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NEUTRON STAR

The Skydiver dropped out of hyperspace an even million miles above the neutron star. | needed a
minute to place mysdlf againgt the stellar background and another to find the distortion Sonya Laskin hed
mentioned before she died. It wasto my |eft, an areathe apparent size of the Earth's moon. | swung the
ship around to faceit.

Curdled stars, muddled stars, stars that had been stirred with a spoon.

The neutron star was in the center, of course, though | couldn't see it and hadn't expected to. It was
only eleven miles across, and coal. A billion years had passed since BV S-1 had burned by fusonfire.
Millions of years, at least, snce the cataclysmic two weeks during which BVS-1 was an X-ray star,
burning at atemperature of five billion degrees Kelvin. Now it showed only by its mass.

The ship began to turn by itsdlf. | felt the pressure of the fusion drive. Without help from me, my
fathful metal watchdog was putting mein ahyperbolic orbit that would take me within one mile of the
neutron star's surface. Twenty-four hoursto fall, twenty-four hoursto rise ... and during that time
something would try to kill me. As something had killed the Laskins.

The sametype of autopilot, with the same program, had chosen the Laskins orbit. It had not caused
their ship to collide with the gtar. | could trust the autopilot. | could even change its program.

| redly ought to.
How did | get mysdlf into thishole?

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

All I'd done was walk into a drugstore to get a new battery for my lighter!

Right in the middle of the store, surrounded by three floors of sales counters, was the new 2603
Sinclair intrasystem yacht. I'd comefor abattery, but | stayed to admire. It was a beautiful job, smal and
deek and streamlined and blatantly different from anything that'd ever been built. I wouldn't have flown it
for anything, but | had to admit it was pretty. | ducked my head through the door to look at the control
panel. Y ou never saw so many dids. When | pulled my head out, dl the customers werelooking in the
same direction. The place had gone startlingly quiet.

| can't blame them for staring. A number of dienswerein the store, mainly shopping for souvenirs, but
they were staring, too. A puppeteer is unique. Imagine a headless, three-legged centaur wearing two
Cecil the Seasick Sea Serpent puppets on itsarms and you'll have something like the right picture. But
the arms are weaving necks, and the puppets are real heads, flat and brainless, with wideflexible lips.
The brainis under abony hump set between the bases of the necks. This puppeteer wore only itsown
coat of brown hair, with amane that extended dl the way up its spine to form athick mat over the brain.
I'm told that the way they wear the mane indicates their statusin society, but to meit could have been
anything from a dockworker to ajeweler to the president of Genera Products.

| watched with the rest asit came across the floor, not because I'd never seen a puppeteer but
because there is something beautiful about the dainty way they move on those dender legsand tiny
hooves. | watched it come straight toward me, closer and closer. It stopped afoot away, looked me
over, and said, "Y ou are Beowulf Shaeffer, former chief pilot for NakamuraLines.”



Its voice was abeautiful contralto with not atrace of accent. A puppeteer's months are not only the
most flexible speech organs around but aso the most sengtive hands. The tongues are forked and
pointed; the wide, thick lips havelittle fingerlike knobs dong the rims. Imagine awatchmaker With a
sense of tastein hisfingertips...

| cleared my throat. "That'sright.”
It consdered me from two directions. "Y ou would be interested in a high-paying job?"
"1'd be fascinated by a high-paying job."

"] am our equivaent of the regiona president of General Products. Please come with me, and we will
discussthis e sewhere.

| followed it into adisplacement booth. Eyesfollowed medl theway. It was embarrassing being
accosted in a public drugstore by atwo-headed monster. Maybe the puppeteer knew it. Maybe it was
testing me to see how badly | needed money.

My need was great. Eight months had passed since Nakamura Lines had folded. For sometime
before that | had been living very high on the hog, knowing that my back pay would cover my debts. |
never saw that back pay. It was quite a crash, Nakamura Lines. Respectable middle-aged businessmen
took to leaving their hotel windows without their lift belts. Me, | kept spending. If I'd started living
frugdly, my creditors would have done some checking ... and I'd have ended in debtor's prison.

The puppeteer dided thirteen fast digitswith itstongue. A moment later we were e sewhere. Air
puffed out when | opened the booth door, and | swallowed to pop my ears.

"We are on the roof of the Generd Products building." The rich contrato voicethrilled dong my
nerves, and | had to remind mysdlf that it was an dien speaking, not alovely woman. "Y ou must examine
this spacecraft while we discuss your assgnment.”

| stepped outside alittle cautioudy, but it wasn't the windy season. The roof was at ground level.
That'sthe way we build on We Made It. Maybe it has something to do with the
fifteen-hundred-mile-an-hour winds we get in summer and winter, when the planet's axis of rotation runs
through its primary, Procyon. Thewinds are our planet's only tourigt attraction, and it would be ashame
to dow them down by planting skyscrapersin their path. The bare, square concrete roof was surrounded
by endless square miles of desert, not like the deserts of other inhabited worlds but an utterly lifeless
expanse of fine sand just crying to be planted with ornamenta cactus. Welvetried that. The wind blows
the plants away.

The ship lay on the sand beyond the roof. It was aNo. 2 Genera Products hull: acylinder three
hundred feet long and twenty feet through, pointed at both ends and with adight wasp-waist congtriction
near thetall. For somereason it waslying on its Sde, with the landing shocks till folded in at the tail.

Ever notice how all ships have begun to look the same? A good ninety-five percent of today's
gpacecraft are built around one of the four Generd Products hulls. It's easier and safer to build that way,
but somehow al ships end as they began: mass-produced look-alikes.

The hulls are delivered fully transparent, and you use paint where you fed likeit. Most of this
particular hull had been |€eft transparent. Only the nose had been painted, around the lifesystem. There
was no major reaction drive. A series of retractable attitude jets had been mounted in the Sides, and the
hull was pierced with smaller holes, square and round, for observational instruments. | could see them
gleaming through the hull.

The puppeteer was moving toward the nose, but something made me turn toward the stern for a
closer look at the landing shocks. They were bent. Behind the curved transparent hull panels some
tremendous pressure had forced the metd to flow like warm wax, back and into the pointed stem.

"What did this?" | asked.



"We do not know. We wish strenuoudly to find out.”
"What do you mean?"
"Have you heard of the neutron star BVS-17"

| had to think amoment. "First neutron star ever found, and so far the only. Someone located it two
years ago by stellar displacement.”

"BVS-1wasfound by the Ingtitute of Knowledge on Jinx. We learned through a go-between that the
Ingtitute wished to explore the star. They needed aship to do it. They had not yet sufficient money. We
offered to supply them with aship's hull, with the usua guarantees, if they would turn over to usdl data
they acquired through using our ship.”

"Soundsfair enough." | didn't ask why they hadn't done their own exploring. Like most sentient
vegetarians, puppeteers find discretion to be the only part of valor.

"Two humans named Peter Laskin and Sonya Laskin wished to use the ship. They intended to come
within one mile of the surfacein ahyperbolic orbit. At some point during their trip an unknown force
gpparently reached through the hull to do thisto the landing shocks. The unknown force also seemsto
havekilled the pilots."

"But that'simpossible. Ian't it?!
"Y ou see the point. Come with me." The puppeteer trotted toward the bow.

| saw the point, al right. Nothing, but nothing, can get through a Generd Products hull. No kind of
electromagnetic energy except vigblelight. No kind of matter, from the smalest subatomic particleto the
fastest meteor. That's what the company's advertisements claim, and the guarantee backs them up. I've
never doubted it, and I've never heard of a General Products hull being damaged by a weapon or by
anythingese.

On the other hand, a General Products hull isasugly asit isfunctional. The puppeteer-owned
company could be badly hurt if it got around that something could get through acompany hull. But |
didn't seewherel camein.

We rode an escalladder into the nose.

The lifesystern was in two compartments. Here the Laskins had used heat-reflective paint. In the
conical control cabin the hull had been divided into windows. The relaxation room behind it wasa
windowlessreflective silver. From the back wall of the relaxation room an access tube ran &ft, opening
on various ingruments and the hyperdrive motors.

There were two acceleration couches in the control cabin. Both had been torn loose from their
mountings and wadded into the nose like so much tissue paper, crushing the instrument pand. The backs
of the crumpled couches were splashed with rust brown. Flecks of the same color were all over
everything: the walls, the windows, the viewscreens. It was asif something had hit the couches from
behind: something like adozen paint-filled toy balloons striking with tremendousforce.

"That'sblood," | said.
"That is correct. Human circulatory fluid.”

Twenty-four hourstofall.

| spent most of the firgt twelve hoursin the relaxation room, trying to read. Nothing significant was
happening, except that afew times| saw the phenomenon Sonya Laskin had mentioned in her last report.
When astar went directly behind the invisble BV S-1, ahdo formed. BV S-1 was heavy enough to bend
light around it, displacing most starsto the sides, but when astar went directly behind the neutron gtar, its
light was digplaced to dll Sdesat once. Result: atiny circle which flashed once and was gone dmost



before the eye could catchit.

I'd known next to nothing about neutron stars the day the puppeteer picked me up. Now | wasan
expert. And | ill had no ideawhat was waiting for me when | got down there.

All the matter you're ever likely to meet will be norma matter, composed of anucleus of protonsand
neutrons surrounded by el ectrons in quantum energy states. In the heart of any star there is a second kind
of matter, for there the tremendous pressure is enough to smash the eectron shells. Theresult is
degenerate matter nucle forced together by pressure and gravity but held apart by the mutual repulsion of
the more or less continuous eectron "'gas' around them. Thetight circumstances may create athird type
of matter.

Given: aburned-out white dwarf with a mass greater than 1.44 times the mass of the sun --
Chandrasekhar's Limit, named for an Indian-American astronomer of the 1900s. In such amassthe
electron pressure alone would not be able to hold the eectrons back from the nuclei. Electronswould be
forced against protons -- to make neutrons. In one blazing explosion mogt of the star would change from
acompressed mass of degenerate matter to aclosay packed lump of neutrons. neutronium, theoretically
the densest matter possiblein thisuniverse. Most of the remaining normal and degenerate matter would
be blown away by the liberated heat.

For two weeks the star would give off X rays asits core temperature dropped from five billion
degrees Kelvin to five hundred million. After that it would be alight-emitting body perhapsten to twelve
miles across. the next best thing to invisible. It was not strange that BV S-1 was the first neutron star ever
found.

Neither isit strange that the Ingtitute of Knowledge on Jinx would have spent agood dedl of time and
trouble looking. Until BV S-1 was found, neutronium and neutron stars were only theories. The
examination of an actua neutron star could be of tremendous importance. Neutron stars might give usthe
key to true gravity control.

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

Diameter of BV S-1 (estimated): €leven miles of neutronium, covered by haf amile of degenerate
matter, covered by maybe twelve feet of ordinary matter.

Nothing else was known of the tiny hidden star until the Laskinswent in to look. Now the Indtitute
knew one thing more: the star's spin.

"A massthat large can distort space by itsrotation,” said the puppeteer. "The Laskins projected
hyperbolawas twisted across itself in such away that we can deduce the star's period of rotation to be
two minutes twenty-seven seconds.

The bar was somewhere in the Genera Products building. I don't know just where, and with the
transfer booth's it doesn't matter. | kept staring at the puppeteer bartender. Naturally only a puppeteer
would be served by a puppeteer bartender, since any biped life-form would resent knowing that his drink
had been made with somebody's mouth. | had aready decided to get dinner somewhere ese.

"l seeyour problem,” | said. "Y our saleswill suffer if it gets out that something can reach through one
of your hulls and smash acrew to bloody smears. But wheredo | comein?’

"We want to repest the experiment of Sonya Laskin and Peter Laskin. We must find --"
"With me?'

"Yes. Wemust find out what it isthat our hulls cannot stop. Naturally you may --"

"But | won't."

"We are prepared to offer one million stars.”



| was tempted, but only for amoment. "Forget it."
"Naturally you will be dlowed to build your own ship, starting with aNo. 2 Genera Products hull.”
"Thanks, but I'd liketo go on living."

"Y ou would didike being confined. | find that We Made It has reestablished the debtor's prison. If
General Products made public your accounts --"

"Now, just a--"

"Y ou owe money on the close order of five hundred thousand stars. We will pay your creditors
before you leave. If you return --" | had to admire the creature's honesty in not saying "When." "-- we
will pay you the residue. Y ou may be asked to speak to news commentators concerning the voyage, in
which casethere will be more stars.”

"Yousay | can build my own ship?'

"Naturaly. Thisisnot avoyage of exploration. We want you to return safely.”

"It'saded," | said.

After dl, the puppeteer had tried to blackmail me. What happened next would be its own faullt.

They built my ship in two weeksflat. They started with aNo. 2 Generd Products hull, just like the
one around the Ingtitute of Knowledge ship, and the lifesystem was practically aduplicate of the Laskins,
but there the resemblance ended. There were no instruments to observe neutron stars. Instead, therewas
afusion motor big enough for aJinx warliner. In my ship, which I now called Skydiver, the drive would
produce thirty gees at the safety limit. Therewas alaser cannon big enough to punch a hole through We
Made It's moon. The puppeteer wanted meto fedl safe, and now | did, for | could fight and | could run.
Especidly | could run.

| heard the Laskins last broadcast through haf a dozen times. Their unnamed ship had dropped out of
hyperspace amillion miles above BV S-1. Gravity warp would have prevented their getting closer in
hyperspace. While her husband was crawling through the access tube for an instrument check, Sonya
Laskin had called the Ingtitute of Knowledge. "... We can't seeit yet, not by naked eye. But we can see
whereit is. Every time some star or other goes behind it, theresalittlering of light. Just aminute. Peter's
ready to use the telescope ..."

Then the star's mass had cut the hyperspatia link. It was expected, and nobody had worried -- then.
L ater, the same effect must have stopped them from escaping from whatever attacked them into

hyperspace.

When would-be rescuers found the ship, only the radar and the cameras were till running. They didn't
tell us much. There had been no camerain the cabin. But the forward camera gave us, for oneingant, a
speed-blurred view of the neutron star. It was afeatureless disk the orange color of perfect barbecue
codls, if you know someone who can afford to burn wood. This object had been aneutron star along
time

"Ther€ll be no need to paint the ship,” | told the president.

"Y ou should not make such atrip with thewalls transparent. Y ou would go insane.”

"I'm no flatlander. The mind-wrenching sight of naked spacefills me with mild but waning interest. |
want to know nothing's sneaking up behind me."

The day beforel left, | sat alonein the Genera Products bar, |etting the puppeteer bartender make
me drinks with his mouth. He did it well. Puppeteers were scattered around the bar in twos and threes,
with acouple of men for variety, but the drinking hour had not yet arrived. The place felt empty.



| was pleased with mysdlf. My debtswere dl paid, not that that would matter where | was going. |
would leave with not aminicredit to my name, with nothing but the ship ...

All told, | waswdl out of asticky Stuation. | hoped I'd like being arich exile.

| jumped when the newcomer sat down across from me. He was aforeigner, amiddle-aged man
wearing an expendve night-black business suit and a snow-white asymmetrical beard. | let my face freeze
and started to get up.

"Sit down, Mr. Shaeffer.”
IIWWI?I

He told me by showing me ablue disk. An Earth government ident. | looked it over to show | was
aert, not because I'd know an ersatz from the red thing.

"My nameis Sigmund Ausfaller,” said the government man. "1 wish to say afew words concerning
your assgnment on behaf of Generd Products.”

| nodded, not saying anything.

"A record of your verbal contract was sent to us asamatter of course. | noticed some peculiar things
about it. Mr. Shaeffer, will you redly take such arisk for only five hundred thousand stars?"

"I'm getting twice that."

"But you only keep half of it. The rest goesto pay debts. Then there are taxes ... But never mind.

What occurred to me was that a spaceship is a spaceship, and yoursis very well armed and has powerful
legs. An admirablefighting ship, if you were moved to sl it.”

"Butitisnt mine"

"There are those who would not ask. On Canyon, for example, or the Isolationist party of
Wunderland.”

| sad nothing.

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

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

"What | would liketo say isthis, Mr. Shaeffer. A single entrepreneur, if he were sufficiently dishonest,
could do terrible damage to the reputation of all human beings everywhere. Most speciesfind it
necessary to police the ethics of their own members, and we are no exception. It occurred to me that you

might not take your ship to the neutron star at dl, that you would take it esawhereand sl it. The
puppeteers do not make invulnerable war vessals. They are pacifists. Y our Skydiver isunique.

"Hence, | have asked Generd Productsto alow meto ingtdl aremote-control bomb in the Skydiver.
Sinceitisingdethehull, the hull cannot protect you. | had it installed this afternoon.

"Now, notice! If you have not reported within aweek, | will set off the bomb. There are severa
worldswithin aweek's hyperspace flight of here, but al recognize the dominion of Earth. If you fleg, you
must leave your ship within aweek, so | hardly think you will land on anonhabitable world. Clear?

"Clear."

"If | am wrong, you may take alie-detector test and proveit. Then you may punch mein the nose,
and | will gpologize handsomely.”

| shook my head. He stood up, bowed, and |eft me sitting there cold sober.

Four films had been taken from the Laskins cameras. In the timeleft to me | ran through them severd



timeswithout seeing anything out of the way. If the ship had run through a gas cloud, theimpact could
have killed the Laskins. At perihelion they were moving a better than half the speed of light. But there
would have been friction, and | saw no sgn of heeting in the films. If something adive had attacked them,
the beast was invisible to radar and to an enormous range of light frequencies. If the attitude jets had fired
accidentdly -- | was clutching at straws -- the light showed on none of thefilms.

Therewould be savage magnetic forces near BV S-1, but that couldn't have done any damage. No
such force could penetrate a General Products hull. Neither could hest, except in specid bands of
radiated light, bands visible to at |east one of the puppeteers dien customers. | hold adverse opinions on
the Generd Products hull, but they al concern the dull anonymity of the design. Or maybe | resent the
fact that Genera Products holds a near monopoly on spacecraft hulls and isn't owned by human beings.
But if I'd had to trust my lifeto, say, the Sinclair yacht I'd seen in the drugstore, I'd have chosen jall.

Jail was one of my three choices. But I'd be therefor life. Ausfaler would seeto that.

Or | could run for it in the Skydiver But no world within reach would have me. If | could find an
undiscovered Earthlike world within aweek of We Madelt ...

Fat chance. | preferred BV S-1.

| thought that flashing circle of light was getting bigger, but it flashed so seldom, | couldn't be sure.
BV S-1 wouldn't show even in my telescope. | gave that up and settled for just waiting.

Waiting, | remembered along-ago summer spent on Jnx. There were days when, unableto go
outside because a dearth of clouds had spread the land with raw blue-white sunlight, we amused
ourselves by filling party baloonswith tap water and dropping them on the sdewalk from three stories
up. They made lovely splash patterns, which dried out too fast. So we put alittleink in each baloon
beforefilling it. Then the patterns Sayed.

Sonya L askin had been in her chair when the chairs had collapsed. Blood samples showed that it was
Peter who had struck them from behind, like awater balloon dropped from agrest height.

What could get through a Genera Products hull?
Tenhourstofall.

| unfastened the safety net and went for an ingpection tour. The access tunnd was three feet wide, just
right to push through in free-fall. Below me wasthe length of the fusion tube; to the left, the laser cannon;
to theright, aset of curved side tubes leading to inspection points for the gyros, the batteries and
generator, the air plant, the hyperspace shunt motors. All wasin order -- except me. | was clumsy. My
jumps were always too short or too long. There was no room to turn at the stern end, so | had to back
fifty feet to asdetube.

Six hoursto go, and till | couldn't find the neutron star. Probably | would seeit only for an ingtant,
passing at better than half the speed of light. Already my speed must enormous.

Werethe starsturning blue?
Two hoursto go -- and | was sure they were turning blue.

Was my speed that high? Then the stars behind should be red. Machinery blocked the view behind
me, S0 | used the gyros. The ship turned with peculiar duggishness. And the stars behind were blue, not
red. All around me were blue-white stars.

Imaginelight faling into asavagely steep gravitationa well. It won't acceerate. Light can't move faster
than light. But it can gain in energy, in frequency. The light wasfaling on me harder and harder as|
dropped.

| told the dictaphone abouit it. That dictaphone was probably the best-protected item on the ship. |



had aready decided to earn my money by using it, just asif | expected to collect. Privately | wondered
just how intense the light would get.

Skydiver had drifted back to vertical, with its axis through the neutron star, but now it faced outward.
I'd thought | had the ship stopped horizontally. More clumsiness. | used the gyros. Again the ship moved
mushily, until it was hafway through the swing. Then it seemed to fdl automatically into place. It was asif
the Skydiver preferred to haveits axis through the neutron star.

| didn't like that.

| tried the maneuver again, and again the Skydiver fought back. But thistime there was something
else. Something was pulling a me.

S0 | unfastened my safety net -- and fell headfirst into the nose.

The pull waslight, about atenth of agee. It felt more like sinking through honey than faling. | climbed
back into my chair, tied myself in with the net, now hanging facedown, and turned on the dictaphone. |
told my story in such nit-picking detail that my hypothetica listeners could not but doubt my hypothetical
sanity. "I think thisiswhat happened to the Laskins," | finished. "If the pull increases, I'll cdl back.”

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

Around the point where the neutron star must be, the stars were like smeared dots of oil paint,
smeared radidly. They glared with an angry, painful light. | hung facedown in the net and tried to think.

It was an hour before | was sure. The pull wasincreasing. And | still had an hour to fall.
Something was pulling on me but not on the ship.

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

If it got worse, | could use the drive to compensate. Meanwhile, the ship was being pushed away
from BVS-1, whichwasfine by me. But if | waswrong, if the ship was not somehow being pushed away
from BV S-1, the rocket motor would send the Skydiver crashing into eleven miles of neutronium.

And why wasn't the rocket dready firing? If the ship was being pushed off course, the autopilot
should be fighting back. The accelerometer wasin good order. It had |ooked fine when | had made my
ingpection tour down the access tube.

Could something be pushing on the ship and on the accelerometer but not on me? It came down to
the same impossibility: something that could reach through a Generd Products hull.

To hell with theory, said | to mysdlf, said I. I'm getting out of here. To the dictaphone| said, "The pull
has increased dangeroudy. I'm going to try to dter my orbit.”

Of course, once | turned the ship outward and used the rocket, 1'd be adding my own acceleration to
the X-force. It would beastrain, but | could stand it for awhile. If | camewithinamileof BVS-1, I'd
end like Sonya Laskin.

She must have waited facedown in anet like mine, waited without adrive unit, waited while the
pressure rose and the net cut into her flesh, waited until the net snapped and dropped her into the nose,
to lie crushed and broken until the X-force tore the very chairsloose and dropped them on her.

| hit the gyros.

The gyros weren't strong enough to turn me. | tried it three times. Each time the ship rotated about
fifty degrees and hung there, motionless, while the whine of the gyroswent up and up. Released, the ship
immediately swung back to position. | was nose down to the neutron star, and | was going to stay that



way.

Half an hour to fal, and the X-force was over agee. My sinuseswere in agony. My eyeswereripe
and ready to fall out.. | don't know if | could have stood a cigarette, but | didn't get the chance. My pack
of Fortunados had fallen out of my pocket when | had dropped into the nose. There it was, four feet
beyond my fingers, proof that the X-force acted on other objects besides me. Fascinating.

| couldn't take any more. If it dropped me shrieking into the neutron star, | had to usethe drive. And |
did. I ran the thrust up until | was approximatdly in free-fal. The blood which had pooled in my
extremities went back where it belonged. The gee dia- registered one point two gee. | cursed it for a
lying robot.

The soft pack was bobbing around in the nose, and it occurred to me that alittle extranudge on the
throttle would bring it to me. | tried it. The pack drifted toward me, and | reached, and like a sentient
thing it speeded up to avoid my clutching hand. | snatched at it again asit went past my ear, and again it
was moving too fast. That pack was going at ahdl of aclip, consgdering that here | was practicaly in
free-fdl. It dropped through the door to the relaxation room, still picking up speed, blurred, and vanished
asit entered the access tube. Seconds later | heard a solid thump.

But that was crazy. Already the X-force was pulling blood into my face. | pulled my lighter out, held it
a arm'slength, and let go. It fell gently into the nose. But the pack of Fortunados had hit like I'd dropped
it from abuilding.

Well.

| nudged the throttle again. The mutter of fusing hydrogen reminded methat if | tried to kegp thisup all
theway, | might well put the General Products hull to its toughest test yet: smashing it into a neutron star
at half lightspeed. | could seeit now: atransparent hull containing only afew cubic inches of dwarf-star
meatter wedged into the tip of the nose.

At one point four gee, according to that lying gee did, the lighter came loose and drifted toward me. |
let it go. It was clearly falling when it reached the doorway. | pulled the throttle back. The loss of power
jerked me violently forward, but | kept my face turned. The lighter dowed and hesitated at the entrance
to the access tube. Decided to go through. | cocked my earsfor the sound, then jumped asthe whole
ship rang likeagong.

And the accelerometer wasright at the ship's center of mass. Otherwise the ship's mass would have
thrown the needle off. The puppeteers were fiends for ten-decimal-point accuracy.

| favored the dictaphone with afew fast comments, then got to work reprogramming the autopilot.
Luckily what | wanted was smple. The X-force was but an X-force to me, but now | knew how it
behaved. | might actualy livethrough this.

The starswerefiercely blue, warped to streaked lines near that specid point. | thought | could seeit
now, very smal and dim and red, but it might have been imagination. In twenty minutes |'d be rounding
the neutron star. The drive grumbled behind me. In effective free-fdl, | unfastened the safety net and
pushed mysdlf out of the chair.

A gentle push aft -- and ghostly hands grasped my legs. Ten pounds of weight hung by my fingers
from the back of the chair. The pressure should drop fast. I'd programmed the autopilot to reduce the

thrust from two geesto zero during the next two minutes. All | had to do was be at the center of mass, in
the access tube, when the thrust went to zero.

Something gripped the ship through a General Products hull. A psychokinetic life-form stranded on a
sun twelve milesin diameter? But how could anything dive stand such gravity?

Something might be stranded in orbit. Thereislifein space: outsiders and sail seeds and maybe others



we haven't found yet. For dl | knew or cared, BV S-1itself might be dive. It didn't matter. | knew what
the X-force wastrying to do. It wastrying to pull the ship apart.

Therewas no pull on my fingers. | pushed aft and landed on the back wall, on bent legs. | knelt over
the door, looking aft/down. When free-fall came, | pulled mysdlf through and wasin the rel axation room
looking down/forward into the nose.

Gravity was changing faster than | liked. The X-force was growing as zero hour approached, while
the compensating rocket thrust dropped. The X-force tended to pull the ship apart; it was two gees
forward at the nose, two gees backward at the tail, and diminished to zero at the center of mass. Or so |
hoped. The pack and lighter had behaved asif the force pulling them had increased for every inch they
had moved sternward.

The back wall wasfifteen feet away; | had to jump it with gravity changing in midair. | hit on my
hands, bounced away. I'd jumped too late. Theregion of free-fall was moving through the ship likea
wave as the thrust dropped. It had left me behind. Now the back wall was up to me, and so was the
access tube.

Under something lessthan half agee, | jJumped for the access tube. For one long moment | stared into
the three-foot tunnel, stopped in midair and aready beginning to fal back, as| redized that there was
nothing to hang on to. Then | stuck my handsin the tube and spread them againgt the sides. It was all |
needed. | levered mysdlf up and started to crawl.

The dictaphone wasfifty feet below, utterly unreachable. If | had anything more to say to Generd
Products, I'd haveto say it in person. Maybe I'd get the chance. Because | knew what force wastrying
to tear the ship apart.

It wasthetide,

The motor was off, and | was at the ship's midpoint. My spread-eagled position was getting
uncomfortable. It was four minutesto perihelion.

Something creaked in the cabin below me. | couldn't see what it was, but | could clearly see ared
point glaring among blue radia lines, like alantern at the bottom of awell. To the Sdes, between the
fusion tube and the tanks and other equipment, the blue stars glared a me with alight that was dmost
violet. | was afraid to look too. long. | actualy thought they might blind me.

There must have been hundreds of gravitiesin the cabin. | could even fed the pressure change. Theair
wasthin at this height, one hundred fifty feet above the control room.

And now, amost suddenly, the red dot was more than adot. My timewas up. A red disk leapt up at
me; the ship swung around me; | gasped and shut my eyestight. Giants hands gripped my arms and legs
and head, gently but with greet firmness, and tried to pull mein two. In that moment it came to me that
Peter Laskin had died like this. HEd made the same guesses | had, and he'd tried to hide in the access
tube. But hed dipped ... as| was dipping ... From the control room came a multiple shriek of tearing
metal. | tried to dig my feet into the hard tube walls. Somehow they held.

When | got my eyes open, the red dot was shrinking into nothing.

The puppeteer president ingsted that | be put in ahospita for observation. | didn't fight theidea. My
face and hands were flaming red, with blistersrising, and | ached as though I'd been beaten. Rest and
tender loving care; that waswhat | wanted.

| wasfloating between a pair of deeping plates, hideoudy uncomfortable, when the nurse cameto
announce avigtor. | knew who it was from her peculiar expression.



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

"1 hoped you would tell me." The president rested on its single back leg, holding agtick that gave off
greenincense-smeling smoke.

"And so | will. Gravity."
"Do not play with me, Beowulf Shaeffer. Thismatter isvitd."
“I'm not playing. Does your world have amoon?"

"That information is classfied.” The puppeteers are cowards. Nobody knowswhere they come from,
and nobody islikdly to find out.

"Do you know what happens when a moon getstoo closeto its primary?"

"It fdlsapart."
"Why?

"l do not know."
"Tides"

"What isatide?"

Oho, said | to mysdlf, said I. "I'm going to try to tell you. The Earth's moon isamost two thousand
milesin diameter and does not rotate with respect to Earth. | want you to pick two rocks on the moon,
one & the point nearest the Earth, one a the point farthest away."

"“Very wel."

"Now, isn't it obviousthat if those rocks were |eft to themsdlves, they'd fal away from each other?
They'rein two different orbits, mind you, concentric orbits, one dmost two thousand miles outside the
other. Y et those rocks are forced to move at the same orbital speed.”

"Theoneoutsdeismoving fagter.”

"Good point. So thereisaforce trying to pull the moon apart. Gravity holdsit together. Bring the
moon close enough to Earth, and those two rocks would smply float away."

"l see. Then this'tide tried to pull your ship gpart. It was powerful enough in the lifesystem of the
Indtitute ship to pull the acceeration chairs out of their mounts.”

"And to crush ahuman being. Pictureit. The ship's nose was just seven miles from the center of
BVS-1. Thetail wasthree hundred feet farther out. Left to themsalves, they'd have gonein completely
different orbits. My head and feet tried to do the same thing when | got close enough.”

"l see. Areyou molting?'

"What?

"] notice you are losing your outer integument in spots.”

"Oh, that. | got abad sunburn from exposure to starlight. It's not important.”

Two heads stared at each other for an eyeblink. A shrug? The puppeteer said, "We have deposited
the resdue of your pay with the Bank of We Made It. One Sigmund Ausfdler, human, hasfrozen the
account until your taxes are computed.”

"Hgures™

"If you will talk to reporters now, explaining what happened to the Ingtitute ship, we will pay you ten
thousand stars. We will pay cash so that you may useit immediatdly. It isurgent. There have been
rumors."

"Bring'emin."” Asan afterthought | added, "I can aso tell them that your world is moonless. That



should be good for afootnote somewhere.”

"l do not understand.” But two long necks had drawn back, and the puppeteer was watching me like
apair of pythons.

"Y ou'd know what atide wasif you had amoon. Y ou couldn't avoid it.”
"Would you beinterested in --"

"A million stars?1'd be fascinated. I'll even sign acontract if it states what were hiding. How do you
like being blackmailed for achange?"

AT THE CORE

| couldn't decide whether to call it apainting, arelief murd, a sculpture, or ahash, but it wasthe prize
exhibit in the art section of the Ingtitute of Knowledge on Jinx. The Kdatlyno must have strange eyes, |
thought. My own were watering. Thelonger | looked at FTLSPACE, the more blurred it got.

I'd tentatively decided that it was supposed to look blurred when a set of toothy jaws clamped gently
onmy arm. | jumped afootintheair. A soft, thrilling contralto voice said, "Beowulf Shaeffer, you area

spendthrift.”

That voice would have made asinger'sfortune. And | thought | recognized it -- but it couldn't be; that
onewas on We Made It, light-years distant. | turned.

The puppeteer had released my arm. It went on: "And what do you think of Hrodenu?*
"Héesruining my eyes”

"Naturaly. The Kdatlyno are blind to al but radar. FTLSPACE is not meant to be seen but to be
touched. Run your tongue over it."

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

The puppeteer cocked its head dubioudy. "I'm sure your tongue is more sengitive. No guards are
nearby."

"Forget it. Y ou know, you sound just like the regiona president of Genera Products on We Made It."

"It was he who sent me your dossier, Beowulf Shaeffer. No doubt we had the same English teacher. |
am theregiond president on Jinx, as you no doubt recognized from my mane.”

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

"Y ou have spent more than amillion starsin the past four years.,’
"Andlovedit."

"Yes. Youwill shortly bein debt again. Have you thought of doing morewriting? 1 admired your article
on the neutron star BV S-1. 'The pointy bottom of agravity well ..." 'Blue sarlight fell on melikeintangible
det.' Lovdy."

"Thanks. It paid well, too. But I'm mainly aspaceship pilot."
"It isfortunate, our meeting here. | had thought of having you found. Do you wish ajob?’



That was aloaded question. The last and only time | took ajob from a puppeteer, the puppeteer
blackmailed meinto it, knowing it would probably kill me. It amost did. | didn't hold that against the
regiona president of We Made It, but to |et them have another crack at me-- "I'll give you a conditional
maybe. Do you have theideal'm a professond suicide pilot?”

"Not at dl. If | show details, do you agree that the information shall be confidentia ?*

"l do," | sad formally, knowing it would commit me. A verba contract isasbinding asthetapeit's
recorded on.

"Good. Come." He pranced toward atransfer booth.

Thetransfer booth let us out somewherein Jnx's vacuum regions. It was night. High in the sky, Sirius
B wasapainfully bright pinpoint casting vivid blue moonlight on aragged lunar landscape. | 1ooked up
and didn't see Binary, Jinx's bloated orange companion planet, so we must have been in the Farsde End.

But there was something hanging over us.

A No. 4 General Products hull is atransparent sphere athousand-odd feet in diameter. No bigger ship
has been built anywhere in the known galaxy. It takes a government to buy one, and they are used for
colonization projects only. But this one could never have been so used; it was all machinery. Our transfer
booth stood between two of the landing legs, so that the swelling flank of the ship looked down on us as
an owl looks down at amouse. An access tube ran through vacuum from the booth to the air lock.

| said, "Does Generd Products build compl ete spacecraft nowadays?"
"We are thinking of branching out. But there are problems.”

From the viewpoint of the puppeteer-owned company, it must have seemed high time. Genera
Products makes the hullsfor ninety-five percent of al shipsin space, mainly because nobody € se knows
how to build an indestructible hull. But they'd made a bad start with this ship. The only room | could see
for crew, cargo, or passengers was afew cubic yards of empty space right at the bottom, just above the
ar lock and just big enough for apilot.

"You'd have ahard time sdling that,” | said.
"True. Do you notice anything € s?"

"Well ..." The hardwarethat filled the trangparent hull was very tightly packed. The effect wasasif a
race of ten-mile-tal giants had striven to achieve miniaturization. | saw no sign of access tubes; hence,
there could be no in-space repairs. Four reaction motors poked their appropriately huge nostrils through
the hull, angled outward from the bottom. No small attitude jets; hence, oversized gyrosinside.
Otherwise ... "Mogt of it looks like hyperdrive motors. But that's silly. Unless you've thought of agood
reason for moving moons around.”

"At onetime you were acommercid pilot for Nakamura Lines. How long was the run from Jnx to We
Made It?'

"Twelve daysif nothing broke down.” Just long enough to get to know the prettiest passenger aboard,
while the autopilot did everything for me but wear my uniform.

"Siriusto Procyon isadistance of four light-years. Our ship would make the trip in five minutes.”
"You'velost your mind."
"No."

But that wasamogt alight-year per minute! | couldn't visuaizeit. Then suddenly | did visudizeit, and
my mouth fell open, for what | saw was the galaxy opening before me. We know so little beyond our
own small neighborhood of the galaxy. But with aship likethat --!

"That'sgoddamn fast."



"Asyou say. But the equipment is bulky, asyou note. It cost seven hillion starsto build that ship,
discounting centuries of research, but it will move only one man. Asis, theshipisafailure. Shal we go
ingde?'

Thelifesystem was two circular rooms, one above the other, with asmall air lock to oneside. The
lower room was the control room, with banks of switches and dias and blinking lights dominated by a
huge spherical mass pointer. The upper room was bare walls, transparent, through which | could see air-
and food-producing equipment.

"Thiswill bethe relaxroom,” said the puppeteer. "We decided to |t the pilot decorate it himself.”
"Why me?'

"L et me further explain the problem.” The puppeteer began to pace the floor. | hunkered down against
the wall and watched. Watching a puppeteer moveisapleasure. Evenin Jnx's gravity the deer like body
seemed weightless, the tiny hooves tapping the floor at random. " The human sphere of colonizationis
somethirty light-years across, isit not?"

"Maximum. It's not exactly a sphere --"

"The puppeteer region ismuch smaller The Kdatlyno sphereis haf the size of yours, and the kzinti is
fractionally larger. These are the important space-traveling species. We must discount the Outsiders since
they do not use ships. Some spheres coincide, naturaly. Travel from one sphere to another is nearly nil
except for ourselves, since our sphere of influence extendsto al who buy our hulls. But add dl these
regions, and you have aregion sixty light-years across. This ship could crossit in seventy-five minutes.
Allow six hoursfor takeoff and six for landing, assuming no traffic snarls near the world of destination,
and we have a ship which can go anywherein thirteen hours but nowhere in less than twelve, carrying
one pilot and no cargo, cogting seven billion stars.”

"How about exploration?’

"We puppeteers have no taste for abstract knowledge. And how should we explore?' Meaning that
whatever race flew the ship would gain the advantages thereby. A puppeteer wouldn't risk his necks by
flying it himsdf. "What we need isagreet ded of money and agathering of intelligencesto design
something which may go dower but must be less bulky. General Products does not wish to spend so
much on something that may fail. We will require the best minds of each sentient species and therichest
investors. Beowulf Shaeffer, we need to atract atention.”

"A publicity gunt?'
"Yes. Wewish to send a pilot to the center of the galaxy and back.”
"Ye...godd Will it go that fast?"

"It would require some twenty-five days to reach the center and an equal timeto return. Y ou can see
the reasoning behind --"

"It's perfect. Y ou don't need to spell it out. Why me?"

"We wish you to make the trip and then write of it. | have alist of pilotswho write. Those | have
approached have been reluctant. They say that writing on the ground is safer than testing unknown ships.
| follow their reasoning.”

"Me, too."
"Will you go?"
"What am | offered?’



"One hundred thousand starsfor the trip. Fifty thousand to write the story, in addition to what you sdll
it for."

"Sold."

From then on my only worry was that my new boss would find out that someone had ghostwritten that
neutron star article.

Oh, I wondered at first why General Products waswilling to trust me. Thefirst time | worked for them,
| tried to Stedl their ship for reasons which seemed good at the time. But the ship | now called Long Shot
redly wasn't worth stedling. Any potentia buyer would know it was hot, and what good would it beto
him? Long Shot could have explored aglobular cluster, but her only other use was publicity.

Sending her to the Core was a masterpiece of promotion.

Look: It was twelve days from We Made It to Jinx by conventional craft, and twelve hours by Long
Shot. What's the difference? Y ou spent twelve years saving for the trip. But the Corel Ignoring refueling
and reprovisioning problems, my old ship could have reached the galaxy's core in three hundred years.
No known species had ever seen the Core! It hid behind layer on layer of tenuous gas and dust clouds.
Y ou can find libraries of literature on those centrd stars, but they al consist of generalities and educated
guesses based on observation of other galaxies, like Andromeda.

Three centuries dropped to less than a month! There's something anyone can grasp. And with pictures!

Thelifesystem wasfinished in a couple of weeks. | had them |eave the control-room walls transparent
and paint the relaxroom solid blue, no windows. When they finished, | had entertainment tapes and
everything it takes to keep aman sane for seven weeksin aroom the size of alarge closet.

Onthelast day the puppeteer and | spoke the fina version of my contract. | had four monthsto reach
the galaxy's center and return. The outside cameras would run constantly; | was not to interfere with
them. If the ship suffered amechanicd failure, | could return before reaching the center; otherwise, no.
There were pendlties. | took a copy of the tape to leave with alawyer.

"Thereisathing you should know," the puppeteer said afterward. "The direction of thrust opposesthe
direction of hyperdrive."

"l don't get it."

The puppeteer groped for words. "If you turned on the reaction motors and the hyperdrive together,
the flames would precede your ship through hyperspace.”

