with evident satisfaction. "Got the hind ship, anyway. He probably fell
into his own black hole.”

"I's that what your w dget does? Col |l apse sonebody el se's gravity generator into a hypernass?"

"That's what it's supposed to do. But let's just see." He used the spectroscope. "Right. Helium

lines only. Hind ship gone, |lead ship com ng on at about one gee. He'll be passing nme sooner than
he expected. He's got two choices now. Run or ram | think he'll try to ram- so to speak."

"He'll try to throw his ramfield across us. That'd kill us, wouldn't it?"

"Yes. HHmtoo. Well--" Brennan dropped some missiles, then started a turn

Two days |ater the | ead ship was gone. Brennan swung Protector back on course. It had all seened
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very like one of Brennan's dry runs, except that it took even |onger

* % %

The next pass was different.

It was six nonths before the remaining Pak came cl ose; but one day they were naked-eye visible,
two wan yellow dots in the bl ackness astern. Their speed had dropped to not much above Protector's
own.

Froman initial separation of eight |ight-nmonths the scout pairs had converged over the years,
until they were nearly side by side, thirty light-hours behind Protector.

"Time to try the gravity w dget again," said Brennan

Wil e Brennan played with the controls, Roy |ooked up at two yell ow eyes gl owi ng beyond the
bl ack shadow of the drive section. Intellectually he knew that he would see nothing for two and a
hal f days. ..

And he was wong. The flare came frombelow, lighting the interior of the |ifesystem sphere.
Brennan noved instantly, stabbing out with a stiff forefinger.

For a noment afterward, then, Brennan hovered wiretense over the dials. Then he was hinsel f
again. "Reflexes still in order," he said.

"What happened?”

"They did it. They built a gravity widget like mne. My own widget collapsed into a hypernmass,
and the hypermass started eating its way up the cable. If | hadn't blown the cable in tinme it
woul d have absorbed t he weapons pod. The energy rel ease woul d have killed us." Brennan opened the
keyboard panel and began cl osing control el enents down against future need. "Now well have to beat
themto the neutron star. If they maintain their deceleration, we will."

"What are they likely to throw at us in the nmeantine?"

"Lasers for sure. They need heavy | asers anyway, to comunicate with the main fleets. |'m going
to opaque the twing." He did. Now they were | ocked inside a gray shell, the scouts showing only in
the tel escope screen. "Qther than that... we're all in a bad way for throwi ng bonbs. W're al
decelerating. My missiles would be Iike going uphill; they couldn't reach themat this distance.

They can reach ne, but their bonbs are going in the wong direction. They' Il go right through the
ramfield from behind."

"Good. "

"Sure. Unless they're accurate enough to hit the ship itself. Well, we'll see.”

* k%

The | asers cane in two beans of searing green light, and Protector was blind aft. Part of
Protector's skin boiled away frighteningly. The underskin was mnirror-surfaced.

"That won't hurt us until they get a lot closer,"” said Brennan. But he worried about nissiles.
He began dodgi ng at random and |ife becane unconfortable as Brennan played with Protector's
accel erati on.

A cluster of small masses approached them Brennan opened the ramfield constriction w de, and
they watched the explosions in relative confort, though sone of them shook the ship. Roy watched
al rost without fear. He was bothered by the growing feeling that Brennan and the Pak protectors
were playing an el aborate gane whose rul es they both understood perfectly: a game |ike the space
war ganes played by conputer programmers. Brennan had known that he would get the first ships,
that the others would ruin his wi dget, that in matching courses for a proper duel they would sl ow
too far to catch himby the time they discovered the neutron star ahead..

A day out fromthe neutron star, one of the green war beans went out. "They finally sawit,"
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said Brennan, "They're lining up for the pass. Oherw se they could wind up being flung off in
opposite directions.”

"They're awfully close," said Roy. They were, in a relative sense: they were four |ight-hours
behi nd Protector, closer than Sol is to Pluto. "And you can't dodge nuch, can you? It'd foul our
course past the star."

"Let me get this done," Brennan nunbl ed, and Roy shut up

The thrust dropped easily to half a gee. Protector swung left, and the |lifesystem pod swing
oddly at the end of its cable.

Then Brennan turned the ramfield off entirely. "There's a bit of a gas shell,’
"Now don't bug ne for awhile.™

he expl ai ned.

Protector was in free fall, a sitting duck.

Ei ght hours later there were missiles. The scouts nust have fired as soon as they saw the
sparkl e of Protector's ramfield go out. Brennan dodged, using the insystemdrive. The nissiles
he'd thrown at the scouts had no apparent effect: the hellish green light fromthe | ead ship
continued to bathe Protector.

"He's cut his ramfield," Brennan said presently. "He'll have to cut his |aser too, when he runs
out of battery power." He |ooked at Roy for the first time in houm"Get sonme sleep. You're half
dead now. Whatll you be Iike when we round the star?"