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

And | was off.

| went up under two standard gees because | like my comfort. For twelve hours | used only the
reaction motors. It wouldn't do to be too deep in agravity well when | used ahyperdrive, especidly an
experimental one. Pilots who do that never leave hyperspace. The relaxroom kept me entertained until
the bell rang. | dipped down to the control room, netted myself down againgt free-fall, turned off the
motors, rubbed my hands briskly together, and turned the hyperdrive.

It wasn't quite as|'d expected.

| couldn't see out, of course. When the hyperdrive goes on, it's like your blind spot expanding to take
inall thewindows. It'snot just that you don't see anything; you forget that there's anything to see. If
there's awindow between the kitchen control bank and your print of Dali's Spain, your eye and mind will



put the picture right next to the kitchen bank, obliterating the space between. It takes getting used to, in
fact it has driven people insane, but that wasn't what bothered me. 1've spent thousands of man-hoursin
hyperspace. | kept my eye on the mass pointer.

The mass pointer isabig trangparent sphere with anumber of blue lines radiating from the center. The
direction of thelineisthe direction of adtar; itslength shows the star's mass. We wouldn't need pilotsiif
the mass pointer could be hooked into an autopilot, but it can't. Dependable asit is, accurate asit is, the
mass pointer isapsionic device. It needsamind to work it. I'd been using mass pointers for so long that
thoselineswerelikered sars.

A gtar cametoward me, and | dodged around it. | thought that another line that didn't point quite
straight ahead was |ong enough to show dangerous mass, o | dodged. That put ablue dwarf right in
front of me. | shifted fast and looked for athrottle. | wanted to Slow down.

Repeet, | wanted to Slow down.

Of course there was no throttle. Part of the puppeteer research project would be designing athrottle.
A long fuzzy line reached for me: aprotosun ...

Put it thisway: Imagine one of Earth's freeways. Y ou must have seen pictures of them from space, a
tangle of twisting concrete ribbons, empty and abandoned but never torn down. Some lie broken; others
are covered with houses. People use the later rubberized ones for horseback riding. Imagine the way one
of these must have looked about six o'clock on aweek night in, say, 1970. Groundcars from end to end.

Now, let'stake al those cars and remove the brakes. Further, let's put governors on the accel erators
S0 that the maximum speeds are between sixty and seventy miles per hour, not dl the same. Let
something go wrong with al the governors at once so that the maximum speed aso becomesthe
minimum. Y ou'l begin to seesgns of panic.

Ready? Okay. Get aradar ingtalled in your car, paint your windshield and windows jet black, and get
out on that freeway.

It waslikethat.

It didn't seem s0 bad at first. The stars kept coming a me, and | kept dodging, and after awhileit
settled down to akind of routine. From experience | could tell a a glance whether astar was heavy
enough and close enough to wreck me. But in Nakamura Lines I'd only had to teke that glance every six
hours or so. Here | didn't darelook away. As| grew fired, the near misses came closer and closer. After
three hours of it | had to drop out.

The stars had asubtly unfamiliar look. With asudden jar | redlized that | was entirely out of known
gpace. Sirius, Antares -- |'d never recognize them from here; | wasn't even sure they werevisible. |
shook it off and called home.

"Long Shot caling Generd Products, Long Shot caling --"
"Beowulf Sheeffer?'

"Have| ever told you what alovely, sexy voice you have?'
"No. Iseverything going well?'

"I'm afraid not. In fact, I'm not going to makeit."

A pause. "Why not?"

"| can't keep dodging these starsforever. One of them's going to get meif | keep on much longer. The
ship'sjust too goddamn fast.”

"Yes. We must design adower ship.”
"| hate to give up that good pay, but my eyesfed like peded onions. | acheall over. I'm turning back."



"Shdl | play your contract for you?'

"No. Why?'

"Your only lega reason for returning isamechanicd failure. Otherwise you forfeit twice your pay.”
| said, "Mechanicd failure?' There was atoolbox somewherein the ship, with aharmer init ...

"l did not mention it before, sinceit did not seem polite, but two of the cameras arein the lifesystem.
We had thought to use films of you for purposes of publicity, but --"

"l see. Tell me onething, just one thing. When the regional president of We Made It sent you my
name, did he mention that I'd discovered your planet has no moon?"

"Y es, he did mention that matter. Y ou accepted one million starsfor your silence. He naturdly hasa
recording of the bargain.”

"l see" So that'swhy they'd picked Beowulf Shaeffer, well-known author. "Thetrip'll take longer than
| thought."

"Y ou must pay apenalty for every extraday over four months. Two thousand stars per day late.”
"Y our voice has acquired an unpleasant grating sound. Good-bye."

| went onin. Every hour | shifted to normal space for aten-minute coffee break. | dropped out for
meals, and | dropped out for deep. Twelve hours per ship'sday | spent traveling, and twelve trying to
recover. It was alosing battle.

By the end of day two | knew | wasn't going to make the four-month limit. I might do it in Sx months,
forfeiting one hundred and twenty thousand stars, leaving me dmost where | started. Serve meright for
trusting a puppeteer!

Starswere al around me, shining through the floor and between the banked instruments. | sucked
coffee, trying not to think. The Milky Way shone ghostly pale between my feet. The stars were thick
now; they'd get thicker as| gpproached the Core, until finally one got me.

Anideal And about time, too.

The golden voice answered immediatdy. "Beowulf Shaeffer?!

"There's nobody else here, honey. Look, I've thought of something. Would you send --"
"Isoneof your instruments mafunctioning, Beowulf Shaeffer?'

"No, they al work fine, asfar asthey go. Look --"

"Then what could you possibly haveto say that would require my attention?"

"Honey, now isthetime to decide. Do you want revenge, or do you want your ship back?'
A smdl slence. Then, ™Y ou may spesk,"

"| can reach the Core much faster if | first get into one of the spaces between the arms. Do we know
enough about the galaxy to know where our arm ends?"

"I will send to the Indtitute of Knowledgeto find out.”
"Good."

Four hours later | was dragged from a deathlike deep by the ringing of the hyperphone. It was not the
president but someflunky. | remembered calling the puppeteer "honey" last night, tricked by my own
exhaugtion and that seductive voice, and wondered if I'd hurt his puppeteer fedings. "He" might bea
male; apuppeteer's sex isone of hislittle secrets. The flunky gave me abearing and distance for the
nearest gap between stars.



It took me another day to get there. When the stars began to thin out, | could hardly believeit. | turned
off the hyperdrive, and it wastrue. The stars were tens and hundreds of light-years apart. | could see part
of the Core peeking in abright rim above the dim flat cloud of mixed dust and stars.

V.

From then on it was better. | was safeif | glanced at the mass pointer every ten minutes or so. | could
forget the rest bresks, eat meals, and do i sometrics while watching the pointers. For eight hoursaday |
dept, but during the other sixteen | moved. The gap swept toward the Corein anarrowing curve, and |
followed it.

Asavoyage of exploration the trip would have been afiasco. | saw nothing. | stayed well away from
anything worth seeing. Stars and dust, anomaous wispy clusters shining in the dark of the gap, invisble
indications that might have been stars -- my cameras picked them up from anice safe distance, showing
tiny blobs of light. In three weeks | moved almost seventeen thousand light-years toward the Core.

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

Before me was an uninteresting wash of stars backed by awall of opaque dust clouds. | still had
thirteen thousand light-yearsto go before | reached the center of the galaxy-1 took some pictures and
moved in.

Ten-minute bresks, mealtimesthat grew longer and longer for the rest they gave, deep periods that |eft
my eyesred and burning. The stars were thick and the dust was thicker, so that the mass pointer showed
ablur of blue broken by sharp blue lines. The lines began to get less sharp. | took breaks every haf hour

Three days of that.

It was getting near lunchtime on the fourth day. | sat watching the mass pointer, noting the fluctuations
in the blue blur which . showed the changing density of the dust around me. Suddenly it faded out
completely. Great, wouldn't it be nice if the mass pointer went out on me? But the sharp starlines were
dill there, ten or twenty of them pointing in al directions. | went back to steering. The clock chimed to
indicate arest period. | sghed happily and dropped into normal space.

The clock showed that | had half an hour to wait for lunch. | thought about eating anyway, decided
agang it. Theroutine was dl that kept me going. | wondered what the sky looked like, reflexively looked
up so | wouldn't have to look down at the trangparent floor. That big an expanse of hyperspaceis hard
even on trained eyes. | remembered | wasn't in hyperspace and looked down.

For atimel just stared. Then, without taking my eyes off thefloor, | reached for the hyperphone.
"Beowulf Sheeffer?'

"No, thisis Albert Eingtein. | stowed away when the Long Shot took off, and I've decided to turn
mysdf in for the reward.”

"Giving misnformation isan implicit violation of contract. Why have you caled?'

"l can seethe Core."

"That isnot areason to call. It wasimplicit in your contract that you would see the Core.”
"Damnit, don't you care? Don't you want to know whet it looks like?"

"If you wish to describeit now, as a precaution against accident, | will switch you to adictaphone.
However, if your missonisnot totally successful, we cannot use your recording.”

| wasthinking up areally searing answer when | heard the click. Great; my boss had hooked meinto a
dictaphone. | said one short sentence and hung up.



The Core.

Gone were the obscuring masses of dust and gas. A hillion years ago they must have been swept up
for fuel by the hungry, crowded stars. The Core lay before me like agreat jeweled sphere. I'd expected
it to beagradua thing, athick mass of starsthinning out into the arms. There was nothing gradua about
it. A clear ball of multicolored light five or six thousand light-years across nestled in the heart of the
gdaxy, sharply bounded by the last of the dust clouds. | was 10,400 light-years from the center.

The red stars were the biggest and brightest. | could actudly pick some of them out asindividuds. The
rest was afinger painting in fluorescent green and blue. But those red stars ... they would have sent
Aldebaran back to kindergarten.

It wasall so bright. | needed the tel escope to see black between the stars.
I'll show you how bright it was.

Isit night where you are? Step outside and look at the stars. What color are they? Antares may show
red if you're near enough; in the system, so will Mars. Sirius may show bluish. But al the rest are white
pinpoints. Why? Becauseit'sdark. Y our day visonisin color, but a night you see black and white, like

adog.
The Core sunswere bright enough for color vision.

I'd pick aplanet here! Not in the Coreitsaf but right out here, with the Core on one side and on the
other the dimly starred dust clouds forming their strange convoluted curtain.

Man, what aview! Imagine that flaming jeweled sphererising in the eat, hundreds of timesasbig as
Binary shows on Jinx, but without the constant feding Binary gives you, the fear that the orange world
will fal onyou, for the vast, twinkling Coreisonly starlight, lovely and harmless. I'd pick my world now
and stake a claim. When the puppeteers got their drive fixed up, 1'd have the finest piece of redl etatein
the known universe! If | could only find a habitable planet.

If only | could find it twice.
Hell, I'd be lucky to find my way home from here. | shifted into hyperspace and went back to work.

V.

An hour and fifty minutes, one lunch bresk and two rest bregks, and fifty light-years|later, | noticed
something peculiar in the Core.

It was even clearer then, if not much bigger; I'd passed through the dmost transparent wisps of the last
dust cloud. Not too near the center of the sphere was a patch of white, bright enough to make the green
and blue and red look dull around it. | looked for it again a the next break, and it was alittle brighter. It
was brighter again at the next break ...

"Beowulf Sheeffer?”

"Yeah."

"Why did you use the dictaphone to call me a cowardly two-headed monster?
"Y ou were off theline. | had to use the dictaphone.”

"That issengble. Y es. We puppeteers have never understood your attitude toward anatura caution.”
My boss was peeved, though you couldn't tell from hisvoice.

"I'll gointo that if you like, but it'snot why | caled.”
"Explan, pleas="



"I'm dl for caution. Discretion isthe better part of vaor and like that. Y ou can even be good
businessmen, becauseit's easier to survive with lots of money. But you're so damn concerned with
various kinds of surviva that you aren't even interested in something that isn't athreat. Nobody but a
puppeteer would have turned down my offer to describe the Core.”

"Y ou forget the kzinti."

"Oh, thekzinti." Who expectsrationa behavior from kzinti?'Y ou whip them when they attack; you
reluctantly decide not to exterminate them; you wait till they build up their strength; and when they attack,
you whip ‘em again. Meanwhile you sdl| them foodstuffs and buy their metals and employ them where
you need good gamestheorigts. It'snot asif they were ared threat. They'll dways attack before they're
ready.

"Thekzinti are carnivores. Wherewe are interested in survival, carnivores are interested in mesat aone.
They conquer because subject peoples can supply them with food. They cannot do menia work. Animal
husbandry isdien to them. They must have daves or be barbarians roaming the forests for meat. Why
should they beinterested in what you call abstract knowledge? Why should any thinking being if the
knowledge has no chance of showing a profit? In practice, your description of the Core would attract
only an omnivore."

"You'd makeagood caseif it were not for the fact that most sentient races are omnivores.”
"We have thought long and hard on that."

Yecats. | was going to have to think long and hard on that.

"Why did you cdl, Beowulf Shaeffer?”

Oh, yeah. "L ook, | know you don't want to know what the Core looks like, but | see something that
might represent persona danger. Y ou have accessto information | don't. May | proceed?!

"Youmay."

Hah! | waslearning to think like a puppeteer. Was that good? | told my boss about the blazing,
strangely shaped white patch in the Core. "When | turned the telescope on it, it nearly blinded me. Grade

two sunglasses don't give any details at dl. It'sjust ashapeless white patch, but so bright that the starsin
front look like black dotswith colored rims. I'd like to know what's causing it."

"It sounds very unusud." Pause. "Isthe white color uniform? Is the brightness uniform?”

"Just asec.” | used the scope again. "The color is, but the brightnessian't. | see dimmer areasinsde the
patch. | think the center isfading out.”

"Use the tedescope to find anovastar. There ought to be severd in such alarge mass of stars.”

| tried it. Presently | found something: ablazing disk of apeculiar blue-white color with adimmer,
somewhat smaler red disk haf in front of it. That had to be anova. In the core of Andromeda galaxy,
and in what 1'd seen of our own Core, the red stars were the biggest and brightest.

"I'vefound one"

A moment more and | saw what he meant. "It's the same color as the patch. Something like the same
brightness, too. But what could make a patch of supernovas go off al at once?!

"Y ou have studied the Core. The stars of the Core are an average of half alight-year apart. They are
even closer near the center, and no dust clouds dim their brightness. When stars are that close, they shed
enough light on each other to increase materially each other's temperature. Stars burn faster and age
fagter inthe Core."

"l seethat.”



"Since the Core stars age faster, amuch greater portion are near the supernova stage than in the arms.
Also, dl are hotter congdering their respective ages. If astar were afew millenniafrom the supemova
stage and a supernova exploded hdf alight-year away, estimate the probabilities.”

"They might both blow. Then the two could set off athird, and the three might take a couple more...."

"Y es. Since asupernovalasts on the order of one human standard year, the chain reaction would soon
dieout. Your patch of light must have occurred in thisway."

"That'sardief Knowing what did it, | mean. I'll take picturesgoingin.”
"Asyou say." Click.

The patch kept expanding as | went in, still with no more shape than aveil nebula, getting brighter and
bigger. It hardly seemed fair, what | was doing. The light which the patch novas had taken fifty yearsto
put out, | covered in an hour, moving down the beam at a speed which made the universe itself seem
unredl. At the fourth rest period | dropped out of hyperspace, looked down through the floor while the
camerastook their pictures, glanced away from the patch for amoment, and found mysdlf blinded by
tangerine afterimages. | had to put on apair of grade one sunglasses, out of the packet of twenty which
every pilot carriesfor working near suns during takeoff and landing.

It made me shiver to think that the patch was still nearly ten thousand light-years away. Already the
radiation must have killed dl lifein the Coreif there ever had been life there. My ingtruments on the hull
showed radiation like asolar flare.

At the next stop | needed grade two sunglasses. Somewhat |ater, grade three. Then four. The patch
became agreat bright amoeba reaching twisting tentacles of fusion fire deep into the vitals of the Core. In
hyperspace the sky was jammed bumper to bumper, so to speak, but | never thought of stopping. Asthe
Core came closer, the patch grew like something dive, something needing ever morefood. | think |
knew, even then.

Night came. The control room was a blaze of light. | dept in the relaxroom to the tune of the laboring
temperature control. Morning, and | was off again. The radiation meter snarled its desth song, louder
during each rest break. If 1'd been planning to go outside, | would have dropped that plan. Radiation
couldn't get through a Genera Products hull. Nothing else can, either, except visblelight.

| spent abad haf hour trying to remember whether one of the puppeteers customers saw X-rays. |
was afraid to call up and ask.

The mass pointer began to show afaint blue blur. Gases thrown outward from the patch. | had to keep
changing sunglasses....

Sometime during the morning of the next day | stopped. There was no point in going farther.

"Beowulf Shaeffer, have you become attached to the sound of my voice? | have other work than
supervising your progress.”

"l would like to deliver alecture on abstract knowledge.”

"Surely it can wait until your return.”

"Thegdaxy isexploding.”

There was a strange noise. Then: "Repest, please.”

"Havel got your attention?"

"es"

"Good. | think I know the reason so many sentient races are omnivores. Interest in abstract knowledge
isasymptom of pure curiosity. Curiosity must beasurvivd trait.”



"Must we discussthis? Very well. Y ou may well be right. Others have made the same suggestion,
including puppeteers. But how has our species survived a al?"

"Y ou must have some subgtitute for curiogity. Increased intelligence, maybe. Y ou've been around long
enough to develop it. Our hands can't compare with your mouths for tool building. If awatchmaker had
taste and smdll in hishands, he still wouldn't have the strength of your jaws or the delicacy of those knobs
around your lips. When | want to know how old asentient raceis, | watch what he uses for hands and
fet"

"Y es. Human feet are still adapting to their task of keeping you erect. Y ou propose, then, that our
intelligence has grown sufficiently to ensure our survival without depending on your hit-or-miss method of
learning everything you can for the sheer pleasure of learning.”

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

"Y ou say the galaxy isexploding?'

"Rather, it finished exploding some nine thousand years ago. I'm wearing grade twenty sunglasses, and
itsdtill too bright. A third of the Coreis gone dready. The patch is spreading at nearly the speed of light.
| don't seethat anything can stop it until it hits the gas clouds beyond the Core.”

There was no comment. | went on. "A lot of the insde of the patch has gone out, but al of the surface
isnew novas. And remember, the light I'm seeing is nine thousand years old. Now, I'm going to read you
afew instruments. Radiation, two hundred and ten. Cabin temperature normal, but you can hear the
whine of the temperature control. The massindicator shows nothing but a blur ahead. I'm turning back.”

"Radiation two hundred and ten? How far are you from the edge of the Core?”

"About four thousand light-years, | think. I can see plumes of incandescent gas starting to form in the
near side of the patch, moving toward gal actic north and south. It reminds me of something. Arentt there
pictures of exploding gdaxiesin the Indtitute?'

"Many. Yes, it has happened before. Beowulf Shaeffer, thisis bad news. When the radiation from the
Core reaches our worlds, it will sterilize them. We puppeteers will soon need cons derable amounts of
money. Shdl | release you from your contract, paying you nothing?'

I laughed. | was too surprised even to get mad. "No."
"Surely you do not intend to enter the Core?”

"No. Look, why do you --"

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

"Wrong again. I'll take pictures of these instruments. When a court sees the readings on the radiation
meter and the blue blur in the massindicator, they'll know something's wrong with them.”

"Nonsense. Under evidence drugs you will explain the readings.”

"Sure. And the court will know you tried to get me to go right to the center of that holocaust. You
know what they'll say to that?"

"But how can acourt of law find againgt arecorded contract?"

"Me point isthey'll want to. Maybe they'll decide that we're both lying and the instrumentsredlly did go
haywire. Maybethey'll find away to say the contract wasillegd. But they'll find againgt you. Want to
make asde bet?'

"No. Y ou have won. Come back."



V1.

The Corewas alovely multicolored jewel when it disappeared below the lens of the galaxy. I'd have
liked to vigt it someday, but there aren't any time machines.

I'd penetrated nearly to the Core in something like amonth. | took my time coming home, going
straight up aong gaactic north and flying above the lens where there were no stars to bother me, and till
madeit intwo. All theway | wondered why the puppeteer had tried to cheat me at thelast. Long Shot's
publicity would have been better than ever, yet theregiond president had been willing to throw it away
just to leave me broke. | couldn't ask why, because nobody was answering my hyperphone. Nothing |
knew about puppeteers could tell me. | felt persecuted.

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

More surprises awaited me.

1) General Products had paid 150,000 starsinto my account in the Bank of Jinx. A persona note
stated that whether | wrote my article was solely up to me.

2) Genera Products has disgppeared. They are selling no more spacecraft hulls. Companies with
contracts have had their pendty clauses paid off. It al happened two months ago, smultaneoudy on all
known worlds.

3) Thebar I'minisontheroof of thetdlest building in Sirius Mater, more than amile above the
dtreets. Even from here| can hear the stock market crashing. It started with the collapse of spacecraft
companies with no hullsto build ships. Hundreds of others have followed. It takesalong timefor an
interstellar market to come gpart at the seams, but, as with the Core novas, | don't see anything that can
stop the chain reaction.

4) The secret of the indestructible General Products hull is being advertised for sde. Genera
Productss human representatives will collect bids for one year, no bid to be lessthan onetrillion stars.
Get in on the ground floor, folks.

5) Nobody knows anything. That'swhat's causing most of the panic. It's been amonth sincea
puppeteer was seen on any known world. Why did they drop so suddenly out of interstellar affairs?

| know.

In twenty thousand years aflood of radiation will wash over thisregion of space. Thirty thousand
light-years may seem along, safe distance, but it isn't, not with thisbig an explosion. I've asked. The
Core exploson will make this galaxy uninhabitable to any known form of life.

Twenty thousand yearsisalong time. It'sfour times aslong as human written history. Well dl beless
than dust before things get dangerous, and | for one am not going to worry about it.

But the puppeteers are different. They're scared. They're getting out right now. Paying off their pendty
clauses and buying motors and other equipment to put in their indestructible hullswill take so much
money that even confiscating my puny salary would have been a step to the good. Interstellar business
can go to hdll; from now on the puppeteerswill have no time for anything but running.

Wherewill they go? Wdll, the gdlaxy is surrounded by ahalo of smal globular clusters. The ones near
the rim might be safe. Or the puppeteers may even go asfar as Andromeda. They have the Long Shot
for exploring if they come back for it, and they can build more. Outside the galaxy is space empty enough
even for a puppeteer pilot, if he thinks his speciesisthreatened.

It'sapity. Thisgalaxy will be dull without puppeteers. Those two-headed mongters were not only the
most dependable faction in interstellar business, they were like water in awasteland of more or less



humanoids. It'stoo bad they aren't brave, like us.

Butisit?

| never heard of a puppeteer refusing to face a problem. He may merely be deciding how fast to run,
but helll never pretend the problem isn't there. Sometime within the next twenty millenniawe humanswill

have to move a population that aready numbersforty-three billion. How? To where? When should we
gtart thinking about this? When the glow of the Core beginsto shine through the dust clouds?

Maybe men are the cowards -- at the core.

FLATLANDER

Themost beautiful girl aboard turned out to have ahusband with habits so solitary that | didn't know
about him until the second week. He was about five feet four and middle-aged, but he wore ahdll-flare
tattoo on his shoulder, which meant held been on Kzin during the war thirty years back, which meant hed
been trained to kill adult kzinti with his bare hands, feet, elbows, knees, and whatnot. When we found out
about each other, he very decently gave me afirst warning and broke my arm to prove he meant it.

The arm still ached aday later, and every other woman on the Lensman was over two hundred years
old. | drank done. | stared glumly into the mirror behind the curving bar. The mirror stared glumly back.

"Hey. You from We Made It. What am 17"

Hewastwo chairs down, and he was glaring. Without the beard he would have had around, dmost
petulant face ... | think. The beard, short and black and carefully shaped, made him look like across
between Zeus and an angry bulldog. The glare went with the beard. His square fingers wrapped alarge
drinking bulb in adegth grip. A broad belly matched broad shoulders to make him look massive rather
than fat.

Obvioudy hewastaking to me. | asked, "What do you mean, what are you?"
"Wheream| from?"'

"Earth." It was obvious. The accent said Earth. So did the conservatively symmetrical beard. His
breathing was unconscioudy natura in the ship's standard atmosphere, and his build had been forged at
one point zero gee.

"Thenwhat am 17"
"A flalander."

The glare heat increased. HEd obvioudy reached the bar way ahead of me. "A flatlander! Damniit,
everywhere| go I'm flatlander. Do you know how many hours I've spent in space?!

"No. Long enough to know how to use adrinking bulb."

"Funny. Very funny. Everywhere in human space aflatlander is a schnook who never gets abovethe
amaosphere. Everywhere but Earth. If you're from Earth, you're aflatlander dl your life. For the last fifty
years I've been running about in human space, and what am 1? A flatlander. Why?'

"Earthianisacumsy term.”

"What isWeMadeltian?' he demanded.

"I'm acrashlander. | wasn't born within fifty miles of Crashlanding City, but I'm a crashlander anyway."
That got agrin. | think. It was hard to tell with the beard. "L ucky you're not apilot.”

"l am. Was"



"You'rekidding. They let acrashlander pilot aship?’

"If hesgood at it."

"I didn't mean to piqueyour ire, Sr. May | introduce mysdlf? My name's Elephant.”
"Beowulf Sheeffer.”

He bought me adrink. | bought him adrink. It turned out we both played gin, so we took fresh drinks
toacardtable....

When | wasakid, | used to stand out at the edge of Crashlanding Port watching the ships comein. I'd
watch the mob of passengers leave thelock and move in agreat clump toward customs, and I'd wonder
why they seemed to have trouble navigating. A mgority of the starborn would dwayswalk in weaving
lines, swaying and blinking teary eyes againgt the sun. | used to think it was because they came from
different worlds with different gravities and different atmospheres benegath differently colored suns.

Later | learned different.

There are no windowsin a passenger spacecraft. If there were, haf the passengers would go insane; it
takes an unusua mentdity to watch the blind-spot appearance of hyperspace and till keep oné's
marbles. For passengers there is nothing to watch and nothing to do, and if you don't like reading sixteen
hours aday, then you drink. It's best to drink in company. Y ou get lesslashed, knowing you haveto
keep up your side of a conversation. The ship's doc has cured more hangovers than every other
operation combined, right down to manicures and haircuts.

The ship grounded at L os Angelestwo days after | met Elephant. Hed made agood drinking partner.
Wed been fairly matched at cards, he with his sharp card sense, | with my usua luck. From the talking
we'd done, we knew almost as much about each other as anyone knows about anyone. Inaway | was
sorry to seehim leave.

"Y ou've got my number?"

"Yeah. But likel sad, | don't know just what I'll be doing.” | wastelling the truth. When | explorea
civilized world, I like to make my own discoveries.

"Well, cdl meif you get achance. | wish you'd change your mind. 1'd like to show you Earth.”
"I declinewith thanks. Goodbye, Elephant. It's been fun."

Elephant waved and turned through the natives door. | went on to face the smuggler baiters. Thelast
drink was still with me, but | could cure that at the hotel. | never expected to see Elephant again.

Nine days ago I'd been on Jinx. I'd been rich. And I'd been depressed.

The money and the depression had stemmed from the same source. The puppeteers, those
three-legged, two-headed professiona cowards and businessmen, had lured me into taking a new type of
ship dl theway to the gdactic core, thirty thousand light years away. Thetrip wasfor publicity purposes,
to get research money to iron out the imperfectionsin the very ship | wasriding.

| suppose | should have had more sense, but | never do, and the money was good. The trouble was
that the Core had exploded by thetime got there. The Core stars had gone off in achain reaction of
novas ten thousand years ago, and awave of radiation was even then (and even now) sweeping toward
known space.

Injust over twenty thousand yearsweéll dl bein deadly danger.

Y ou're not worried? It didn't bother me much, either. But every puppeteer in known space vanished
overnight, heading for Finagle knowswhat other gaaxy.



| was depressed. | missed the puppeteers and hated knowing | was responsible for their going. | had
time and money and ablack melancholiato work off. And I'd always wanted to see Earth.

Earth smelled good. Therewas aused flavor to it, abreathed flavor, unlike anything I've ever known.
It was the difference between spring water and distilled water. Somewhere in each breath | took were
molecules breathed by Dante, Aristotle, Shakespeare, Heinlein, Carter, and my own ancestors. Traces of
past indugtrieslingered in the air, sensed if not smelled: gasoline, coa fumes, tobacco and burnt cigarette
filters, diesd fumes, de breweries. | left the customs house with inflated lungs and a questing look.

| could have taken atransfer booth straight to the hotdl. | decided to walk alittle first.
Everyone on Earth had made the same decision.

The pedwak held a crowd such as| had never imagined. They were al shapesand al colors, and they
dressed in strange and e dritch ways. Shifting colors assaulted the eye and sent one regling. On any world
in human space, any world but one, you know immediately who the natives are. Wunderland?
Asymmetrical beards mark the nobility, and the common people are the oneswho quickly step out of
their way. We Made 1t? The palor of our skinsin summer and winter, in spring and fdl, the fact that we
all race upstairs, above the buried cities and onto the blooming desert, eeger to taste sunlight while the
murderous winds are a rest. Jnx? The natives are short, wide, and strong; a swest little old lady's
handshake can crush stedl. Even in the Bdlt, within the solar system, a Belter strip haircut adorns both
men and women. But Earth --!

No two looked aike. There were reds and blues and greens, yellows and oranges, plaids and stripes.
I'm talking about hair, you understand, and skin. All my life I've used tannin-secretion pillsfor protection
againg ultraviolet, so that my skin color hasvaried from itsnorma pinkish-white (I'm an abino) to (under
blue-white stars) tuxedo black. But I'd never known that other skin-dye pills existed. | stood rooted to
the pedwalk, letting it carry me where it would, watching the incredible crowd swarm around me. They
were al knees and elbows. Tomorrow I'd have bruises.

"Hey!"

The girl wasfour or five heads away, and short. I'd never have seen her if everyone e se hadn't been
ghort, too. Flatlandersrarely top six feet. And there wasthis girl, her hair atopologica explosionin
swirling orange and silver, her face afaint, subtle green with space-black eyebrows and lipgtick, waving
something and shouting a me.

Waving my wallet.

| forced my way to her until we were close enough to touch, until | could hear what she was saying
above the crowd noise.

"Stupid! Wher€'s your address? Y ou don't even have a place for a stamp!™
What?'

She looked startled. "Oh! Y ou're an offworlder.”

"Yeah!" My voicewould give out fast a thisnoiseleve.

"Well, look ..." She shoved her way closer to me. "L ook, you can't go around town with an
offworlder'swallet. Next time someone picks your pocket he may not noticetill you're gone.”

"Y ou picked my pocket?!
"Sure! Think | found it? Would | risk my precious hand under dl those spike hedl s?!
"How if | call acop?'

"Cop? Oh, agtoneface.” Shelaughed merrily. "Learn or go under, man. Theré's no law against picking
pockets. Look around you."



| looked around me, then looked back fast, afraid she'd disappear. Not only my cash but my Bank of
Jnx draft for forty thousand stars was in that wallet. Everything | owned.

"See them dl? Sixty-four million peoplein Los Angdesdone. Eighteen billion in thewhole world.
Suppose there was alaw againgt picking pockets? How would you enforce it?" She deftly extracted the
cash from my wallet and handed the wallet back. "Get yourself anew wallet, and fagt. It'll have aplace
for your address and awindow for atenth-star stamp. Put your addressin right away, and a stamp, too.
Then the next guy who takes it can pull out the money and drop your wallet in the nearest mailbox -- no
swest. Otherwise you lose your credit cards, your ident, everything." She stuffed two hundred-odd stars
in cash between her breasts, flashing me aparting smile as she turned.

"Thanks," | caled. Yes, | did. | was till bewildered, but shed obvioudy stayed to help me. She could
just aseadly have kept walet and all.

"No charge," she called back, and was gone.
| stopped off at thefirst transfer booth | saw, dropped a haf star in the coin dot, and dided Elephant.

The vedibule wasintimidating.

I'd expected avestibule. Why put atransfer booth inside your own home, where any burglar can getin
just by diding your number? Anyone who can afford the lease on a private transfer booth can aso afford
avestibule with alocked door and an intercom switch.

Therewas avestibule, but it was the Size of aliving room, furnished with massage chairsand an
autovendor. There was an intercom, but it was aflat vidphone, three hundred years old, restored at
perhaps ahundred timesits origina cost. There was alocked door; it was a double door of what looked
like polished brass, with two enormous curved handles, and it stood fifteen feet high.

I'd suspected Elephant waswell off, but this was too much. It occurred to me that 1'd never seen him
completely sober, that | had in fact turned down his offer of guidance, that a smple morning-after
treatment might have wiped me from hismemory. Shouldn't | just go away? | had wanted to explore
Earth on my own.

But | didn't know theruled

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

Elephant lived hafway up adiff. A sheer mile-high dliff.
The phone rang.

Onthethird ear-jarring ring | answered, mainly to stop the noise. A supercilious voice asked, "Is
somebody out there?"

"I'mafraid not," | said. "Does someone named Elephant live here?’

"I'll see, gir," said the voice. The screen had not lit, but | had the feeling someone had seen me quite
Clearly.

Seconds crawled by. | was half minded to jump back in the transfer booth and did at random. But
only half; that wasthe trouble. Then the screen lit, and it was Elephant. "Bey! Y ou changed your mind!”

"Yeah. You didn't tell meyou wererich."
"You didn't ask."
"Wdl, no, of course not.”

"How do you expect to learn thingsif you don't ask? Don't answer that. Hang on, I'll be right down.
Y ou did change your mind? Y ou'l let me show you Earth?"



"Yes, | will. I'm scared to go out there done.”

"Why? Don't answer. Tell mein person.” He hung up. Seconds later the big bronze doors swung back
with a bone-shaking boom. They just barely got out of Elephant'sway. He pulled meinside, giving me no
time to gape, shoved adrink in my hand, and asked why | was afraid to go outside.

| told him about the pickpocket, and he laughed, He told me about the time he tried to go outside
during aWe Made It summer, and | laughed, though I've heard of outworlders being blown away and to
Hades doing the same thing. Amazingly, we were off again. It wasjust likeit had been on the ship, even
to the end of Elephant's anecdote. "They called measlly flatlander, of course.”

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

"You said you'd give alot to do something completely origind, so the next time someone called you a
flatlander, you could back him into a corner and force him to listen to your story. You said it severd
times”

"l didn't say just that. But | would like to have some story to tell, something like your neutron star
episode. If only totel mysdf. The slly offworlder wouldn't know, but I'd know."

| nodded. I'd talked about the neutron star episode over gin cards -- ahabit I've developed for
distracting my opponent -- and Elephant had been suitably impressed.
"I've thought of a couple of thingsyou could do," | said.

"Saill."
"One. Visit the puppeteer homeworld. Nobody's been there, but everyone knows there is one, and
everyone knows how difficult it isto find. Y ou could be thefirg."

"Great." He mused a moment. "Great! And the puppeteers wouldn't stop me because they're gone.
Whereisthe puppeteer homeworld?'

"l don't know."

"What's your second idea?"

"AsK the Outsiders.”

"Huh?'

"Theres not asystem in the galaxy that the Outsiders don't know al about. We don't know how far the
puppeteer empire extended, though it was way beyond known space, but we do know about the

Outsiders. They know the galaxy like the palm of their -- uh ... And they trade for information; it'sjust
about the only businessthey do. Ask them what's the most unusua world they know of within reach.”

Elephant was nodding gently. There was aglazed look in hiseyes. | had not been sure he was serious
about seeking some unique achievement. Hewas.

"The problemis” | said, "That an Outsider'sidea of what is unique may not --" | stopped because
Elephant was up and haf running to atridphone.

| wasn't sorry. It gave me an opportunity to gapein private.

I've been in bigger homes than Elephant's. Much bigger. | grew up in one. But I've never seen aroom
that soothed the eye as Elephant'sliving room did. It was more than aliving room; it was an optical
illusion, the opposite of thosejittering black-and-white images they show in lectures on how we see.
Thesedinicd children of op art givetheilluson of motion, but Elephant'sliving room gave theillusion of
dtillness. A physicist would have loved the soundproofing. Some interior decorator had become famous
for hiswork here, if he hadn't been famous aready, in which case he had becomerich. How could tall,
thin Beowulf Shaeffer fit into a chair designed to the measure of short, wide Elephant? Yet | was



bonelesdy limp, blissfully relaxed, using only the musclesthat held adouble-walled glass of an
odd-tadting, strangely refreshing soft drink caled Tzlotz Beer.

A glasswhich would not empty. Somewherein the crystal was atiny transfer motor connected to the
bar, but the bent light in the crystal hid it. Another opticdl illusion, and one that must have tricked good
men into acute a coholism. 1'd have to watch that.

Elephant returned. He walked asif he massed tons, asif any kzinti foolish enough to stand in his path
would have ashort, wide holein him. "All done" he said. "Don Cramer'll find the nearest Outsider ship
and make my pitch for me. We should hear in acouple of days."

"Okay," said I, and asked him about the cliff. It turned out that we were in the Rocky Mountains and
that he owned every square inch of the nearly vertical cliff face. Why? | remembered Earth's eighteen
billion and wondered if they'd otherwise have surrounded him up, down, and Sideways.

Suddenly Elephant remembered that someone named Diannamust be home by now. | followed him
into the transfer booth, watched him dia eeven digits, and waited in amuch smdler vestibule while
Elephant used the more conventiona intercom. Dianna seemed dubious about letting him in until he
roared that he had a guest and she should stop fooling around.

Diannawas asmadl, pretty woman with skin the deep, uniform red of aMartian Sky and hair like
flowing quickslver. Her irises had the same polished-silver luster. She hadn't wanted to let usin because
we were both wearing our own skins, but she never mentioned it again once we wereinside.

Elephant introduced me to Diannaand ingtantly told her held acted to contact the Outsiders.
"What's an Outsider?" she asked.

Elephant gestured with both hands, looked confused, turned helplessy toward me.
"They're hard to describe," | said. "Think of a cat-0-nine-tailswith abig thick handle.
"They live on cold worlds," said Elepharnt.

"Small, cold, airlessworlds like Nereid. They pay rent to use Nereid as a base, don't they, Elephant?
And they travel over most of the gdaxy in big unpressurized shipswith fusion drives and no hyperdrives.”

"They sl information. They can tel me about the world | want to find, the most unusud planetin
known space.”
"They spend most of thelr time tracking starseeds.”

Diannabrokein. "Why?'
Elephant looked at me. | looked at Elepharnt.
"Say!" Elephant exclaimed. "Why don't we get afourth for bridge?"

Diannalooked thoughtful. Then she focused her slver eyes on me, examined me from head to focot,
and nodded gently to hersdf. "Sharrol Janss. I'll call her.”

While she was phoning, Elephant told me, "That's agood thought. Sharrol’'s got atendency toward
hero worship. She'sacomputer andyst at Donovan's BrainsInc. Youll like her."

"Good," | said, wondering if we were still talking about abridge game. It struck methat | was building
up adebt to Elephant. "Elephant, when you contact the Outsiders, I'd like to come dong.”

"Oh?Why?'
"You'll need apilot. And I've dedlt with Outsiders before.”
"Okay, it'saded."

The intercom rang from the vestibule. Diannawent to the door and came back with our fourth for
bridge. "Sharral, you know Elephant. Thisis Beowulf Shaeffer, from We Made It. Bey, thisis--"



"You!" | said.
"Youl" shesad.

It was the pickpocket.

My vacation lasted just four days.

I hadn't known how long it would last, though | did know how it would end. Consequently | threw
myself into it body and soul. If there was adull moment anywhere in those four days, | dept through it,
and a that | didn't get enough deep. Elephant seemed to fed the sameway. Hewasliving lifeto the hilt;
he must have suspected, as| did, that the Outsiders would not consider danger afactor in choosing his
planet. By their own ethics they were bound not to. The days of Elephant's life might be running short.

Buried in those four days were incidents that made me wonder why Elephant was |ooking for aweird
world. Surdly Earth wasthe weirdest of all.

I remember when we threw in the bridge hands and decided to go out for dinner. Thiswas more
complicated than it sounds. Elephant hadn't had a chance to change to flatlander styles, and neither of us
wasfit to be seen in public. Dianna had cosmeticsfor us.

| succumbed to an odd impulse. | dressed as an abino.

They were body paints, not pills. When | finished gpplying them, therein the full-length mirror was my
younger self. Blood-red irises, snow-white hair, white skin with atinge of pink: the teenager who had
disappeared ages ago, when | was old enough to use tannin pills. | found my mind wandering far back
across the decades, to the days when | was aflatlander mysdlf, my feet firmly beneath the ground, my
head never higher than seven feet above the desert sands ... They found me there before the mirror and
pronounced mefit to be seenin public.

| remember that evening when Diannatold me she had known Elephant forever. "I was the one who
named him Elephant,” she bragged.

"It'sanickname?’
"Sure" said Sharrol. "Hisreal nameis Gregory Pelton.”

"O-0-oh." Suddenly dl came clear. Gregory Pelton isknown among the stars. It isrumored that he
owns the thirty-light-year-wide rough sphere caled human space, that he earns hisincome by renting it
out. It isrumored that General Products -- the all-embracing puppeteer company, now defunct for lack
of puppeteers -- isafront for Gregory Pelton. It'safact that his great-to-die-eighth-grandmother
invented the transfer booth and that heisrich, rich, rich.

| asked, "Why Elephant? Why that particular nickname?'
Diannaand Sharrol looked demurely at the tablecloth.
Elephant said, "Use your imagination, Bey."

"On what? What's an € ephant, some kind of anima?"
Three faces registered annoyance. I'd missed ajoke.
"Tomorrow," said Elephant, "well show you the zoo."

There are seven transfer boothsin the Zoo of Earth. That'll tell you how bigitis. But you're wrong;
you've forgotten the two hundred taxis on permanent duty. They're there because the booths are too far
goart for walking.

We gtared down at dusty, compact animals smaller than starseeds or Bandersnatchi but bigger than



anything ese1'd ever seen. Elephant said, " See?’

"Yeah," | said, because the animals showed a compactness and a plodding invulnerability very like
Elephant's. And then | found mysdlf watching one of the animasin amuddy poal. It was usng ahollow
tentacle over its mouth to spray water on its back. | stared at that tentacle ... and stared ...

"Hey, look!" Sharrol cdled, pointing. "Bey'searsare turning red!"
| didn't forgive her till two that morning.

And | remember reaching over Sharrol to get atabac stick and seeing her purse lying on her other
things. | said, "How if | picked your pocket now?"

Orange and slver lips parted in alazy smile. "I'm not wearing a pocket.”
"Would it bein good taste to sneak the money out of your purse?’

"Only if you could hideit on you."

| found asmall flat purse with four hundred starsin it and stuck it in my mouth.

She made me go through with it. Ever make love to awoman with a pursein your mouth?
Unforgettable. Dont try it if you've got asthma.

| remember Sharrol. | remember smooth, warm blue skin, silver eyes with awedth of expression,
orange and slver hair in aswirling abstract pattern that nothing could mess up. It aways sprang back.
Her laugh was silver, too, when | gently extracted two handfuls of hair and tied them in ahard double
knot, and when | gibbered and jumped up and down at the Sight of her hair dowly untying itself like
Medusas locks. And her voice was asilver croon.

| remember the freeways.

They werethe firgt thing that showed coming in on Earth. If weld landed at night, it would have been
the lighted cities, but of course we camein on the day side. Why else would aworld have three
spaceports? There were the freeways and autostradas and autobahns, strung in an dl-enclosing net
across the faces of the continents.

From afew miles up you still can't see the breaks. But they're there, where girders and pavement have
collgpsed. Only two superhighways are still kept in good repair. They are both on the same continent: the
Pennsylvania Turnpike and the Santa Monica Freeway. Therest of the network is broken chaos.

It seems there are people who collect old groundcars and race them. Some are actually renovated
machines, fifty to ninety percent replaced; others are handmade reproductions. On a perfectly flat surface
they'll do fifty to ninety miles per hour.

I laughed when Elephant told me about them, but actualy seeing them was different.

The rodders began to appear about dawn. They gathered around one end of the Santa Monica
Freaeway, the end that used to join the San Diego Freeway. Thisend isamaze of falen spaghetti, great
curving loops of prestressed concrete that have lost their strength over the years and sagged to the
ground. But you can till use the top loop to reach the arting line. We watched from above, hovering in
acab asthe groundcars moved into line.

"Their dues cost more than the cars,” said Elephant. "1 used to drive one mysdlf. You'd turn white as
snow if | told you how much it costs to keep this stretch of freeway in repair.”

"How much?"
Hetold me. | turned white as snow.



They were off. | was till wondering what kick they got driving an obsolete machine on flat concrete
when they could be up here with us. They were off, weaving dightly, weaving more than dightly, foolishly
moving at different speeds, coming periloudy close to each other before sheering off -- and | began to
redizethings

Those automobiles had no radar.

They were being steered with a cabin whed geared directly to four ground whedls. A mistakein
steering and they'd crash into each other or into the concrete curbs. They were steered and stopped by
muscle power, but whether they could turn or stop depended on how hard four rubber balloons could
grip smooth concrete. If thetireslost their grip, Newton'sfirst law would take over; the fragile metal
mass would continue moving in astraight line until stopped by a concrete curb or another groundcar.

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

"Not to worry," said Elephant. "Nobody does, usudly.”

"Uaudly?'

The race ended twenty minutes later at another tangle of falen concrete. | was wet through. We landed
and met some of the racers. One of them, athin guy with tangled, glossy green hair and abony white face

with awidely grinning scarlet mouth, offered me aride. | declined with thanks, backing dowly away and
wishing for awegpon. Thisjoker was obvioudy dangeroudy insane.

I remember flatlander food, the best in known space, and an odd, mildly acoholic drink called
Taittinger Comtes de Champagne '59. | remember invading an outworlder bar, where the four of us
talked shop with agirl rock miner whose inch-wide auburn crest of hair fell clear to the small of her back.
| remember flying cross-country with alift belt and seeing nothing but city enclosing widely separated
patches of food-growing land. | remember asubmerged hotedl off the Grand Banks of Newfoundland and
adolphin embassy off Italy, where amixed group of dolphins and flatlanders seemed to be solving the
generd problem of sentient beings without hands (there are many, and well probably find more). It
seemed more a coffee-break discussion than true business.

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

| said, dishelieving, ™Y ou'releaving right now?"
"Sure!" said Elephant. "Here, take one of these pills. Y ou won't fed deepy till were on our way."

A ded isaded, and | owed Elephant plenty. | took the pill. We kissed Sharrol and Dianna goodbye,
Diannastanding on achair to reach me, Sharrol climbing me like a beanpole and wrapping her legs
around my waist. | wasafoot and ahaf taler than elther of them.

Calcutta Base was in daylight. Elephant and | took the transfer booth there, to find that the ST8 had
been shipped ahead of us.

Her full name was Slower Than Infinity. She had been built into a Generd Products No. 2 hull, a
three-hundred-foot spindle with awasp-waist congtriction near thetail. | wasrdieved. | had been afraid
Elephant might own aflashy, vulnerable dude's yacht. The two-man control room looked pretty small for
alifesystem until | noticed the bubble extension folded into the nose. The rest of the hull held aone-gee
fuson drive and fud tank, a hyperspace motor, agravity drag, and belly-landing gear, dl clearly visble
through the hull, which had been | eft transparent.

Shehdd fud, food, and ar. She must have been ready for days. We took off twenty minutes after
ariving.
Using thefusion drive in Earth's atmosphere would have gotten usinto the organ banks, in pieces.



Flatlander laws are gtrict about air pollution. A robot rocket with huge wings lifted usto orbit, using air
compressed nearly to degenerate matter as a propellant. We took off from there.

Now there was plenty of time for deep. It took us aweek at one geejust to get far enough out of the
solar system's gravity well to use the hyperdrive. Somewherein that time | removed my false coloring (it
had been false; 1'd continued to take tannin-secretion pills againgt Earth's sunlight), and Elephant turned
his skin back to light tan and his beard and hair back to black. For four days he'd been Zeus, with marble
skin, ametal-gold beard, and glowing molten-gold eyes. It had fitted him so perfectly that | hardly
noticed the change.

Hyperdrive -- and along, dow three weeks. We took turns hovering over the massindicator, though
at firgt-quantum hyperdrive speeds we'd have seen amass at |east twelve hours before it became
dangerous. | think | was the only man who knew there was a second quantum, a puppeteer secret. The
Outsider ship was near the edge of known space, well beyond Tau Ceti.

"It was the only one around,” Elephant had said. "Number fourteen.”

"Fourteen? That's the same ship | dedlt with before."”

"Oh? Good. That should help.”

Dayslater he asked, "How'd it happen?'

"The usual way. Number fourteen was on the other side of known space then, and she sent out an

offer of information exchange. | was dmost to Wunderland, and | caught the offer. When | dropped my
passengers, | went back.”

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

The Lazy Eight I1 had been one of the old dowboats, a circular-flying wing taking coloniststo Jnx.
Something had gone wrong before turnover, and the ship had continued on, carrying fifty passengersin
suspended animation and a crew of four, presumed dead. With aramscoop to feed hydrogen to her
fusion drive, she could accelerate forever. She was five hundred years on her way.

"l remember,” said Elephant. "They couldn't reach her.”

"No. But well know whereto find her when the state of the art getsthat good.” Which wouldn't be
soon, | thought. A hyperdrive ship not only would have to reach her but would have to carry fud to
match her speed. Her speed was bardly less than a photon's, and she was more than five hundred
light-years away, seventeen times the diameter of known space.

"Did you have any problems?"

"Their trandator is pretty good. But well haveto be careful, Elephant. The thing about buying
information isthat you don't know what you're getting until you've got it. They couldn't just offer to sl
me the present position of the Lazy Eight I1. We'd have tracked their course by telescope until we saw
the light of afusion drive and gotten theinformetion free.”

The time came when only asmall green dot glowed in the center of the massindicator. A star would
have shown as aline; no star would have shown no dot. | dropped out of hyperspace and set the deep
radar to hunt out the Outsider.

The Outsder found usfirst.

Somewherein the cylindrical metal pod near her center of mass, perhaps occupying it completely, was
the reactionless drive. It was common knowledge that that drive was for sale and that the cost was afull
trillion stars. Though nobody, and no nation now extant, could afford to pay it, the price was not
exorbitant. In two or three minutes, while we were sill searching, that drive had dropped the Outsider
ship from above point ninelightsto zero relative and pulled it dongsde the ST8.



One moment, nothing but stars. The next, the Outsider ship was adongside.

She was mostly empty space. | knew her population wasthe size of asmal city, but she was much
bigger because more strung out. There was the minuscule-seeming drive capsule, and there, on apole
two and ahdf mileslong, wasalight source. Therest of the ship was meta ribbons, winding in and out,
swooping giddily around themselves and each other, until the ends of each tangled ribbon stopped
meandering and joined the drive capsule. There were around athousand such ribbons, and each wasthe
width of awide city pedwalk.

"Like aChristmas tree decoration," said Elephant. "What now, Bey?"
"They'll usetheshipradio.”

A few minutes of waiting, and here came abunch of Outsiders. They looked like black cat-0-nine-tails
with grosdy swollen handles. In the handles were their brains and invisible sense organs; in the whip ends,
the clusters of motile root tentacles, were gas pistols. Six of them braked to a stop outsde the air lock.

The radio spoke. "Welcome to Ship Fourteen. Please step outside for conveyance to our office. Take
nothing on the outsides of your pressure suits.”

Elephant asked, "Do we?'
| said, "Sure. The Outsders are nothing if not honorable.”

We went out. The six Outsiders offered us a tentacle each, and awvay we went across open space. Not
fast. Thethrust from the gas pistols was very low, irritatingly week. But the Outsiders themsaves were
week; an hour in the gravity of Earth's moon would have killed them.

They maneuvered us through the tangled clutter of slver ribbons, landing us on aramp next to the
looming convex wall of the drive capaule.

It wasn't quite like being lost in agiant bowl of noodles. Therigid ribbons were too far apart for that.
Far above uswasthe light source, about as smal and intense and yellowish-white as Earth's sun seen
from amoon of Neptune. Shining down through the interstellar vacuum, it cast anetwork of sharp black
shadows across al the thousand looping strands that made up, the city.

Along every light-shadow borderline were the Outsiders. Just astheir plantlike ancestors had done
billions of years ago on some unknown world near the galactic core, the Outsiders were absorbing life
energy. Their branched tailslay in shadow, their headsin sunlight, while thermoeectricity charged their
biochemica batteries. Some had root tentacles dipped in shalow food dishes; the trace e ementswhich
kept them dive and growing werein suspenson in liquid helium.

We stepped carefully around them, using our headlamps at lowest intensity, following one of the
Outsiderstoward adoor in thewall ahead.

The enclosure was dark until the door closed behind us. Then the light came on. It was sourceless, the
color of normal sunlight, and it illuminated a cubicle that was bare and square. The only furnishing wasa
transparent hemiphere with an Outsider resting insde. Presumably the hemisphere filtered out excess

light goingin.
"Wecome," said theroom. Whatever the Outsder had said was not sonic in nature. "Theair is

breathable. Take off your helmets, suits, shoes, girdles, and whatnot.” It was an excedllent trandator, with
agood grasp of idiom and a pleasant baritone voice.

"Thanks," said Elephant, and we did.
"Which of you is Gregory Pelton?"
"Gronk."

Thewall was not confused. " According to your agent, you want to know how to reach that planet
whichismost unusud inside or within five miles of the sixty-light-year wide region you call known space.



Isthis correct?"
"YS"

"We must know if you plan to go there or to send agentsthere. Also, do you plan alanding, anear
orbit, or adistant orbit?'

“Landing."

"Areweto guard againgt danger to your life?"

"No." Elephant's voice was alittle dry. The Outsder ship was an intimidating place.
"What kind of ship would you use?'

"The one outsde.”

"Do you plan colonization? Mining? Growth of food plants?'

"l plan only onevist."

"We have sdlected aworld for you. The pricewill be one million stars.”

"That'shigh," said Elephant. | whistled under my bregth. 1t was, and it wouldn't get lower. The
Outsiders never dickered.

"Sold," ssid Elephant.

Thetrandator gave usatriplet set of coordinates some twenty-four light-years from Earth along
gaactic north. "The star you are looking for is a protosun with one planet abillion and ahaf milesdistant.
The system ismoving at apoint eight lightstoward --" He gave avector direction. It seemed the protosun
was drawing a shalow chord through known space; it would never gpproach human space.

"No good,” said Elephant. "No hyperdrive ship can go that fast in real space.”
"You could hitch aride," said the trandator, "with us. Moor your ship to our drive capsule.”

"That'll work," said Elephant. He was getting more and more uneasy; his eyes seemed to be searching
the wallsfor the source of the voice. He would not look at the Outsider business agent in the vacuum
chamber.

"Our ferry feewill be one million stars™

Elephant sputtered.

"Just asec,” | sad. "l may haveinformation to sdl you."
Therewas along pause. Elephant looked at mein surprise.
"Y ou are Beowulf Shaeffer?"

"Yeah. Y ou remember me?'

"Wefind you in our records. Beowulf Shaeffer, we have information for you, aready paid. The former
regiona president of Genera Products on Jnx wishesyou to contact him. | have atransfer-booth
number.”

"That'slate news," | said. "The puppeteers are gone. Anyway, why would that two-headed sharpie
want to see me?"

"l do not have that information. | do know that not all puppeteers have l€ft thisregion. Will you accept
the transfer-booth number?”

"Sure”

| wrote down the eight digits asthey came. A moment later Elephant wasyelling just asif hewerea
tridee set turned on in the middle of aprogram. "-- hell isgoing on here?



"Sorry about that," said the trandator.

"What happened?' | asked.

"I couldn't hear anything! Did that mon-- Did the Outsider have private bus nesswith you?"
"Sort of. I'll tell you later.”

Thetrandator said, "Beowulf Shaeffer, we do not buy information. We sl information and use the
proceedsto buy territory and food soil."

"Y ou may need thisinformation,” | argued. "I'm the only man within reach who knowsit."
"Wheat of other races?'

The puppeteers might have told them, but it was worth taking a chance. ™Y ou're about to leave known
space. If you don't ded with me, you may not get thisinformation intime.”

"What price do you set on thisitem?"

"Y ou st the price. Y ou've got more experience at putting values on information, and you're
honorable."

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

| told him of the Core explosion and how I'd come find out about it. He made me go into detail on
what 1'd seen: the bright patch of supernovas, spreading out as my ship caught up with ancient light
waves, until al the bright multicolored ball of the Core was ablaze with supernovas. ™Y ou wouldn't have
known thisuntil you got there, and then it would have been too late. Y ou don't use faster-than-light
drives”

"We knew from the puppeteers that the Core had exploded. They were not able to go into detall
because they had not seen it for themsalves.”

"Oh. Ah, well. | think the explosion must have started at the back side of the Core from here.
Otherwise it would have seemed to go much more dowly."

"Many thanks. Wewill waive your ferry fee. Now, there is one more item. Gregory Pdlton, for an
additional two hundred thousand starswe will tell you exactly what is peculiar about the planet you intend
tovigt."

"Can | find out for mysdf?"
"Itislikey."
“Then | will."

Silencefollowed. The Outsider hadn't expected that. | said, "I'm curious. Y our gaaxy israpidly
becoming adeeth trap. What will you do now?'

"That information will cost you --"

"Forget it."

Outsde, Elephant said, "Thanks."

"Forget it. | wonder what they will do.”

"Maybethey can shidd themsdves againg the radiation.”
"Maybe. But they won't have any starseedsto follow."
"Do they need them?"



Finagle only knew. The starseeds followed ahighly rigid migratory mating pattern out from the Core of
the gdaxy and into the arms, dmost to the rim, before turning back down to the Core. They were
doomed. Asthey returned to the Core, the expanding wave of radiation from the multiple novaswould
snuff out the species one by one. What would the Outsiders do without diem? What the hell did they do
with diem? Why did they follow them? Did they need starseeds? Did starseeds need Outsders? The
Outsiders would answer these and related questions for onetrillion stars apiece. Persona questions cost
high with the Outsders.

A crew was dready bringing the ST8 into dock. We watched from the ramp, with crewmen
sunbathing about our feet. We weren't worried. The way the Outsiders handled it, our invulnerable hull
might have been made of spun sugar and sunbeams. When a spiderweb of thin strands fastened the ST8
to thewall of the drive capsule, the voice of the trandator spoke in our ears and invited usto step
aboard. We jumped afew hundred feet upward through the trace of artificia gravity, climbed into the air
lock, and got out of our suits.

"Thanksagain,”" sad Elephant.

"Forget it again,” | said magnanimoudy. "1 owe you plenty. Y ou've been putting me up as a houseguest
on the most expensive world in known space, acting as my guide where the cost of labor is--"

"Okay okay okay. But you saved me amillion stars, and don't you forget it." He whopped me on the
shoulder and hurried into the control room to set up amillion-star credit base for the next Outsider ship
that came by.

"I won't," | called at hisretreating back, and wondered what the hell | meant by that.

Much later | wondered about something else. Had Elephant planned to take meto "his' world? Or did
he think to go it done, to bethefirst to seeit and not one of thefirst two? After the Outsider episodeit
was dready too late. He couldn't throw me off the ship then.

| wished I'd thought of it in time. | never wanted to be a batman. My stake in thiswasto gently,
tactfully keep Elephant from killing himsdlf if it became necessary. For dl hisvast self-confidence, vast
riches, vast generosity, and vast bulk, he was till only aflatlander and thusalittle bit helpless.

We were in the expans on bubble when it happened. The bubble had inflatable seats and an inflatable
table and was there for exercising and killing time, but it aso supplied afine view; the surface was
perfectly transparent.

Otherwise we would have missed it.

There was no pressure againgt the seat of the pants, no crawling sensation in the pit of the ssomach, no
fed of motion. But Elephant, who was talking about a Jinxian frail hedd picked up in a Chicago bar,
stopped just as she was getting ready to tear the place apart because some suicidal idiot had insulted her.

Somebody heavy was Sitting down on the universe.

He came down dowly, like afat man cautioudy letting hisweight down on abeach bal. Frominsde
the bubbleit looked like dl the stars and nebul as around us were squeezing themselves together. The
Outsiders on the ribbons outside never moved, but Elephant said something profane, and | steded mysdlf
to look up.

The stars overhead were blue-white and blazing. Around us, they were squashed together; below, they
were turning red and winking out one by one. It had taken us aweek to get out of the solar system, but
the Outsider ship could have doneit in five hours.

Theradio spoke. "Sirs, our crewmen will remove your ship from ours, after which you will be on your
own. It has been a pleasure to do business with you."



A swarm of Outsider crewmen hauled us through the maze of basking ramps and left us. Presently the
Outsider ship vanished like a pricked soap bubble, gone off on its own business.

In the strange starlight Elephant let out along, shaky sigh. Some people can't take diens. They don't
find puppetears graceful and beautiful; they find them horrifying, wrong. They see kzinti as davering
carnivoreswhose only loveisfighting, which isthe truth, but they don't see therigid code of honor or the
sdf-control which alows akzinti ambassador to ride ahuman-city pedwalk without dashing out with his
claws at the impertinent stabbing knees and elbows. Elephant was one of those people.

Hesad, "Okay," in amazed relief. They were actualy gone. "I'll take the first watch, Bey."

Hedid not say, "Those bastards would take your heart as collatera on atenth-star loan.” He didn't see
them asthat close to human.

"Fine" | said, and went into the control bubble. The Fast Protosun was aweek away. I'd been in asuit
for hours, and there was a shower in the extension bubble.

If Elephant'sweakness was diens, mine was relativity.

Thetrip through hyperspace wasroutine. | could take the Sight of the two small windows turning into
blind spots, becoming areas of nothing, which seemed to draw together the objects around them. So
could Elephant; he'd done some flying, though he preferred the comfort of aluxury liner. But eventhe
best pilot occasionally hasto drop back into the normal universeto get his bearings and to assure his
subconscious that the stars are still there.

And each time it was changed, squashed flat. The crowded blue starswere all ahead; the sparse, dim
red sarswere al behind. Four hundred years ago men and women had lived for yearswith such aview
of the universe, but it hadn't happened since the invention of hyperdrive. I'd never seen the universe look
likethis. It bothered me.

"No, it doesn't bug me," said Elephant when | mentioned it. We were aday out from our destination.
"To me, sarsare stars. But | have been worried about something. Bey, you said the Outsiders are
honorable.”

"They are. They've got to be. They have to be so far above suspicion that any speciesthey ded with
will remember their unimpeachable ethics acentury later. Y ou can see that, can't you? Outsiders don't
show up more often than that.”

"Um. Okay. Why did they try to screw that extratwo hundred kilostars out of me?"
n Uh __II

"See, the goddamn problem is, what if it was afair price? What if we need to know what's funny about
the Fast Protosun?”

"Y ou're right. Knowing the Outsiders, it's probably information we can use. All right, well nose around
alittle before we land. We'd have done that anyway, but now well do it better.”

What was peculiar about the Fast Protosun?

Around lunchtime on the seventh ship's day a short green linein the sphere of the massindicator began
to extend itself. It was wide and fuzzy, just what you'd expect of a protosun. | let it reach amost to the
surface of the sphere before | dropped us into normal space.

The sguashed universe looked in the windows, but ahead of uswas acircular darkening and blurring of
the vivid blue-white gars. In the center of the circlewasadull red glow.

"Let'sgo into the extension bubble," said Elephant.



"Let'snot.”

"WEIl get abetter view in there." Heturned the did that would make the bubble transparent. Naturally
we kept it opague in hyperspace.

"Repedt, let's not. Think about it, Elephant. What sense does it make to use an impermeable hull, then
spend most of our time outside it? Until we know what's here, we ought to retract the bubble.”

He nodded his shaggy head and touched the board again. Chugging noises announced that air and
water were being pulled out of the bubble. Elephant moved to awindow.

"Ever see aprotosun?’

"No," | said. "I don't think there are any in human space.”

"That could be the peculiarity.”

"It could. Onething it isn't isthe speed of the thing. Outsiders spend dl their time moving faster than
this"

"But planets don't. Neither do stars. Bey, maybe thisthing came from outside the gdlaxy. That would
makeit unusud.”

It wastime we made alist. | found apad and solemnly noted speed of star, nature of star, and possible
extragdactic origin of gar.

"I'vefound our planet,” said Elephant.
"Whereabouts?'
"Almost on the other side of the protosun. We can get there faster in hyperspace.”

The planet was il invigbly small where Elephant brought us out. The protosun looked about the
same.

A protosun isthe fetus of astar: athin mass of gas and dust, brought together by dow eddiesin
interstellar magnetic fields or by the presence of a Trojan point in some loose cluster of stars, whichis
collapsing and contracting dueto gravity. I'd found materia on protosunsin the ship'slibrary, but it was
all astronomical data; nobody had ever been near one for acloselook. In theory the Fast Protosun must
befarly well donginitsevolution, snceit was glowing at the center.

"Thereitis," sad Elephant "Two days away at one gee."
"Good. We can do our instrument checks on the way. Strap down.”

With the fusion motor pushing us smoothly aong, Elephant went back to the scope, and | Sarted
checking the other instruments. One thing stood out like a beacon.

"Elephant. Have you noticed in me atendency to use profanity for emphasis?’

"Not redly. Why?'

"It's goddamn radioactive out there."

"Could you be alittle more specific, Sr?'

"QOur suit shields would bregk down in three days. The extension bubble would go in twenty hours.”
"Okay, add it to your list. Any ideawhat's causing it?"

"Not one." | made anote on my list, then went back to work. We were in no danger; the GP hull
would protect usfrom anything but impact with something big.

"No asteroid belts," said Elephant. "Meteor density zero, asfar as| can tell. No other planets.”
"Theinterstelar gas may clean away anything smdl a these speeds.”



"Onething'sfor sure, Bey. I've got my money'sworth. Thisisadamn funny system.”

"Y eah. Well, we missed lunch. Shdl we get dinner?’

"Philigine"

Elephant ate fast. He was back at the telescope before | was ready for coffee. Watching him move, |

was again reminded of ajuggernaut, but hed never shown as much determination when | knew him on
Earth. If ahungry kzinti had been standing between him and the telescope, hed have left footprintsin fur.

But the only thing that could get in hisway out here was me.
"Can't get acloselook at the planet,” said Elephant, "but it looks polished.”
“Likeabilliard bal?"

"Just thet. | don't see any sign of an atmosphere.”

"How about blast craters?'

"Nothing."

"They should be there.

"This system's pretty clean of meteors."

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

| wrote it down.

We dept on the disaster couches. In front of me were the yelow lights of the control panel; the stars
glowed red through one side window, blue through the other. | stayed awake for along time, staring
through the forward window into the red darkness of the protosun. The window was opaque, but | saw
the dark red blur clearly in my imagination.

Theradiation held steady al through the next day. | did some more thorough checking, using
temperature readings and deep radar on both sun and planet. Everywhere | looked was anew anomaly.

"Thisstar definitely shouldn't be glowing yet. It'stoo spread out; the gas should be too thin for fuson.”
"Isit hot enough to glow?"

"Sure. But it shouldn't be."

"Maybe the theories on protosuns are wrong."

"Then they're way wrong."

"Putitonyour lig."

And, an hour later:

"Elephant.”

"Ancther peculiarity?"

"Yesh."

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

"According to the deep-radar shadow, this planet doesn't have any lithosphere. 1t'sworn right down to
what ought to be the magma but isn't because it's so cold out here.”

"Writeit down. How many entries have you got?'
“Nine"
"Isany one of them worth paying two hundred kilostars to know about beforehand?!



"Theradiation, maybe, if we didn't have aGP hull.”

"But," said Elephant, glaring out a the huge, dark disk, "they knew we had a GP hull. Bey, can
anything get through a Genera Products hull ?*

"Light, like alaser beam. Gravity, liketides crushing you into the nose of a ship when you get too close
to aneutron star. Impact won't harm the hull, but it'll kill what'sinsgde.”

"Maybe the planet'sinhabited. The more| think about it, the more sure | am it came from outside.
Nothing in the gdaxy could have given it thisve ocity. It's diving through the plane of the galaxy; it
wouldnt haveto push in from therim.”

"Okay. What do we do if someone shootsalaser a us?'

"We perish, | think. I had reflective paint spread around the cabin, except for the windows, but the rest
of the hull istransparent.”

"We can gill get into hyperspace from here. And for the next twenty hours. Afterward well betoo
closeto the planet.”

| went right to deep that night, being pretty tired despite the lack of exercise. Hours later | dowly
redlized that | was being examined. | could seeit through my closed eyelids; | could fed the heat of the
vadt red glare, the size of the angry eye, the awful power of the mind behind it. | tried to struggle away,
smacked my hand on something, and woke with a shock.

| lay therein the red darkness. The edge of the protosun peeked through awindow. | could fed its
hogtileglare.

| said, "Elephant”
Mg

"Nothing." Morning would be soon enough.

Morning.

"Elephant, would you do me afavor?'

"Sure. Y ou want Dianna? My right arm? Shave off my beard?’
"I'll kegp Sharral, thanks. Put on your suit, will you?'

"Sure, that makes sense. We aren't nearly uncomfortable enough just because we closed off the
bubble."

"Right. And because I'm a dedicated masochi<t, I'm going to put my suit on thisinstant. Now, | hate to
enjoy mysdf done..."

"Y ou got thewind up?'
"A little. Just enough.”
"Anything for afriend. You gofirg."

Therewas just room to get our suitson one at atime. If theinner air lock door hadn't been open, there
wouldn't have been that. We tried leaving our helmets thrown back, but they got in our way against the
crash couches. So we taped them to the window in front of us.

| felt better that way, but Elephant clearly thought 1'd flipped. ™Y ou sure you wouldn't rather egt with
your helmet on?"

"I hate suit food syrup. We can reach our helmetsif we get a puncture.”
"What puncture? Werein aGenera Products hull!™



"| keep remembering that the Outsiders knew that.”
"Weve been through that."

"Let'sgo through it again. Assume they thought we might be killed anyway if we weren't prepared.
Thenwha?'

"Gronk."

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

"Or both. In which case the suits do us no good at al. Bey, do you know how long it's been sincea
Generd Products hull failed?!

"I've never heard of it happening at al."

"It never has. The puppeteers offer an enormous guarantee in case one does. Something in the tens of
millionsif someone diesasareult.”

"Y ou're dead right. I've been stupid. Go ahead and take off your suit.”
Elephant turned to look a me. "And you?"

"I'll kegp mine on. Do you believein hunches?"

“No."

"Neither do |. Except just thisonce.”

Elephant shrugged his shaggy eyebrows and went back to histelescope. By then we were six hours
out from the namel ess planet and decderating.

"I think I've found an agteroid crater,” he said presently.
"Let'ssee” | had alook. "Yeah, | think you're right. But it's damn near disappeared.”

Hetook the telescope back. "It's round enough. Almost has to be a crater. Bey, why should it be so
eroded?’

"It must betheinterstelar dugt. If itis, then that'swhy there's no atmaosphere or lithosphere. But | can't
see the dust being that thick, even at these speeds.”

"Putit--"
"Yeah." | reeched for my ligt.
"If we find one more anomaly, I'll scream.”

Haf an hour later wefound life.

By then we were close enough to use the gravity drag to dow us. The beautiful thing about agravity
dragisthat it usesvery little power. It converts a ship's momentum relative to the nearest powerful mass
into heat, and al you haveto do isget rid of the heat. Since the ST8's hull would pass only various ranges
of radiation corresponding to what the puppeteers varied customers considered visible light, the
shipbuilders had run agrest big radiator fin out from the gravity drag. It glowed dull red behind us. And
the fusion drive was off. There was no white fuson flameto hurt vishility.

Elephant had the scope at highest magnification. At firdt, as| peered into the eyepiece, | couldn't see
what he was talking about. Therewas adull white plain, al the same color except for afew blobs of
blue. The blobs wouldn't have stood out except for the uniformity of the surface around them.

Then one of them moved. Very dowly, but it was moving.
"Right," | said. "Let me run atemperature check."



The surface temperature in that region was about right for helium I1. And on the rest of the planet as
well; the protosun wasn't putting out much energy, though it was very gung ho on radiation.

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

"l can't tell,” said Elephant. He had the telescope and the library screen going at the sametime, with a
Sirius VIII blob on thelibrary screen. "There are twenty different species of helium lifein this book, and
they dl look exactly dike."

"Not quite. They must have avacuumproof integument. And you'll notice those granulesin the --"

"| treasure my ignorance on this subject, Bey. Anyway, we aren't going to find any species we know
on thisworld. Even astage-tree seed would explode the moment it hit."

| let the subject die.

Once again Elephant ran the scope over "his’ planet, thistime looking for the blobby life-forms. They
werefairly big for hdium 11 life, but not @bnormaly so. Lots of cold worlds develop life using the peculiar
properties of heium 11, but becauseit hasn't much use for complexity, it usudly staysin the amoeba
dage.

There was one peculiarity, which | duly noted. Every animal was on the back side of the planet with
relaion to the planet's course through the galaxy. They weren't afraid of protosun sunlight, but they
seemed to fear interstellar dust.

"Y ou promised to scream.”
"It'snot odd enough. I'll wait."
Two hours passed.

Thered glow of the radiator fin became more pronounced. So did the dull uniformity of the planetary
surface. The planet was adisk now beyond the front window; if you watched it for awhile you could see
it grow. Turning ship to face the planet had made no difference to the gravity drag.

"CueBadl," sad Elephant.

"No good. It's been used. BetaLyrael."
"Cannonball Express, then."

"Elephant, what are you doing here?'
Heturned, startled. "What do you mean?"

"L ook, you know by now I'm with you al the way. But | do wonder. Y ou spent amillion stars getting
here, and you'd have spent two if you had to. Y ou could be homein the Rockies with Dianna or hovering
near BetaLyrae, which isunusua enough and better scenery than this snowbal. Y ou could be sampling
oddball drugsin Crashlanding or looking for Mist Demons on Plateau. Why here?"

"Becauseitisthere.”
"What the blazesisthat supposed to mean?”

"Bey, once upon atime there was aguy named Miller. Six years ago he took aramscoop-fusion drive
ship and put ahyperdrivein it and set out for the edge of the universe, figuring he could get his hydrogen
from space and use the fusion plant to power his hyperdrive. He's probably still going. HEll be going
forever unless he hits something. Why?*

"A psychiatrigt I'm not."

"He wants to be remembered. When you're dead a hundred years, what will you be remembered for?"

"I'll be the idiot who rode with Gregory Pelton, who spent two months and more than amillion starsto
st his ship down on atotdly worthless planet.”



"Gronk. All right, what about abstract knowledge? This star will be out of known space in ten years.
Our only chanceto exploreit isright now. Whet --"

Therewas an dmost slent breeze of air, and astrangling pressure in my larynx, and astabbing painin
my ears, Smultaneoudy. | heard the bare beginning of an darm, but | was aready reaching for my
helmet. | clamped it down hard, spun the collar, and gave vent to an enormous belch a the sametime
that the wind went shrieking from my lungs.

There was no way to realize what was happening -- and no time. But vacuum was around us, and air
was spraying into my suit, frigid air. Iron spikes were being driven through my ears, but | was going to
live. My lungs held aghastly emptiness, but | would live. | turned to Elephant.

Thefear of desth was naked in hisface. He had his helmet down, but he was having trouble with the
collar. | had to force his hands away to get it fastened right. His helmet misted over, then cleared; he was
getting air. Had it comein timeto save hislife?

| wasdive. The pain wasleaving my ears, and | was breathing: inhade, pause, inhae, asthe pressure
roseto normd.

I'd seen what had happened. Now | had time to think it through, to remember it, to play it back.
What had happened was insane.

The hull had turned to dust. Just that. All at once and nothing firgt, the ship's outside had disintegrated
and blown away on awhispering breeth of breathing air. I'd seenit.

And sure enough, the hull was gone. Only the innards of the ship remained. Before me, the lighted
control board. A little below that, the manhol e to the packed bubble and the bubble package itsdlf.
Above the board, the half disk of the mystery planet and stars. To theleft, stars. To theright, Elephant,
looking dazed and scared, and beyond him, stars. Behind me, the air lock, the kitchen storage block and
dia board, aglimpse of thelanding legs and glowing radiator fin, and stars. The ST8 was a skeleton.

Elephant shook his head, then turned on his suit radio. | heard the magnified click in my helmet.

We looked at each other, waiting. But there was nothing to say. Except, Elephant, look! We don't
have ahull no more! Isn't that remarkable?

| sighed, turned to the control board, and began nursing the fusion driveto life. From what | could see
of the ship, nothing seemed to be floating away. Whatever had been fixed to the hull must also have been
fixed to other things.

"What are you doing, Bey?'
"Getting us out of here. Uh, you can scream now."
"Why?| mean, why leave?'

Hed flipped. Flatlanders are basically unstable. | got the drive pushing us at low power, turned off the
gravity drag, and turned to face him. "L ook, Elephant. No hull." | swept an arm around me. "None."

"But what'sleft of the shipisdtill mine?'
"Uh, yeah. Sure"
"l want to land. Can you talk me out of it?

Hewas serious. Completely so. "The landing legs are intact,” he went on. "Our suits can keep out the
radiation for three days. We could land and take off in twelve hours.”

"We probably could.”
"And we spent going on two months getting here.”

"Right”



"I'dfed likeanidiot getting this close and then turning for home. Wouldn't you?'

"1 would, except for one thing. And that one thing says you're landing this ship over my unconscious
"All right, the hull turned to dust and blew away, What does that mean? It meanswe've got afaulty
hull, and I'm going to sue the hind legs off General Products when we get back. But do you know what

caused it?'
"No."
"So why do you assumeit's some kind of threat?"

"Tel youwhat I'll do," | said. | turned the ship until it wastail down to Cannonball Express. "Now.
Well bethereinthree hoursif you ingst on landing. It'syour ship, just asyou say. But I'm going to try to
talk you out of it."

"That'sfar.”

"Have you had space-pilot training?'

"Naturdly."

"Diditinclude ahistory of errors course?"

"l don't think s0. We got alittle hitory of the state of the art."

"That's something. Y ou remember that they started out with chemica fuels and that the first ship to the
agteroids was built in orbit around Earth's moon?"

"Uhhuh."

"Thisyou may not have heard. There were three men in that ship, and when they were launched, it was
in an orbit that took them just dightly insde the moon's orbit, then out again and away. About thirty hours
after launching the men noticed that al their ports were turning opague. A concentration of dust in their
path was putting little meteor pitsal through the quartz. Two of the men wanted to continue on, using
ingrumentsto finish their misson. But the third man was in command. They used their rockets and
stopped themsalves dead.

"Remember, materiadls weren't as durable in those days, and nothing they were using had been well
tested. The men stopped their ship in the orbit of the moon, which by then was 230,000 miles behind
them, and called base to say they'd aborted the mission.”

"Y ou remember this pretty well. How come?”

"They drilled these storiesinto us again and again. Everything they tried to teach uswasillustrated with
something from higtory. It stuck.”

"Goon."

"They cdled base and told them about their windows fogging up. Somebody decided it was dust, and
someone el se suddenly realized they'd launched the ship through one of the moon's Trojan points.”

Elephant laughed, then coughed. "Wish | hadn't breathed so much vacuum. | gather you're leading up
to something.”

"If the ship hadn't stopped, it would have been wrecked. The dust would have torn it apart. The moral
of thisgtory is, anything you don't understand is dangerous until you do understand it."

"Sounds paranoid.”

"Maybeit doesto aflatlander. Y ou come from a planet so kind to you, so seemingly adapted to you,
that you think the whole universeis your oyster. Y ou might remember my neutron star story. I'd have
beenkilled if | hadn't understood that tiddl effect intime.”



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

"No, Elephant. Just not paranoid enough. And | refuse to apologize.”
"Who asked you?"

"I'll land with you if you can tell mewhat made our hull turn to dust.”

Elephant crossed hisarms and glared forward. | shut up and waited.
By and by he said, "Can we get home?"

"I don't know. The hyperdrive motor will work, and we can use the gravity drag to dow usdown to
something like normd. Physicaly we should be ableto do it.”

"Okay. Let'sgo. But I'll tell you this, Bey. If | were done, I'd go down, and damn the hull.”

So weturned tail and ran, under protest from Elephant. In four hours we were far enough from
Cannonball Expresss gravity well to enter hyperspace.

| turned on the hyperdrive, gasped, and turned it off just asfast as| could. We sat there shaking, and
Elephant said, "We can inflate the bubble.”

"But canweget in?'
"It doesn't have an air lock."

Weworked it, though. There was a pressure-control dial in the cabin, and we set it for zero; the
electromagnetic fidd that folded the bubble would now inflate it without pressure. We went insde,
pressurized it, and took off our helmets.

"We're out of theradiation field,” said Elephant. "'l looked.”

"Good." Y ou can go pretty far in even acouple of seconds of hyperdrive. "Now, theresonething I've
got to know. Can you take that again?"

Elephant shuddered. "Can you?"

"| think s0. | can do al the navigeting if | haveto.”
"Anything you can take, | can take."

"Canyou takeit and stay sane?”

"Yes"

"Then we can trade off. But if you change your mind, let me know that ingtant. A lot of good men have
left their marblesin the Blind Spot, and dl they had were a couple of windows."

"l believeyou. Indeed | do, sir. How do wework it?*

"Well have to chart a course through the least dense part of space. The nearest inhabited world is
Kzin. | hateto risk asking help from the kzinti, but we may haveto."

"Tdl youwhat, Bey. Let'sat least try to reach Jinx. | want to use that number of yoursto givethe
puppeteershell.”

"Sure. We can dways turn off to something closer.”

| spent an hour or so working out a course. When I'd finished, | was pretty sure we could navigate it
without either of us having to leave the bubble more than once every twenty-four hoursto look at the
mass indicator. We threw fingers for who got thefirst watch, and | lost.

We put on our suits and depressurized the bubble. As| crawled through the manhole, | saw Elephant
opagueing the bubble wall.

| squeezed into the crash couch, al aone among the stars. They were blue ahead and red behind when



| finished turning the ship. | couldn't find the protosun.