"All dead," Roy sighed. He reclined his chair. "Wake me up if he hits us, will you? I'd hate to
ni ss anything."

Brennan didn't answer.

* k%

Three hours away, the neutron star was still invisible ahead of them Brennan said, "Ready?"

"Ready." Roy was suited up, floating with one hand on the janb of the airlock. There was stil
sleep in his eyes. H's dreans had been fearsone.

Roy went. The lock would pass only one nan. He was at work when Brennan cane through. Brennan
had cut this close, to reduce radiation exposure fromthe neutron star's thin gas envel ope, and to
reduce the tine the Pak had to bl ast away at unprotected nen.

They detached the cable that led to the drive section, then used it to reel the drive section
close, coiling the cable as it canme. It was thick and heavy. They stowed it against the stern of
the drive section.

They did the same with the cable that towed the weapons pod. Roy worked his two-gravity nuscles
with adrenalin flooding his system He was well aware of the radiation sleeting through his body.
This was war... but with sonething missing. He could not hate the Pak. He did not understand them
wel | enough. |If Brennan could hate them he could have caught it from Brennan; but Brennan didn't.
No matter that he called it war. What he was playing was hi gh stakes poker

Now the three nmain sections of Protector floated end to end. Roy boarded the Belt cargo ship for
the first time in years. As he took his place at the controls, green light flooded the cabin. He
dropped the sun screens fast.

Brennan came through the airlock shouting, "Foxed 'em |f they'd done that half an hour ago wed
have been cooked."

"I thought they'd used up their stored power."

"No, that would have been stupid, but they nmust be pretty low They thought I'd wait to the | ast
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second before | took the ships apart. They don't know what | amyet!" he exulted. "And they don't
know | have help. Al right, we've got about an hour before we have to go outside. Get us |ined

up. "

Roy used attitude jets to put the Belt ship fourth in Iline, behind Protector's weapons pod. It
felt good to be handling controls, to be doing sonething constructive in Brennan's war. Through
the sun screens the conponents of Protector glared green as hell. They were already drifting apart
in the reaching tides of the mass ahead.

"Have you naned that star yet?"

"No, " said Brennan

"You discovered it. You have the right."

"I'I'l call it Phssthpok's Star, then. Bear ye witness. | think we owe himthat."
S—_—

NAME. Phssthpok's Star. Later renamed BVS-1, by the Institute of Know edge on Ji nx.
CLASSI FI CATI ON: Neutron star

MASS: 1.3 tines mass of Sol

COVPCSI TI ON: El even miles di aneter of neutronium topped by half a mle of collapsed matter
topped by perhaps twelve feet of nornmal natter

SURFACE GRAVI TY: 1.7x10711 G Earth standard.

REMARKS: First nonradiating neutron star ever discovered. Atypical conpared with nmany known
pul sars; but stars of the BVS type would be difficult to find as conpared with pul sars. BVS-1 may
have started |life as a pulsar, with a radiating gas shell, one hundred mllion to a billion years
ago, then transferred its rotation to the gas shell, dissipating it in the process.

They were going to go past Phssthpok's Star damm fast.

The four sections of Protector fell separately. Even the Pak cable woul d not have hel d t hem
together. Worse: the tidal effect would have pulled the sections into line with the star's center
of mass. The four sections with their snapped cabl es woul d have energed on wildly different
orbits.

This way the sel f-maneuvering cargo ship could be used to |ink the other sections after
peri helion. But he and Brennan could not ride it out here. The Belt ship's cabin was in the nose
of the ship, too far fromthe center of nass.

Roy knew this intellectually. Before they left the ship he could feel it.

Protector had been three receding green dots before the Pak laser finally went out. Then they
were invisible. And the neutron star was a dull red point ahead. Roy felt its tides pulling him
forward agai nst the crash webbi ng.

"Co," said Brennan.

Roy rel eased the webbing. He stood up on the clear plastic of the nose port, then clinbed al ong
the wall. The rungs were made for clinbing in the other direction. Maneuvering hinmself into the
airlock was difficult. Mnutes fromnow it would have been inpossible. Mre nmnutes, and the tides
woul d have crushed hi m agai nst the nose port, a beetle beneath a heel

The hull was snooth, w thout handholds. He couldn't wait here. He hung fromthe janb, then
dr opped.

The ship fell away. He saw a tiny humanoid figure crouched in the airlock. Then four tiny
fl ashes. Brennan had one of the high-velocity rifles. He was firing at the Pak
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Roy could feel the tides now, the whisper of a tug hiside his body. H's feet cane down to the
red dot ahead.

Brennan had dropped after him He was using backpac jets.

The tug inside was stronger. Gentle hands at his head and feet were trying to pull himapart.
The red dot was yellow ng, brightening, comng up at himlike a fiery bow ing ball

* k% %

He thought about it for a good hour. Brennan had intimdated himto that extent. He thought it
t hrough backward and forward, and then he told Brennan he was crazy.

They were linked by three yards of line. The line was taut, though the neutron star was a tiny
red dot behind them And Brennan still had the gun

"I'"'mnot doubting your professional opinion," said Brennan, "But what synptomwas it that tipped
you of f 2"

"That gun. Wiy did you shoot at the Pak ship?"
"I want it wecked."

"But you couldn't hit it. You were ainming right at it. | saw you. The star's gravity nust have
pulled the bullets off course.™

"You think about it. If I"'mreally off my nut, you'd be justified in taking comand."

"Not necessarily. Sonetinmes crazy is better than stupid. What |'mreally afraid of is that
shooting at the Pak ships m ght nake sense. Everything el se you do makes sense, sooner or |ater
I f that neakes sense |'mgonna quit."

Brennan was hunting for the cargo ship with a pair of binoculars. He said, "Don't do that. Treat
it as a puzzle. If I"'mnot crazy, why did | fire at a Pak ship?"

"Dammit. The muzzle velocity isn't anything |ike good enough... How |l ong have | got?"
"Two hours and fifty mnutes.”
"O o0-0h."

They were back aboard Protector's isolated |ifesystemby then, watching the vision screens and--
in Brennan's case--a score of instruments besides. The second Pak teamfell toward the mniature
sun in four sections: a drive section like a two-edged ax, then a pillbox-shaped Iifesystem
section, then a gap of several hundred mles, then a rmuch bigger drive section and anot her
pillbox. The first pillbox was just passing perihelion when the neutron star flared.

A nonent ago magni fication had showed it as a dimred gl obe. Now a snall blue-white star showed
on its surface. The white spot spread, dinming; it spread across the surface without rising in any
kind of cloud. Brennan's counters and needl es began to chatter and twi tch

"That should kill him" Brennan said with satisfaction. "Those Pak pilots probably aren't too
heal t hy anyway; they nust have picked up a certain anount of radiation over thirty-one thousand
Iight years riding behind a Bussard ranjet."

"I presume that was a bullet?"

"Yah. A steel-jacketed bullet. And we're noving against the spin of the star. | slowed it enough
that the magnetic field would pick it up and slowit further, and keep on slowing it until it hit
the star's surface. There were some uncertainties. | wasn't sure just when it would hit."

"Very tricky, Captain."

"The trailing ship probably has it worked out too, but there isn't anything he can do about it.
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Now the flare was a | enbn gl ow across one flank of Plissthpok's Star. Suddenly another white point
gl owed at one edge. "Even if they worked it out in advance, they couldn't be sure | had the guns.
And there's only one course w ndow they can follow nme through. Either | dropped sonething or
didn't. Let's see what the |last pair does.”

"Let's put Protector back together. | think that nmust be the drive section ahead."
"Right."

They worked for hours. Protector was fairly spread across the sky. Roy worked with his shoul ders
hunched agai nst deadly green light, but it never came. The second pair of Pak scouts was dead.

M dway they stopped to watch events that had happened an hour ago: the third pair of Pak scouts
reconnecting their ships in frantic haste, then using precious reserve fuel to accelerate outward
fromthe star. "Thought so," Brennan grunted. "They don't know what kind of variable velocity
weapon |'ve got, and they can't afford to die now They're the last. And that puts themon a
course that' |l take themway the hell away fromus. We'll beat themto Hone by at |east half a
year."

* k%

Roy Truesdal e was thirty-nine years old when he and Brennan rounded Phssthpok's Star. He was
forty-three when they sl owed bel ow ram speed outside the Epsilon Indi system

There were tines during those four years when Roy thought he would go nad.

He m ssed wonen. It wasn't Alice Jordan be was m ssing now, he m ssed wonen, the varied score he
had | oved and the hundreds he had known slightly and the billions he had not. He m ssed his nother
and his sister and his aunts and his ancestresses all the way back to Geatly 'Stelle.

He m ssed wonen and nen and children and ol d people; people to fight with, to talk with, to
|l ove, to hate. One entire night he spent crying for all the people of Earth, taking care that
Brennan shoul dn't hear hin crying not for what the Pak fleet could do to them but just because
they weren't here or he wasn't there.

He spent long periods in his roomw th the door |ocked. Brennan had put the lock on it, and
Brennan coul d have picked that lock in thirty seconds, or opened the door with a single kick; but
it had a psychol ogical effect, and Roy was grateful for it.

He m ssed the space. On any random beach on Earth you could run down the curve of wet hard sand
bet ween sea and shore until there was no strength left in you to do anything but breathe. On Earth
you could wal k forever. In his |ocked room aboard Protector, no | onger hanpered by Protector's
heavy accel eration, Roy paced endl essly between the walls.