More than half the view was empty space. | found mysdlf looking thoughtfully at theair lock. It was
behind and to the left, ametd oblong standing alone at the edge of the deck, with both doorstightly
closed. The inner door had dammed when the pressure dropped, and now the air lock mechanisms
guarded the pressure inside againgt the vacuum outside in both directions. Nobody inside to usethe air,
but how do you explain that to a pressure sensor?

| was procrastinating. The ship wasaimed; | clenched my teeth and sent the ship into hyperspace.
The Blind Spat, they cdll it. It fits.

There are waysto find the blind spot in your eye. Close one eye, put two dots on a piece of paper,
and bring the paper toward you, focusing on one of the dots. If you hold the paper just right, the other
dot will suddenly vanish.

Let aship enter hyperspace with the windows transparent, and the windows will seem to vanish. So
will the space enclosing them. Objects on either Sde stretch and draw closer together to fill the missing
gpace. If you look long enough, the Blind Spot starts to spread; the walls and the things againgt the walls
draw even closer to the missing space until they are engulfed.

Itsdl inyour mind, they tell me. So?

| turned the key, and haf my view was Blind Spot. The control board stretched and flowed. The
mass-indicator sphere tried to wrap itself around me. | reached for it, and my hands were distorted, too.
With considerable effort | put them back at my sides and got agrip on myself.

There was onefuzzy green linein the plastic distortion that had been a massindicator. It was behind
and tothe sde. The ship could fly itsdf until Elephant'sturn came. | fumbled my way to the manhole and
crawled through.

Hyperspace was only haf the problem.

It was abig problem. Every twenty-four hours one of us had to go out there, seeif there were any
dangerous masses around, drop back to normal space to take afix and adjust course. | found myself
getting unbearably tense during the few hours before each turn. So did Elephant. At thesetimeswe didn't
daretalk to each other.

Onmy third trip | had the bad senseto look up -- and went more than blind. Looking up, there was
nothing a al in my field of vison, nothing but the Blind Spot.

It was more than blindness. A blind man, aman whose eyes have lost their function, at least
remembers what thingslooked like. A man whose optic brain center has been damaged doesn't. | could
remember what I'd come out herefor -- to find out if there were masses near enough to harm us -- but |
couldn't remember how to doit. | touched a curved glass surface and knew that this was the machine
that would tdl me, if only | knew its secret.

Eventualy my neck got sore, so | moved my head. That brought my eyes back into existence.

When we got the bubble pressurized, Elephant said, "Where were you? Y ou've been gone haf an
hour."

"And lucky at that. When you go out there, don't look up.”
Ild,].ll

That was the other half of the problem. Elephant and | had stopped communicating. He was not
interested in saying anything, and he was not interested in anything | had to say.

It took me a good week to figure out why. Then | braced him with it.



"Elephant, theré'saword missing from our language.”

He looked up from the reading screen. If there hadn't been areading screen in the bubble, | don't think
wed have madeit. "More than oneword," he said. "Things have been pretty slent.”

"Oneword. You're so afraid of using that word, youre afraid to talk at dl."
"Sotdl me"
"Coward."

Elephant wrinkled his brows, then snapped off the screen. "All right, Bey, well talk about it. First of all,
yousadit, | didn't. Right?

"Right. Have you been thinking it?"

"No. I've been thinking euphemisms like 'overcautious and ‘reluctanceto risk bodily harm.' But since
we're on the subject, why were you so eager to turn back?!

"l was scared.” | let that word soak into him, then went on. " The people who trained me made certain
that I'd be scared in certain situations. With al due respect, Elephant, 1've had more training for space
than you have. | think your wanting to land was the result of ignorance.”

Elephant sighed. "1 think it would have been safeto land. Y ou don't. We're not going to get anywhere
arguing about it, are we?"

Weweren't. One of uswasright, one wrong. And if | waswrong, then a pretty good friendship had
gone out theair lock.

It wasasdlent trip.

We came out of hyperspace near the two Sirius suns. But that wasn't the end of it, because we ill
faced auniverse squashed by relativity. It took us amost two weeks to brake oursalves. The gravity
drag'sradiator fin glowed orange-white for most of that time. | have no ideahow many timeswe circled
around through hyperspace for another run through the system.

Findly wewere moving in on Jnx with thefuson drive.

| broke asilence of hours. "Now what, Elephant?

"As soon aswe get in range, I'm going to cal that number of yours."
"Then?'

"Drop you off a Sirius Mater with enough money to get you home. I'd take it kindly if you'd use my
house as your own until | come back from Cannonball Express. I'll buy a ship here and go back.”

"Y ou don't want meaong."

"With dl due respect, Bey, | don't. I'm going to land. Wouldn't you fed likeadamn foal if you died
then?'

"I've spent about three monthsin asmall extension bubble because of that Slly planet. If you
conquered it done, | would fed like adamn fool."

Elephant looked excruciatingly unhappy. He started to speak, caught his breath --
If ever | picked the right time to shut aman up, that wasit.
"Hold it. Let's cal the puppeteersfirst. Plenty of timeto decide.”

Elephant nodded. In amoment held have told me he didn't want me along becauise | was overcautious.
Instead, he picked up the ship phone.

Jnx was abanded Easter egg ahead of us. To the Sde was Binary, the primary towhich Jnxisa
moon. We should be close enough to talk ... and the puppeteers transfer-booth number would aso be



their phone number.
Elephant dided.

A swest contralto voice answered. Therewas no picture, but | could tell: no woman'svoiceis quite
that good. The puppeteer said, "Eight eight three two six seven seven oh.”

"My Generd Products hull just failed." Elephant waswasting notime at all.
"l beg your pardon?"

"My nameis Gregory Pelton. Twelve years ago | bought aNo. 2 hull from Genera Products. A month
and ahdf ago it failed. Weve spent the intervening time limping home. May | speak to a puppeteer?”

The screen came on. Two flat, brainless headslooked out at us. "Thisis quite serious,” said the
puppeteer. "Naturadly wewill pay theindemnity in full. Would you mind detailing the circumstances?!

Elephant didn't mind at al. He was quite vehement. It was apleasure to listen to him. The puppeteer's
slly expressons never wavered, but he was blinking rapidly when Elephant finished.

"l see" hesaid. "Our gpologies are insufficient, of course, but you will understand that it was a natura
mistake. We did not think that antimatter was available anywherein the galaxy, especidly in such
Quantity.”

It wasasif hed screamed. | could hear that word echoing from sideto sidein my skull.
Elephant's booming voice was curioudy soft. "Antimatter?'

"Of course. We have no excuse, of course, but you should have redlized it at once. Interstellar gas of
norma matter had polished the planet's surface with minuscule explosions, had raised the temperature of
the protosun beyond any rational estimate, and was causing atruly incredible radiation hazard. Did you
not even wonder about these things? Y ou knew that the system was from beyond the galaxy. Humans
are supposed to be highly curious, are they not?'

"“Thehull," sd Elephart.

"A Generd Products hull isan artificialy generated molecule with interatomic bonds artificialy
strengthened by asmdl power plant. The strengthened molecular bonds are proof against any kind of
impact and hest into the hundreds of thousands of degrees. But when enough of the atoms had been
obliterated by antimatter explosions, the molecule naturally fell apart.”

Elephant nodded. | wondered if his voice was gone for good.

"When may we expect you to collect your indemnity? | gather no human waskilled; thisisfortunate,
snceour fundsarelow.”

Elephant turned off the phone. He gulped once or twice, then turned to look meintheeye. | think it
took all hisstrength, and if 1'd waited for him to spesk, | don't know what he would have said.

"l gloat," | said. "'l gloat. | wasright; you werewrong. If we'd landed on your forsaken planet, we'd
have gone up in purelight. At thistimeit givesme great pleasureto say, | Told You So.”

He amiled weekly. "Y ou told me s0."

"Oh, I did, | did. Time after time| said, Don't Go Near That Haunted Planet! 1t's Worth Y our Life
And Your Soul, | said. There Have Been Signsin the Heavens, | said, To Warn Usfrom This Place --"

"All right, don't overdo it, you bastard. Y ou were dead right al theway. Let'sleaveit at that."
"Okay. But there's one thing | want you to remember.”

"If you don't understand it, it's dangerous.”

"That's the one thing | want you to remember besides| Told You So.”



And that should have ended it.

But it doesn't. Elephant's going back. HE's got alittle flag with aUN insignia, about two feet by two
feet, with spring wiresto makeit look likeit's flapping in the breeze, and asolid rocket in the handle so
itll go straight when the flag isfurled. He's going to drop it on the antimatter planet from agreat height, as
great as| cantak himinto.

It should make quite a bang.

And I'm going aong. I've got asolidly mounted tridee cameraand a contract with the biggest
broadcasting company in known space. Thistime I've got areason for going!

GRENDEL

There were the sounds of a passenger sarship.

Y ou learn those sounds, and you don't forget, even after four years. They are never loud enough to
distract, except during takeoff, and most are too low to hear anyway, but you don't forget, and you wake
knowing whereyou are.

There were the sensations of being aone.

A deeper field isnot astraight no-gee field; there's an imbalance that keeps you more or less centered
S0 you don't float out the edge and fal to the floor. When your field holds two, you set two imbalances
for the distance you want, and somehow you fedl that in your muscles. Y ou touch from time to time, you
and your love, twigting in deep. There are rustlings and the sounds of bregthing.

Nobody had touched me this night. Nothing breathed here but me. | was dead center in the deeping
field. I woke knowing | was done, in atiny deeping cabin of the Argos, bound from Down to
Gummidgy.

And wherewas Sharrol ?

Sharrol was on Earth. She couldn't travel; some people can't take space. That was half our problem,
but it did narrow it down, and if | wanted her, | need only go to Earth and hunt her up in atransfer-booth
directory.

| didn't want to find her. Not now. Our bargain had been clear, and a so inevitable; and there are
advantagesto deeping done. I'll think of them in amoment.

| found thefield control switch. The deeper field collapsed, letting me down easy. | climbed into a
navy-blue faling jumper, moving carefully in the narrow deeping cabin, started my hair, and went out.

Margo hailed mein the hdl, looking refreshingly trim and lovely in acdlinging pilot's uniform. Her long,
dark hair streamed behind her, rippling, asif underwater or infreefdl. "Y ou'rejust intime. | was about to
wake everyone up.”

"It'sonly nine-thirty. Y ou want to get lynched?'

Shelaughed. "I'll tell them it wasyour idea. No, I'm serious, Bey. A month ago a starseed went
through the Gummidgy system. I'm going to drop the ship out alight-month away and let everybody
watch."

"Oh. That'll benice" | said, trying for enthusiasm. "I've never seen astarseed set sail ™
"I'll give you timeto grab agood seat.”
"Right. Thanks." | waved and went on, marveling at mysdf. Since when have | had to work up



enthus aam? For anything?

Margo was Cgptain M. Tellefsen, in charge of getting the Argosto Gummidgy sometimethis evening.
Wed spent many of her off-duty hourstalking shop, sincethe Argos resembled theliners| used to fly
seven years ago, before my boss, Nakamura Lines, collapsed. Margo was abright girl, as good a spacer
as I'd been once. Her sdlary must have been good, too. That free-fal effect isthe most difficult trick a
hairdresser can attempt. No machine can imitate it.

Expensivetastes ... | wondered why sheld |eft Earth. By flatlander standards she waslovely enough to
make afast fortune on tridee.

Maybe shejust liked space. Many do. Their eyes hold adreamy, distant look, alook I'd caught once
in Margo's green eyes.

Thisearly thelounge held only six passengers out of the twenty-eight. Onewasabig biped dien, a
Kdatlyno touch sculptor named Lloobee. The chairs were too short for him. He sat on atable, with his
great flat feet brushing the floor, his huge arms resting on horn-capped knees.

The other nonhumans aboard would have to stay in their rooms. Rooms 14-16-18 were joined and
half-full of water, occupied by adolphin. His name was Pszzzz, or Bra-a-ack, or some such unpolite
sound. Human ears couldn't catch the ultrasonic overtones of that name, nor could a human throat
pronounce it, so he answered to Moby Dick. He was on his way to Wunderland, the Argos's next stop.
Then there were two sessle grogsin 22 and aflock of jumpin’ jeepersin 24, with the connecting door
open so the Grogs could get at the jumpin' jegpers, which were their food supply. Lloobee, the Kdatlyno
touch sculptor, had room 20.

| found Emil at the bar. Heraised athumb in greeting, dialed me aBloody Marriage, and waited in
slencefor my first Sp. The drink tasted good, though I'd been thinking in terms of tunaand eggs.

The other four passengers, eating breakfast at a nearby table, dl wore the false glow of hedth one
carries out of an autodoc tank. Probably they'd been curing hangovers. But Emil alwayslooked hedthy,
and he couldn't get drunk no matter how hard he tried. He was a Jinxian, short and wide and bull-strong,
atop-flight computer programmer with an intuitive knack for asking the right questions when everyone
el se has been asking the wrong ones and blowing expensive circuitsin their iron idiots.

"So," hesaid.
"S0," | responded, "I'll do you afavor. Let'sgo st by the window."
Helooked puzzled but went.

The Argos lounge had one picture window. It was turned off in hyperspace, so that it looked like part
of thewadll, but we found it from memory and sat down. Emil asked, "What'sthe favor?'

"Thisisit. Now weve got the best seatsin the house. In afew minutes everyonewill be fighting for a
view because Margo's stopping the ship to show us a starseed setting sail.”

"Oh? Okay, | oweyou one."
"We're even. Y ou bought meadrink."

Emil looked puzzled, and | redlized I'd put an edgein my voice. Asif | didn't want anyone owing me
favors. Which | didn't. But it was no excuse for being a boor.

| dialed abreakfast to go with the drink: tunafillet, eggs Florentine, and double-strength tea. The
kitchen had finished delivering it when Margo spoke over the intercom, asfollows: "L adies and gentlemen
and other guests, we are dropping out some distance from CY Aquarii so that you may watch astarseed
which s&t sail in the systern of Gummidgy last month. | will raise the lounge screen in ten minutes.” Click.

In moments we were surrounded. The Kdadyno sculptor squeezed in next to me, spiked knees
hunched up againgt the lack of room, the silver tip of the horn on hisebow imperiling my eggs. Emil



smiled with one side of hismouth, and | made aface. But it was justice. I'd chosen the seats mysdif.
Thewindow went on. Silencefdll.

Everyone who could move was crowded around the lounge window. The Kdadyno's horned elbow
pinned afold of my deevetothetable. | letit lie. | wasn't planning to move, and Kdatlyno are supposed
to be touchy.

There were ars. Brighter than stars seen through atmosphere, but you get used to that. | looked for
CY Aquarii and found aglaring white eye.

Wewatched it grow.

Margo was giving us adow telescopic expansion. The bright dot grew to adisk bright enough to make
your eyes water, and then no brighter. The eyes on aship's hull won't transmit more than acertain
amount of light. The disk swelled to fill the window, and now dark areas showed benegth the surface,
splitting and disappearing and changing shape and size, growing darker and clearer asthey rode the
shock wave toward space. The core of CY Aquarii exploded every eighty-nine minutes. Each timethe
gar grew whiter and brighter, while shock waves rode the explosion to the surface. Men and instruments
watched to |learn about stars.

The view swung. A curved edge of space showed, with curling hydrogen flamestracing arcs bigger
than some suns. The star did out of sight, and adully glowing dot cameinto view. Still the view
expanded, until we saw an eggshaped object in dead center of the window.

"The sarseed,” said Margo viaintercom. There was cool authority in her public-speaking voice. "This
one gppearsto be returning to the gaactic core, having presumably left its fertilized egg near thetip of this
galactic arm. When the egg hatches, the infant starseed will make its own way home acrossfifty thousand
light-years of space..."

The starseed was moving fast, straight at the sensing eye, with an immediacy that jarred strangely
against Margo's dry lecture voice. Suddenly | knew what sheld done. She'd placed usdirectly in the path
of the starseed. If thisonewastypica of its brethren, it would be moving at about point eight lights. The
starseed's light image was moving only one-fifth faster than the starseed itself, and both were coming
toward us. Margo had set it up so that we watched it five times asfast asit actualy happened.

Quite ashowman, Margo.

"... believe that at least some eggs are launched straight outward, toward the Clouds of Magellan or
toward the globular clusters or toward Andromeda. Thus, the starseeds could colonize other galaxies and
could aso prevent apopulation explosion in thisgaaxy.” There were pinpoints of blue light around the
starseed now: newsmen from Down, come to Gummidgy to cover the event, darting about in fusion
ships. Thisspecimenisover amilein thickness and about amile and ahadf in length.

Suddenly it hit me.

What in hell was the Kdatlyno watching? With nothing resembling eyes, with only hisradar senseto
giveform to his surroundings, he was seeing nothing but ablank wall!

| turned. LIoobee was watching me.

Naturdly. LIoobee was an artist, subsidized by his own world government, selling histouch sculptures
to humans and kzinti so that his specieswould acquire interstdlar money. Finagle knew they didn't have
much elseto sal yet. They'd been propertyless daves before we took their world from the kzinti, but
now they were building industries.

Hedidn't look like an artist. He looked like amongter. That brown dragon skin would have stopped a
knife. Curved silver-tipped horns marked his knees and elbows, and his huge hands, human in design,
nonetheless showed eight retractile claws at the knuckles. No silver there. They were filed sharp and then
buffed to a polished glow. The hands were strangler's hands, not sculptor's hands. His arms were huge



even in proportion to histen-foot height. They brushed his knees when he stood up.

But hisface gave the true nightmare touch. Eyeless, nosdless, marked only by agash of amouth and
by a goggle-shaped region above it where the skin was stretched drumhead taut. That tympanum was
turned toward me. L|oobee was memorizing my face.

| turned back as the starseed began to unfold.

It seemed to take forever. The big egg fluttered; its surface grew dull and crinkly and began to expand.
It was rounding the sun now, lighted on one side, black on the other. It grew till bigger, became lopsided
... and dowly, dowly the sail camefree. It sreamed away like acomet'stail, and then it filled, asilver
parachute with four threadlike shrouds pointing at the sun. Where the shrouds met was atiny knob.

Thisishow they travel. A starseed spends most of itstime folded into a compact egg shape, fdling
through the galaxy on its own momentum. But inevitably there come timeswhen it must change course.
Then the sail unfolds, asilver mirror thinner than the paint on a cheap car but thousands of miles across.
A cross-shaped thickening in the materid of the sail istheliving body of the starseed itsdlf. In the knob
that hangs from the shroudsis more living matter. There are the muscles to control the shrouds and set
the attitude of the sail, and there isthe egg, fertilized at the Core, launched near the galactic rim.

The sail came free, and nobody breathed. The sail expanded, filled the screen, and swung toward us.
A blue-white point crossed in front of it, anewsman's shit, acandle so tiny asto be barely visble. Now
the sail wasfully inflated by the light from behind, belling outward, crimped along one Sde for &ttitude
control.

Theintercom said, "And that'sit, ladies and gentlemen and other guests. We will make one short
hyperspace hop into the system of Gummidgy and will proceed from therein norma space. Wewill be
landing in Sixteen hours.

There was a collective sigh. The Kdatlyno sculptor took his horn out of my deeve and stood up,
improbably erect.

And what would his next work be like? | thought of human faces set in expressions of sheer wonder
and grinning incredulity, muscles bunched and backs arched forward for a better view of aflat wall. Had
LIoobee known of the starseed in advance? | thought he had.

Most of the spectators were drifting away, though the starseed till showed. My teawasicy. Wed
been watching for nearly an hour, though it felt like ten minutes.

Emil sad, "How are you doing with Captain Tdlefsen?"

| looked blank.

"Y ou caled her Margo awhile back.”

"Oh, that. I'm not redlly trying, Emil. What would she seein acrashlander?
"That girl must have hurt you pretty bad."

"What girl?'

"It shows through your skull, Bey. None of my business, though.” He looked me up and down, and |
had the uncomfortable feding that my skull really was transparent. "What would she see? Shed seea
crashlander, yes. Height seven feet, weight one sixty pounds -- close enough? White hair, eyes
blood-red. Skin darkened with tannin pills, just like the rest of us. But you must take more tannin pills

than anybody."
"l do. Not, asyou said, that it'sany of your business.”
"Wasit asecret?’

| had to grin at that. How do you hide the fact that you're an dbino?"No, but it's haf my problem. Do



you know that the Fertility Board of Earth won't accept albinos as potentia fathers?!
"Earth ishardly the place to raise children, anyway. Once aflatlander, dways aflatlander.”
"l fdl inlove with aflatlander.”
"Sorry."
"Sheloved me, too. Still does, | hope. But she couldn't leave Earth.”
"A lot of flatlanders can't stand space. Some of them never know it. Did you want children?’
"Yesh."

In slent sympathy Emil dided two Bloody Marriages. In silent thanks | raised the bulb in toast and
drank.

It was as neat a cleft stick as had ever caught man and woman. Sharrol couldn't leave Earth. On Earth
shewas born, on Earth she would die, and on Earth she would have her children.

But Earth wouldn't let me have children. No matter that forty percent of We Made It isabino. No
matter that abinism can be cured by asmple supply of tannin pills, which anyone but afull-blooded
Maori hasto take anyway if he'svigting aworld with abrighter than average star. Earth hasto redirict its
population, to keep it down to acomfortable eighteen billion. To aflatlander that's comfortable. So ...
prevent the usaess ones from having children -- the lighilities, such as paranoia prones, menta deficients,
criminds, uglies, and Beowulf Shaeffer.

Emil said, " Shouldn't we be in hyperspace by now?"
"Up to the captain,” | told him.

Most of the passengers who had watched the starseed were now at tables. Sleeping cubiclesinduce
claustrophobia. Bridge games were forming, reading screens were being folded out of thewalls, drinks
were being served. | reached for my Bloody Marriage and found, to my amazement, that it wastoo

heavy to pick up.
Then | fainted.

I woke up thinking, It wasn't that strong!
And everyone € se was waking, too.

Something had knocked us dl out at once. Which might mean the ship had an unconscious captain! |
|eft the lounge at full speed, which was awobbly walk.

The control-room door was open, which isbad practice. | reached to closeit and changed my mind
because the lock and doorknob were gone, replaced by a smooth hole nine inches across.

Margo drooped in her chair. | patted her cheeks until she ftirred.
"What happened?’ she wanted to know.
"Wedl went to deep together. My guessis gas. Stun guns don't work across avacuum.”

"Oh!" It was agasp of outrage. She'd spotted the gaping hole in her control board, as smooth and
rounded as the hole in the door. The gap where the hyperwave radio ought to be.

"Right," | said. "Weve been boarded, and we can't tell anyone about it. Now what?'
"That hole..." She touched the rounded metal with her fingertips.

"Saver disntegrator, | think. A digging tool. It projects abeam that suppresses the charge on the
electron, so that matter tearsitsdlf apart. If that'swhat it was, well find thedust intheair filters”

"Therewasaship,” said Margo. "A big one. | noticed it just after | ended the ghow. By then it was



indgde the masslimit. | couldn't go into hypergpace until it left.”

"l wonder how they found us." | thought of some other good questions but | et them pass. Onel let out.
"What's missng? Wed better check.”

"That'swhat | don't understand. We aren't carrying anything salable! Vauable, yes. Insrumentsfor the
base. But hardly black-market stuff.” She stood up. "I'll have to go through the cargo hold.”

"Waste of time. Where's the cargo mass meter on this hulk?’

"Oh, of course" She found it somewhere among the dias. "No change. Nothing missing there, unless
they replaced whatever they took with equivaent masses.”

"Why, so we wouldn't know they were here? Nuts."
"Then they didn't teke anything."

"Or they took persond luggage. The lifesystem mass meter won't tell us. Passengers move around so.
Y ou'd think they'd have the courtesy to stay put just in case some pirates should -- ung.”

What?'
| tasted the ideaand found it reasonable. More. "Ten to one Lloobegs missing.”

"Who?'

"Our famous, vauable Kdatlyno sculptor. The third Kdatlyno in history to leave his home planet.”
"Oneof the ET passengers?’

Oh, brother. I &ft, running.

Because LIoobee was the perfect theft. Asawel-known aien artist who had been under the
protection of Earth, the ransom he could command was huge. As a hostage his value would be equa. No
gpecia equipment would be needed; LIoobee could bregsthe Earth-normd air. His body could even use
certain human food proteins and certain gaseous human anesthetics.

LIoobee wasn't in the lounge. And his cabin was empty.

With Lloobee missing and with the hyperwave smashed, the Argos proceeded to Gummidgy at normal
speed. Normal speed was top speed; there are few good reasons to dawdle in space. It took us six
hoursin hyperdrive to reach the edge of CY Aquarii's gravity well. From there we had to proceed on
reaction drive and gravity drag.

Margo called Gummidgy with acom laser as soon as we were out of hyperspace. By thetime we
landed, the news would be ten hours old. We would land at three in the morning, ship'stime, and at
roughly noon Gummidgy time.

Most of us, including me, went to our cabinsto get some deep. An hour before planetfal | was back in
the lounge, watching uscomein.

Emil didn't want to watch. He wanted to talk.
"Have you heard? The kidnappers called the base a couple of hours ago.”
"What'd they haveto say?'

"They want ten million stars and a contract before they turn the Kdatlyno loose. They adso --" Emil was
outraged at their effrontery. "-- reminded the base that Kdatlyno don't eat what humans eat. And they
don't have any Kdat foodstuffgl"

"They must be crazy. Where would the base get ten million sarsin time?”
"Oh, that's not the problem. If the base doesn't have funds, they can borrow money from the hunting



parties, I'm sure. There's agroup down there with their own private yacht. It's the contract that bothers
r],E.ll

Gummidgy was blue on blue under abroken layer of white, with adiminutive moon showing behind an
arc of horizon. Very Earthlike but with none of the signsthat mark Earth: no yelow glow of sprawling
citieson the dark side, no tracery of broken freeways acrossthe day. A nice-looking world, from up
here. Unspoiled. No transfer booths, no good nightclubs, no tridee except old tapes and those only on
one channel. Unspoiled --

With only half my mind working on conversation, | said, "Be glad weve got contracts. Otherwise we
might get him back dead.”

"Obvioudy you don't know much about Kdatlyno."
"Obvioudy." | was nettled.

"They'll doit, you know. They'll pay the kidnappers ten million starsto give Lloobee back, and they'll
tape an immunity contract, too. Total immunity for the kidnappers. No reprisas, no publicity. Do you
know what the K datlyno will think about that?"

"They'll be glad to have their second-best sculptor back."
"Bedt"
"Hrodenu isthe best.”

"It doesn't matter. What they'll think is, they'll wonder why we haven't taken revenge for theinsult to
Lloobee. They'll wonder what we're doing about getting revenge. And when they findly redize we aren't

doing anythingat dl ..."
"Goon."
"They'll blame the whole human race. Y ou know what the kzinti will think?*
"Who careswhat the kzinti think?"
He snorted. Great. Now he had me pegged as a chauvinist.
"Why don't you drop it?' | suggested. "We can't do anything about it. It's up to the base MPs."
"It's up to nobody. The base MPs don't have ships.”

Right about then | should have accidentally bitten my tongue off. | didn't have that much sense. | never
do. Instead | said, "They don't need ships. Whoever took LIoobee hasto land somewhere.”

"The message came in on hyperwave. Whoever sent it is circling outside the system's gravity well."

"Whoever sent it may well be." | was showing off. "But whoever took Lloobee landed. A Kdatlyno
needs |ots of room, room he can fedl. He sends out a supersonic whistle -- onetone -- dl hislife, and
when the echoes hit the tympanum above his mouth, he knows what's around him. On aliner he can fedl
corridors leading al around the ship. He can sense the access tubes behind walls and the rooms and
closets behind doors. Nothing smaller than aliner isbig enough for him. Y ou don't serioudy suggest that
the kidnappers borrowed aliner for thejob, do you?'

"| gpologize. Y ou do seem to know something about Kdatlyno."
"| accept your gpology. Now, the kidnappers have definitely landed. Where?!
"Have to be some rock. Gummidgy's the only planet-sized body in the system. Look down there."

| looked out the window. One of Gummidgy's oceans was passing beneath us. The biggest ocean
Gummidgy hed, it covered athird of the planet.

"Circle Sea. Round as aten-gtar piece. A whae of abig asteroid must have hit there when Gummidgy
was passing through the system. Stopped it cold, or dmogt. All the other rocksin the system are close



enough to the star to be half-molten.”

"Okay. Could they have built their own space station? Or borrowed one? Doubtful. So they must have
landed on Gummidgy," | concluded happily, and waited for the applause.

Emil was dowly nodding his head, up, down, up, down. Suddenly he stood up. "Let's ask Captain
Tellefsen.”

"Hold it! Ask her what?'

"AsK her how big the ship was. She saw it, didn't she? Shelll know whether it was aliner.”
"Sit down. Let'swait till were aground, then tell the MPs. Let them ask Margo.”

"What for?"

Bdatedly, | was getting cautious. " Just take my word for it, will you. Assume I'm agenius.”
He gave me apeculiar ook, but he did sit down.

L ater, after we landed, we favored the police with our suggestions. They'd aready asked Margo about
the ship. It wasahdll of alot smaller than the Argos ... about the Size of abig yacht.

"They aren't trying," Emil said aswe emerged from city hall.

"You can't blamethem,” | told him. " Suppose we knew exactly where L1oobee was. Suppose that.
Then what? Should we charge in with lasers blazing and risk LIoobee catching astray beam?’

"Y es, we should. That's the way Kdatlyno think."
"l know, but it'snot theway | think."

| couldn't see Emil's face, which was bent in thought two feet below eyelevel. But hiswords came
dowly, asif he had picked them with care. "We could find the ship that brought him down. Y ou can't
hide a spaceship landing. The gravity drag makes waves on a spaceport indicator.”

"Granted.”
"He could be right herein the base. So many shipsgo inand out.”
"Most of the base ships don't have hyperdrive."

"Good. Then we can find them wherever they landed.” He looked up. "What are we waiting for? Let's
go look at the spaceport records!”

It was awaste of time, but there was no talking him out of it. | tagged aong.

Thetiming was aproblem.

From where the kidnapping took place, any ship in known space would take six hoursto reach the
breakout Point. If it tried to go farther in hyperspace, CY Aquarii's gee well would drop it permanently
into the Blind Spot.

From breakout it had taken us ten hours to reach Gummidgy. That was at five-gee acceleration, fusion
drive and gravity drag, with four gees compensated by theinternal geefield. CY Aquarii wasahot star,
and if Gummidgy hadn't been near the edge of the system, it would have been boiling rock. Now, the
fastest ship I'd ever heard of could make twenty gees...

"Which would tekeit herein five hours,” said Emil. "Totd of eeven. A one-gee ship would --"

"Would take too long. L1oobee would go crazy. They must know something about Kdatlyno. In fact,
I'll bet they're lying about not having Kdatlyno food."



"Maybe. Okay, assumethey're at least asfast asthe Argos. That gives usfive hoursto play in. Hmmm
e

"Nineteen ships." On the timetable they were listed according to class. | crossed out fifteen that didn't
have hyperdrive, crossed out the Argositself to leave three. Crossed out the Pregnant Banana because it
was acargo job, flown by computer, ten gee with no internal compensating fields. Crossed out the
Golden Voyage, apassenger ship smdler than the Argos, with aone-gee drive.

"That'snice" said Emil. "Drunkard's Walk. Say! Remember the hunting party | told you about, with
thelr own yacht?'

"Yeah. | know that name."

"Well, that's the yacht. Drunkard's Walk. What did you say?'

"The owner of the yacht. Larchmont Bellamy. | met him once, a Elephant's house.”

"Goon."

By then it wastoo late to bite my tongue, though | didn't know it yet. "Not much to tell. Elephant'sa
friend of mine, aflatlander. HE's got friends al over known space. | walked in at lush hour one afternoon,
and Bellamy wasthere, with awoman named ... here sheis, Tanya Wilson. She'sin the same hunting
party. She's Bellamy's age.”

"Whet'sBdlamy like?'

"He's three hundred years old, no kidding. He was wearing a checkerboard skin-dye job and a
shocking-pink Belter crest. He talked well. Old jokes, but he told them well, and he had some new ones,
too."

"Would he kidnap aKdatlyno?'

| had to think about that. "He might. He's no xenophobe; diens don't make him nervous, but he doesn't
like them. | remember him telling us that we ought to wipe out the kzinti for good and dl. He doesn't need
money, though."

"Would hedo it for kicks?'

Belamy. Pink bushy eyebrows over deep eyes. A mimic's voice, adeadpan way of telling astory,
deadpan delivery of apunch line. I'd wondered at the time if that was a put-on. In three hundred years
you hear the same joke so many times, tell the same story so many ways, change your politics again and
again to match achanging universe ... Was he deadpan because he didn't care anymore? How much
boredom can you meet in three hundred years?

How many times can you change your moraswithout losing them al? Bellamy was born beforea
certain Jinxian biologica laboratory produced boosterspice. He reached maturity when the organ banks
were the only key to long life, when a crimind'slife wasn't worth a paper sar. He was at draft age when
the kzinti were the only known extrasolar civilization and afearful dien threat. Now civilization included
human and nine known dien life-forms, and crimina rehabilitation accounted for half of dl published
work in biochemistry and psychotherapy.

What would Bellamy's morals say about LIoobee? If he wouldn't kidnap a Kdatlyno, would he " stedl”
one?

"Y ou make your own guessthere. | don't know Bellamy that well."

"Widll, it'sworth checking." Jison bent over thetimetables. "Mist Demons, he landed athird of the way
around the planet! Oh, well. Let'sgo rent acar.”

"Huh?'
"WEIl need acar." He saw held left me behind. "To get to their camp. To find out if they rescued



Lloobee. Y ou know, the Kdadyno touch sculptor who --"

"| get the picture. Good-bye and good luck. If they ask who sent you, for Finagl€e's sake don't mention
me"”

"That won't work," Emil said firmly. "Bellamy won' talk to me. He doesn't know me."

"Apparently | didn't makeit clear. I'll try again. If we knew who the kidnappers were, which we don't,
we gtill couldn't chargein with lasers blazing.”

But hewas shaking his head, left, right, |eft, right. "It's different now. These men have reputations to
protect, don't they? What would happen to those reputationsif all human space knew they'd kidnapped a
Kdadyno?'

"Y ou're not thinking. Even if everyone on Gummidgy knew thetruth, the pirates would smply change
the contract. A secrecy clause enforced by monetary penalty.”

Emil dapped the table, and the walls echoed. "Are we just going to Sit here while they rob us? You'rea
hell of aman to wear ahero'sname!"

"L ook, youretaking thistoo persondly -- huh?’
"A hero'sname! Beowulf! He must be turning over in his barrow about now."
"Who's Beowulf?'

Emil stood up, putting us eyeto eye, so that | could see his utter disgust. "Beowulf wasthefirst epic
hero in English literature. He killed monsters bare-handed, and he did it to help people who didn't even
belong to his own country. And you --" He turned away. "1'm going after Bellamy."

| sat there for what seemed along time. Any time seems|ong, when you need to make a decision but
can't. It probably wasn't more than aminute.

But Emil wasn't in Sght when | ran outside.

| shouted at the man who'd loaned us the timetables. "Hey! Where do you go to rent acar?’
"Public rentals. Dial fourteen in the transfer booth, then walk ablock east.”

So the base did have transfer booths. | found one, paid my coin, and diaed.

Getting to public rentd's gave me my first chance to look at the base. There wasn't much to see.
Buildings, haf of them semi-permanent; the base was only four years old. Apartment buildings,
laboratories, anursery school. Overhead, the actinic pinpoint of CY Aquarii hit the weether dome and
was diffused into awide, soft white glow. There were few people about, and all of them were same
shade of black for protection againg the savage, invisible ultraviolet outsde. Most of them had goggles
hung around their necks.

That much | saw while running ablock at top speed.
He was getting into acar when | came panting up. He said, "Change your mind?"

"No, but ... hoo! ... you're going to change yours. Whew! The mood yourein, you'l fly straight into ...
Bdlamy'scamp and ... tel him he'salousy pirate. Hyooph! Then if yourewrong, hell ... punchyouin
thenose ... and if you'reright, helll ether ... laugh at you or haveyou ... killed."

Emil climbed into the car. "'If you're going to argue, get in and argue there.”

| gotin. | had some of my breath back. "Will you get it through your thick head? Y ou've got your life
tolose and nothing to gain. | told you why."

"I've got to try, don't 1?7 Fasten your crash web."

| fastened my crash web. Its strands were thin as coarse thread and not much stronger, but they had
saved lives. Any sharp pull on the crash web would activate the crash field, which would enfold the pilot



and protect him from impact.

"If you've still got to look for the kidnappers,” | said, "why not do it here? There's agood chance
L Ioobee's somewhere on the base.”

"Nuts," said Emil. Heturned on thelift units, and we took off. "Bellamy's yacht isthe only ship that fits."
"There's another ship that fits. The Argos.”
"Put your goggles on. Were about to go through the weather dome. What about the Argos?”

"Think it through. There had to be someone aboard in thefirst place to plant the gas bomb that
knocked us out. Why shouldn't that same person have hidden Lloobee somewhere, gagged or
unconscious, until the Argos could land?!

"Finagle'sgonads! He could till be on the Argos! No, he couldn't; they searched the Argos.™” Emil
glared a nothing. At that moment we went through the weather dome. CY Aquarii, which had been a
soft white patch, became for an ingtant atiny bright point of agony. Then aspot on each lens of my
gogglesturned black and covered the sun.

"WEélIl haveto check it out later,” said Emil. "But we can cdl city hal now and tell them one of the
kidnappers was on the Argos.”

But we couldn't. Where the car radio should have been was a square hole.

Emil smote hisforehead. With his Jinxian strength it'sawonder he survived. "1 forgot. Car radioswon't
work on Gummidgy. Y ou have to use a ship's com laser and bounce the beam off one of the orbital
dations”

"Dowehaveacom lasx?'

"Do you see one? Maybein ten years someonel| think of putting com lasersin cars. Well, well haveto
doit later."

"That'sslly. Let'sdoit now."

"Firgt we check on Bellamy.”

“I'm not going."

Emil just grinned.

Hewasright. It had been afutile comment. | had three choices:

Fghting aAnxian.

Getting out and walking home. But we must have gone amile up dready, and the base was far behind.

Vigting Bellamy, who was an old friend, and looking around unobtrusively while we were there.
Actudly, it would have been rude not to go. Actualy, it would have been silly not to at least drop by and
say hello while we were on the same planet.

Actudly, | raiondizealcot.

"Do onething for me" | said. "Let medo dl thetaking. Y ou can be the strong, silent type who smiles
alot."

"Okay. What areyou going to tell him?"
"Thetruth. Not the whole truth, but some of it."

The four-hour trip passed quickly. We found cards and a score pad in a glove compartment. The car
blasted quietly and smoothly through aMach four wal of ar, risng onceto clear amagnificent range of
young mountains.



"Canyoufly acar?'

| looked up from my cards. " Of course." Most people can. Every world hasits wilderness areas, and
it's not worthwhile to spread transfer booths al through aforest, especidly one that doesn't see twenty
touristsin ayear. When you'retired of civilization, the only way to travel isto transfer to the edge of a
planetary park and then rent acar.

"That'sgood,” said Emil, "in case | get put out of action.”

"Now it'syour turn to cheer me up.”

Emil cocked hishead at me. "If it'sany help, | think | know how Bellamy's group found the Argos.”
"Goon."

"It was the starseed. A lot of people must have known about it, including Margo. Maybe shetold
someone that she was stopping the ship so the passengers could get alook."

"Not much help. She had alot of spaceto stopin.”

"Did she? Think about it. First, Belamy'd have no trouble a al figuring when sheéld reach the
Gummidgy sysem.”

"Right." Thereésonly one speed in hyperdrive.

"That means Margo would have to stop on a certain spherica surface to catch the light image of the
Starseed setting sail. Furthermore, in order to watch it happen in an hour, she had to beright in front of
the starseed. That pinpoints her exactly.”

"Thered be amargin of error.”

Emil shrugged. "Hdf alight-hour on asde. All Bellamy had to do waswait in the right place. He had
an hour to maneuver.”

"Bravo,” | said. Therewerethings| didn't want him to know yet. "He could have doneit that way, all
right. I'd like to mention just onething."

"Go ahead."

"Y ou keep saying 'Bellamy did this and 'Belamy did that." We don't know he's guilty yet, and I'll thank
you to remember it. Remember that hesafriend of afriend and don't Sart treating him likeacrimina
until you know heisone."

"All right,” Emil said, but he didntt like it. He knew Bellamy was a kidnapper. He was going to get us
both killed if he didn't watch his mouth.

At thelast minute | got abreak. It was only abit of misinterpretation on Emil's part, but one does not
refuse agift from the gods.

Wed crossed six or seven hundred kilometers of veldt: blue-green grasswith herds grazing a wide
intervals. The herdseft aclear path, for the grass (or whatever, we hadn't seen it close up) changed
color when cropped. Now we were coming up on aforest, but not the gloomy green type of forest native
to human space. It was ariot of color: patches of scarlet, green, magenta, yellow. The yelow patches
were polka-dotted with deep purple.