Sonetimes, alone, he cursed Brennan for using up all of the radon bonbs. O herw se he could have
ridden this out in stasis. He wondered if Brennan had done it deliberately, for the conpany.

Soneti mes he cursed Brennan for bringing himat all. Asilly act for such an intelligence. At
full acceleration Protector could have outrun the second and third pairs of scouts, with no need
to fight. But three gravities mght have injured Roy Truesdal e.

He hadn't been that nmuch use during the battles. Had Brennan brought himonly for company? O as
a kind of mascot? Or-- he toyed with another idea. One of Brennan's daughters had been naned
Estell e, hadn't she? She night have passed the nane to her own daughter. Geatly 'Stelle

That was an angry thought: that he had been brought only because he belonged to the protector's
blood line, a living rem nder of what Brennan was fighting for, to keep Brennan's interest in the
war alive. Because he snelled right. Roy never asked him He didn't really want to know.

"In a sense you're being subjected to sensory deprivation," Brennan told himonce. That was not
|l ong before turnover, after they had tried sonething decidedly kooky: Brennan taking the parts of
five experts of varying disciplines and accents, in a six-sided discussion of free will versus
determinism It hadn't worked. They were both trying too hard.
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Rov was | osing the urge to talk.

"We've got all kinds of entertainnment," said Brennan, "but no conversation except mine. There's
alimt to how nuch illusion you can get fromnme. But let's try something.”

Roy didn't ask what he nmeant. He found out a few days later, when he wal ked into his room and
found himsel f | ooki ng down a nount ai nsi de.

Now he spent nmore time in there than ever. Every so often Brennan woul d change the environnent.
The 270g hol ograph vision tapes had cone out of the conputer nenory, and they were all of worlds
other than Earth. After a few false starts he avoi ded scenes that involved people. The people
never noticed Roy; they behaved as if he did not exist. That was bad.

He would sit for hours, staring out into the faintly unearthly |andscapes, w shing that he could
wal k out into them Too nmuch of that was bad too, and he would have to turn them off.

It was during such a tinme-- with the walls around hi mnothing but walls-- that he began
wondering again as to just what Brennan was pl anni ng on Hone.

The Pak scouts had veered wi de during the pass around the neutron star. Now their enornous
turning radius had finally ainmed themtoward Hone; but their 5.5 gee accel erati on woul d not
conpensate for the tine they had | ost. They were out of the running as far as Protector was
concerned. And Home woul d have ten nonths to prepare for their arrival.

A peaceful people was not that easily persuaded to prepare for all-out defense. It took tinme to
convert factories to nake weapons. Just how big a threat was one pair of Pak scouts?

"I"'msure they could destroy a planet,” Brennan said judiciously when Roy put it to him "A
planet is a big target, and environnental systens are delicate, and it can't dodge |ike a Bussard
ranjet. Aside fromthat, a Pak scout was probably designed to weck planets. If it can't do that,
what good is it?"

"We' || have less than a year to get ready for them"

"Stop worrying. That's |ong enough. Home al ready has nessage | asers that can reach Earth. That
speaks well for their accuracy and their power. W'Il use themas cannon. And |'ve got designs for
i nduced gravity weapons."

"But will they build then? These are peaceful people in a stable society!"
"We'll talk theminto it."

Sitting in his room staring into an enpty, storny seascape, Roy wondered at Brennan's optin sm
Had he grown unfanmiliar with the way breeders thought? "I've stopped taking chances,"” Brennan had
said once. Wl|?

There had never been a war on Home, according to the tapes of their communications to Earth.
Their novels rarely dealt in violence. Once they had used fusion bonmbs to shape harbors; but then
they had the harbors, and now they didn't even have the factories any nore.

Had Brennan seen sonething in their novels-- a buried violence-- that Roy had not?
One day it occurred to himthat there was a solution

It was a horrifying thought. He never nentioned it to Brennan. He feared that it was evidence of
his own nmadness. He conscientiously resuned his |long conversations with Brennan; he tried to take
sone interest in the very predictable course of the renmining Pak; he offered suggestions for the
vision walls of his cubical; be played gin and doni noes. He exercised. He was turning into a
mount ai n of ruscle. Sonetimes he awed hi nmsel f.

"Teach ne to fight Pak," he once asked Brennan

"No way," said Brennan
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"The subject mght arise. If a Pak ever wanted to take a breeder prisoner--"
"Al'l right, conme on. I'll show you."

They cl eared out the exercise room and they fought. In half an hour Brennan "killed" him
sonmething like thirty times, pulling his karate bl ows with exquisite accuracy. Then he let Roy hit
him several times. Roy delivered killing blows wiih a vicious enthusiasm Brennan may have found
enlightening. Brennan even adnitted that they hurt. But Roy was convinced.

Nonet hel ess they made the fights part of their program

There were all kinds of ways to kill tine. And the tine passed. Sonetinmes it craw ed,
excruciatingly slow, but always it passed.