Just this Sde of the forest was the hunting camp. Like anudist at atailors convention, it legpt to the
eye, flagrantly alien againgt the blue-green veldt. A bulbous plastic camp tent the Sze of amansion
dominated the scene, creases marring its trand ucent surface to show whereit was partitioned into rooms.
A diminutive figure sat outside the door, its head turning to follow our sonic boom. The yacht was some
distance away.

The yacht was a gaily decorated playboy's space boat with abrilliant orange paint job and garish



markingsin colorsthat clashed. Some of the markings seemed to mean something. Bellamy, one year
ago, hadn't struck me as the type to own such aboat. Y et there it stood, on three wide landing legs with
paddle-shaped feet, its sharp nose pointed up at us.

It looked ridiculous. The hull wastoo thick and the legs were too wide, so that the big businesdike
attitude jets in the nose became a comedian's nogtrils. On adender needle with razor-sharp swept-back
arfoilsthat paint-job might have passed. But it made the compact, finless Drunkard's Walk look like a
clown.

The camp swept under us while we were sill moving at Mach two. Emil tilted the car into awide
curve, dowing and dropping. Aswe turned toward the camp for the second time, he said, "Bellamy's
taking preciouslittle painsto hide himsdf. Oh, oh.”

mWhat?'
"Theyacht. It'snot big enough. The ship Captain Tellefsen described wastwice that sze"
A gift fromthegods. "I hadn't noticed,” | said. " oureright. Well, that lets Bellamy out.”
"Go ahead. Tdl melI'manidiot.”
"No need. Why should | gloat over one stupid mistake? I'd have had to make the trip anyway,
omeiime”
Emil sighed. "I suppose that meansyou'll have to see Bellamy before we go back.”

"Finagle's sake, Emil! Were here, aren't we? Oh, onething. Let's not tell Bellamy why we came. He
might be offended.”

"And he might decide I'm adolt. Correctly. Don't worry, | won't tell him."

The"grass' covering the veldt turned out to be knee-high ferns, dry and brittle enough to crackle under
our socks. Dark blue-green near thetips of the plants gave way to lighter coloring on the stalks. Small
wonder the herbivores had |eft atrail. Small wonder if weld seen carnivores treading that easy path.

The goggled figurein front of the camp tent was cleaning amercy rifle. By the time we were out of the
car, he had closed it up and loaded it with inch-long divers of anesthetic chemical. 1'd seen such guns
before. The divers could befired individualy or in one-second bursts of twenty, and they dissolved
ingantly in anything that resembled blood. Onetype of diver would usudly fit dl the lifeformson agiven
world.

The man didn't bother to get up as we approached. Nor did he put down the gun. "Hi," he said
chearfully. "What can | do for you?'

"Wed like--"
"Beowulf Sheeffer?’
"Yegh. Larch Bdlamy?'

Now he got up. "Can't recognize anybody on this crazy world. Goggles covering haf your face,
everybody the same color -- you have to go stark naked to be recognized, and then only the women
know you. What in hell are you doing on Gummidgy, Bey?"

"I'll tell you later. Larch, thisisEmil Home. Emil, meet Larchmont Bellamy.”

"Pleasure,” said Bellamy, grinning asif indeed it were. Then hisgrin tried to break into laughter, and he
smothered it. "Let'sgo insde and swallow something wet."

"What was funny?"

"Don't be offended, Mr. Home. Y ou and Bey do make an odd pair. | was thinking that the two of you
are like amedium-sized beach ball standing next to abasebal bat. How did you meet?”



"Ontheship,” said Emil.

The camp tent had acollgpsible revolving door to hold the pressure. Inside, the tent was amost
luxurious, though it was dl foldaway stuff. Chairs and sofas were soft, cushiony fabric surfaces, holding
their shape through insulated static charges. Tableswere memory plastic. Probably they compressed into
small cubesfor storage aboard ship. Light came from glow stripsin the fabric of the pressurized tent. The
bar was a floating portable. It came to meet us at the door, took our orders, and passed out drinks.

"All right," Bellamy said, sprawling in an armchair. When herelaxed, herelaxed totdly, likeacat. Or a
tiger. "Bey, how did you come to Gummidgy? And where's Sharrol 7!

"She cant travel in space.”

"Oh?1 didn't know. That can happen to anyone." But his eyes questioned.
" She wanted children. Did you know that? She's dways wanted children.”
Hetook in my red eyes and white hair. " ... see. So you broke up.”

"For thetime being.”

His eyes questioned.

That's not emphatic enough. There was something about Bellamy ... He had alean body and alean
face, with astraight, sharp-edged nose and prominent cheekbones, all setting off the dark eyesin their
deep pits beneath black shaggy brows.

But there was moreto it than eyes. Y ou can't tell aman's age by looking at his photo, not if he takes
boosterspice. But you can tell, to some extent, by watching him in motion. Older men know where
they're going before they start to move. They don't dither, they don't waste energy, they don't trip over
their feet, and they don't bump into things.

Bellamy was old. Therewas a power in him, and his eyes questioned.

| shrugged. "We used the best answer we had, Larch. Hewas afriend of ours, and his name was
CarlosWu. You've heard of him?"

"Mathematician, isn't he?'

"Yah. Also playwright and composer. The Fertility Board gave him an unlimited breeding license when
he was eighteen.”

"That young?'

"He'sagenius. Asl say, hewasagood friend of ours. Liked to talk about space; he had the flatland
phobia, like Sharrol. Well, Sharrol and | made our decision, and then we went to him for help. He
agreed.

"So Sharrol's married him on atwo-year contract. In two years I'll go back and marry her, and well
raise our fam--"

“I'll be damned.”

I'd been angry about it for too long, with nobody to be angry at. | flared up. "Well, what would you
have done?'

"Found another woman. But I'm adirty old man, and you're young and naive. Suppose Wu tried to
keep her."

"Hewon't. Hesafriend; | told you. Besides, hel's got more women than ten of him could handle with
that license of his."

"Soyou left.”
"l had to. | couldn't sand it."



He was looking a me with something like awe. "I can't remember ever being in lovethat hard. Bey,
you're overdue for adrunk, and you're surrounded by friends. Shall we switch to something stronger than
beer?"

"It'sagood offer, but no, thanks. | didn't mean to cry on your shoulder. I've had my drunk. A week on
Wunderland, drinking Vurguuz."

"Fnagléseard Vurguuz?'

"l said to mysdlf, Why mess around with half measures?said l. So --"

"What doesit tagte like?"

"Like ahand grenade with aminted sugar casing. Like you better have a chaser ready."

Silence threatened to settle. No wonder, the way 1'd killed the conversation by spilling my persona
problemsall over everything. | said, "So aslong as| had to do sometraveling, | thought I'd do some
people some favors. That'swhy I'm here.”

"What kind of favors?"

"Well, afriend of mine happensto bean ET taxidermist. It'sacomplicated professon. | told him I'd
get him someinformation on Gummidgy animas and Gummidgy biochemistry. Now that the planet's open
to hunters, sooner or later people like you are going to be carting in perforated aien bodies."

Bdlamy frowned. "1 wish | could help,” he said, "but | don't kill theanimas| hunt. | just shoot them full
of anesthetic so they'll hold gill while | photo them. The same goesfor therest of us.”

III %II
"Otherwise I'd offer to take you along one day."
"Yeah. I'll do my own research, then. Thanksfor the thought.”

Then, being agood hogt, Bellamy proceeded to work Emil into the conversation. Emil was far from
being the strong, silent type who smilesalot; in fact, we were soon learning al about the latest advances
in computer technology. But he kept hisword and did not mention why we had come.

| was grateful.

The afternoon passed swiftly. Dinnertime arrived early. Most of the people on Gummidgy
accommodeate to the elghteen-hour day by having two meals: brunch and dinner. We accepted Bellamy's
invitation.

With dinner arrived a dedicated hunter named Warren, who insisted on showing us photos of
everything hed caught since hisarriva. That day held shot agraceful animal like awhite greyhound, "but
even fagter," he said; amonkey-like being with a cupped hand for throwing rocks; and aflower.

"A flower?'

" See those tooth marks on my boot? | had to shoot it to get it to let go. No redl sport init, but aslong
as|'d dready shot thedamn thing ..."

His only resemblance to Bellamy wasthis. He carried the same indefinable air of age. Now | was sure
it had nothing to do with appearance. Perhapsit was amatter of individuality. Bellamy and Warren were
individuas. They didn't pushit, they didn't have to demondtrate it, but neither were they following

anybody's lead.

Warren left after dinner. Going to see how the others were doing, he said; they must be hot on the trail
of something or they'd have been back to eat. Not wanting to wear out our welcome, we said our
good-byes and | eft, too. It was near sunset when we emerged from the camp tent.

"Let medrive" | said.



Emil raised hisbrows at me but moved around to the passenger sedt.
He did more than raise his brows when he saw what | was doing.

| set the autopilot to take us back to the base and et the car fly itsalf until we were below the horizon.
We were amile up by then and agoodly distance away. Whereupon | canceled the course, dipped the
car nearly to ground level, and swung back toward the forest. | flew amogt at treetop level, staying well
below the speed of sound.

"Tdl meagain,” | said, "about Beowulf the hero.”

"What kind of game are you playing now?"'

"Y ou thought the size of the DrunkardaWalk cleared Bellamy, didn't you?"
"It does. It's much too small to be Captain Tellefsen's Pirate.”

"Soitis. But we aready know there was a pirate on board the Argos.”
"Right"

"Let'sassumeit'sMargo.”

"Thecgptan?'

"Why not?'

I'll say thisfor him, hegot it dl in one gulp. Margo to release the gas. Margo to tell Bellamy whereto
meet the Argos and to hold the ship, in one place long enough to be met. Margo to lie about the size of
Bdlamy'sship.

And meto keep Emil in the dark until now, so hewouldn't blow hislineswhen he met Bellamy.
He gulped, and then he said, "1t fits. But I'd swear Bellamy'sinnocent.”
"Except for onething. Hedidn't invite meto go hunting with him."

A ydlow patch of forest streamed away beneath us. The purple polka dots we'd seen from high up
turned out to be huge blossoms several feet across, serviced by birdsthe size of storks. Then we were
over scarlet puffballs that shook in thewind of our passage. | kept uslow and ow. A car motor isslent,
but a sonic boom would make us more than conspicuous.

"That'syour evidence againg him? He didn't want you hunting with him?"

"And he gave lousy reasons.

"You sad he hated ETs. He's aflatlander. To someflatlanderswed both look like ETS."

"Maybe. But the Drunkard's Walk is ill the only ship that could have landed L1oobee, and Margo's
still our best bet as the kidnapper on the Argos. Maybe the pirates could have found the Argos by guess
and hope, but they'd have adamn sight better chance with Margo working with them."

Emil glared out through the windshidld. "Were you thinking thisal the time we werein the camp?’
"Not until he turned down the chance to take me hunting. Then | was pretty sure.”
"You makeafirg-classliar.~

| didn't know how to deny it, so | said nothing. Nonetheless, Emil waswrong. If I'd spilled my
persona problemsin Bellamy'slap, if 1'd accepted his hospitality, professed friendship, drunk hisliquor,
laughed at hisjokes and made him laugh a mine, it was not an act. Bellamy made you like him, and he
made you want him to like you. And Emil would never understand that in my eyes Bellamy had done
nothing serioudy wrong.

Six yearsearlier I'd tried to sted afull-szed spacecraft, fitted more or lessfor war, from a group of
Pierson's puppeteers. 1'd been stopped before the plan had gotten started, but so what? The puppeteers



had been blackmailing me, but again, so what? Who says the aiens of known space have to think we're
perfect? We know we're not. Ask us!

"I'm sorry," said Emil. "Excuse my mouth. | got you into this practically over your dead body, and now,
when you do your best to help out, | jump on you. I'm an ungrateful ..." And what he said then about his
anatomic makeup probably wasn't true. He was married, after al. He concluded, "Y ou're the boss. Now
what?'

"Depends. We don't have any evidence yet.”

"Y ouredly think Bellamy'sthe one?"

"l redly do."

"He could be holding Lloobee anywhere. Hundreds of miles away."

"Well never find him thinking that way. He wasn't in the camp tent. Even Bellamy wouldn't have that
much nerve. If he'd been in the ship, we'd have seen the air lock open --"

"Closed."

"Open. LIoobee couldn't sense anything through aship'shull. In aclosed ship that Sze held go nuts.”
"Okay."

"We know onething that might be helpful. Bellamy's got adisintegrator.”

"He does?'

"Theholesin the Argos. You didn't seethem, did you."
"No. Y ou think he might have dug himself a hideout?'

"Yeah. Bellamy isn't thetypeto let atool like that go to waste. If he'sgot adaver disintegrator, helll
useit. It'safinedigging tool. A big roomy cave would take you an hour, and even the dust would be
blown hundreds of miles. Disintegrator dust is nearly monatomic.”

"How are you planning to find this cave?'
"Let'sseeif the car has a deep-radar attachment.”

It didn't. Rent-a-cars usually do on worlds where there are swampy areas. So now we knew
Gummidgy wasn't swampy. Everything on the dash had its uses, and not one of them was sonar.

"Well have to makeasght search," said Emil. "How close are we to Bellamy's camp?”
"About thirty miles"

"Well, theré's achance they won't see us.” Emil sat forward in his chair, hands gripping hisknees. His
smilewasthin and tight. Obvioudy he had something. "Take us up to ten miles. Don't cross sonic speed
until we've got lots of room. ™

"What can we see from ten milesup?’
"Assumel’'magenius”
That served meright. | took the car up without quibbling.

Ten miles down was the wandering line of the forest border, sharply demarcated from the veldt. At this
height al the magnificent colors of Gummidgy vegetation blurred into arich brown.

"Doyou seit?"
"No."
"L ook for two nearly pardld lines" said Emil. "A little lighter than the rest of the forest.”

"I ill don't seeit.”



"It shows on the veldt, too."

"Nope. Hah! Got it." Crossing therich brown of the forest was a strip of faintly lighter, faintly more
uniform brown. "Hard to see, though. What isit?'

"Dust. Blown for hundreds of miles, just like you said. Some of it settled on the tops of the trees.”

So dim was the path that it kept flickering in and out of the visible. But it was straight, with edges that
dowly converged. It crossed the veldt, too, in astrip of faintly dimmed blue-green. Before its edges met,
the path faded out, but one could extend those edgesin the mind's eye.

| let the car fall.
Unless we were building dream castles, Lloobeg's cave must be at the intersection.

When we got too low, the dust path disappeared in the colors of forest and veldt. Bellamy's
hypothetical cave washdf amileinto theforest. | couldn't land there for reasonsinvolving too many big
plants and too many pirates. | dropped the car in acurve of the forest.

Emil had been fumbling in the back. Now he pressed something into my hand and said, "Here, take
this" To my amazement | found mysdf holding a sonic sunner.

"That'sillegd!" | whispered furioudy.

"Why are you whispering? Kidnapping Kdatlyno isillegd, too. We may be glad weve got these before
werefinished.”

"But where did you get police sunners?'

"Let'ssay somecrimind dipped them into my luggage. And if you'll look at the butts, you'll seethey
aren't police sunners.”

They'd started life as police stunners, but they weren't anymore. The butts were hand-carved from big
cultured emerdds. Expensive. Duding pistols?

Sure, dueling pistols. Lose aduel with one of these and you'd lose nothing but face. | hear most
Jnxianswould rather lose an arm, permanently. They were not illegd -- on Jinx.

"Remember,” said Emil, "they only knock aman out for ten minutes.”
"l can run along way in ten minutes."

Emil looked me over rather carefully. "Y ou've changed. Y ou could have driven me straight back to
base, and I'd never have been thewiser.”

"l never thought of that.”

"Bah."

"Would you believe I've decided to be an epic hero? Whatever that is."
Emil shrugged and moved into the forest. | followed.

| wasn't about to explain my motivesto Emil. Hed put mein an unpleasant Situation, and if he wanted
to worry about my backing out, let him worry.

Back out?| couldn't. It wastoo late.

There had been atime when | knew nothing about LIoobee's kidnappers. | might suspect Margo, but |
had no evidence.

Later, | could suspect Bellamy. But | had no proof.

But Emil had pressured me into confronting Bellamy, and Bellamy had been pressured into putting on
anact. If | quit now, Bellamy would continueto think | wasafool.

And when Bdllamy confronted Margo, Margo would continue to think | wasafool. That would hurt.



To have Margo and Bellamy both thinking that | had been twicean idiot ...

It wasn't Bellamy's fault, except that he had voluntarily kidnapped a vauable Kdatlyno sculptor. It was
partly my fault and mostly Emil's. | might be able to leave Margo out of this. But Bellamy would haveto
pay for my mistakes.

And why shouldn't he? It was hisantisocia act.

The vegetation wasincredibly lush, infinitely varied. Its chemistry was not that of terrain life, but the
chemicd it used for photosynthesiswas smilar to chlorophyll. For billions of yearsthe plants of
Gummidgy had had oversupplies of ultraviolet light. The result waslifein plenty, aprofusion of fungi and
animals and parasites. On every branch of the magenta trees was an orchid thing, a sessile beast waiting
foritsdinner to fly by. Theair wasfull of life: birdforms, insectforms, and acongtant rain of dust and
spores and feathery seeds and bits of leaf and bird dung. The soil was dry and spongy and rich, and the
ar wasrich with oxygen and dien smells. Somewhere in the spectrum of odors were vauable
undiscovered perfumes.

Once we saw aflower thing like the onein Warren's photo. | found adry branch and stuck it down the
thing's blossom and pulled back half abranch.

Again, four feet of snakeflew by. Emil stunned it. It had two smal fins near the head end, and its hind
end was a huge, leathery deltawing. Its mouth was two-thirds back aong the body.

With typica abruptness, the flowering magentatrees gave way to afield of scarlet tubing. No
branches, no leaves; just interlocking cables, three feet thick, moving restlessy over each other like too
many snakesin apit. They were four or five degp. Maybe they were dl one single plant or anima; we
never did see ahead or atail. And we'd never have kept our footing if wed tried to cross.

We circled the area, staying in the magenta trees because we were getting too close to where the
hypothetica cave ought to be. That brought usto asmall round hill surmounted by atree that was mostly
wandering roots. We started around the hill, and Emil gripped my arm.

| saw it. A cave mouth, small and round, in the base of the hill. And leaning againgt the dirt dope of the
hill was awoman with amercy gun.

"All right!" | whispered. "Come on, let'sget out of herel" | pulled at Emil'sarm and turned toward
freedom.

It waslike trying to stop awarship from taking off. Emil was gone, running silently toward the cave
with hisgun held ready, leaving me with numb fingers and a deep appreciation of Finaglesfirst law. |
swallowed agroan and started after him.

Onflat ground | can beat any Jinxian who ever ran the short sprint My legs were twice the length of
Emil's. But Emil moved like awraith through the dien vegetation, while | kept getting tangled up. My long
legs and arms stuck out too much, and | couldn't catch him.

It was such acrying pity. Becausewe had it! We had it al, or al we were going to get. The guarded
cave was our proof. Bellamy and his hunter friends were the kidnappers. That knowledge would be a
powerful bargaining point in our negotiationsfor the return of LIoobee, despite what 1'd told Emil. All we
had to do now was get back to base and tell somebody.

But | couldn't catch Emil!
| couldn't even keep up with him.

A bare areafronted the cave, atriangular patch of ground bounded by two thick, sprawling roots
belonging to the tredike thing on the hill. I'd lost sght of Emil; when | saw him again, he was running for
the cave at full speed, and the woman with the gun was face up in the dirt. Emil reached the darkness at
the mouth of the cave and disappeared within.



And as he vanished into the dark, he was unmistakably faling.

W, now they had Emil. With blazing lasers ...! Proof wasn't enough. He'd decided to bring back
LIoobee himself. Now we'd have to negotiate for the two of them.

Would we? Bellamy was back at the hunting camp. When he found out his men had Emil, hed know |
was somewhere around. But whoever wasin the cave might think Emil was done. In which casethey
might kill him right now.

| settled my back againgt the tree. Asakind of afterthought | focused the dueling pistol on the woman
and fired. I'd have to do that every ten minutes to keep her quiet.

Eventually someone would be coming out to see why she hadn't siopped Emil.

| didn't daretry to enter the cave. Be it man or booby trap, whatever had stopped Emil would stop
me

Too bad the dudling pitols didn't have more power. The craftsmen who had carved their emerald
butts had scaled them down because, after al, they would be used only to prove apoint. It would take a
shopful of toolsto readjust them, because readjusting them to their former power would violate Jinxian
law. Redl police stunnerswill knock aman out for twelve hours or more.

| was sitting there waiting for someone to come out when | felt the prickly numbness of astunner.

The sensations came separately. Firgt, apull in my ankles. Then, in the calves of my legs. Then,
something rough and crumbly diding under me. Separate sensations, just above the threshold of
Cconsciousness, penetrating the numbness. A diding bump! bump! against the back of my head. Gritty
sensation in the backs of my hands, anustrailing above and behind my head.

Conclusion, arrived a after long thought: | was being dragged.

| waslimp asanoodle and nearly asnumb. It was dl over. Nobody had walked innocently out of the
cave. Ingead, the man in there with Ll1oobee had |ooked out with a heat sensor, then used his sonic on
anything that might possibly be the temperature of aman.

Thingsturned dark. | thought | was unconscious, but no, 1'd been dragged into the cave.
"That'sardief,"” said Belamy. Unmistakably, Bellamy.

"Badtard,” said awoman'svoice. It seemed familiar: rich and fruity, with aflatlander accent that was
not quite true. Misplaced in time, probably. A didect doesn't stay the same forever.

My eyesfell open.

Belamy stood over me, looking down with no expression. Tanya Wilson sat some distance away,
looking sullenly in my direction. The man named Warren, standing behind her, carefully did something to
her scalp, and she winced.

"There," said Warren, "you go back to the camp. If anyone asks --"

"| was scratched by aflower bird," said Tanya. "Therest of you are out hunting. Will you please
assumel'vegot amind.”

"Don't be so damn touchy. Larch, you'd better tie them up, hadn't you?'
"Youdoitif youlike. It's not necessary. They'll be out for hours.”
Oh, redly?

TanyaWilson got up and went to the cave mouth. Before leaving, she pulled a cord hanging at the
sde. Warren, who had followed her, pulled it again after she was gone.

The cord was attached to what ooked like a police stunner, the same modd as Emil'sguns. The



stunner was mounted on a board, and the board was fixed in place over the mouth of the cave, aimed
downward. A booby trap. So easy.

The numbness was gone. My problem was the opposite: It wasal | could do to keep from moving. |
was stretched full-length on arocky floor with my hedlsafoot higher than my nose and my arms straight
above my head. If | so much asclenched afist ...

" wonder," Bdlamy said, "what made him turn againg me."
"Who? Shaeffer?'

| could seefour in the cave. Belamy was standing over me; Warren was nearer the cave mouth. The
two others were near the back, near aline of plastic crates. One was aman I'd never seen. The other --
huge and frightening in the semidark, amonster from man's dimmest past, when demons and supernatural
beings walked the homeworld -- was L1oobee. They sat sllently facing each other, asif each were waiting
for something.

"Yes," sad Bdlamy. "Beowulf Shaeffer. He seemed such anice guy. Why would he go to so much
effort to get mein trouble?

"You forget, Larch." Warren spoke with patient understanding. "They are the good guys, we are the
bad guys. A smple sense of law and order --"

"Too much law and order around, Warren. There are no more frontiers. We Sit in our one small area
of the universe called known space, sixty light-years across, and we rot. Too much security. Everyone
wants security.”

"That's Shaeffer's motive. He was backing up law and order.”
"| don't think s0. Bey's not the type."
"What typeishe?'

"Lazy. A survivd type, but lazy. He doesn't sart to use hisbrain until he'sin obvious, overt trouble. But
he'sgot pride.”

"Could the other one have talked him into it?'

"l suppose s0."

There was an uncomfortable silence.

"Well," said Warren, "it'stoo bad. What'll we do with them?"

Belamy looked unhappily down a me. He couldn't see my eyes behind the goggles, not inthedim
cavelight. "They could befound half-eaten. By one of those big hopping things, say. The onesthat prey
on the gray plains herbivores.™

"The carnivore that did it would be poisoned. It would have to be found nearby."

"Right." Bellamy pondered. "It's vitd that there be no evidence againgt us. If wetried to square a
murder rap in the contract, they'd chivvy our price down to nothing. Y ou were bright to use the sonic. A
mercy needle would haveleft chemicas™

A small, sharp rock was pressng againgt the sde of my neck. It itched. If | was planning to lesp to my
feet from thisridiculous position, | couldn't delay too long. Sooner or later I'd reach to scratch. Sooner or
later Bellamy or Warren would notice the butts of Emil's dtered police stunners and know them for what
they were.

"First we need aplains carnivore," said Warren. "Do you think we can garveit into --"
LIoobee legpt.
He wasfive yards from the man who was guarding him at the back of the cave. The man fired instantly,



and then he screamed and tried to dodge. The Kdatlyno dammed into him and knocked him diding
acrossthefloor.

| didn't see any more. | wasrunning. | heard panicky shouting and then Bellamy'sroar: "Relax, you
idiot. He was unconscious before he left the ground.” And Warren's, "Relax, hell! Where's Shaeffer?”

| barely remembered to pull the trigger cord on Bellamy's booby trap. The cave entrance was long and
low, doping upward. | took it at a crouching run. Behind me was more confusion. Could the first man
through have pulled the trigger cord again? That would give metime | needed.

Outsde the cave | turned sharp right. The winding, half-exposed roof was amost Emil's height. | went
over it like aspider monkey and then under it, hiding under its protective bulk.

CY Aquarii wasdirectly behind me, minutes from sunset. Itswhite light threw a sharp black shadow
along the sde of theroot.

| started crawling uphill, staying in the shadow. Two sets of pdting footsteps followed me from the
other side of the root.

Voices came from below, barely audible. They didn't sound like a search in progress. Why not? |
looked back and saw no pursuit. Halfway up the hill | did out of my blue faling jumper, tucked it asfar
under the root asit would go, and went on, thinking kindly thoughts about tannin pills. Now I'd be dl but
invisbleif | gayed in the shadows. All but my white hair.

Why had LIoobee made that grandstand play? It was asif held read my mind. He must have known
there was no chance of escape for him. But I'd have had no chance without his diversion. Had he known
| was conscious?

Could Kdatlyno read minds?

At thetop of the hill | stopped in a cleft between two huge roots. The magenta tree seemed much too
small to need all that root area, but the sunlight was rich, and maybe the soil was poor. And the roots
would hideme.

But where were my pursuers?

| knew they needed me. They couldn't dispose of Emil until they had me. Granted that they could find
me as soon asit got dark; 1'd stand out like a beacon on aheat sensor. But suppose | reached the car
firg?

Thecar! Sure, that wasit. While | was crouching somewhere or taking atangled trail that would keep
me hidden at al times, Bellamy or one of his men was taking the shortest, straightest routeto my car. To
moveit before | could reachit.

| pounded my head to get it working. No use. | was stymied. The cave?1'd find gunsin there, hunting
guns. The anesthetic divers probably wouldn't work on human beings, but they might be poisonous --
and they would certainly hurt. But no, | couldn't attack the cave. Thereld be no way around the booby
trap.

But there'd be someone in there to turn the booby trap on and off and to guard LIoobee. Another on
the way to the car, that made two.

The third would have found some high point, chosen days previoudy for itsview of the surroundings.
He'd be waiting now for a glimpse of my snow-white hair. | couldn't bresk and run for the car.

Maybe.

And maybe the third man had been the first to come charging after me. And maybe held snatched a
the trigger cord as he passed to turn off apolice stunner that was aready off. And maybe held run
through the beam.

Maybe.



But if anyone reached the car, | was cooked.

| spunit over and over while handfuls of needed seconds passed me by. There was no other way to
figureit. Tanyawas back at camp. A second man wasin the cave; athird was on the way to the car. The
fourth elther was waiting for me to show myself or hewasn'. | had torisk it.

| came out from under the roots, running.

I'm good at sprinting, not so good at along-distance run. The edge of the forest was half amile away. |
was waking when | got there and blowing like a city-sized air pump. There was no sign of anyone and
no sign of thecar. | stood just within the forest, sucking wind, nerving myself to run out into the fern
grass.

Then Bellamy emerged to my |eft. He dog-trotted fearlesdy out onto the veldt, into the fern grass, and
stood looking around. One of Emil's sonics dangled from one hand. He must have known by then that it
was only aduding pistal, but it was the only sonic he had.

He saw something to hisright, something hidden from me by a curve of forest. He turned and trotted
toward it.

| followed asbest | could. Multicolored things kept tripping me, and | didn't dare step out into the fern
grass. Bdlamy was going to get therefirst ...

He was examining the car when | found him. The car wasright out in the open, tens of yards from any
cover. Any second now held get in and take off.

What was he waiting for? Me?

I knelt behind a magenta bush, dithering. Bellamy was peering into the backseat. He wanted to know
just what we'd planned before he made his move. Every two seconds his head would pop up for along,
dow look around.

A black dot in the distance caught my eye. It took me amoment to redize that it wasin the plastic
goggles, blotting out the dot of actinic sunlight. The sun was right on the horizon.

Bdlamy was opening the trunk.
... Thesun.

| started circling. The magenta bushes offered some cover, and | used it dl. Bellamy's eyes maintained
their steady sweep, but they hadn't found me yet.

Abruptly he dammed the trunk, circled the car to get in.
| was where | wanted to be. My long shadow pointed straight at the car. | charged.

Helooked up as| started. He looked straight at me, and then his eyes swept the curve of forest, taking
their time. He bent to get into the car, and then he saw me. But his gun hand wasin the car, and | was
close enough. The dots on his goggles had covered more than CY Aquarii. They'd covered my
approach.

My shoulder knocked him spinning away from the car, and | heard ametal tick. He got up fat,
empty-handed. No gun. He'd dropped it. | turned to look in the car, fully expecting to find it on the floor
or on the sedt. It was nowhere to be seen. | looked back in time to duck, and his other hand caught me
and knocked me away. | rolled with it and cameto my feet.

Hewas standing in arelaxed boxer stance between me and the car.
"I'm going to bresk you, Bey."

"So you cant find the gun, ether.”

"l don't need it. Any normal ten-year-old could break you in two."



"Then comeon.” | dropped into boxer stance, thanking Finagle that he didn't know karate or
ju-whatsis or any of the other illegd killing methods. Hundreds of years had passed since the usua laws
againg carrying a conced ed weapon were extended to cover specid fighting methods, but Bellamy had
had hundreds of yearsto learn. I'd come up lucky.

He came toward me, moving lightly and confidently, aflatlander in prime condition. He must have felt
perfectly safe. What could he have to fear from an attenuated weakling, aman born and raised in We
Made It's point six gee? He grinned when hewas admost in range, and | hit him in the mouth.

My range was longer than his.

He danced back, and | danced forward and hit him in the nose before he got his guard up. Hed have
to get used to the extrareach of my arms. But his guard was up now, and | saw no point in punching his
forearms.

"You'reapraying mantis" hesad. "Aninsect. Overspeciaized.” And he movedin.

I moved back, punching lightly, staying out of hisreach. Hed haveto get used to that, too. Hislegs
were too short. If he tried to move forward asfast as| could backpedal, he wouldn't be able to keep his
guard up.

Hetried anyway. | caught him one below theribs, and his head jerked up in surprise. | wasn't hurting
him much ... but he'd been expecting love pats. Four yearsin Earth's one point oh gee had put muscle on
me, musclethat didn't show along my long bones. Hetried crowding me, and | caught him twicein the
right eye. Hetried keeping his guard intact, and that was suicide because he couldn't reach meat al.

| caught that eye athird time. He bellowed, lowered his head, and charged.
| ranlikeathief.

I'dled him in ahdf circle. He never had achance to catch me. He reached the car just as| dammed
the door in hisface and locked it.

By the time he reached the left-hand door, | had that locked, too, and al the windows up. Hewas
banging arock on awindow when | turned on the lift units and departed the field of battle.

He'd have to get used to my methods of fighting, too.
Asl| took the car up, | saw him running back toward the hunting camp.
No radio. No com laser. The base was athird of the way around the planet, and I'd have to go mysdf.

| set the autopilot to take me athousand miles north of the base, flying low. Bellamy was bound to
come after mewith acar, and | didn't want to be found.

Cometo that, did he have acar? | hadn't seen one.
Maybe he'd use --
But that didn't bear thinking about, so | didn't.

A glove compartment held asmall bar. Emil and | hadn't depleted it much on the way out. | ordered
something Smple and sat Spping it,

Theforest disappeared behind me. | watched the endless plain of fern grass whipping undernesth.
Mach four is drifting with the breeze if you're agpaceman, but try it in acar with the atitude set for fifty
yards. It wasn't frightening; it was hypnatic.

The sun had been setting. Now it stayed just where it was, on the horizon, alittleto my left. The
ground was ablur; the sky was afrozen sphere. It was asif time stopped.

| thought of Margo.
What an actress she would have made! The confusion she'd shown after the kidnapping. She hadn't



remembered the cargo mass meter; oh, no! She hadn't even known LIoobee was one of her passengers!
Sure she hadn't.

Sheld taken mefor afool.

I had no wish to harm her. When | told the M Ps about Bellamy, she would not be mentioned. But
she'dd know that | knew.

| wondered what had brought her into this.

Cometo that, what had brought Bellamy? He couldn't need the money that badly. Smple kicks? Had
he wanted to strike a human-aien relationships? The races of known space are vastly richer for the
interstdlar trade. But Bellamy had lived through at least three human-kzinti wars; held read of things that
looked like Lloobee in his children's books.

He was aman displaced intime. | remembered the way held said "stark naked.” I'd used anudist's
license mysdlf on Earth, not because | believed the incredible clams for nudism's hedlth-giving properties
but because | was with friends who did. Cometo that, | was nude now. (Would | haveto buy alicense
when | reached the base?) But Bellamy had laughed when hed said it. Nudism was funny.

| remembered the archaismsin his speech.

Bdlamy. Heldd done nothing serioudy wrong, not until he had decided to kill Emil and me. We could
have been friends. Now it wastoo late. | finished my drink and crumpled the cup; it evaporated.

A black streak on my goggles at the edge of my right eye.

... Much too late. The black blotch of Bellamy's fuson flame wasfar to the north, passing me. Hed
doneit. HEd brought the Drunkard's Walk.

Had he seen me?

The ship curved around toward the sun, dowed, and stopped in my path. It came down my throat. |
swerved; Bellamy swerved to meet me.

He flashed by overhead, and my car, moving at Mach four, bucked under the lash of the sonic boom.
The crash fidd gripped mefor an ingtant, then went off.

He turned and came from behind.

Slam! And he was disgppearing into the blue and green and orange sunset. What was he playing at?
He must know that one touch of fusion flamewould finish me.

He could end me any time he pleased. The Drunkard's Walk was moving at twice my speed, and
Bdlamy moved it aout like an extension of hisfingers. He was playing with me.

Again heturned, and again the hypersonic boom dapped me down. The blur of veldt came up a me,
then receded. Another such might dap meinto the fern grassat Mach four.

Hewasn't playing. He was trying to force meto land. My corpse wasto carry no evidence of murder.
Slam! And again the black blotch shrank against the sunset.

It was no playboy's yacht he was flying. Such an expensive toy would have been long and dender, with
asuperfluous needle nose and low maneuverability dueto its heavy angular movement. The Drunkard's
Walk was short, with big attitude jets showing like nostrils in the stubby nose. I should have known when
| saw thelanding legs. Big and wide and heavy, folded now into the hull, but when they were down, they
were comically splay-footed, with awide reach to hold the ship on dmost any terrain.

The playboy'sflashy paint job wasindirection only. The ship ...
The ship made awide loop ahead of me and came dashing back.
| pulled back hard on the whesd!.



Theblood left my head, and then the crash field took hold. | wasin a cushioned shell, and the crash
fidld held my shape like an exoskeleton. As| curved up to meet him Bellamy came down my throat.

Givehim ataste of hisown medicing!
If | hadn't been haf-loaded, 1'd never have doneit.

A crash now was the last thing Bellamy wanted. It would leave evidence not only on the car but on the
Drunkard's Walk. But space pilots crack up more cars. They can't get used to the ideathat in the
atmosphere of a planet Mach four isfast. He must have been doing Mach eight himself.

He pulled up too late.

| smashed into the ship'sflank at alow angle. Without the crash field I'd have been hamburger. Asit
was, | blacked out instantly.

| wokein the midst of aflaming maelsirom, gripped in avise that wouldn't let me breathe, with agony
tearing at my hands. The car was diving out of the sky at four times sonic speed, with its aerodynamic
Sability smashed to hdll. | could fed theterrific decderation in my inner ear.

| tried to use the controls. Not that they would have worked; the ship was obvioudy stone dead. But |
tried it anyway, and then the pain came. My hands had been outside the crash field, naturally; how else
could | control the car? Half the joints had been didocated in the crash.

The ground came up, rotating. | tried to pull my hands back, but deceleration pulled me hard against
the crash web, and the crash field held. | was embedded in glass.

| hit.

Thecar wasonitsnosein high fern grass. All the plastic windows had become flying shards, including
the windshield; they littered the car. The windshield frame was crushed and bent. | hung from the crash
web, unable to unfasten it with my crippled hands, unable to move eveniif | werefree.

And | watched the Drunkard's Walk, itsfusion drive off, floating down ahead of me onitsgravity drag.

| didn't notice the anomaly then. | was dazed, and | saw what | expected to see: a spaceship landing.
Bellamy?Hedidn't seeit, either, but he would have if he'd looked to the side when he came down the
landing ladder.

He came down the ladder with his eyesfixed on mine and Emil's sonic in his hand. He stepped out into
thefern grass, walked over to the car, and peered in through the bent windshield frame.

"Comeon out."
"l can't use my hands."

"So much the better." Bellamy rested the sonic on the rim of the frame and pointed it at my face. With
his other hand he reached in to unfasten the crash web and pull me out by thearm. "Walk," hesaid. "Or
be dragged.”

| could walk, barely. | could keep walking because he kept prodding the small of my back with the
gun.

"Y ou've helped me, you know. Y ou had acar crash,” he said. ™Y ou and Jilson. Then some predators
found you."

It sounded reasonable. | kept walking.

We were hafway to the ship when | saw it. Theanomaly. | said, "Bellamy, what's holding your ship
up?'

He prodded me. "Walk."
"Your gyros. That'swhat's holding the ship up.”



He prodded me without answering. | walked. Any moment now he'd see....

"What the --" Held seen it. He stared in pure amazement, and then he ran. | stuck out afoot to trip
him, lost my baance, and fell on my face. Bellamy passed me without aglance.

One of thelanding legs wasn't down. I'd smashed it into the hull. He hadn't seen it on the indicators, so
| must have smashed the sensors, too. The odd thing was that we'd both missed it, though it wastheleg
facing us

The Drunkard's Walk stood on two legs, wildly unbalanced, like a ballet dancer hafway through a
legp. Only her gyros held her monstrous mass againgt gravity. Somewherein her bely they must be
pinning faster and faster ... | could hear the whine now, high-pitched, rising ...

Bellamy reached the ladder and started up. He'd have to use the steering jets now, and quickly. With
steering jetsthat size, the gyros -- which served more or less the same purpose -- must be small, little
more than an afterthought.

Now was my chance!

| struggled to my feet and staggered afew steps. Bellamy looked down, then ignored me. Held take
care of me when he had time. Where could | go? Where could | hide on thisflat plain?

Some chance. | stopped walking.
Belamy had amost reached the air lock when the ship screamed like awounded god.

The gyros had taken too much punishment. That meta scream must have been the death agony of the
mountings. Bellamy stopped. He looked down, and the ground was too far. He looked up, and there
was no time. Then he turned and looked at me.

I read his mind then, though I'm no telepath.
Bey! What'll | DO?

I had no answer for him. The ship screamed, and | hit thedirt. Well, | didn't hitit; | alowed mysdf to
collapse. | was on theway down when Bellamy looked a me, and in the next ingtant the Drunkard's
Walk spun end for end, shrieking.

The nose gouged a narrow furrow in the soil, but the landing legs came down hard, dug deep, and
held. Bellamy sailed high over my head, and | lost him in the sky. The ship poised, braced againgt her
landing legs, taking spin from her dying flywheds. Then she jumped.

Thelanding legs acted like springs, hurling her somersaulting into the air. Shelanded and jumped again,
screaming, tumbling, like awounded jackrabbit trying to flee the hunter. | wanted to cry. I'd doneit; |
was guilty; no ship should bekilled likethis.

Somewherein her belly the gyroscope flywhedl s were coming to rest in atangle of torn metd.

The ship landed and rolled. Bouncing. Rolling. | watched as she receded, and finaly the Drunkard's
Wadk cameto rest, dead, far across the blue-green veldt.

| stood up and started walking.
| passed Bellamy on theway. If you'd like to imagine what he looked like, go right ahead.
It was nearly dark when | reached the ship.

What | saw was aship on its side, with one landing leg up. It's hard to damage hullmetd, especidly at
the low subsonic speeds the Drunkard's Walk was making when shedid dl that jumping. | found the air
lock and climbed in.

The lifesystem was a scrambled mess. Parts of it, the most rugged parts, were amost intact, but thin
partitions between sections showed ragged, gaping holes. The flywhed must have passed here.



The autodoc was near the back. It looked intact, and | needed it badly to take the pain from my hands
and put them back together. 1'd as soon have stepped into a Bandersnatch's mouth. Y ou can get the
williesthinking about al the thingsthat can go wrong with a'doc.

The bouncing flywhed hadn't reached the control cone.

Things lighted up when | turned on the communications board. | had to manipulate switches with the
hedl of my hand. | turned on everything that looked like it had something to do with communications,
rolled dl the volume knobs to maximum between my palms, and let it go at that, making no attempt to
am acom laser, tak into anything, or tap out code. If anything was working on that board -- and
something was ddlivering power, even if the machinery to useit was damaged -- then the base would get
just theimpression | wanted them to have. Someone was trying to communicate with broken equipment.

So | settled mysdlf in the control cone and smoked. Using my toeswas less painful than trying to hold a
cigarettein my fingers. | remembered how shocked Sharrol had been thefirgt time she saw mewith a
cigarette between my toes. Flatlanders are less than limber.

Eventualy someone came.

| picked up the open bulb of glassthat Margo had called asnifter and held it before me, watching the
play of light in the red-brown fluid. It was a pleasure to use my hands.

Twelve hours ago they had been useless, swollen, and blackening -- like things long dead.

"Tothe hero'sreturn,” said Margo. Her green eyes sparkled. She raised the snifter in atoast and
drank.

"I've been in a'doc the past twelve hours,” | said. "Fill mein. Arewe going to get LIoobee back?!

"L loobee and your friend, too." Satisfaction wasrichin her voice; shewasamost purring. "The
kidnappers settled for a contract of amnesty and antipublicity, with a pendty of ten thousand starsto the
man who causes their names to be published anywhere in known space. Pendty to apply to every man,
woman, and child on Gummidgy -- you and meincluded. They indsted we list the names. Did you know
there are hdf amillion people on Gummidgy?*

"That'sabig contract."

"But they never made atenth star. They were lucky to get what they did. With their ship wrecked,
they're trapped here. Ll1oobee and your friend should be arriving any minute.

"And Bellamy's death should satisfy Kdatlyno honor."

"Mmhbhm." She nodded, happy, relaxed. What an actress she could have been! How niceit would have
beento play dong ...

"l didn't kill him deliberately,” | said.
"Youtold me"

"Thet leaves us only onelooseend.”
Shelooked up over the snifter. "What's that?"
"Persuading Emil to leave you out of it."

She dropped the snifter. It hit the indoor grass rug and rolled under the coffee table while Margo
dared at me asat astranger. Findly she said, "Y ou're hard to read. How long have you known?"

"Practically snce your friendstook Lloobee. But we weren't sure until we knew Bellamy redlly had
him. Y ou'd lied about hisship.”

"l see" Her voice wasflat, and the sparkle in her eyeswas along forgotten thing. "Emil Home knows.



Who ds=?"
"Just me. And Emil owes meone. Two, redly.”
"Wdl," shesad. "Wdl." And shewent to pick up the snifter. Right then, therest of it fdll into place.
"Youreold."
"You're hard to fool, Bey."

"I've never seen you move like that before. 1t'sfunny; | can tel aman's age within afew decades, but |
can't tel awoman's. Why don't you movelikethat dl the time?'

Shelaughed. "And have everyone know I'm acrone? Not likely. So | hesitate when | move, and |
knock againgt things occasionally, and catch my hed on rugs ... Every woman learnsto do that, usualy
long after she'slearned not to. Too much poiseisagiveaway." She stood with her feet gpart, hands on
her hips, chalenging. Now her poise was tremendous, a shocking, glowing dignity. Perhaps she had been
an actress, so long ago that her most devoted admirers had died or forgotten her. “So I'm old. Well?"

"Well, now | know why you joined the kidnappers. Y ou and Bellamy and the rest; you all think dike.
No persuasion needed.”

She shook her head in mock sadness. "How you smplify. Do you really think that everyone over two
hundred and fifty isidentical under the skull?

"Piet Lindstrom didiked the idea from the beginning, but he needed the money. He's been off
boosterspice for years. Warren'sloved hunting dl hislife. He hadn't hunted acivilized anima since the
kzinti wars. Tanyawasin love with Larch. Shelll probably try to kill you.”

“And you?

"Larch would have gone ahead without me. Anything could have happened. So | saw toiit that | was
flying Lloobegs ship, and | declared mysdf in."

Shewas so damn vivid. I'd thought she was beautiful before, but now, with thelittle-girl mannerisms
gone, she glowed.

| thought of the brandy.

"Youloved him, too," | said.

"I'm hismother."

That jolted meto my toes. "The brandy,” | said. "What wasin the brandy?"

"Something | developed long ago. Hormones, hypnoatics ... alove potion. Y ou're going to love me.
Two yearsfrom now I'll @andon you like an empty beer bulb. Y ou won't be ableto live without me.”
Her smilewas crud and cold. "A fitting revenge.”

"Finagle hdp me!" | hadn't drunk the brandy, of course, but what the hell ... Then it penetrated. Two
years. "Y ou know about Sharrol ?"

IlYall
"| didn't drink the brandy."
"Therésnothing init but acohal.”

We grinned at each other across the length of the couch. Then the ghost was between us, and | said,
"What about Bdlamy?'

"Larch took his chances. He knew what he was doing.”

"| can't understand that." | couldn't understand why she didn't hate me. Worse, dl my questionswere
sure to be the wrong ones. | picked one that might be right and asked, "What was he doing?'



"Dying. Hed run out of thingsto do. He'd have taken grester and greater chances until one of them
killed him. Oneday I'll reach the same point. Maybe I'll know it intime."

"What will you do then?'
"Don't ask me" shesaid with findity. | never did again.
"And what will you do now?"

"l have anideq," she said carefully, watching me. "Sharrol Janssis bearing children on Earth for you to
rase. | can't have children mysdf. My ovaries havelong since run out of ova. But isthere any reason why
we shouldn't spend two years together?"

"l can't think of any. But what would you get out of it?"
"I've never known acrashlander.”

"And you're curious."

"Y es. Don't be offended.”

"I'm not. Y our flattery hasturned my head." After dl, there were two yearsto fill, and Margo was
lovely.

| was aone on Jinx two years later, waiting for the next ship to Earth. Asit turned out, L1oobee's latest
works were there, too, on loan to the Ingtitute of Knowledge. To the Ingtitute | went, to see what my
protégé, had produced.

Seeing them was a shock.

That wasthe first shock: that they should make sense when seen. Touch sculptureisto beféet: it hasno
meaning otherwise. But these were busts and statuettes. Someone had even advised LIoobee on color.

| looked closer.

Firdt: agroup of human statuettes, some seeted, some standing, dl staring with great intensity at aflat
pane of clear glass.

Second: apair of heads. Human, humane, handsome, noble asdl hell, but child's play to recognize
nonetheless. | touched them, and they felt like warm human faces. My face and Emil's.

Third and last: agroup of four, awoman and three men. They showed a definite kinship with the ape
and a second admixture of what must have been demon blood. Y et they were quite recognizable. Three
fdt like human faces, though somehow repellent. But the fourth felt horribly dead.

The kidnappers had neglected to include LIoobeein their contract. And Lloobee has been talking to
newsmen, telling them al about how his latest works had cometo be.

THE BORDERLAND OF SOL

Three months on Jinx, marooned.

| played tourist for the first couple of months. | never saw the high-pressure regions around the ocean
because the only way down would have been with asafari of hunting tanks. But | traveled the habitable
lands on either side of the seg, the East Band civilized, the West Band adeveloping frontier. | wandered
the East End in avacuum suit, toured the ditilleries and other vacuum industries, and stared up into the
orange vastness of Primary, Jinx's big twin brother.

| spent most of the second month between the Ingtitute of Knowledge and the Camelot Hotel.



Tourism had palled.
For methat's unusual. I'm aborn tourist. But --

Jnx's one point seven eight gravities put an unreasonabl e restriction on elegance and ingenuity in
architectura design. The buildingsin the habitable bands al ook dike: squat and massive.

The East and West Ends, the vacuum regions, aren't that different from any industrialized moon. |
never developed much of an interest in touring factories.

Asfor the ocean shordines, the only vehiclesthat go there go to hunt Bandersnatchi. The
Bandersnatchi are fresks. enormous, intelligent white dugsthe sze of mountains. They hunt the tanks.
There arerigid restrictions to the equipment the tanks can carry, covenants established between men and
Bandersnatchi, so that the Bandersnatchi win about forty percent of the duels. | wanted no part of that.

And dl my touring had to be donein three times the gravity of my homeworld.

| spent the third month in Sirius Mater, and most of that in the Camelot Hotdl, which has gravity
generatorsin most of the rooms. When | went out, | rode afloating contour couch. | passed like an
invaid among the Jnxians, who were amused. Or wasthat my imagination?

| wasinahal of the Ingtitute of Knowledge when | came on Carlos Wu running hisfingertips over a
Kdatlyno touch sculpture.

A dark, dender man with narrow shoulders and straight black hair, Carlos was lithe asamonkey in
any norma gravity, but on Jnx he used atravel couch exactly like mine. He studied the busts with his
head tilted to one sde. And | studied the familiar back, sureit couldn't be him.

"Carlos, aren't you supposed to be on Earth?"
He jumped. But when the couch spun around, he was grinning. "Bey! | might say the same for you.”

| admitted it. "'| was headed for Earth, but when al those ships started disappearing around Sol
system, the captain changed his mind and steered for Sirius. Nothing any of the passengers could do
about it. What about you? How are Sharrol and the kids?"

"Sharrol'sfine, the kids are fine, and they're dl waiting for you to come home." Hisfingerswere ill
trailing over the Lloobee touch sculpture called Heroes, feding the warm, fleshy textures. Heroeswas a
most unusud touch sculpture; there were visua aswell astextura effects. Carlos studied the two human
busts, then said, "That'syour face, isn't it?"

"Yesh"

"Not that you ever looked that good in your life. How did a Kdatlyno cometo pick Beowulf Shaeffer
asaclassc hero? Wasit your name? And who's the other guy?”

"I'll tell you about it sometime. Carlos, what are you doing here?’

"| ... left Earth acouple of weeks after Louiswas born.” He was embarrassed. Why?"'| haven't been
off Earth in ten years. | needed the break."

But held left just before | was supposed to get home. And ... hadn't someone once said that Carlos
Wu had atouch of the flatland phobia? | began to understand what was wrong. " Carlos, you did Sharrol
and meavauablefavor."

He laughed without looking at me. "Men have killed other men for such favors. | thought it was....
tactful ... to be gone when you came home.”

Now | knew. Carlos was here because the Fertility Board on Earth would not favor mewith a
parenthood license.

Y ou can't redlly blame the Board for using any excuse at al to reduce the number of producing
parents. | am an albino. Sharrol and | wanted each other, but we both wanted children, and Sharrol can't



leave Earth. She has the flatland phobia, the fear of strange air and atered days and changed gravity and
black sky beneath her feet.

The only solution we'd found had been to ask agood friend to help.

CarlosWu is aregistered genius with an incredible res stance to disease and injury. He carriesan
unlimited parenthood license, one of sixty-odd among Earth's eighteen billion people. He getssmilar
offersevery week ... but heisagood friend, and he'd agreed. In the last two years Sharrol and Carlos
had had two children, who were now waiting on Earth for me to become their father.

| felt only gratitude for what hed done for us. "I forgive you your odd ideas on tact,” | said
magnanimoudly. "Now. Aslong aswere stuck on Jnx, may | show you around? I've met some
interesting people.”

"You dwaysdo." He hesitated, then, "I'm not actualy stuck on Jinx. I've been offered aride home. |
may be ableto get youinonit."

"Oh, redlly?1 didn't think there were any ships going to Sol system these days. Or leaving."
"This ship belongsto agovernment man. Ever heard of aSigmund Ausfaler?”

"That soundsvagudly ... Wait! Stop! Thelast time | saw Sigmund Ausfaler, he had just put abomb
aboard my ship!"

Carlosblinked a me. "Y ou're kidding."

“I'm not."

"Sigmund Audfdler isin the Bureau of Alien Affairs. Bombing spacecraft in't one of hisfunctions.”
"Maybe hewas off duty,” | said vicioudly.

"Wl it doesn't really sound like you'd want to share a spacecraft cabin with him. Maybe --"

But I'd thought of something else, and now there just wasn't any way out of it. "No, let's meet him.
Where do wefind him?'

"The bar of the Camdot," said Carlos.

Reclining luxurioudy on our travel couches, we did on air cushionsthrough Sirius Mater. The orange
treesthat lined the walks were foreshortened by gravity; their trunks were thick cones, and the oranges
on the branches were not much bigger than Ping-Pong balls.

Their world had atered them, even as our worlds have dtered you and me. And underground
civilization and point Six gravities have made of me apale stick figure of aman, tal and attenuated. The
Jnxians we passed were short and wide, designed like bricks, men and women both. Among them the
occasiond offworlder seemed as shockingly different as a Kdatlyno or a Pierson's puppeteer.

And so we came to the Camelot.

The Camelot isalow, two-story structure that sprawls like a cubistic octopus across severa acres of
downtown Sirius Mater. Mogt offworlders stay here for the gravity control in the rooms and corridors
and for accessto the Ingtitute of Knowledge, the finest museum and research complex in human space.

The Camelot Bar carries one Earth gravity throughout. We left our travel couchesin the vestibule and
waked in like men. Jinxians were walking in like bouncing rubber bricks, with big happy grins on their
wide faces. Jnxianslove low gravity. A good many migrate to other worlds.

We spotted Ausfdler easily: arounded, moon-faced flatlander with thick, dark wavy hair and athin
black mustache. He stood as we approached. "Beowulf Shaeffer!" he beamed. "How good to seeyou
again! | believe it has been eight years or thereabouts. How have you been?"



"I lived," | told him.
Carlos rubbed his hands together briskly. "Sigmund! Why did you bomb Bey's ship?”'

Auddler blinked in surprise. "Did hetell you it was his ship? It wasn't. He was thinking of steding it.
reasoned that he would not steal a ship with a hidden time bomb aboard.”

"But how did you comeinto it?* Carlos did into the booth beside him. ™Y ou're not police. You'rein
the Extremey Foreign Relaions Bureau."

"The ship belonged to Genera Products Corporation, which is owned by Pierson's puppeteers, not
human beings.”

Carlosturned on me. "Bey! Shame on you."

"Damnit! They weretrying to blackmail meinto asuicide misson! And Ausfdler let them get away
withit! And that's the least convincing exhibition of tact I've ever seen!”

"Good thing they soundproof these booths,” said Carlos. "Let's order.”

Soundproofing field or not, people were staring. | sat down. When our drinks came, | drank deeply.
Why had | mentioned the bomb at al?

Ausfaler was saying, "Wdll, Carlos, have you changed your mind about coming with me?”

"Yes, if | cantakeafriend.”

Audfaler frowned and looked at me. "Y ou wish to reach Earth, too?"

I'd made up my mind. "I don't think so. In fact, I'd like to talk you out of taking Carlos."

Calossad, "Hey!"

| overrode him. "Ausfaller, do you know who Carlosis? He had an unlimited parenthood license at
the age of eighteen. Eighteen! | don't mind you risking your own life; infact, | lovetheidea. But his?"

"It'snot that big arisk!" Carlos snapped.

"Y eah? What has Ausfdler got that eight other shipsdidn't have?"

"Twothings" Auddler said patiently. "Oneistha we will beincoming. Six of the eight shipsthat
vanished were leaving Sol system. If there are pirates around Sol, they must find it much easier to locate
an outgoing ship.”

"They caught two incoming. Two ships, fifty crew members and passengers, gone. Poof!"

"They would not take me so eadily," Ausfaller boasted. "The Hobo Kdlly is deceptive. It seemsto be
acargo and passenger ship, but it isawarship, armed and capable of thirty gees acceleration. In normal
space we can run from anything we can't fight. We are assuming pirates, are we not? Pirateswould ing st
on robbing a ship before they destroy it."

| wasintrigued. "Why?Why adisguised warship? Are you hoping you'l be attacked?!
"If there are actudly pirates, yes, | hope to be attacked. But not when entering Sol system. We plana
subdtitution. A quite ordinary cargo craft will land on Earth, take on cargo of some value, and depart for

Wunderland on a straight-line course. My ship will replace it before it has passed through the asteroids.
So you see, thereisno risk of losng Mr. Wu's precious genes.”

Pamsflat to the table, arms straight, Carlos stood looming over us. "Diffidently | raise the point that
they are my futzy genesand I'll do what | futzy please with them! Bey, I've dready had my share of
children, and yours, too!"

"Peace, Carlos. | didn't mean to step on any of your indienablerights.” | turned to Ausfdler. "l ill
don't see why these disappearing ships should interest the Extremely Foreign Relations Bureau.”



"There were dien passengers aboard some of the ships.”

"Oh."

"And we have wondered if the pirates themsalves are dliens. Certainly they have atechnique not
known to humanity. Of six outgoing ships, five vanished after reporting that they were about to enter
hyperdrive."

| whistled. "They can precipitate aship out of hyperdrive? That'simpossible. Isn't it? Carlos?'

Carloss mouth twisted. "Not if it's being done. But | don't understand the principle. If the shipswere
just disappearing, that'd be different. Any ship doesthat if it goestoo deep into agravity well on
hyperdrive.

"Then ... maybeit isn't pirates at al. Carlos, could there be living beingsin hyperspace, actudly eating
the ships?'

"For al of me, there could. | don't know everything, Bey, contrary to popular opinion.” But after a
minute he shook hishead. "1 don't buy it. | might buy an uncharted mass on the fringes of Sol system.
Shipsthat came too near in hyperdrive would disappesar.”

"No," said Audfaller. "No single mass could have caused dl of the disappearances. Charter or not, a
planet is bounded by gravity and inertia We ran computer smulations. It would have taken at least three
large masses, dl unknown, al moving into heavy trade routes smultaneoudy.”

"How large? Mars size or better?"
"S0 you have been thinking about this, too."

Carlosamiled. "Yeah. It may sound impossible, but it isn't. It'sonly improbable. There are
unbelievable amounts of garbage out there beyond Neptune. Four known planets and endless chunks of
ice and stone and nickel-iron."

"Sill, itismost improbable.”

Carlosnodded. A slencefdll.

| was il thinking about monsters in hyperspace. The lovely thing about that hypothesiswas that you
couldn't even estimate a probability. We knew too little.

Humanity has been using hyperdrive for dmost four hundred years now. Few ships have disappeared
in that time, except during wars. Now eight shipsin ten months, dl around Sol system.

Suppose one hyperspace beast had discovered shipsin thisregion, say during one of the Man-Kzin
Wars? He'd goneto get hisfriends. Now they were preying around Sol system. The flow of ships around
Sol isgreater than that around any three colony stars. But if more monsters came, they'd surely haveto
move on to the other colonies.

| couldn't imagine a defense againgt such things. We might haveto give up interstellar travel.
Audfdler said, "I would be glad if you would change your mind and come with us, Mr. Sheeffer.”
"Um? Are you sure you want me on the same ship with you?"

"Oh, emphaticaly! How else may | be sure that you have not hidden abomb aboard?' Ausfaller
laughed. "Also, we can use aqualified pilot. Findly, | would like the chance to pick your brain, Beowulf
Sheeffer. Y ou have an odd facility for doing my job for me."

"What do you mean by that?'

"Generd Products used blackmail in persuading you to do a close orbit around a neutron star. Y ou
learned something about their homeworld -- we till do not know what it was -- and blackmailed them
back. We know that blackmail contracts are anormal part of puppeteer business practice. Y ou earned
their respect. Y ou have dealt with them since. Y ou have dealt dso with Outsiders without friction. But it



was your handling of the L1oobee kidnapping that | found impressve.”

Carloswas gitting at attention. | hadn't had a chanceto tell him about that one yet. | grinned and said,
"I'm proud of that mysdif."

"W, you should be. Y ou did more than retrieve known space's top Kdatlyno touch sculptor: you
did it with honor, killing one of their number and leaving Lloobee free to pursue the others with publicity.
Otherwise the Kdatlyno would have been annoyed.”

Helping Sgmund Ausfdler had been the farthest thing from my thoughtsfor these past eight years, yet
suddenly | felt damn good. Maybe it was the way Carloswas listening. It takes alot to impress Carlos
Wu.

Carlossad, "If you thought it was pirates, you'd come aong, wouldn't you, Bey? After all, they
probably can't find incoming ships.”

"Sure."
"And you don't redly believe in hyperspace mongters.”

| hedged. "Not if | hear abetter explanation. Thething is, I'm not sure | believe in supertechnologica
pirates, either. What about those wandering masses?"

Carlos pursed hislips, said, "All right. The solar system has agood number of planets-- &t least a
dozen so far discovered, four of them outside the mgjor singularity around Sol."

"And not induding Pluto?"

"No, wethink of Pluto as aloose moon of Neptune. It runs Neptune, Persephone, Caina, Antenora,
Ptolemes, in order of distance from the sun. And the orbits aren't flat to the plane of the system.
Persephoneistilted at 120 degreesto the system and retrograde. If they find another planet out there,
they'll cdl it Judecca”

IIWI,.'y?I
"Hdl. Thefour innermost divisons of Dante's hell. They form agrest ice plain with Snnersfrozen into

"Stick to the point,” said Ausfdler.

"Start with the cometary halo,” Carlostold me. "It's very thin: about one comet per spherica volume
of the Earth's orbit. Massis denser going inward: afew planets, some inner comets, some chunks of ice
and rock, al in skewed orbits and still spread pretty thin. Insde Neptune there are lots of planets and
asteroids and more flattening of orbits to conform with Sol's rotation. Outside Neptune spaceis vast and
empty. There could be uncharted planets. Singularitiesto swallow ships.”

Auddler wasindignant. "But for three to move into main trade lanes smultaneoudy?'
"It's not impossible, Sigmund.”

"The probability --"

"Infinitesmd, right. Bey, it'sdamn near impossible. Any sane man would assume pirates.”

It had been along time since | had seen Sharrol. | was sorely tempted. "Ausfaller, have you traced
the sale of any of theloot? Have you gotten any ransom notes?' Convince me!

Ausfdler threw back hishead and laughed.
"What's funny?"

"We have hundreds of ransom notes. Any menta deficient can write aransom note, and these
disappearances have had agood deal of publicity. The demands were afakes. | wish one or another had
been genuine. A son of the Patriarch of Kzin was aboard Wayfarer when she disappeared. Asfor loot --



hmm. There has been afal in the black market prices of boosterspice and gem woods. Otherwise--2'
He shrugged. "There has been no sign of the Barr originds or the Midas Rock or any of the more
conspicuous treasures aboard the missng ships.”

"Then you don't know oneway or another."

"No. Will you gowith us?"

"I haven't decided yet. When are you leaving?"

They'd be taking off tomorrow morning from the East End. That gave me time to make up my mind.

After dinner | went back to my room, feeling depressed. Carlos was going, that was clear enough.
Hardly my fault ... but he was here on Jinx because he/d done me and Sharrol alarge favor. If he was
killed going home ...

A tapefrom Sharrol waswaiting in my room. There were pictures of the children, Tanyaand Louis,
and shots of the apartment she'd found usin the Twin Peaks arcology, and much more.

| ran through it threetimes. Then | called Ausfaller'sroom. It had been just too futzy long.

| circled Jinx once on the way out. I've dways done that, even back when | was flying for Nakamura
Lines, and no passenger has ever objected.

Jnx isthe close moon of agas giant planet more massive then Jupiter and smaller than Jupiter
because its core has been compressed to degenerate matter. A billion years ago Jinx and Primary were
even closer, beforetidal drag moved them gpart. Thissametida force had earlier locked Jinx's rotation
to Primary and forced the moon into an egg shape, a prolate spheroid. When the moon moved outward,
its shape became more nearly spherical, but the cold rock surface resisted change.

That iswhy the ocean of Jinx ringsitswaist, beneath an atmosphere too compressed and too hot to
breathe, whereas the points nearest to and farthest from Primary, the East and West Ends, actualy rise
out of the atmosphere.

From space Jnx looks like God's Own Easter EQg: the Ends bone white tinged with yellow, then the
brighter glarefrom rings of glittering icefields a thelimits of the atmosphere, then the varying blues of an
Earthlike world, increasingly overlaid with the white frosting of cloud asthe eyes move inward, until the
waist of the planet-moon is girdled with pure white. The ocean never showsat al.

| took us once around and out.

Sirius hasits own share of floating miscellaneous matter cluttering the path to interstellar space. |
stayed at the controls for most of five days for that reason and because | wanted to get the fed of an
unfamiliar ship.

Hobo Kely was a belly-landing job, three hundred feet long, of triangular cross section. Benesath an
uptilted, forward-thrusting nose were big clamshell doorsfor cargo. She had adequate belly jets, and a
much larger fuson motor at thetail, and aline of windowsindicating cabins. Certainly shelooked
harmless enough, and certainly there was deception involved. The cabin should have held forty or fifty,
but there was room only for four. The rest of what should have been cabin space was only windows with
holograph projectionsin them.

The drive ran sure and smooth up to amaximum at ten gravities: not alot for aship designed to haul
massive cargo. The cabin gravity held without putting out more than afraction of its power. When Jnx
and Primary wereinvisible againgt the stars, when Siriuswas so distant that | could look directly at it, |
turned to the hidden control pand Ausfdler had unlocked for me. Ausfaller woke up, found me doing
that, and began showing me which did what.

He had abig X-ray laser and some smaller laser cannon st for different frequencies. He had four



self-guided fusion bombs. He had atelescope so good that the ostensible ship's telescope was only a
finder for it. He had deep radar.

And none of it showed beyond the discolored hull.

Ausfaler was armed for Bandersnatchi. | felt mixed emotions. it seemed we could fight anything and
run fromt, too. But what kind of enemy was he expecting?

An through those four weeks in hyperdrive, while we drove through the Blind Spot at three daysto
the light-year, the topic of the ship eaters reared its disturbing head.

Oh, we spoke of other things: of music and art and of the latest techniquesin animation, the computer
programsthat et you make your own holo flicksamost for lunch money. Wetold stories. | told Carlos
why the Kdatlyno Lloobee had made busts of me and Emil Home . | spoke of the only time the Pierson's
Puppeteers had ever paid off the guarantee on a General Products hull, after the supposedly
indestructible hull had been destroyed by antimatter. Ausfaler had some good ones ... alot more stories
than hewas alowed to tell, | gathered, from the way he had to search his memory every time,

But we kept coming back to the ship eaters.
"It boils down to three possihilities,” | decided. "Kzinti, puppeteers, and humans.”
Carlos guffawed. "Puppeteers? Puppeteers wouldn't have the guts!”

"I threw them in because they might have someinterest in manipulating the interstellar ssock market.
Look, our hypothetica pirates have set up an embargo, cutting Sol System off from the outside world.
The puppeteers have the capital to take advantage of what that does to the market. And they need
money. For their migration.”

"The puppeteers are philosophica cowards.”

"That'sright. They wouldn't risk robbing the ships or coming anywhere near them. Suppose they can
make them disappear from a distance?'

Carloswasn't laughing now. "That's easier than dropping them out of hyperspace to rob them. It
wouldn't take more than agreat big gravity generator ... and we've never known the limits of puppeteer
technology.”

Audfaler asked, "Y ou think thisis possble?!

"Just barely. The same goesfor the kzinti. The kzinti are ferocious enough. Troubleis, if we ever
learned they were preying on our ships, we'd raise pluperfect hell. The kzinti know that, and they know
we can beet them. Took them long enough, but they learned.”

"So you think it'shumans,” said Carlos.
"Yeah. If it'spirates.”

The piracy theory still looked shaky. Spectrum telescopes had not even found concentrations of
ship's metasin the space where they have vanished. Would pirates stedl the whole ship? If the
hyperdrive motor was still intact after the attack, the rifled ship could be launched into infinity, but could
pirates count on that happening eight times out of eight?

And none of the missing ships had called for help via hyperwave.

I'd never believed pirates. Space pirates have existed, but they died without successors. Intercepting
agpacecraft wastoo difficult. They couldn't makeit pay.

Shipsfly themselvesin hyperdrive. All apilot need do iswatch for green radid linesin the
mass-sensor. But he has to do that frequently, because the mass sensor isapsionic device; it must be
watched by amind, not another machine.



Asthe narrow green line that marked Sol grew longer, | became abnormally conscious of the debris
around Sol System. | spent the last twelve hours of the flight at the controls, chain-smoking with my fedt.
| should add that | do that normally when | want both hands free, but now | did it to annoy Ausfdler. I'd
seen the way his eyes bugged thefirst time he saw me take a drag from a cigarette between my toes.
Fatlanders are less than limber.

Carlosand Ausfdler shared the control room with me as we penetrated Sol's cometary halo. They
were relieved to be nearing the end of along trip. | was nervous. "Carlos, just how large amass would it
take to make us disappear?’

"Planet size, Mars and up. Beyond that it depends on how close you get and how denseitis. If it's
dense enough, it can beless massive and il flip you out of the universe. But you'd seeit in the mass
sensor.”

"Only for aningtant ... and not then, if it'sturned off. What if someone turned on agiant gravity
generator aswe went past?"

"For what? They couldn't rob the ship. Where'stheir profit?"
"Stocks."

But Ausfaller was shaking his head. "The expense of such an operation would be enormous. No
group of pirates would have enough additiona capital on hand to make it worthwhile. Of the puppeteers
| might believeit.”

Héll, he wasright. No human that wedlthy would need to turn pirate.

The long green line marking Sol was amost touching the surface of the mass sensor. | said, "'Breakout
inten minutes”

And the ship lurched savagely.

"Strap down!™ | yelled, and glanced at the hyperdrive monitors. The motor was drawing no powe,
and therest of the dials were going bananas.

| activated the windows. I'd kept them turned off in byperspace lest my flatlander passengers go mad
watching the Blind Spot. The screens cameon, and | saw stars. We were in normal space.

"Futz! They got usanyway." Carlos sounded neither frightened nor angry, but awed.

As| raised the hidden panel Ausfdler cried, "Wait!" | ignored him. | threw. the red switch, and Hobo
Kély lurched again as her belly blew off.

Ausfaler began cursing in some deed flatlander language.

Now two-thirds of Hobo Kdly receded, dowly turning. What was left must show aswhat shewas. a
No. 2 Genera Products hull, puppeteer-built, adender transparent spear three hundred feet long and
twenty feet wide, with instruments of war clustered dong what was now her belly. Screensthat had been
blank cameto life. And | lit themain drive and ran it up to full power.

Austdler spokein rage and venom. " Shaeffer, you idiot, you coward! We run without knowing what
we run from. Now they know exactly what we are. What chance that they will follow us now? This ship
was built for a gpecific purpose, and you have ruined it!"

"I'vefreed your specid instruments,” | pointed out. "Why don't you see what you can find?"
Meanwhile| could get usthe futz out of here.

Ausfdler became very busy. | watched what he was getting on screens at my side of the control
pand. Was anything chasing us? They'd find us hard to catch and harder to digest. They could hardly
have been expecting a General Products hull. Since the puppeteers stopped making them, the price of
used GP hulls has gone out of sight.



There were ships out there. Ausfaller got a close-up of them: three space tugs of the Belter type,
shaped like thick saucers, equipped with oversized drives and powerful €ectromagnetic generators.
Belters use them to tug nickel-iron asteroids to where somebody wants the ore. With those heavy drives
they could probably catch us, but would they have adequate cabin gravity?

They weren't trying. They seemed to be neither following nor fleeing. And they looked harmless
enough.

But Ausfaller was doing ajob on them with his other instruments. | gpproved. Hobo Kelly had
looked peaceful enough amoment ago. Now her belly bristled with weaponry. The tugs could be equally

deceptive.
From behind me Carlos asked, "Bey? What happened?’
"How the futz would | know?*
"What do the instruments show?"

He must mean the hyperdrive complex. A couple of the indicators had gone wild; five more were
dead. | said s0. "And the drive's drawing no power at al. I've never heard of anything likethis. Carlos,
it'sdtll theoreticdly impossble”

"I'm ... not so sure of that. | want to look at the drive."
"The access tubes don't have cabin gravity."

Ausfaler had abandoned the receding tugs. He'd found what looked to be alarge comet, aball of
frozen gases agood distance to the side. | watched as he ran the deep radar over it. No fleet of robber
shipslurked behind it.

| asked, "Did you deep-radar the tugs?'

"Of course. We can examinethetapesin detall later. | saw nothing. And nothing has attacked us
snce we | eft hyperspace.”

I'd been driving usin arandom direction. Now | turned us toward Sol, the brightest star in the
heavens. Those lost ten minutes in hyperspace would add about three days to our voyage.

"If there was an enemy, you frightened him away. Shaeffer, this mission and this ship have cost my
department an enormous sum, and we have learned nothing at al."

"Not quite nothing," said Carlos. "I gtill want to see the hyperdrive motor. Bey, would you run us
down to one gee?'

"Yeah. But ... miracles make me nervous, Carlos."
"Jointheclub."

We crawled dong an accesstube just alittle bigger than a big man's shoulders, between the
hyperdrive motor housing and the surrounding fud fivikege. Carlos reached an inspection window. He
looked in. He started to laugh.

I inquired asto what was so futzy funny.
Still chording, Carlos moved on. | crawled after him and looked in.
There was no hyperdrive motor in the hyperdrive motor housing.

| went in through arepair hatch and stood in the cylindrical housing, looking about me. Nothing. Not
even an exit hole. The superconducting cables and the mounts for the motor had been sheared so cleanly
that the cut ends looked likelittle mirrors.

Auddler ingsted on seeing for himself. Carlosand | waited in the control room. For awhile Carlos



kept bursting into fits of giggles. Then he got adreamy, faraway |ook that was even more annoying.

| wondered what was going on in his head and reached the uncomfortable conclusion that | could
never know. Some years ago | took 1Q tests, hoping to get a parenthood license that way. | am not a
genius

| knew only that Carlos had thought of something | hadn't, and he wasn't telling, and | was too proud
to ask.

Audfaller had no pride. He came back looking like held seen aghost. "Gonel Where could it go?
How could it happen?'

"That | can answer," Carlossaid happily. "It takes an extremdy high gravity gradient. The motor hit
that, wrapped space around itsalf, and took off at some higher level of hyperdrive, onewe can't reach.
By now it could bewell on itsway to the edge of the universe.”

| said, "Y ou're sure, huh? An hour ago there wasn't atheory to cover any of this”

"WEell, I'm sure our motor's gone. Beyond thet it getsalittle hazy. But thisis one well-established
model of what happenswhen aship hitsasingularity. At alower gravity gradient the motor would take
the whole ship with it, then strew atoms of the ship along its path till there was nothing left but the
hyperdrivefidd itsdf."

"Ugh."

Now Carlos burned with the love of anidea. "Sigmund, | want to use your hyperwave. | could still be
wrong, but there are things we can check."

"If we are dtill within the Sngularity of Some mass, the hyperwave will destroy itself.”

"Yegh. | think it'sworth the risk."

We'd dropped out, or been knocked out, ten minutes short of the singularity around Sol. That added
up to sixteen light-hours of normal space, plus amog five light-hours from the edge of the sngularity
inward to Earth. Fortunately, hyperwave isinstantaneous, and every civilized system keeps ahyperwave
relay station just outside the singularity. Southworth Station would relay our message inward by laser, get
the return message the same way, and passit on to usten hours later.

We turned on the hyperwave, and nothing exploded.

Audfdler made hisown cdl firgt, to Ceres, to get the registry of the tugs we'd spotted. Afterward
Carlos called Elephant's computer setup in New Y ork , using acode number Elephant doesn't giveto
many people. "I'll pay him back later. Maybe with astory to go with it," he gloated.

| listened as Carlos outlined his needs. He wanted full records on a meteorite that had touched down
in Tunguska, Siberia, USSR, Earth, in 1908 A.D. He wanted a reprise on three models of the origin of
the universe or lack of same: the big bang, the cyclic universe, and the steady state universe. He wanted
data on collapsars. He wanted names, career outlines, and addresses for the best known students of
gravitationa phenomenain Sol system. He was smiling when he clicked off.

| said, "Y ou got me. | haven't the remotest ideawhat you're after.”
Stll amiling, Carlos got up and went to his cabin to catch some deep.

| turned off the main thrust motor entirely. When we were deep in Sol system, we could decelerate a
thirty gravities. Meanwhile we were carrying a hefty velocity picked up on our way out of Sirius system.

Ausfdler stayed in the control room. Maybe his motive was the same as mine. No police ships out
here. We could still be attacked.

He spent the time going through his pictures of the three mining tugs. We didn't talk, but | watched.
The tugs seemed ordinary enough. Telescopic photos showed no suspicious bresksin the hulls, no



hatches for guns. In the deep-radar scan they showed like ghogts: we could pick out the massive
force-fidd rings, the hollow, equaly massive drive tubes, the lesser densities of fud tank and life-support
system. There were no gaps or shadows that shouldn't have been there.

By and by Ausfdler said, "Do you know what Hobo Kelly was worth?!
| said | could make a close estimate.

"It was worth my career. | thought to destroy a pirate fleet with Hobo Kelly. But my pilot fled. Hed!
What have | now, to show for my expensive Trojan horse?!

| suppressed the obvious answer, dong with the pleathat my first respongbility was Carlosslife.
Audfdler wouldn't buy that. Instead, " Carlos has something. | know him. He knows how it happened.”

"Canyou get it out of him?"

"l don't know." | could put it to Carlosthat we'd be safer if we knew what was out to get us. But
Carloswas aflatlander. It would color his attitudes.

"S0," sad Audfdler. "We have only the unavailable knowledge in Carloss skull."

A wespon beyond human technology had knocked me out of hyperspace. 1'd run. Of courseI'd run.
Staying in the neighborhood would have been insane, said | to myself, said |. But, unreasonably, | till felt
bad about it.

ToAusdler | said, "What about the mining tugs? | can't understand what they're doing out here. In
the Belt they use them to move nickel-iron agteroidsto indudtrial Sites.™

"It isthe same here. Most of what they find is usdless -- stony masses or balls of ice -- but what little
metd thereis, isvauable. They must haveit for building.”

"For building what? What kind of people would live here?'Y ou might aswell set up shopin
interstelar spacel”

"Precisaly. There are no tourists, but there are research groups here where space isflat and empty
and temperatures are near absolute zero. | know that the Quicksilver Group was established here to
study hyperspace phenomena. We do not understand hyperspace, even yet. Remember that we did not
invent the hyperdrive; we bought it from an dlien race. Then thereisagene-tailoring laboratory trying to
develop akind of treethat will grow on comets.”

"Yourekidding."
"But they are serious. A photosynthetic plant to use the chemicas present in dl comets ... it would be
very vauable. The whole cometary halo could be seeded with oxygen-producing plants--" Ausfaler

stopped abruptly, then, "Never mind. But al these groups need building materids. It is chegper to build
out here than to ship everything from Earth or the Belt. The presence of tugsis not suspicious.”

"But there was nothing else around us. Nothing at al.”
Ausfaller nodded.

When Carlos cameto join us many hours later, blinking deep out of hiseyes, | asked him, "Carlos,
could the tugs have had anything to do with your theory?"

"I don't see how. I've got hdf anidea, and half an hour from now | could look like ahaf-wit. The
theory | want isn't even in fashion anymore. Now that we know what the quasars are, everyone seemsto
like the steady state hypothesis. Y ou know how that works: the tension in completely empty space
produces more hydrogen atoms, forever. The universe has no beginning and no end.” He looked
stubborn. "But if I'm right, then | know where the ships went to after being robbed. That's more than
anyone else knows."

Ausfdler jumped on him. "Where are they? Are the passengers dive?’



"I'm sorry, Sigmund. They're al dead. There won't even be bodiesto bury.”
"What isit? What are we fighting?'

"A gravitationd effect. A sharp warping of space. A planet wouldn't do that, and a battery of cabin
gravity generatorswouldn't do it; they couldn't produce that sharply bounded afield.”

"A collapsar,” Audfdler suggested.

Carlosgrinned at him. "That would do it, but there are other problems. A collapsar can't even form at
lessthan around five solar masses. Y ou'd think someone would have noticed something thet big, this
closeto Sol."

"Thenwhat?"
Carlos shook his head. Wewould wait.

The relay from Southworth Station gave us registration for three space tugs, used and of varying ages,
al three purchased two years ago from IntraBelt Mining by the Sixth Congregationa Church of Rodney.

"Rodhney?"

But Carlos and Ausfaller were both chortling. "Belters do that sometimes,” Carlostold me. "It'saway
of saying it's nobody's businesswho's buying the ships.”

"That's pretty funny, dl right. But we gtill don't know who owns them.”
"They may be honest Bdlters. They may not.”

Hard on the hedls of the first call came the data Carlos had asked for, playing directly into the
shipboard computer. Carlos caled up alist of names and phone numbers. Sol system'’s preeminent
students of gravity and its effects, listed in aphabetica order.