* k k

There was one Jupiter-sized nass in the Epsilon Indi system Codzilla, Epsilon Indi V, was out
of Protector's path as they braked in at three thousand miles per second. But Brennan veered a bit
to show Roy a wondrous sight.

They slid past a glittering translucent sphere of ice crystals. It was Godzilla's Trojan point,
and it looked like a vast Xmas tree ornanment; but to Roy it was a Wl conme sign. He began to
beli eve they would nake it.

Two days later, at 1000 niles/second, the ramfield was no | onger doing anything useful. Brennan
turned it off. "Hone in forty-two hours,"” he said. "I could skydive the sun and use the ramfield
in the solar wind, but what the hell. W' ve got plenty of fuel, and | sense sonehow that you're
anxi ous to get down."

"Qddly enough." Roy wore a hungry grin. "Not that | haven't enjoyed your conpany." He had Hone
in the tel escope screen. Hone | ooked like Earth: deep blue swirled with the white frosting of
clouds, the outlines of continents alnost invisible. He felt a throb in his throat. This past
year, his vision walls had showed only scenes from Hone.

"Listen," he said, "are we going to wait for the ferries or just go down?"

"I thought 1'd put Protector in distant orbit and go down with the cargo ship. W nay need it to
refuel Protector. Homers haven't done nuch with their asteroid resources. They may not have any
cargo ships."

"Al'l right. Before you turn on the insystemdrive, why don't | just go over to the cargo ship
and put it through a countdown?"

Brennan studied himfor a nonent. It was the kind of considering |ook that sonetines had Roy
thi nking he'd nade a foolish suggestion. But, "All right. That'll save sonme tine. Call me when
you' re aboard."

* % %

Home was al ready naked-eye visible, a white star not far fromthe sun. Roy boarded, stripped off
his suit, went to the controls and called Brennan. Shortly Protector was agai n underthrust,
backi ng toward Hone at one Hone gravity.

Roy started his inspection with the Iife support systems. All okay. The drive system checked out
as far as instruments could tell. Roy worried that the drive tube m ght have been bent out of
alignnent by the tidal force of Phssthpok's Star. They had never had a chance to inspect for that.
They wouldn't, until the cargo ship cut | oose from Protector

There was no | anding gear to inspect. He'd land in a harbor; the ship would float.

He put twelve hours into his countdown, then broke for a nap. By now Brennan woul d have call ed
what ever passed for spaceport facilities on Honme. In another twelve hours..
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Under one Home gravity he slept less, and lightly. He woke in the dimlight, renenbering his odd
suspi ci ons of Brennan. There was a faint smile on his face.

He went over themagain... expecting to see how ridiculous they were. He'd been a bit paranoid
then. Man was not meant to live locked in with a not-quite-human being for six years.

He went over his suspicions again, and they were logical. The idea was still horrid, but he
could not find the |ogical flaw

That bot hered him
And he still didn't know just what Brennan planned for Hone.

He got up and prowl ed the ship. He found sonmething Alice had stowed aboard, |ong ago: paints for
a pressure suit. There had never been a design on the chest of Roy's suit. He draped the suit
across a chair and stood before it, waiting for inspiration. But the inspiration that came to him
was a vivid flourescent target.

Sucker. If he was right-- but he couldn't be right.

He called Brennan. Have it out--

"A'l okay here," said Brennah. "How re things at your end?"
"Green bird, as far as | can tell without actually flying it."
" Good. "

Roy found that he was stupidly trying to read expression in the hard face. "Brennan, sonething
occurred to ne a while ago. | never nentioned it--"

"'Bout two and a half years back? | thought something was bothering you besides the |ack of a
harem "

"Maybe I'mnuts," said Roy. "Maybe | was nuts then. It hit ne that you'd have a |l ot easier job
of tal king the Home popul ation into backing your war, if you first--" He alnost didn't say it. But
of course Brennan had thought of it. "If you first seeded the planet with tree-of-life."

"That woul dn't be nice."
"No, it wouldn't. But will you please explain to me why it isn't |ogical?"
"It isn't logical," said Brennan. "The crop would take too long to grow. "

"Yah," Roy said in a burst of relief. Then, "Yah, but you kept ne out of the hydroponics garden
Wasn't that because sone of the virus nmight get to nme?"

"No. It was because the snell would get to you and you'd eat sonething."
"And the sane with the garden on Kobold."

"Ri ght."

"The garden Alice and | wandered through w thout snelling anything at all."
"You're older now, idiot!" Brennan was |osing his tenper.

"Yah, of course. Sorry, Brennan. | should have thought of all this--" Brennan was |osing his
tenper? Brennan? And-- "Danmit, Brennan, | was only a *nonth* ol der when you told nme never to
enter the Flying Dutchman's hydroponi cs garden!"

"Censor you," said Brennan, and he clicked off.

Roy | eaned back in the crash chair. Thick depression was on him Whatever el se he was, Brennan
had been a friend and ally. Now -
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Now, very suddenly, Protector surged under three gravities acceleration. Roy sagged back. His
mout h went wide in shock. Then, with all the strength of a now nassive right arm he reached up to
the controls and found a red button

It was under a guard | ock.

The key was in his pocket. Roy dug for it, cursing steadily under his breath. Brennan wanted to
imobilize him It wasn't going to work. He reached up against three gravities of pull, opened the
guard, pushed the button

The cable that [inked himto Protector blasted free. He was falling.

It took hima full mnute to bring the drive up to thrust. He started a ninety degree turn
Protector couldn't possibly match the turning radius of the snmaller cargo ship. Through the port
he wat ched Protector's drive flame drifting away to the side.

He saw it go out.
Why had Brennan turned off the drive?
Never nmind. Next step: the comlaser, and warn Hone.

Assum ng he was right... but he dared assune nothing el se, now Brennan could clear hinself
afterward: turn hinself over to spacenen from Hone, wearing nothing but a pressure suit, and tel
t hem how Roy had gone nmad. Perhaps it would be true

He swung the com |l aser toward Honme and began tuning it. He knew the frequency he wanted, and the

spot... if it was on the right side of the planet. Wat would Brennan be doi ng now? What coul d he
do? That was what he would be doing. There was little of free will in a protector... and Hell's
own weaponry in Protector's weapons pod. He was going to kill Roy Truesdal e.

Home seened to be turning the wong face. The colony was big, as big as a nediumsized nation
but it had stupidly turned its back! And where was Brennan's killing bean? He had to use it.

And Protector's drive was still out. Not trying to chase hi m down.
Was Brennan still aboard the ship?

Roy saw a possibility then. Irrational, but no tine to think: he swarned out of the crash chair

and scranbl ed down a | adder. The weapons were in the airlock. And the inner door was still open
Roy dashed in, snatched one of the lasers off the wall, and | eapt back before the door could close
on him

It hadn't noved.
But if Brennan wasn't aboard Protector..

Then, irrational as it certainly was, Brennan must be trying to save the situati on and Roy
Truesdal e too. To do that he must board the cargo ship. A feat of inpossible heroism.. but Roy
could see himsetting Protectoes drive to cut off automatically, then dropping out of the airlock
toward the cargo ship just as Roy cut the cable. Dropping onto the hull, welding a |line before Roy
could build up thrust. Then, down the Iine to the airlock

| rpossi bl e? What was i npossible to Brennan? Roy held the gun ready, waiting for the inner
airlock door to close.

He had his answer in the roar and flash behind him In a whistling shriek of breathing-air the
Brennan- nonster was through the hull side of the cabin toilet, through the toilet door and cl osing
it softly behind him The door was not hull material; it buckled slightly under the pressure; but
it held.

Roy rai sed the gun
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Brennan threw sonmething. It cane too fast to see, and it hit Roy in the upper right arm The
bone shattered like fine crystal. Roy spun half around with the inpact, his arm sw nging out from
hi s shoul der |i ke something dead. The | aser bounced off the wall and back at him

He fielded it with his left hand and fini shed his turn.

Brennan was poised |ike a pitcher on the nound. He held a soft carbon |ubrication disc the size
of a hockey puck

Roy shifted his grip on the laser. Wiy didn't Brennan throw? Now he had the trigger. Wy didn't
Brennan throw? He fired.

Brennan | eapt to the side, incredibly fast, but not as fast as light. Roy swng the beam after
him It crossed Brennan's body just bel ow the wai st.

Brennan dropped, cut in half.

Hs armwasn't hurting himat all, but the sound of Brennan's fall hurt Roy sickeningly in the
guts. He | ooked down at his arm It dangled, swollen like a nmelon and running bl ood where a
fragnment of bone poked through. He | ooked back at Brennan

What was | eft of Brennan rose up on its hands and canme for him

Roy sagged against the wall. The cabin was goi ng round and round. Shock. He smled as Brennan
cane near. He said, "Touch,, Mnsieur."

Brennan said, "You're hurt."

Thi ngs were graying out, losing color. Roy was aware of Brennan ripping his shirt to tie a
t our ni quet bel ow his shoul der. Brennan tal ked in a steady nonotone, whether or not he expected Roy

to hear. "I could have killed you if you weren't a relative. Stupid, stupid. May the ceiling fal
on you, Roy. Roy, listen, you've got to live. They night not believe what's in the conputer. Roy?
Dammit, listen!"”

Roy f ai nt ed.