An address caught my attention:
Julian Forward, #1192326 Southworth Station.

A hyperwave rdlay tag. He was out here, somewhere in the enormous gap between Neptune's orbit
and the cometary belt, out here where the hyperwave relay could function. | looked for more Southworth
Station numbers. They werethere:

Launcdot Starkey, #1844719 Southworth Station.

JIl Luciano, #1844719 Southworth Station.

Mariana Wilton, #1844719 Southworth Station.

"These people,” said Ausfdler. ™Y ou wish to discuss your theory with one of them?”
"That's right. Sgmund, isn't 1844719 the tag for the QuicksIver Group?'

"| think so. | aso think that they are not within our reach now that our hyperdriveisgone. The
Quicksilver Group was established in distant orbit around Antenora, which is now on the other side of
the sun. Carlos, hasit occurred to you that one of these people may have built the ship-eating device?'

"What? ... You'reright. It would take someone who knew something about gravity. But I'd say the
Quicksver Group was beyond suspicion. With upwards of ten thousand people a work, how could

anyone hide anything?'
"What about this Julian Forward?'
"Forward. Y eah. I've ways wanted to meet him."

"Y ou know of him?Whoishe?"



"He used to be with the Ingtitute of Knowledge on Jinx. | haven't heard of him in years. He did some
work on the gravity waves from the galactic core ... work that turned out to be wrong. Sigmund, let's
givehimacal."

"And ask himwhat?'
"Why ...7" Then Carlos remembered the situation. "Oh. Y ou think he might -- Y eah."
"How well do you know thisman?"'

"I know him by reputation. He's quite famous. | don't see how such aman could go in for mass
murder.”

"Earlier you said that we were looking for aman skilled in the study of gravitational phenomena.”
"Granted."

Audfaller sucked at hislower lip. Then, "Perhaps we can do no more than talk to him. He could be on
the other side of the sun and still head apirate fleet.”

"No. That he could not."

"Think again," said Audfdler. "We are outside the singularity of Sol. A pirate fleet would surdly
include hyperdrive ships.”

"If Julian Forward isthe ship eater, hell have to be nearby. The, uh, devicewon't movein
hyperspace.”

| said, "Carlos, what we don't know can kill us. Will you quit playing games." But he was smiling,
shaking hishead. Futz. "All right, we can still check on Forward. Call him up and ask where heidl Ishe
likely to know you by reputation?’

"Sure. I'm famous, too."

"Okay. If he's close enough, we might even beg him for aride home. The way things stand welll be a
the mercy of any hyperdrive ship for aslong aswere out here.”

"l hope we are attacked,” said Audfaler. "We can outfight --"
"But we can't outrun. They can dodge; we can't.”

"Peace, you two. Firgt things first." Carlos sat down at the hyperwave controls and tapped out a
number.

Suddenly Ausfaller said, "Can you contrive to keep my name out of this exchange? If necessary you
can be the ship'sowner.”

Carloslooked around in surprise. Before he could answer, the screen lit. | saw ash-blond hair cutina
Belter crest over alean white face and an impersona smile.

"Forward Station. Good evening.”

"Good evening. Thisis CarlosWu of Earth calling long distance. May | speak to Dr. Julian Forward,
please?'

"I'll seeif he'savailable” The screen went on hold.

Intheinterva Carlosburgt out: "What kind of game are you playing now? How can | explain owning
an amed, disguised warship?'

But | began to seewhat Audfdler was getting . | said, "Y ou'd want to avoid explaining that,
whatever the truth was. Maybe he won't ask. | --" | shut up because we were facing Forward.

Julian Forward was a Jinxian, short and wide, with arms asthick aslegsand legs asthick aspillars.
His skin was amost as black ashis hair: a Sirius suntan, probably maintained by sunlights. He perched on



the edge of amassage chair. "Carlos Wu!" he said with flattering enthusiasm. "Are you the same Carlos
Wu who solved the Sealeyharn Limits problem?”

Carlos said hewas. They went into a discussion of mathematics, apossible application of Carloss
solution to another limits problem, | gathered. | glanced at Ausfaler -- not obtrusively, because for
Forward he wasn't supposed to exist -- and saw him pensively studying his side view of Forward.

"Wadl," Forward said, "what can | do for you?"

"Julian Forward, meet Beowulf Shaeffer,” said Carlos. | bowed. "Bey was giving me alift home when
our hyperdrive motor disappeared.”
"Disappeared?’

| butted in for verismilitude. "' Disappeared, futzy right. The hyperdrive motor casing isempty. The
motor supports are sheared off. Were stuck out here with no hyperdrive and no idea how it happened.”

"Almost true," Carlos said happily. "Dr. Forward, | do have some ideas as to what happened here.
I'd like to discuss them with you."

"Where are you now?'

| pulled our position and vel ocity from the computer and flashed them to Forward Station. | wasn't
sureit wasagood idea, but Ausfaler had time to stop me, and he didntt.

"Fine" said Forward'simage. "It looks like you can get here alot faster than you can get to Earth.
Forward Station is ahead of you, within twenty a.u. of your position. Y ou can wait here for the next ferry.
Better than going on in acrippled ship.”

"Good! Well work out a course and let you know when to expect us.”
"1 welcome the chance to meet Carlos Wu." Forward gave us his own coordinates and rang off.

Carlosturned. "All right, Bey. Now you own an armed and disguised warship. Y ou figure out where
you got it."

"Weve got worse problems than that. Forward Station is exactly where the ship eater ought to be."

He nodded. But he was amused.

"So what's our next move? We can't run from hyperdrive ships. Not now. Is Forward likely to try to
lull us?

"If we don't reach Forward Station on schedule, he might send ships after us. We know too much.
Wevetold him s0," said Carlos. "The hyperdrive motor disappeared completely. | know haf adozen
people who could figure out how it happened, knowing just that." He smiled suddenly. "That's assuming
Forward's the ship eater. We don't know that. | think we have a splendid chance to find out one way or
the other."

"How? Just walk in?"

Ausfdler was nodding approvingly. "Dr. Forward expects you and Carlosto enter hisweb
unsuspecting, leaving an empty ship. | think we can prepare afew surprisesfor him. For example, he may
not have guessed that thisisa Generd Products hull. And | will be aboard to fight."

True. Only antimatter could harm aGP hull ... though things could go throughiit, like light and gravity
and shock waves. "So you'll bein theindestructible hull,” | said, "and wélll be helplessin the base. Very
clever. I'd rather run for it myself. But then, you have your career to consider.”

"I will not deny it. But there are waysin which | can prepareyou.”

Behind Ausfaler's cabin, behind what looked like an unbroken wall, was aroom the sze of awak-in



closat. Ausfaler seemed quite proud of it. He didn't show us everything in there, but | saw enough to cost
me what remained of my firgt impression of Ausfdler. Thisman did not have the soul of a pudgy
bureaucrat.

Behind aglass panel he kept a couple of dozen special-purpose weapons. A row of four clamps held
three identica hand weapons, disposable rocket launchersfor afat dug that Ausfaler billed asatiny
atomic bomb. The fourth clamp was empty. There were |laser rifles and pistols, ashotgun of peculiar
design with four inches of recoil shock absorber, throwing knives, an Olympic target pistol witha
sculpted grip and room for just one .22 bullet.

| wondered what he was doing with a hobbyist's touch-scul pting setup. Maybe he could make
sculptures to drive a human or an aien mad. Maybe something less subtle: maybe they'd explode at the
touch of theright fingerprints.

He had acompact automated tailor's shop. "'I'm going to make you some new suits,” he said. When
Carlos asked why, he said, ™Y ou can keep secrets? So can |."

He asked usfor our preferencein styles. | played it straight, asking for afaling jumper in green and
dlver with lots of pockets. It wasn't the best I've ever owned, but it fit.

"l didn't ask for buttons,” | told him.
"I hope you don't mind. Carlos, you will have buttons, too."

Carlos chose afiery red tunic with agreen and gold dragon coiling across the back. The buttons
carried hisfamily monogram. Ausfdler scood before us, examining usin our new finery, with approval.

"Now, watch," hesaid. "Here | stand before you, unarmed.”
"Right."
"Sureyou are."

Ausfdler grinned. He took the top and bottom buttons between his fingers and tugged hard. They
came off. The material between them ripped open asif athread had been strung between them.

Holding the buttons asif to keep an invisble thread taut, he moved them to either Sde of acruddy
done plastic touch sculpture. The sculpture fell apart.

"Sinclair molecule chain. 1t will cut through any norma matter if you pull hard enough. Y ou must be
very careful. It will cut your fingers so eadly that you will hardly notice they are gone. Notice that the
buttons arelargeto give an easy grip.” Helaid the buttons carefully on atable and set aheavy weight
between diem. "Thisthird button down isa sonic grenade. Ten feet away it will kill. Thirty feet away it
will gun."

| said, "Don't demonstrate.”

"Y ou may want to practice throwing dummy buttons at atarget. This second button is Power Rill, the
commercia stimulant. Break the button and take haf when you need it. The entire dose may stop your

"1 never heard of Power Pill. How doesit work on crashlanders?’
Hewas taken aback. "I don't know. Perhaps you had better restrict yoursdf to aquarter dose.”
"Oravoidit entirdy,” | said.

"Thereisone morething | will not demondrate. Fed the materid of your garments. Y ou fed three
layers of materia? The middle layer isanearly perfect mirror. 1t will reflect even X rays. Now you can
repd alaser blast for at least the first second. The collar unrollsto ahood.”

Carloswas nodding in satisfaction.
| guessit'strue: dl flatlandersthink that way.



For ahillion and ahdf years humanity's ancestors had evolved to the conditions of one world: Earth.
A flatlander grows up in an environment peculiarly suited to him. Inginctively he seesthe whole universe
the same way.

We know better, we who were born on other worlds. On We Made It there are the hellish winds of
summer and winter. On Jinx, the gravity. On Plateau, the al-encircling dliff edge and adrop of forty miles
into unbearable heat and pressure. On Down, the red sunlight and plants that will not grow without help
from ultraviolet lamps.

But flatlanders think the universe was made for their benefit. To them, danger isunredl.
"Earplugs" said Audfdler, holding up ahandful of soft plagtic cylinders.

Weinserted them. Ausfdler said, "Can you hear me?"

"Sure" "Yeah." They didn't block our hearing at dl.

"Transmitter and hearing aid with sonic padding between. If you are blasted with sound, asby an
explosion or asonic stunner, the hearing aid will stop transmitting. If you go suddenly deaf, you will know
you are under attack.”

To me, Audfdler's daborate precautions only spoke of what we might be walking into. | said nothing.
If weran for it, our chances were even worse.

Back to the control room, where Ausfdler set up arelay to the Bureau of Alien Affairson Earth. He
gave them a condensed version of what had happened to us, plus some cautious speculation. He invited
Carlosto read histheoriesinto the record.

Carlosdeclined. "I could till be wrong. Give me a chance to do some studying.”
Audfdler went grumpily to hisbunk. He had been up too long, and it showed.

Carlos shook hishead as Ausfaller disappeared into his cabin. "Paranoia. In hisjob | guesshe hasto
be paranoid.”

"Y ou could use some of that yourself.”
Hedidn't hear me. "'Imagine suspecting an interstellar celebrity of being a space pirate!”
"Hé'sin theright place a theright time."

"Hey, Bey, forget what | said. The, uh, ship-eating device hasto be in the right place, but the pirates
don't. They canjust leaveit loose and use hyperdrive shipsto commute to their base."

That was something to keep in mind. Compared to the inner system, this volume within the cometary
halo was enormous, but to hyperdrive shipsit wasal one neighborhood. | said, "Then why arewe
vigting Forward?'

"l till want to check my ideas with him. More than that: he probably knows the head ship eater

without knowing it's him. Probably we both know him. It took something of acosmologist to find the
device and recognizeit. Whoever it is, he has to have made something of aname for himsdf."

"Fir]d?'

Carlosgrinned a me. "Never mind. Have you thought of anyone you'd like to use that magic wire
on?'

"I've been making alist. You're at the top.”
"Well, watch it. Sigmund knows you've got it, even if nobody €l se does.”
"He's second.”



"How long till we reach Forward Station?"

I'd been rechecking our course. We were decelerating at thirty gravities and veering to one side.
"Twenty hoursand afew minutes,” | said.

"Good. I'll get achance to do some studying.” He began calling up data from the computer.
| asked permission to read over his shoulder. He gaveit.
Bastard. Hereadstwice asfast as| do. | tried to skim to get someidea of what he was after.

Collgpsars: three known. The nearest was one component of adoublein Cygnus, morethan a
hundred light-years away. Expeditions had gone there to drop probes.

Thetheory of the black hole wasn't new to me, though the math was over my head. If adtar is
massive enough, then after it has burned its nuclear fuel and started to cool, no possibleinternal force can
hold it from collgpsing inward past its own Swartzchild radius. At that point the escape velocity from the
star becomes greater than lightspeed, and beyond that deponent sayeth not, because nothing can leave
the star, not information, not matter, not radiation. Nothing -- except gravity.

Such a collapsed star can be expected to weigh five solar masses or more; otherwise its collapse
would stop at the neutron star stage. Afterward it can only grow bigger and more massive.

There wasn't the dightest chance of finding anything that massive out here at the edge of the solar
system. If such athing were anywhere near, the sun would have been in orbit around it.

The Siberia meteorite must have been weird enough, to be remembered for nine hundred years. It
had knocked down trees over thousands of square miles, yet trees near the touchdown point were | eft
standing. No part of the meteorite itself had ever been found. Nobody had seen it hit. In 1908,
Tunguska, Siberia, must have been as sparsaly settled as the Earth's moon istoday.

"Carlos, what does dl this have to do with anything?'
"Does Holmestdl Watson?'

| had redl trouble following the cosmology. Physics verged on philosophy here, or vice versa.
Badicdly the big bang theory -- which pictures the universe as exploding from asingle point mass, likea
titanic bomb -- wasin competition with the steedy state universe, which has been going on forever and
will continue to do so. The cyclic universeisasuccession of big bangsfollowed by contractions. There
arevaiantson al of them.

When the quasars werefirst discovered, they seemed to date from an earlier stage in the evolution of
the universe, which, by the steedy state hypothesis, would not be evolving at dl. The steady state went
out of fashion. Then, acentury ago, Hilbury had solved the mystery of the quasars. Meanwhile one of the
implications of the big bang had not panned out. That was where the math got beyond me.

There was some discussion of whether the universe was open or closed in four-space, but Carlos
turned it off. "Okay," he said with satisfaction.

"Wha?'

"I could beright. Insufficient data. I'll have to see what Forward thinks."

"I hope you both choke. I'm going to deep.”

Out herein the broad borderland between Sol system and interstellar space, Julian Forward had
found astony mass the size of amiddling asteroid. From adistance it seemed untouched by technology: a
lopsided spheroid, rough-surfaced and dirty white. Closer in, flecks of metal and bright paint showed like
randomly placed jewels. Air locks, windows, projecting antennae, and things lessidentifiable. A lighted
disk with something projecting from the center: along meta arm with haf adozen bal jointsinit and a



cup on theend. | studied that one, trying to guess what it might be ... and gave up.
| brought Hobo Kéelly to rest afair distance awvay. To Ausfdler | said, 'Y ou'll stay aboard?!
"Of course. | will do nothing to disabuse Dr. Forward of the notion that the ship isempty.”

We crossed to Forward Station on an open taxi: two seeats, afuel tank, and arocket motor. Once |
turned to ask Carlos something and asked instead, "Carlos? Areyou dl right?”

Hisface waswhite and strained. "I'll makeit."

"Did youtry cdlosing your eyes?’

"It wasworse. Futz, | madeit thisfar on hypnosis. Bey, it's so empty.”
"Hang on. Were amost there."

The blond Belter was outside one of the air locksin a skintight suit and a bubble helmet. He used a
flashlight to flag us down. We moored our taxi to aspur of rock -- the gravity was dmost nil -- and went
ingde.

"I'm Harry Moskowitz," the Belter said. "They cdl me Angd. Dr. Forward iswaiting in the
|aboratory.”

Theinterior of the asteroid was anetwork of straight cylindrical corridors, laser-drilled, pressurized,
and lined with coal blue light strips. We weighed afew pounds near the surface, lessin the deep interior.
Angel moved in afashion new to me: aflat jump from the floor that took him far down the corridor to
brush the ceiling, push back to the floor, and jump again. Three jJumps and hed wait, not hiding his
amusement at our attempts to catch up.

"Doctor Forward asked meto give you atour,” hetold us.

| said, Y ou seem to have alot more corridor than you need. Why didn't you cluster al the rooms
together?"

"Thisrock was amine once upon atime. The minersdrilled these passages. They left big hollows
wherever they found air-bearing rock or ice pockets. All we had to do waswall them off."

That explained why there was so much corridor between the doors and why the chambers we saw
were 0 big. Some rooms were storage areas, Angel said; not worth opening. Others were tool rooms,
life-support systems, a garden, afair-sized computer, asizable fuson plant. A messroom built to hold
thirty actualy held about ten, dl men, who looked at us curioudy before they went back to eating. A
hangar, bigger than need be and open to the sky, housed taxis and powered suits with speciaized tools
and threeidentical circular cradles, al empty.

| gambled. Carefully casud, | asked, ™Y ou use mining tugs?'

Angd didn't hesitate. " Sure. We can ship water and metals up from theinner system, but it's cheaper
to hunt them down ourselves. In an emergency the tugs could probably get us back to the inner system.”

We moved back into the tunnels. Angedl said, "Speaking of ships, | don't think I've ever seen onelike
yours. Were those bombs lined up aong the ventra surface?’

"Some of them," | said.
Carloslaughed. "Bey won't tell me how he got it.”
"Pick, pick, pick. All right, | goleit. | don't think anyoneis going to complain.”

Angd, frankly curious before, was frankly fascinated as | told the story of how | had been hired to fly
acargo ship in the Wunderland system. "1 didn't much like the looks of the guy who hired me, but what
do I know about Wunderlanders? Besides, | needed the money." | told of my surprise a the proportions
of the ship: the solid wall behind the cabin, the passenger section that was only holographsin blind
portholes. By then | was dready afraid that if | tried to back out, 1'd be made to disappear.



But when | learned my destination, | got really worried. "1t wasin the Serpent Stream -- you know,
the crescent of asteroids in Wunderland system? It's common knowledge that the Free Wunderland
Congpiracy isdl through those rocks. When they gave me my course, | just took off and aimed for
Srius”

"Strange they left you with aworking hyperdrive.”

"Man, they didn't. They'd ripped out the relays. | had to fix them myself. It'slucky | looked, because
they had the relays wired to allittle bomb under the control chair.” | siopped, then, "Maybe  fixed it
wrong. Y ou heard what happened? My hyperdrive motor just plain vanished. It must have set off some

explosive bolts, because the belly of the ship blew off. It was adummy. What's | ft looks to be a pocket
bomber."

"That'swhat | thought."
"l guessI'll haveto turnit in to the goldskin cops when we reach the inner system. Rity."

Carloswas smiling and shaking his head. He covered by saying, "It only goesto prove that you can
run away from your problems.”

The next tunnel ended in agreat hemispherical chamber lidded by abulging transparent dome. A
man-thick pillar rose through the rock floor to ased in the center of the dome. Above the sedl, gleaming
againg night and stars, amulti-jointed metal arm reached out blindly into space. The arm ended in what
might have been atremendousiron puppy dish.

Forward was in a horseshoe-shaped control console near the pillar. | hardly noticed him. I'd seen this
arm-and-bucket thing before, coming in from space, but | hadn't grasped its size.

Forward caught me gaping. "The Grabber," he said.

He approached usin abouncing walk, comica but effective. "Pleased to meet you, Carlos Wu.
Beowulf Shaeffer.” His handshake was not crippling, because he was being careful. He had awide,
engaging smile. "The Grabber is our main exhibit here. After the Grabber there's nothing to see.

| asked, "What doesit do?'
Carloslaughed. "It's beautiful! Why doesit have to do anything?’

Forward acknowledged the compliment. "1've been thinking of entering it in ajunk-scul pture show.
What it doesis manipulate large, dense masses. The cradle at the end of the arm is a complex of
electromagnets. | can actualy vibrate massesin there to produce polarized gravity waves."

Six massive arcs of girder divided the domeinto pie sections. Now | noticed that they and the sedl at
their center gleamed like mirrors. They were reinforced by sasisfields.

More bracing for the Grabber? | tried to imagine forces that would require such strength.
"What do you vibrate in there? A megaton of lead?"

"L ead sheathed in soft iron was our test mass. But that was three years ago. | haven't worked with
the Grabber lately, but we had some satisfactory runswith a sphere of neutronium enclosed in astasis
field. Ten billion metric tons”

| said, "What's the point?’

From Carlos| got adirty look. Forward seemed to think it was awholly reasonable question.
"Communication, for onething. There must be intelligent speciesal through the gaaxy, most of them too
far away for our ships. Gravity waves are probably the best way to reach them."

"Gravity wavestravel at lightspeed, don't they? Wouldn't hyperwave be better?’

"We can't count on their having it. Who but the Outsiders would think to do their experimenting this
far from asun? If we want to reach beings who haven't dedt with the Outsiders, well have to use gravity



waves once we know how."

Angd offered us chairs and refreshments. By the time we were settled, | was aready out of it;
Forward and Carlos were talking plasma physics, metaphysics, and what are our old friends doing? |
gathered that they had large numbers of mutua acquaintances. And Carlos was probing for the
whereabouts of cosmologists specidizing in gravity physics.

A few werein the QuicksIver Group. Others were among the colony worlds, especidly on Jinx,
trying to get the Ingtitute of Knowledge to finance various projects, such as more expeditionsto the

collapsar in Cygnus.
"Areyou sill with the Ingtitute, Doctor?"

Forward shook hishead. "They stopped backing me. Not enough results. But | can continue to use
this station, which is Ingtitute property. One day they'll sell it, and well haveto move.”

"I was wondering why they sent you hereinthefirst place," said Carlos. "Sirius has an adequate
cometary belt.”

"But Sol isthe only system with any kind of civilization thisfar fromitssun. And | can count on better
men to work with. Sol system has dways had itsfair share of cosmologids.”

"| thought you might have come to solve an old mystery. The Tunguska meteorite. Y ou've heard of it,
of course.”

Forward laughed. "Of course. Who hasn't?| don't think well ever know just what it was that hit
Sberiathat night. It may have been achunk of antimatter. I'm told that there is antimatter in known

"If it was, well never proveit,” Carlos admitted.

"Shall we discuss your problem?' Forward seemed to remember my existence. " Shaeffer, what does
aprofessond pilot think when his hyperdrive motor disappesars?’

"He getsvery upst.”
"Any theories?'

| decided not to mention pirates. | wanted to see if Forward would mention them first. "Nobody
seemsto like my theory," | said, and | sketched out the argument for monstersin hyperspace.

Forward heard me out politely. Then, "I'll give you this; it'd be hard to disprove. Do you buy it?"

"I'm afraid to. | dmost got mysdlf killed once, looking for space monsters when | should have been
looking for natural causes.™

"Why would the hyperspace monsters eat only your motor?”

"Um ... futz. | pass”

"What do you think, Carlos? Natural phenomenaor space monsters?”
"Pirates," said Carlos.

"How arethey going about it?"

"W, this business of ahyperdrive motor disappearing and leaving the ship behind -- that's brand
new. I'd think it would take asharp gravity gradient with atidal effect as strong asthat of a neutron star
or ablack hole

"Y ou won't find anything like that anywhere in human space.

"I know." Carloslooked frustrated. That had to be faked. Earlier he'd behaved asif he aready had
an answer.



Forward said, "I don't think ablack hole would have that anyway. If it did, you'd never know it,
because the ship would disappear down the black hole.”

"What about a powerful gravity generator?'

"Hmmm." Forward thought about it, then shook his massive head. "Y ou're talking about a surface
gravity inthe millions. Any gravity generator I've ever heard of would collapseitsdf at that level. Let's
see, with aframe supported by stasisfidds ... no. The frame would hold, and the rest of the machinery
would flow like weter."

"Y ou don't leave much of my theory."

"Sorry."

Carlos ended a short pause by asking, "How do you think the universe started?”
Forward looked puzzled at the change of subject.

And | began to get uneasy.

Givendl that | don't know about cosmology, | do know attitudes and tones of voice. Carlos was
giving out broad hints, trying to lead Forward to his own conclusion. Black holes, pirates, the Tunguska
meteorite, the origin of the universe -- he was offering them as clues. And Forward was not responding
correctly.

Hewas saying, "Ask apriest. Me, | lean toward the big bang. The steady state aways seemed so
futile"

"I like the big bang, too," said Carlos.

There was something else to worry about. Those mining tugs: they amost had to belong to Forward
Station. How would Ausfaler react when three familiar spacecraft came cruising into his space?

How did | want him to react? Forward Station would make a dandy pirate base. Permeated by
laser-drilled corridors distributed almost at random ... could there be two networks of corridors,
connected only at the surface? How would we know?

Suddenly | didn't want to know. | wanted to go home. If only Carlos would stay off the touchy
subjects --

But he was speculating about the ship eater again. "That ten billion metric tons of neutronium, now,
that you were using for atest mass. That wouldn't be big enough or dense enough to give us enough of a
gravity gradient.”

"It might, right near the surface.” Forward grinned and held his hands close together. "It was about
that big."

"And that's as dense as matter getsin this universe. Too bad.”
"True, but ... have you ever heard of quantum black holes?’
"Yeah"

Forward stood up briskly. "Wrong answer."

I rolled out of my web chair, trying to brace mysdf for ajump, while my fingers fumbled for the third
button on my jumper. It was no good. | hadn't practiced in this gravity.

Forward was in midleap. He dapped Carlos dongside the head as he went past. He caught me at the
pesk of hisjump and took mewith him viaaniron grip on my wrist.

| had no leverage, but | kicked a him. He didn't even try to stop me. It was like fighting amountain.
He gathered my wristsin one hand and towed me away.



Forward was busy. He sat within the horseshoe of his control console, talking. The backs of three
disembodied heads showed above the consol€'s edge.

Evidently there was alaser phone in the console. | could hear parts of what Forward was saying. He
was ordering the pilots of the dime mining tugsto destroy Hobo Kelly. He didn't seem to know about
Auddler ye.

Forward was busy, but Angel was studying us thoughtfully, or unhappily, or both. Well he might. We
could disappear, but what messages might we have sent earlier?

I couldn't do anything constructive with Angel watching me. And | couldn't count on Carlos.

| couldn’t see Carlos. Forward and Angel had tied usto opposite sides of the centrd pillar, beneath
the Grabber. Carlos hadn't made a sound since then. He might be dying from that tremendous dap
across the head.

| tested the line around my wrists. Metal mesh of some kind, cool to thetouch ... and it wastight.
Forward turned a switch. The heads vanished. It was amoment before he spoke.

"You've put mein avery bad postion.”

And Carlos answered. "I think you put yoursdlf there."

"That may be. Y ou should not have let me guess what you knew."

Carlossad, "Sorry, Bey."

He sounded hedlthy. Good. "That'sdl right,” | said. "But what's dl the excitement about? What has
Forward got?'

"| think he's got the Tunguska meteorite.”

"No. That | do not." Forward stood and faced us. "I will admit that | came here to search for the
Tunguska meteorite. | spent severa yearstrying to trace itstrgectory after it left Earth. Perhapsit wasa
quantum black hole. Perhaps not. The Ingtitute cut off my funds without warning just as| had found aresl
quantum black hole, thefirst in history.”

| said, "That doesn't tdl mealot.”

"Patience, Mr. Shaeffer. Y ou know that ablack hole may form from the collgpse of amassive star?
Good. And you know that it takes abody of at least five solar masses. It may mass as much asagaaxy
-- or asmuch asthe universe. Thereis some evidence that the universeisan infaling black hole. But at
less than five solar masses the collgpse would stop at the neutron star stege.”

" follow you."

"In dl the history of the universe there has been one moment at which smaler black holes might have
formed. That moment was the explosion of the monoblock, the cosmic egg that once contained dl the
matter in the universe. In the ferocity of that explosion there must have been loci of unimaginable
pressure. Black holes could have formed of mass down to two point two times ten to the minusfifth
grams, one point Six times ten to the minus twenty-fifth angstromsin radius.”

"Of course you'd never detect anything that small,” said Carlos. He seemed dmost cheerful. |
wondered why ... and then | knew. He'd been right about the way the ships were disappearing. It must
compensate him for being tied to apillar.

"But," said Forward, "black holes of al sizes could have formed in that explosion, and should have. In
more than seven hundred years of searching no quantum black hole has ever been found. Most
cosmologigts have given up on them, and on the big bang, too.”

Carlos sad, "Of course there was the Tunguska meteorite. It could have been ablack hole of, oh,
asteroida mass--"



"-- and roughly molecular size. But the tide would have pulled down trees asit went past --"

"-- and the black hole would have gone right through the Earth and headed back into space afew
tons heavier. Eight hundred years ago there was actudly a search for the exit point. With that they could
have charted a course --"

"Exactly. But | had to give up that approach,” said Forward. "l was using a new method when the
Indtitute, ah, severed our relaionship.”

They must both be mad, | thought. Carlos wastied to a pillar and Forward was about to kill him, yet
they were both behaving like members of avery exclusiveclub ... towhich | did not belong.

Carlos was interested. "How'd you work it?"

"Y ou know that it is possible for an asteroid to capture a quantum black hole? Initsinterior? For
instance, at amass of ten to the twelfth kilograms -- abillion metric tons," he added for my benefit, "a
black hole would be only one point five times ten to the minusfifth angstroms across. Smdler than an
atom. In adow passthrough an asteroid it might absorb afew billions of atoms, enough to dow it into an
orbit. Thereafter it might orbit within the asteroid for eons, absorbing very little mass on each pass.”

ll&?l

"If I chance on an asteroid more massive than it ought to be, and if | contrive to move it, and some of
the mass stays behind ..."

"You'd haveto search alot of asteroids. Why do it out here? Why not the asteroid belt? Oh, of
course. Y ou can use hyperdrive out here.”

"Exactly. We could search a score of massesin aday, usng very littlefud.”
"Hey. If it was big enough to eat a spacecraft, why didn't it eat the asteroid you found it in?”

"It wasn't that big," said Forward. "The black hole | found was exactly as| have described it. |
enlarged it. | towed it home and ran it into my neutronium sphere. Then it was large enough to absorb an
agteroid. Now it is quite a massive object. Ten to the twentieth power kilograms, the mass of one of the
larger asteroids, and aradius of just under ten to the minusfifth centimeters.”

Therewas satisfaction in Forward's voice. In Carloss there was suddenly nothing but contempt.
"Y ou accomplished dl that, and then you used it to rob ships and bury the evidence. Isthat what's going
to happen to us? Down the rabbit hole?’

"To another universe, perhaps. Where does ablack hole lead?
| wondered about that myself.

Angel had taken Forward's place at the control console. He had fastened the seat belt, something |
had not seen Forward do, and was dividing his attention between the instruments and the conversation.

"I'm gtill wondering how you moveit,” said Carlos. Then, "Uh! Thetugs”

Forward stared, then guffawed. ™Y ou didn't guess that? But of course the black hole can hold a
charge. | played the exhaust from an old ion drive reaction motor into it for nearly amonth. Now it holds
an enormous charge. Thetugs can pull it well enough. I wish | had more of them. Soon | will."

"Just aminute,” | said. I'd grasped one crucid fact asit had gone past my head. "The tugs aren't
armed? All they doispull the black hole?!

"That'sright." Forward looked at me curioudy.
"And the black holeisinvisble

"Yes. Wetug it into the path of aspacecréft. If the craft comes near enough, it will precipitate into
normal space. We guide the black hole through its driveto crippleit, board and rob it at our leisure. Then
adower passwith the quantum black hole, and the ship smply disappears.”



"Jugt one last question,” said Carlos. "Why?!
| had a better question.

Just what was Audfdler going to do when three familiar spacecraft came near? They carried no
amamentsat dl. Their only wegpon wasinvisible,

And it would eat a Genera Products hull without noticing.
Would Ausfdler fire on unarmed ships?

Wed know too soon. Up there, near the edge of the dome, | had spotted threetiny lightsin atight
cluger.

Ange had seen it, too. He activated the phone. Phantom heads appeared, one, two, three.
| turned back to Forward and was startled at the brooding hate in his expression.

"Fortune's child,” he said to Carlos. "Naturd aristocrat. Certified superman. Why would you ever
consder gedling anything? Women beg you to give them children, in person if possible, by mail if not!
Earth's resources exist to keep you hedlthy, not that you need them!"

"Thismay startle you," said Carlos, "but there are people who see you as a superman.”

"We bred for strength, we Jinxians. At what cost to other factors? Our lives are short, even with the
aid of boosterspice. Longer if welive outside Jnx's gravity. But the people of other worlds think were
funny. Thewomen ... never mind." He brooded, then said it anyway. "A woman of Earth oncetold me
shewould rather go to bed with atunneling machine. She didn't trust my strength. What woman would?!

The three bright dots had nearly reached the center of the dome. | saw nothing between diem. |
hadn't expected to. Angel was till talking to the pilots.

Up from the edge of the dome came something | didn't want anyoneto notice. | said, "Isthat your
excuse for mass murder, Forward? Lack of women?"

"l need give you no excuses a dl, Shaeffer. My world will thank me for what I've done. Earth has
swallowed the lion's share of the interstellar trade for too long.”

"They'll thank you, huh?'Y oure going to tell them?"
"Julian!" That was Angdl cdling. Hed seenit ... no, he hadn't. One of the tug captains had.

Forward left us abruptly. He consulted with Angel in low tones, then turned back. "Carlos! Did you
leave your ship on automatic? Or is there someone €l se aboard?”

"I'm not required to say," said Carlos.

"l could -- no. Inaminute it will not matter.”

Ange sad, "Jdulian, look what he'sdoing.”

"Yes. Very dever. Only ahuman pilot would think of that.”

Ausfdler had maneuvered the Hobo Kdly between us and the tugs. If the tugs fired a conventiona
weapon, they'd blast the dome and kill usall.

Thetugs cameon.
"He dill does not know what heisfighting,” Forward said with some satisfaction.

True, and it would cost him. Three unarmed tugs were coming down Audfdler'sthroat, carrying a
wespon so dow that the tugs could throw it at him, let it absorb Hobo Kelly, and pick it up again long
before it was adanger to us.

From my viewpoint Hobo Kdly was a bright point with three dimmer, more distant points around it.
Forward and Angel were getting a better view through the phone. And they weren't watching us at all.



| began trying to kick off my shoes. They were soft ship dippers, ankle-high, and they resisted.
| kicked theleft foot fire just as one of the tugs flared with ruby light.
"Hedidit!" Carlosdidn't know whether to be jubilant or horrified. "He fired on unarmed ships!”

Forward gestured peremptorily. Angel did out of his seat. Forward did in and fastened the thick seat
belt. Neither had spoken aword.

A second ship burned fiercely red, then expanded in apink cloud.
Thethird ship wasfleging.
Forward worked the controls. "I haveit in the massindicator,” he rasped. "We have but one chance.”

Sodid . | peeled the other dipper off with my toes. Over our heads the jointed arm of the Grabber
began to swing ... and | suddenly redlized what they were talking about.

Now therewaslittle to see beyond the dome. The swinging Grabber, and the light of Hobo Kelly's
drive, and the two tumbling wrecks, al againgt abackground of fixed stars. Suddenly one of the tugs
winked blue-white and was gone. Not even adust cloud was left behind.

Ausfaler must have seen it. He was turning, fleeing. Then it was asif an invisible hand had picked up
Hobo Kelly and thrown her away. The fusion light streaked off to one side and set beyond the dome's
edge.

With two tugs destroyed and the third fleeing, the black hole wasfdling free, aimed straight down our
throats.

Now there was nothing to see but the delicate motions of the Grabber. Angel stood behind
Forward's chair, his knuckles white with his grip on the chair's back.

My few pounds of weight went away and left mein freefdl. Tidesagain. Theinvisblething was more
massive than this asteroid beneath me. The Grabber swung ameter more to one side ... and something
gruck it amighty blow.

Thefloor surged away from benesth me, left me head down above the Grabber. The huge soft-iron
puppy dish came a me; the jointed metal arm collapsed like a spring. It dowed, stopped.

"Yougot it!" Angd crowed like arooster, and dapped at the back of the chair, holding himself down
with his other hand. He turned a gloating look on us, turned back just as suddenly. "The ship! It's getting
avay!"

"No." Forward was bent over the console. "I see him. Good, he is coming back, straight toward us.
Thistimetherewill be no tugsto warn the pilot.”

The Grabber swung ponderoudy toward the point where I'd seen Hobo Kelly disappear. It moved
centimeters at atime, pullingamassveinvisbleweight.

And Ausfaller was coming back to rescue us. HEd be a sitting duck unless --
I reached up with my toes, groping for the first and fourth buttons on my faling jumper.

The weaponry in my wonderful suit hadn't helped me againgt Jinxian strength and speed. But
flatlanders are less than limber, and so are Jinxians. Forward had tied my hands and left it at that.

| wrapped two sets of toes around the buttons and tugged.

My legs were bent pretzel-fashion. | had no leverage. But the first button tore loose, and then the
thread. Another invisible weapon to battle Forward's portable bottomless hole.

Thethread pulled the fourth button loose. | brought my feet down to where they belonged, keeping
the thread taut, and pushed backward. | felt the Sinclair molecule chain sinking into the pillar.

The Grabber was dill swinging.



When the thread was through the pillar, | could bring it up in back of me and try to cut my bonds.
Morelikdy I'd cut my wrists and bleed to death, but | had to try. | wondered if | could do anything
before Forward launched the black hole.

A cold breeze caressed my fest.
| looked down. Thick fog boiled out around the pillar.
Some very cold gas must be spraying through the hairfine crack.

| kept pushing. More fog formed. The cold was numbing. | felt the jerk as the magic thread cut
through. Now the wrists --

Liquid hdium?
Forward had moored us to the main superconducting power cable.

That was probably amistake. | pulled my feet forward carefully, steedily, fedling the thread bite
through on the return cut.

The Grabber had stopped swinging. Now it moved on itsarm like a blind questing worm as Forward
made fine adjustments. Angd was beginning to show the strain of holding himsalf upside down.

My feet jerked dightly. | wasthrough. My feet wereterribly cold, amaost without sensation. | let the
buttons go, left them floating up toward the dome, and kicked back hard with my hedls.

Something shifted. | kicked again.
Thunder and lightning flared around my fest.

| jerked my knees up to my chin. Thelightning crackled and flashed white light into the billowing fog.
Angd and Forward turned in astonishment. | laughed & them, letting them seeit. Yes, gentlemen, | did it
0on purpose.

The lightning stopped. In the sudden silence Forward was screaming, "-- know what you've done?
There was a grinding crunch, ashuddering against my back. | looked up.
A piece had been bitten out of the Grabber.

| was upside down and getting heavier. Angel suddenly pivoted around his grip on Forward's chair.
He hung above the dome, above the sky. He screamed.

My legs gripped the pillar hard. | felt Carlossfeet fumbling for afoothold and heard Carloss
laughter.

Near the edge of the dome a spear of light was rising. Hobo Kelly's drive, decelerating, growing
larger. Otherwise the sky was clear and empty. And a piece of the dome disappeared with a snapping
sound.

Angd screamed and dropped. Just above the dome he seemed to flare with bluelight.
Hewas gone.

Air roared out through the dome -- and more was disappearing into something that had been
invisble. Now it showed as a blue pinpoint drifting toward the floor. Forward had turned to watch it fall.

L oose objects fell across the chamber, looped around the pinpoint at meteor speed, or fell into it with
burgts of light. Every atom of my body felt the pull of thething, the urgeto diein aninfinitefal. Now we
hung side by side from ahorizonta pillar. | noted with gpprova that Carlos's mouth was wide open, like
mine, to clear hislungs so that they wouldn't burst when the air was gone.

Daggersin my ears and Snuses, pressurein my gut.
Forward turned back to the controls. He moved one knob hard over. Then he opened the seat belt



and stepped out and up and fell.
Light flared. He was gone.

The lightning-colored pinpoint drifted to the floor and into it. Above the increasing roar of air | could
hear the grumbling of rock being pulverized, dwindling asthe black hole settled toward the center of the
agteroid.

The ar was deadly thin but not gone. My lungs thought they were gasping vacuum. But my blood was
not boiling. I'd have known it.

So | gasped and kept gasping. It was all | had attention for. Black spots flickered before my eyes,
but | was still gasping and alive when Ausfaller reached us, carrying aclear plastic package and an
enormous handgun.

He camein fast, on arocket backpack. Even as he decelerated, he was looking around for
something to shoot. Hereturned in aloop of fire. He studied us through his faceplate, possibly wondering
if we were dead.

He flipped the plagtic package open. It was athin sack with a zipper and asmdll tank attached. He
had to dig for atorch to cut our bonds. He freed Carlosfirst, helped him into the sack. Carlos bled from
the nose and ears. Hewas barely mobile. Sowas|, but Ausfaler got me into the sack with Carlos and
zZipped it up. Air hissed in around us.

| wondered what came next. As an inflated sphere the rescue bag was too big for the tunnels.
Ausfaler had thought of that. Hefired at the dome, blasted agaping holein it, and flew us out on the
rocket backpack.