He was delirious during nost of what followed. He did nmanage to swing the cargo ship around
toward Hone, but his techni que was sl oppy, and he wound up in an escape orbit. The ships that cane
after himwere designed for exploring the inner system They nmanaged to retrieve him and
Brennan's body, and the conputer aboard Protector. Protector itself they had to abandon

The injury to his armseened sufficient explanation for the state of coma in which they found
him It was sone tine before they realized that he was sick with sonmething el se. By then two of
the pilots were down with it.

PROTECTOR
"A chicken is an egg's way of nmki ng anot her egg."

-- Sanuel Butler.

Every human protector nust wake this way. A Pak wakes sentient for the first tine. A hunan
protector has human nmenories. He wakes cl ear-headed, and renmenbers, and thinks with a certain
anount of enbarrassnent: |'ve been stupid.

Wiite ceiling, clean coarse sheets over soft mattress. Mbile pastel screens on both sides of
me. W ndow before me; a view of snall, twisted trees on a sonewhat patchy lawn, all bathed in
sunlight that was a bit orange for Earth. Primtive facilities and lots of room | was in a Home
hospital, and |1'd been stupid. If Brennan had only-- but he shouldn't have had to tell ne
anything. That close to Hone, of course he'd infected hinself. In a pinch he need only see to it
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that he or his corpse reached Honme. And he'd let ne catch it: sane reasoning.

He'd told ne nost of it. What he'd really been after, out there beyond the edge of the Sol ar
systemwith his tree-of-life supply left behind on Mars, was a variant of the tree-of-life virus
that would grow in an apple or a ponegranate or sonething. What he'd gotten was a variant that
would live in a yamgrown with thalium oxide. But somewhere in there, he'd found or created a
variety that would grow i n a hunman bei ng.

That was what he'd been planning to seed on Hone.

A mean trick to play on a defensel ess colony. Such a virus probably would not restrict itself to
the right age limt. It would kill anyone who wasn't between-- assuming broad limts-- forty and
sixty. Hone would have ended as a world of childless protectors, and Brennan woul d have had his

arny.

I got up, and startled a nurse. She was on the other side of a flexible plastic wall. W were
sealed in with our infection. There were two rows of beds, and on each a hal f-changed protector
showi ng signs of starvation. Probably all the proto-protectors on Hone were right in this big
room Twenty-six of us.

Now what ?

I thought it through, while the nurse was getting a doctor and the doctor was donning a pressure
suit. Plenty of tine. My thoughts noved so fast! Most problenms were not problens | ong enough to be
interesting. | checked Brennan's chain of logic, then started over. For the nmoment | nust believe
what Brennan had said about the Pak thenselves. There were no inconsistencies in his picture; hed
lied brilliantly, if he'dlied at all, and | couldn't see a notive. |'d observed the Pak ships
directly... via Brennan's instrunents. Well, | could check those by designing the induced gravity
gener at or i ndependently.

A bl ond young wonman cane in through a nmakeshift airlock. | frightened her by being both ugly and
mobil e. She politely tried to conceal it.

"We need food," | told her. "All of us. 1'd be dead nowif | hadn't been carrying a | ot of
superfl uous nuscl e wei ght when | caught the infection." She nodded and spoke to the nurse via a
pen-si zed m ke.

She gave ne a physical. It told her just enough to upset her badly. | should have been dead, or
crippled by arthritis, by nost of the rules of nmedicine. | did sone calisthenics for her to prove
that | was healthy, and held back so that she wouldn't know how healthy. "It's not a crippling
di sease," | told her. "W'll be able to I ead nornal |lives once the infection has run its course.

It only affects our appearance. O had you noticed?"

She bl ushed. | watched her debate with herself as to whether to tell nme that | had | ost all hope
of normal sexual relations. She decided | couldn't handle it yet. "You will have to nake sone
adj ustnents, " she said delicately.

"l suppose so."
"This disease, is it fromEarth?"

"No, fromthe Belt, fortunately. Made it a |lot easier to control. In fact, we thought it was
extinct. If I'd thought there was the slightest chance... well."

"I hope you can tell us sonething about treatnment. W haven't been able to cure any of you," she
said, "Everything we tried made things worse. Even antibiotics! W lost three of you. The others
didn't seemto be getting any worse, so we just left you al one."

"A good thing you stopped before you got to nme."

She thought that was callous. Had she but known. | was the only man on Hone who had so nmuch as
beard the word Pak.
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| spent the next few days force-feeding the other patients. They woul d not eat of thenselves;
there was no taste of tree-of-life root in normal food. They were all near death. Brennan had
known what he was doi ng when he let nme put on all that extra nuscle weight.

Between tinmes | |earned what | could about the industries of Hone. | used the hospital library
tapes. | set up possible defenses against a Pak attack, using a probable two mllion breeders--
we'd have to set up a dictatorship, there just wasn't tine for anything el se, and we'd | ose sone
of the population that way-- and exactly twenty-six protectors. | set up alternate |lines of
defense using twenty-four and twenty-two protectors, in case we didn't all nake it through
transition. But these were just thought problens. Twenty-six wasn't enough, not nearly enough, not
fromwhat | could |l earn of Honme's level of civilization

When the other patients woke | could put it to them They knew nore of Home. They mi ght get
answers different frommine. | waited. There was time. The Pak scouts were nine nonths away.

I worked out ways to destroy Home, using a Pak scout pair. | redesigned Protector, using what
we' d | earned of Pak scouts since Brennan built Protector

In six days they started waking up. Twenty-four of us. Doctors Martin and Cowl es had caught the
infection fromtheir patients; they were still changing.

It was a joyful thing, talking to nmen whose minds matched nmy own. Poor Brennan. | talked fast,
knowi ng that that and ny flatlander accent woul d nake ne inconprehensible to any breeder who m ght
be listening. As | talked they noved about the room testing their nuscles and their new bodi es;
yet | could know that they were m ssing not a word. Wien | had finished we spent several hours
di scussing the situation

We had to learn if Brennan could have faked the sightings of the Pak fleet and the Pak scouts.
W were lucky. Len Bester was a fusion drive repairman; he was able to design an induced gravity
generator. He said it would work, and gave us enough theory to convince us, and told us how it
could be made to behave. W decided to accept Brennan's gravity tel escope, and the Pak fleet.

O herwi se there were ways he could have faked what | had seen of the Pak scouts. W would get no
nmore verification of Brennan's story, aside fromits internal consistency, which we also verified.

W made our plans accordingly.

We smashed our way through the plastic airlock and swarmed through the hospital. It was all over
before the hospital personnel knew what had happened. W confined themuntil the tree-of-life
virus shoul d render them dornmant. Many wanted to continue to care for their patients. This we |et
them do; but we had to destroy all of the medical supplies. There was danger that when people
started collapsing with tree-of-life virus, others would screw up their physiology trying to treat
t hem

The C aytown police presently surrounded the hospital; but by then we could assunme that everyone
in the hospital was infected. In the night we scattered.

In the days that foll owed we attacked hospitals, drug stores, the single pharnaceutical plant.
We destroyed television stations to slow the spread of news. People would panic if they |earned of
a new di sease that took the minds of its victins and started spreading itself intelligently. They
would find the truth no |l ess horrible.

We found panic enough. Hone's popul ace fought us as they woul d have fought devils out of Hell
Ten of us died that way, trapped and bound not to kill potential protectors.

And six of us were caught trying to save their fanmlies, equipping themw th pressure suits or
pressure tents to keep out the virus, and hiding themwhere they could. It wasn't necessary to
kill them W confined themuntil the breeders in question were dead or in transition

In a week it was over
In three weeks they started to wake up

We began buil di ng our defenses.
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* % %

It has seenmed only reasonable to novelize this report. So nuch of it is conjecture. | never knew
Lucas Garner, Nick Sohl, Phssthpok, Einar Nilsson et al. You may take Truesdale as true to life,
on the theory that I wouldn't lie without a reason. The rest are probably accurate enough

Still, Brennan said it first: I'mnot sure I"'mstill entitled to the nane | was born with. Roy
Truesdal e was soneone el se. Roy Truesdal e woul d have di ed, and expected to die, trying to prevent
what | have done to Hone.

We have good reason for not beaming this back to human space, not just yet. Brennan was right:
the existence of protectors would alter the devel opnment of human civilization. Better you should
think of Home as a failed colony, wi ped out by disease. If the disease should catch nore
expl orers, why, either they will die in transition or they will wake as protectors, |ook about
them and reach the sane conclusions we did. There is little of free will for a protector

But the Pak fleet renmins ahead of us, though the Pak scouts are gone. (That was fun. W set up
nock-cities all over Home, just city lights and lines of highways and fusion sources to stand for
power plants. It never occurred to the Pak that we m ght consi der Hone expendabl e.) Al nost
certainly we can wi pe out this fleet; but how nmany foll owed then? Wre the ships of the second
fleet redesigned, inproved? if we survive that long, we'll have to follow their trail right back
into the Core explosion. If we |ose one or another battle, why, sone survivor will beamthis back
at every world in human space.

I n which case

Brennan nust have hidden flasks of virus, |abeled, where they could be found. Check the
duplicate Stonehenge. Look for a package orbiting a blob of neutronium Failing that, the cargo
hol d from Phssthpok's ship is available on Mars. Check the walls for scrapings of root with
dormant tree-of-life virus in them Failing that, Home is in rotten shape for colonization, but
the atnosphere is still thick with tree-of-life virus. Do not convert anyone to protector if he or
she has children

You'll be smarter than they are. You can whip them But don't wait. If this reaches you, then a
Pak fleet that was tough enough to destroy us is follow ng just behind this |laser pulse, at near
| i ght speed. Now nove!

Goodbye and good luck. | love you
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