Hobo Kelly was grounded nearby. | saw that the rescue bag wouldn't fit the air lock, either, and
Ausfaler confirmed my worst fear. He signaded us by opening his mouth wide. Then he zipped open the
rescue bag and haf carried usinto the air lock whilethe air was till roaring out of our lungs.

When there was air again, Carlos whispered, "Please don't do that anymore.”

"It should not be necessary anymore." Ausfdler smiled. "Whatever it wasyou did, well done. | have
two well-equipped autodocs to repair you. While you are healing, | will see about recovering the
treasureswithin the asteroid.”

Carlos held up ahand, but no sound came. He looked like something risen from the dead: blood
running from nose and ears, mouth wide open, one feeble hand raised againgt gravity.

"Onething," Ausfaler said briskly. "I saw many dead men; | saw no living ones. How many were
there? Am | likely to meet opposition while searching?'

"Forget it," Carlos croaked. "Get us out of here. Now."
Auddler frowned. "What --"
"No time. Get usout.”

Ausfdler tasted something sour. "Very well. First the autodocs." He turned, but Carloss strengthless
hand stopped him.

"Futz, no. | want to seethis,”" Carloswhispered.

Again Austaller gavein. Hetrotted off to the control room. Carlostottered after him. | tottered after
them both, wiping blood from my nose, feding half-dead mysdf. But I'd haf guessed what Carlos
expected, and | didn't want to missit.

We strapped down. Ausfaller fired the main thruster. The rock surged away.
"Far enough,”" Carlos whispered presently. "Turn usaround.”



Audfdler took care of that. Then, "What are we looking for?'
"Youll know."

"Carlos, was| right to fire on the tugs?"

"Oh, yes"

"Good. | wasworried. Then Forward was the ship eater?!
"Yeah"

"I did not see him when | camefor you. Where ishe?"

Audfaler was annoyed when Carlos laughed and more annoyed when | joined him. It hurt my throat.
"Even S0, he saved our lives" | said. "He must have turned up the air pressure just before he jumped. |
wonder why hedid that."

"Wanted to be remembered,” said Carlos. "Nobody el se knew what he'd done. Ahh --"
| looked just as part of the asteroid collapsed into itsalf, leaving a deep crater.

"It moves dower at apogee. Picks up more matter,” said Carlos.

"What are you talking about?'

"Later, Sigmund. When my throat grows back."

"Forward had aholein his pocket," | said helpfully.

The other side of the asteroid collapsed. For amoment lightning seemed to flarein there.
Then the whole dirty snowball was growing smaler.

| thought of something Carlos had probably missed. " Sigmund, has this ship got automatic
sunscreens?”

"Of course weve got --"

There was a universe-eating flash of light before the screen went black. When the screen cleared,
there was nothing to see but gars.

PROCRUSTES

Adeep, my mind playsit al back in fragments and dreams. From timeto time ablock of nerves
wakes:

That's some kind of ARM wespon! Move it moveit too late blam. My head rolls loose on black
sand. Bones shattered, ribs and spine. Fear worse than the agony. Agony fading and I'm gone.

Legstry to kick. Nothing moves. Again, harder, move! No go. The 'doc floats nicely on thelift plate,
but its massisressting me. Push! VVoice behind me, | turn, she's holding some kind of tube. Blam. My
head bounces on sand. Agony flaring, sensation fading. Try to hang on, stay lucid ... but everything turns
mellow.

My baance swings wildly around my inner ear. Where's the planet's axis? Fafnir doesn't have polar
caps. Theancient lander isflying itsdlf. Carloslooks worried, but Feather's having thetime of her life.

Sprawled across the planet's face, a hurricane flattened along one edge. Under the vast cloud
fingerprint, aruddy snake dividesthe blue of aworld-girdling ocean. A long, narrow continent runs
amost poleto pole.

The lander reenters over featureless ocean. Nothing down there seemsto be looking at us. I'm taking



usdown fast. Larger idands have low, flat buildings on them. Pick alittle one. Hover while flame digsthe
lamplighter pit wider and deeper, until the lander sinksinto the hole with inchesto spare. Plan A isright
on track.

| remember how Plan A ended. The Surgery program senses my distress and turns me off.

I'min Carlos Wu's'doc, in the intensive care cavity. The Surgery program prods my brain, running
me through my memories, maintaining the patterns lest they fuzz out to nothing while my brain and body
hed.

| must be terribly damaged.

Waking was sudden. My eyes popped open, and | was on my back, my nose two inches from glass.
Sunlight glared through scattered clouds. Display lights glowed above my eyebrows. | felt fine, charged
with energy.

Yegods, how long had | dept? All those dreams ... dream memories.

| tried to move. | was shrink-wrapped in eadtic. | wiggled my arm up across my chest, with
consderable effort, and up to the displays. It took me afew seconds to figure them out.

Biomasstank. nearly empty. Treatment: pages of data, horrifying ... terminated, successful. Date:
Ohmygod. Four months! | was out for four months and el even days!

| typed, Open:

The dark glasslid retracted, sunlight flared, and | shut my eyestight. After awhilel pulled mysdlf
over therim of theintensive care cavity and rolled out.

My balance was al wrong. | landed like alumpy sack, on sand, and managed not to yell or swesr.
Who might hear? Sat up, squinting painfully, and looked around.

| was ill ontheidand.

It was weathered cord, nearly symmetrica, with a central pesk. The air was sparkling clear, and the
ocean went on forever, with another pair of tiny idandsjust touching the horizon.

| was stark naked and white as a bone, in the glare of ayellow-white dwarf sun. The air was sty
and thick with organic life, ssalife.

Where was everybody?

| tried to stand, wobbled, gave it up, and crawled around into the shadow of the 'doc. | till felt an
amazing sense of well-being, asif | could solve anything the universe could throw at me.

During moments of half wakefulness 1'd somehow worked out where | must be. Here it stood, half
coffin and half chemical lab, massive and abandoned on the narrow black sand beach. A vulnerable place
to leave such avauable thing, but thiswas where I'd last seenit, ready to be loaded into the boat.

Sunlight could damage me in minutes, kill mein hours, but Carlos Wu's wonderful ‘doc was no
ordinary mall autodoctor. It was state of the art, smarter than me in some respects. It would cure
anything the sun could do to me.

| pulled myself to my feet and took afew steps. Ouch! The coral cut my feet. The ‘doc could cure
that, too, but it hurt.

Standing, | could see most of theidand. The center bulged up like avolcano. Fafnir cora builds aflat
idand with ashallow conerising at the center, ahousing for asymbiote, the lamplighter. I'd hovered the
lander above the cone while belly jets scorched out the lamplighter nest until it was big enough to hold the
lander.

Just me and the ‘doc and adead idand. I'd haveto live in the 'doc. Come out at night, like avampire.



My chance of being found must be poor if no passing boat had found me in these past four-plus months.

| climbed. The cora cut my hands and feet and knees. From the cone I'd be able to see the whole
idand.
The pit was two hundred feet across. The bottom was black and smooth and seven or eight feet

below me. Feather had set the lander to mdlt itself down dowly, radiating not much heet over many
hours. Severd inches of rainwater now covered the dag, and something sprawled in the muck.

[t might beaman ... atall man, possibly raised in low gravity. Too tall to be Carlos. Or Sharrol, or
Feather, and who was left?

I jJumped down. Landed clumsily on the smooth dag and splashed full length in the water. Picked
mysdf up, unhurt.

My toes could fedl an oblong texture, lines and ridges, the shapes within the lander that wouldn't melt.
Police could determine what this thing had been if they ever looked; but why would they 1ook?

Thewater felt good on my burned feet. And on my skin. | was aready burned. Albinos can't take
ydlow dwarf sunlight.

A corpse was no surprise, given what | remembered. | looked it over. It had been wearing local
clothing for aman: boots, loose pantswith aropetie, ajacket encrusted with pockets. The jacket was
pierced with a great ragged hole front and back. That could only have been made by Feather's horrible
ARM wegpon. Thisclose, the head ... I'd thought it must be under the water, but there was no head it dl.
There were clean white bones, and a neck vertebra cut smoothly in half.

| was hyperventilating. Dizzy. | sat down next to the skeleton so that | wouldn't fall.

These long bones looked more than four months dead. Y ears, decades ... wait, now. Wed scorched
the net, but there would be lamplighter soldierseft outside. They would have swarmed down and
stripped the bones.

| found | wastrying to push my back through awall of fused cora. My empty stomach heaved. This
was much worse than anything I'd imagined. | knew who thiswas.

Sunlight burned my back. My eyeswere going wonky in the glare. Timewas not on my side: | was
going to be much sicker much quicker than | liked.

I made myself pull the boots loose, shook the bones out, and put them on. They were too big.

Thejacket wasasailor's surviva jacket, locd style. The shoulderslooked padded: shoulder floats.
The front and sides had been all pockets, well stuffed, but front and back had been tom to confetti.

| stripped it off him and began searching pockets.

No wallet, no ID. Tissue pack. The shrapne remains of ahand computer. Several pockets were
sedled: emergency gear, stuff you wouldn't want to open by accident; and some of those had survived.

A knife of exquisite sharpnessin abuilt-in holster. Pocket torch. A ration brick. | bit into the brick
and chewed while | searched. Mag specs, one lens shattered, but | put them on anyway. Without dark
glasses my pink abino eyeswould go blind.

Sun block spray, unharmed: good. A pill dispenser, broken, but in apocket ill airtight. Better!
Tannin secretion pilld

The boots were shrinking, adapting to my feet. It fdt friendly, reassuring. My most intimate friends on
thisidand.

| was till dizzy. Better |et the 'doc take care of me now; take the pills afterward. | shook broken ribs
out of the jacket. Shook the pants empty. Balled the clothing and tossed it out of the hole. Tried to follow
it.



My fingerswouldn't reach therim.

"After dl this, what astupid way to die," | said to the memory of Sharrol Janss. "What do | do now?
Build aladder out of bones?’ If | got out of thishole, I'd think it through before | ever did anything.

| kndlt; | yelled and jumped. My fingers, palms, forearms gripped rough cord. | pulled mys&lf out and
lay panting, sweeting, bleeding, crying.

I limped back to the 'doc, wearing boots now, holding the suit spread above me for aparasol. | was
feverish with sunburn.

| couldn't take bootsinto the ICC. Wait. Think. Wind? Waves?| tied the clothesin abundle around
the boots, and set it on the 'doc next to the faceplate. | climbed into the intensive care cavity and pulled
thelid down.

Sharrol would wait an hour longer, if shewas Hill dive. And the kids. And Carlos.
| did not expect to fall adeep.

Adeep, feverish with sunburn. The Surgery program tickles blocks of nerves, playsmelikea
complex toy. Inmy deep | fed raging thirst, hear athunderclap, taste cinnamon or coffee, clencha
phantom fis.

My skin wakes. Piloerection runsin ripples dong my body, then auniversal tickle, then pressure ...
like that feather-crested snakeskin Sharrol put meinto for Carloss party ...

Sharrol, diding into her own rainbow-scaled bodysuit, stopped halfway. ™Y ou don't reglly want to do
this, do you?"

"I'll tough it out. How do | look?" I'd never developed the least sense of flatlander style. Sharrol
picked my clothes.

"Haf man, hdf snake," shesad. "Me?!

"Likethis snakesfitting mate." Shedidn't really. No flatlander is as supple asacrashlander. Raised in
Earth's gravity, Sharrol was afoot shorter than |, and weighed the same as | did. Stocky.

The gpartment was already in child mode: rounded surfaces everywhere, and all storage was locked
or raised to eyebd| height (mine). Tanyawasfive and Louiswas four and both were agile as monkeys. |
scanned for anything that might be dangerous within their reach. Louis stared at us, solemn, awed. Tanya
giggled. We must have looked odder than usud, though given flatlander stylesit'sawonder that any kid
can recognize its parents. Why do they change their hair and skin color so often? When we hugged them
goodbye, Tanyamade agame of tugging my hair out of shape and watching it flow back into afeathery
crest. We set them down and turned on the Playmate program.

The lobby transfer booth jumped us three time zones east. We stepped out into avestibule, facing an
arc of picturewindow. A flock of rainbow-hued fish panicked at the awful sght and flicked away. A
huge fish passed in someinterna dream.

For aningant | felt theweight of al thosetons of water.
| looked to see how Sharrol wastaking it. She was smiling, admiring.
"Carloslives near the Great Barrier Reef, you said. You didn't say helivedinit.”

"Itsagreat privilege," Sharrol told me. "I spent my first thirty years under water, but not on the Resf.
The Reef'stoo fragile. The UN protectsit.”

"You never told methat!"



She grinned a my surprise. "My dad had alobster ranch near Boston . Later | worked for the
Epcot-Atlantis police. The ecology isn't so fragile there, but -- Bey, | should take you there.”

| said, "Maybeit'swhy wethink aike. | grew up underground. Y ou can't build aboveground on We
Madelt."

"Y ou told me. Thewinds."
"Sharral, thisian't like Carlos."

Sheld known Carlos Wu years longer than | had. " Carlos gets an ideaand he follows it asfar asit'll
go. | don't know what he's onto now. Maybe he's ways wanted to share me with you. And he brought
adate for, um--"

"Ever met her?"

"-- balance. No, Carloswon't even talk about Feather Filip. He just smiles mysterioudy. Maybeiit's
love"

The children! Protect the children! Where are the children? The Surgeon must betickling my adrend
glands. I'm not awake, but I'm frantic, and a bit randy too. Then the sensations ease off. The Playmate
program. It guards them and teaches them and plays with them. They'll befine. Can't takethemto
Carlossplace ... not tonight.

Sharrol was their mother and Carlos Wu had been their father. Earth's Fertility Board won't let an
abino have children. Carloss gene pattern they judge perfect; he's one of a hundred and twenty
flatlanderswho carry an unlimited birthright.

A man can love any child. That's hard-wired into the brain. A man can raise another man's children.
And accept their father asafriend ... but theresabarrier. That'swired in, too.

Sharrol knows. She'safraid I'll turn prickly and uncivilized. And Carlos knows. Sowhy ...?

Tonight was billed as afoursome, sex and tapas. That was adeveloping custom: dinner strung out as
asequence of small dishes between bouts of recreationd sex. Something inherited from the ancient
Greeksor Italians, maybe. There's something lovers gain from feeding each other.

Feather --

The memory blurs. | wasn't afraid of her then, but | am now. When | remember Feather, the Surgeon
puts me to deep.

But the children! I've got to remember. We were down. Sharrol was out of the 'doc, but we |eft
Louis and Tanyafrozen. Wefloated their box into the boat. Feather and | disengaged thelift plate and
did it under the ‘doc. Benegth that lumpy jacket she moved like atigress. She spoke my name; | turned

Feather.

Carloss deepfield enclosed most of the bedroom. HE'd hosted bigger parties than thisin here.
Tonight we were down to four, and afloating chaos of dishes Carlos said were Mexican.

"She'san ARM," Carlos said.

Feather Filip and | were sharing atamale too spicy for Sharrol. Feather caught me staring and grinned
back. An ARM?

I'd expected Feather to be striking. She wasn't exactly beautiful. She was strong: lean, amost gaunt,
with prominent tendonsin her neck, lumpsflexing at the corners of her jaws. Y ou don't get strength like
that without training inillegd martid arts.



The Amagamated Regiond Militiaisthe United Nations police, and the United Nationstook a
powerful interest in Carlos Wu. What was she, Carlos's bodyguard? Was that how they'd met?

But whenever one of us spoke of the ARM that afternoon, Feather changed the subject.

I'd have thought Carlos would orchestrate our deepfield dance. Certified geniusthat heis, would he
not be superb at that, too? But Feather had her own ideas, and Carlos et her lead. Her lovemaking was
aggressive and acrobatic. | felt her strength that afternoon. And my own lack, raised as| wasin the lower
gravity of We Made It.

And three hours passed in that fashion, while the wonderful colors of the reef darkened to
light-amplified night.

And then Feather reached far out of thefield, limber asasnake ... reached insde her backpurse, and
fiddled, and frowned, and rolled back and said, "We're shielded.”

Calossad, "They'll know."

"They know me," Feather said, "They're thinking that | let them use their monitors because I'm
showing off, but now were going to try something alittle kinky. Or maybe I'm just putting them on. I've
doneit before --"

"“Then --"

"Find aglitchso | can block their gear with something new. Then they fix it. They'll fix thisonetoo,
but not tonight. It'sjust Feather coming down after along week."

Carlos accepted that. "Stet. Sharrol, Beowulf, do you want to leave Earth? We'd be traveling asa
group, Louisand Tanyaand thefour of us. Thisisfor keegps."

Sharrol said, "l can't." Carlos knew that.

Hesad, "You canridein cold degp. Homés rotation period isfifty minutes shorter than Earth's.
Massthe same, air about the same. Tectonic activity ishigher, soit'll smell like therésjust atrace of
smog --"

"Carlos, we taked this to death afew years ago." Sharrol was annoyed. "Sure, | could live on Home.
| don't like the notion of flying from world to world like a, acorpse, but I'd do it. But the UN doesn't
want me emigrating, and Home won't take flat phobes!”

Theflatlander phobiais abone-deep dread of being cut off from Earth. Fear of flying and/or fdlingis
an extreme case, but no flat phobe can travel in space. Y ou find few flat phobes off Earth; in fact,
Earthborn are called flatlanders no matter how well they adjust to life elsewhere.

But Feather was grinning at Sharrol. "We go by way of Fafnir. Well get to Home as Shashters.
Home has dready approved usfor immigration --"

"Under the name Graynor. Wereal married,” Carlos amplified.
| said, "Carlos, you've been off Earth. Y ou were on Jinx for ayear.”

"Yeah. Bey, Sgmund Ausfdler and hisgnomes never logt track of me. The United Nations thinks
they own my genes. I'm supervised wherever | go.”

But they keep you in luxury, | thought. And the grassis dways greener. And Feather had her own
complaint. "What do you know about the ARM?" she asked us.

"Weligento thevid," Sharrol said.

"Sharrol, dear, we vet that stuff. The ARM decides what you don't get to know about us. Most of us
take psychoactive chemicalsto kegp usin a properly paranoid mind frame during working hours. We
stay that way four days, then go sanefor the weekend. If it's making ustoo crazy, they retire us.”

Feather was nervous and trying to restrain it, but now hard-edged musclesflexed, and her elbows



and kneeswere pulling in protectively against her torso. "But some of us are born thisway. We go off
chemicals when we go to work. The 'doc doses us back to sanity Thursday afternoon. I've been an
ARM schiz for thirty-five years. They're ready to retire me, but they'd never let me go to some other
world, knowing what | know. And they don't want a schiz making babies.”

| didn't say that | could seetheir point. | looked at Sharrol and saw hopein the set of her mouith,
ready to smile but holding off. We were being brought into these plansway late. Rising hackles had
pulled meright out of any postcoital glow.

Feather told me, "They'll never let you go ether, Beowulf."
And that was nonsense. "Feather, 1've been off Earth three times since | got here."

"Dont try for four. Y ou know too much. Y ou know about the Core explosion, and diplomatic
mattersinvolving dien races--"

"I'veleft Earth since --"

"-- and Julian Forward'swork." She gave it adramatic pause. "Well have some advanced weaponry
out of that. Wewould not want the kzinti to know about that, or the trinocs, or certain human domains.
That last trip, do you know how much talking you did while you were on Gummidgy and Jnx?You'rea
friendly, talkative guy with great stories, Beowulf!"

| shrugged. " So why trust me with this? Why didn't you and Carlosjust go?'
She gestured at Carlos. He grinned and said, "'l ingsted.”

"And we need apilot,” Feather said. "That's you, Beowulf. But | can bust usloose. I've set up
something nobody but an ARM would ever dream of."

Shetold us about it.

To thekzinti the world was only anumber. Kzinti don't like ocean sports. The continent was Shaght,
‘Burrowing Murder." Shasht was nearly lifeless, but the air was bresthable and the mines were vauable.
Thekzinti had dredged up megatons of sea bottom to fertilize a hunting jungle, and they got asfar as
seeding and planting before the Fourth Man-Kzin War.

After thewar humankind took Shasht as reparations, and named the world Fafnir.

On Fafnir, Feather'sinvedtigations found afamily of six: two men, two women, two children. The
Graynors were ready to emigrate. Local law would cause them to leave most of their wealth behind; but
then they'd lost most of it dready backing somekind of recreationa facilities on the continent.

"I've recorded them twice. The Graynorsl| find funding waiting for them at Wunderland. They won't
talk. The other Graynor family will emigrate to Home --"

"That's us?'

Feather nodded. Carlos said, "But if you and the kidswon't come, Feather'll have to find someone
dx"

| said, "Carlos, you'll be watched. | don't suppose Feather can protect you from that.”
"No. Feather's taken amuch bigger risk --"

"They'll never missit." Sheturned tome. "I got hold of alittle tedth lander, Fourth War vintage, with
acold deep box in back for you, Sharrol. Well take that down to Fafnir. I've got an inflatable boat to
take us to the Shasht North spaceport, and well get to Home on an Outbound Enterprisesicdiner.
Sharrol, you'll board the liner dready frozen; | know how to bypassthat stage." Feather was excited
now. She gripped my arm and said, "We have to go get the lander, Beowulf. It'son Mars."

Sharrol said, "Tanyasaflat phobetoo.”



Feather'sfingers closed with bruising force. | sensed that the lady didn't like seeing her plans dtered.

"Wait one," Carlos said. "We can fix that. Were taking my 'doc, aren't we? It wouldn't be plausible,
let doneintdligent, for Carlos Wu to go on vacation without his'doc. Feather, how big isthelander's
freezebox?"

"Yeah. Right. It'll hold Tanya... better yet, both children. Sharrol can ridein your ‘doc.”
Wetaked it around. When we were satisfied, we went home.

Three days out, three days returning, and aweek on Marswhilethe ARM team played with the
spacecraft Boy George. It had to be Feather and me. | would familiarize myself with Boy George,
Feather would supervisethe ARM crews... and neither of uswere flat phobes.

| bought adime disk, atourist'sguide to Fafnir system, and | studied it.

Kzinti and human planetologists cal Fafnir atypica water world in asystem older than Sol. The
system didn't actually retain much more water than Earth did; that isn't the problem. But the coreislow in
radioactives. Thelithosphereisthick: no continental drift here. Shallow oceans cover 93 percent of the
planet. The oceans seethe with life, five billion years evolved, twice as old as Earth's.

And wherethethick crust cracked in early days, magma oozed through to build theworld's single
continent. Today awandering line of volcanoes and bare rock stretches from the south pole nearly to the
north. The continent's mass has been growing for billions of years.

On the opposite face of alopsided planet, the ocean has grown shdlow. Fafnir'slife presently
discovered the advantages of coral building. That side of the world is covered with tens of thousands of
coral idands. Some stand up to twenty meterstdl: relics of a degper ocean.

Theminesare al on Shasht. So dlso are dl the industry, both spaceports, and the seat of government.
But thelife -- recreation, housing, families-- isal on theidands.

Finding the old lander had indeed been a stroke of luck. It was an identica backup for the craft that
set Sinbad Jabar down on Meerowsk in the Fourth War, where he invaded the harem of the Patriarch's
Voice. The disgrace caused the balance of power among the local kzinti to become unstable. The human
aliance took Meerowsk and renamed the planet, and it was Jabar's Prize until alater, pacifistic
generation took power. Jabar's skin is displayed there ill.

Somehow Feather had convinced the ARMsthat (1) thistwin of Jabar's lander was wanted for the
Smithsonian Luna, and (2) the Belt peopleswould raise hell if they knew it wasto be removed from
Mars. The project must be absolutely secret.

Ultimately the ARM crews grew tired of Feather's supervision, or €lse her company. Rapidly after
that, Feather grew tired of watching me read. "Well only be on Fafnir two days, Beowulf. What are you
learning? It'sadull, dull, dull place. All theland lifeis Earth imports --"

"Their lifestyle is strange, Feather. They travel by transfer booths and dirigible balloons and boats,
and amost nothing in between. A very laid-back society. Nobody's expected to be anywhere on time --"

"Nobody's watching us here. Y ou don't have to play tourist.”
"l know." If the ARM had Boy George bugged ... but Feather would have thought of that.

Our ship wasin the hands of ARM engineers, and that made for tenson. But we were getting on each
other's nerves. Not agood sign, with athree-week flight facing us.

Feather said, "Y ou're not playing. You are atourist!"
| admitted it. "And thefirst law of tourism is: read everything." But | switched the screen off and said,



in the spirit of compromise, "All right. Show me. What isthereto see on Mars?'
She hated to admit it. "Nothing."

Weleft Marswith thelittle stedlth lander in the fue tank. The ARM was doing thingsthe ARM didn't
know about. And | continued reading ...

Fafnir's twenty-two-hour day has encouraged an active life. Couch potatoes court insomnia it'seasier
to deepif you'retired. But hurrying is something else. There are transfer booths, of course. Y ou can
jump ingtantly from ahome on some cora extrusion to the bare rock of Shasht ... and buy yourself an
eleven-hour timelag.

Nobody'sin ahurry to go home. They go by dirigible. Ultimately the floatliner companies wised up
and began sdlling round-trip tickets for the same price as one-way.

"I do know dl this, Beowulf."
"Mph? Oh, good."

"So what'sthe plan?' Feather asked. "Find an idand with nothing near it and put down, right? Get out
and dance around on the sand while we blow the boat up and load it and go. How do we hide the
lander?'

"Snkit.”

"Read about lamplighters,” shesaid, so | did.

After the war and the settlement, UN advance forces landed on Shasht, took over the kzinti
structures, then began to explore. Hafway around the planet were myriads of little round cora idands,
each with alittle peak at the center. At night the peaks glowed with asteady ydlow light. Larger idands

were chains of pesks, each with itsyelow glow in the cup. Lamplighters were named before anyone
knew what they were.

Close up ... well, they've been cdled piranha ant nests. The bioluminescence attracts scores of
varieties of flying fish. Or, lured or just logt, aswimming thing may beach itsdlf, and then the lamplighter
horde flows down to the beach and cleansit to the bones.

Y ou can't build ahome or beach aboat until the nest has been burned out. Then you have to wait
another twelve daysfor the soldiers caught outside the nest to die. Then cover the nest. Useit for a
basement, put your house on it. Otherwise the seamay carry aqueen to you, to use the nest again.

"You're ahead of meonthis" | admitted. "What hasthislander got for belly rockets?*

"Y our basic hydrogen and oxygen," Feather said. "High heat and awater-vapor exhaust. Well burn
the nest out."

"Good."

Y o! Boy, when Carloss 'doc is finished with you, you know it!
Open.

The sky was a brilliant sprawl of stars, some of them moving-spacecraft, weather eyes, the whed --
and asingle lopsided moon. The idand was shadow-teeth cutting into the starscape. | did out carefully,
into ablacknesslike the insde of my empty belly, and yelled as| dropped into seawater.

The water was hip deep, with no current to spesk of. | wasn't going to drown, or be washed away,
or lost. Fafnir's moon was alittle one, close in. Tideswould be shalow.

Still I'd been lucky: | could have wakened under water.



How did people fed about nudity here? But my bundle of clothes hadn't washed away. Now the
boots clasped my feet like old friends. The deeves of the dead man's survival jacket tailed way past my
hands until | rolled them up, and of course the front and back were in shreds. The pants were better: too
big, but with elastic ankle bandsthat | just pulled up to my knees. | swallowed atannin secretion dose. |
couldn't have donethat earlier. The ‘doc would have read the abino genein my DNA and "cured” me of
an imposed tendency to tan.

There was nothing on al of Fafnir like Carloss'doc. I'd haveto hideit before | could ever think
about rescue.

"Our medica equipment,” Carlos had called it; and Feather had answered, "Hardly ours.”
Carloswas patient. "It'sdl weve got, Feather. Let me show you how to useit. Firgt, the diagnostics

The thing was as massve as the inflatable boat that would carry usto Shasht. Carlos had a gravity lift
to shove under it. Theintensive care cavity wastailored just for Carlos Wu, naturaly, but any of us could
be served by the tethers and deeves and hypo-tipped tubes and readouts a ong one whole face of the
thing: the servicewall.

"These hookups do your diagnostics and set the chemical feeds going. Feather, it'll rebalance body
chemidiry, in case | ever go schiz or someone poisons me or something. 1've reprogrammed it to take
care of youtoo.” | don't think Carlos noticed the way Feather looked at it, and him.

"Now the cavity. It'sfor the most seriousinjuries, but I've reprogrammed it for you, Sharrol my dear

"Butit'sexactly Carlosssize," Feather told us pointedly. "The UN thinksalot of Carlos. We can't
useit.”

Sharrol said, "It looks small. | don't mean the |C cavity. | can get into that. But there's not much room
for transplantsin that storage space.”

"Oh, no. Thisis advanced stuff. | had ahand in the design. One day well be able to use these
techniques with everyone." Carlos patted the mongter. "There's nothing in here in the way of cloned
organs and such. Therésthe Surgery program, and areservoir of organic soup, and agoogol of
sdf-replicating machines afew hundred atomslong. If | lost aleg or an eye, they'd turn me off and
rebuild it onto me. Theréseven ... here, pay atention. Y ou feed the organics reservoir through here, so
the machine doesn't run out of materia. Y ou could even feed it Fafnir fish if you can catch them, but
they're metd-deficient ..."

When he had us thoroughly familiar with the beast, he helped Sharral into the cavity, waited to be
sure she was hooked up, and closed it. That made me nervous as hell. She climbed out aday later
claming that she hadn't felt athing, wasn't hungry, didn't even have to use the bathroom.

The 'doc was massive. | had to redlly heave againgt it to get it moving, and then it wanted to move
aong the shore. | forced it to turn inland. The proper placeto hideit wasin the lamplighter nest, of
course.

| was gasping like death itsdlf, and the daylight had almost died, and | just couldn't push that mass
uphill.

| l€ft it on the beach. Maybe there was an answer. Let my hindbrain toy with it for awhile,

| trudged across sand to rough coral and kept walking to the peak. We'd picked the idand partly for
itsisolation. Two distant yellow lights, eastward, marked two idands I'd noted earlier. | ran my mag



specs (the side that worked) up to 20X and scanned the whole horizon, and found nothing but the twin
lamplighter glows.

And nothing to do but wait.

| sat with my back againgt thelip of the dead lamplighter pit. | pictured her: shelooked serious, a
touch worried, under afeather crest and undyed skin: pink shading to brown, an Anglo tanned asif by
Fafnir's yellow-white sun.

| said, "Sharrol."

Like the dead she had dept, her face dack beneath the faceplate, like Sleeping Beauty. I'd taken to
talking to her, wondering if some part of her heard. I'd never had the chance to ask.

"l never wondered why you loved me. Egoti<t, | am. But you must have looked like me when you
were younger. Thirty years underwater, no sunlight. Y our uncles, your father, they must have looked alot
like me. Maybe even with white hair. How old are you? | never asked."

Her memory looked at me.

"Tan] that. Where are you? Where are Tanyaand Louis? Where's Carlos? What happened after |
was shot?'

Faint smile, shrug of eyebrows.

"Y ou spent three weeks unconscious in the ICC followed by ten minutes on your feet. Wrong gravity,
wrong ar mix, wrong smells. We hit you with everything it might take to knock aflat phobe spinning.
Then blam and your love interest islying on the sand with a hole through him.

"Maybeyou tried to kill her. | don't think you'd give her much trouble, but maybe Feather would kill
you anyway. Sheld ill havethekids..."

| dammed my fist on cordl. "What did she want? That crazy woman. | never hurt her at dl.”

Taking to Sharrol: Lifeless as she was, maybe it wasn't quite as crazy astaking to mysdf. | couldn't
talk to the others. They -- Y ou remember that night we planned it al? Feather was lucid then.
Comparatively. We were there for her as people. On thetrip to Mars shewas alot wilder. Shewasa
hell of an activelover, but | never redly got thefedling that | wastherefor her."

We never talked about each other'slovers. Intruth, it was easier to say these thingsto Sharrol when
shewasn't here.

"But most of the way to Fafnir, Feather wasfine. But she wasn't deeping with me. Just Carlos. She
could hold a conversation, no problem there, but | was randy, love, and frustrated. She liked that. |
caught alook when Carloswasn't looking. So | didn't want to talk to her. And she was always up against
Carlos, and Carlos, he was a bit embarrassed abouit it al. We talked about plans, but for anything
persona therewas just you. Sleeping Beauty."

The night waswarm and clear. By convention, boats would show any color except lamplighter
yelow. | couldn't miss seeing aboat's lights.

"Then, fifteen hours out from the drop point, that night | found her floating in my deeping plates. |
suppose | could have sent her to her own room, | mean it was within the laws of physics, but | didn't. |
acted like conversation was the last thing I'd be interested in. But so did Festher.

"And the next morning it was al business, and afrantic busnessit was. We cameinin devious
fashion, and got off behind the moon. Boy George went on aone, decelerating. Passed too closeto an
ARM base on Claim 226 that even Feather wasn't supposed to know about. Turned around and
accelerated away in clear and obviousterror, heading off in the genera direction of Hrooshpith --
pithtcha -- of another of those used-to-be-kzinti systemswhere they've never got the population records
dtraightened out. No doubt the ARM iswaiting for usthere.



"And of course you missed theride down ... but my point isthat nothing ever got said.

"Okay. Thiswhole scheme was schemed by Feather, carried through by Feather. It --" | stared into
the black night. "Oh." | redly should have seen this earlier. Why did Feether need Carlos?

Through the ARM spy net Feather Filip had found afamily of sx Shashtersready to emigrate. Why
not look for one or two? Where Carlos ingsted on taking his children and Sharrol and me, another man
might be more reasonable.

" She doesn't just want to be clear of Sol system. Doesn't just want to make babies. She wants
Carlos. Carlos of the perfect genes. Hah! Carlosfinaly saw it. Maybe shetold him. He must have let her
know he didn't want children by an ARM schiz. Angry and randy, shetook it out on me, and then ..."

Then?

With my eyes open to the dark, entranced, | remembered that find night. Y ellow lights sprinkled on a
black ocean. Some are the wrong color, too bright, too blue. Avoid those.

They're houses. Pick onefar from the rest. Hover. Organic matter burns lamplighter yellow below the
drive flame, then fades. | sink usin, an egg in an egg cup. Feather blasts the roof |oose and we crawl out

We hadn't wanted to use artificid lights. When dawn gave us enough light, we inflated the boat.
Feather and Carlos used the gravity lift to settle the freezebox in the boat. They were arguing in whispers.
| didn't want to hear that, | thought.

| turned off the doc's"Maintenance" sequence. A minute later Sharrol sat up, aflat phobe wakened
suddenly on an dienworld. Sniffed the air. Kissed me and let melift her out, heavy in Fafnir's gravity. |
st her on the sand. Her nerve seemed to be holding. Feather had procured loca clothing; | pushed the
bundleinto her ams.

Feather came toward me towing the gravity lift. She looked shapeless, with bulging pocketsfore and
aft. We did thelift into place, and | pushed the 'doc toward Carlos and the boat. Feather caled my
name. | turned. Blam. Agony and scrambled senses, but | saw Carloslegp for the boat, reflexeslikea
jackrabhbit. My head hit the black sand.

Then?

""She wanted hostages. Our children, but Carlos's children. They're frozen, they won't give her any
trouble. But me, why would she need me? Killing melets Carlos know she meansit. Maybe | told too
many stories. maybe she thinks I'm dangerous. Maybe --"

For aningtant | saw just how superfluous| was, from Feather Filip's psychotic viewpoint. Feather
wanted Carlos. Carlos wanted the children. Sharrol came with the children. Beowulf Shaeffer was aong
because he waswith Sharral. If Feather shot Beowulf, how much would Carlos mind? Blam.

Presently | said, "She shot me to prove shewould. But it looked to melike Carlosjust ran. There
weren't any wegponsin the boat, weld only just inflated it. All he could do was start it and go. That takes
--" When | thought about it, it was actualy agood move. Hed gotten away with himsdf and Tanyaand
Louis, with both hostages. Protect them now, negotiate |ater.

And held left Feather in akilling rage, with that horrible tube and oneliving target. | stopped talking to
Sharrol then, because it seemed to me she must be dead.

No! "Feather had you. She had to have you." It could happen. It could. "What else can she threaten
Carloswith? She hasto keep you dive." | tried to believeit. " She certainly didn't kill you inthe first
minute. Somebody had to put mein the 'doc. Feather had no interest in doing that."

But she had no interest in letting Sharrol do that either. "Tanj dammit! Why did Feather let you put me
inthe'doc? Sheeven let you ..." What about the biomass reserve?



My damaged body must have needed some magjor restructuring. The biomass reserve had been
feeding Sharrol, and doing incidental repairs on usal, for the entire three-week trip. Healing me would
take another .. fifty kilograms? More?" She must have let you fill the biomassreservewith ..." Fish?

Feather showing Carlos how reasonable she could be ... too reasonable. It felt wrong, wrong. "The
other body, the headless one. Why not just push that in the hopper? So much easier. Unless --"

Unless material was even closer a hand.

| felt no sudden inspiration. It was amaiter of making mysalf believe. | tried to remember Sharral ...
pulling her clothes on quickly, shivering and dancing on the sand, in the chilly dawn breeze. Hands
brushing back through her hair, hair half grown out. A tiny grimace for the way the surviva jacket made
her 1ook, bulges everywhere. Patting pockets, opening some of them.

The 'doc had snapped her out of athree week deep. Like me: awake, dert, ready.

It didn't go away, theanswer. It just ... | fill didn't know where Sharrol was, or Carlos, or the
children. What if | was wrong? Festher had mapped my route to Home, every step of theway. | knew
exactly where Feather was now, if aline of logic could point my way. But -- one wrong assumption, and
Feather Filip could pop up behind my ear.

I could make mysdlf safer, and Sharrol too, if | mapped out a wont-case scenario.

Feather's Plan B: Kill Shaeffer. Take the rest prisoners, to impose her will on Carlos... but Carlos
fleeswith the boat. So, Plan B-1: Feather holds Sharrol a gunpoint. (Alive.) Some days later she waves
down aboat. Blam, and a stolen boat sails toward Shasht. Or stops to stow Sharrol somewhere, maybe
on another cora idand, maybe imprisoned insde a plastic tent with alive lamplighter horde prowling
outside.

And Carlos? He's had four months, now, to find Sharrol and Feather. HE's agenius, ask anyone.
And Feather wantsto get in touch ... unless she's given up on Carlos, decided to kill him.

If I could trace Carloss path, | would find Louis and Tanya and even Sharral.

Carlos Plan B-1 follows Plan A as origindly conceived by Feather. The kids would be stowed
aboard theicdiner asif dready registered. Carlos would register and be frozen. Feather could follow him
to Home ... maybe on the same ship, if she hustled. But --

No way could Feather get hersdlf frozen with agun in her hand. That would be the moment to take
her, coming out of freeze on Home.

There, | had atarget. On Shasht they could tell me who had boarded the Zombie Queen for Home.
What did | haveto do to get to Shasht?

"Feed mysdlf, that's easy. Collect rainwater too. Get off theidand ..." That, at least, was not apuzzle.
| couldn't build araft. | couldn't swim to another idand. But asailor lost at seawill dieif cast ashore;
therefore, loca tradition decrees that he must be rescued.

"Collect some money. Get to Shasht. Hide mysdlf.” Whatever else was|ost to me, to us -- whoever
had died, whoever il lived -- there was till the mission, and that wasto be free of the United Nations
and Earth.

And Carlos Wu's 'doc would finger me instantly. It was advanced nanotechnology: it screamed its
Earthly origin. It might be the most vauable item on Fafnir, and | had no wedth at al, and | was going to
have to abandon it.

Come daylight, | moved the'doc. | still wanted to hideit in the lamplighter nest. The gravity lift would
lift it but not push it uphill. But | solvediit.

Oneof the secrets of life: know when and what to give up.



| waited for low tide and then pushed it out to sea, and turned off the lift. The water came amost to
the faceplate. Seven hourslater it didn't show at dl. And the next emergency might kill me unlessit
happened at low tide.

The nights were as warm as the days. Asthe tourist materia had promised, it rained just before
dawn. | set up my pantsto funnel rainwater into ahole | had chopped in the cord.

The tour guide had told me how to feed mysdlf. It isn't that rare for alamplighter nest to die. Sooner
or later an unlit idand will be discovered by any of severd species of swimming things. Someridethe
waves at night and spawn in the sand.

| spent the second night running through the shallows and scooping up sunbunniesin my jacket.
Bigger flying fish came gliding off the crests of the breskers. They wanted the sunbunnies. Three or four
wanted me, but | was able to dodge. One | had to gut in midair.

The tour guide hadn't told me how to clean sunbunnies. | had to fake that. | poached themin
seawater, using my pocket torch on high; and | ate until | was bloated. | fed more of them into the
biomassreservair.

With some distaste, | fed those long human bonesin too. Fafnir fish meat was deficient in metals.
Ultimatdly that might kill me; but the ‘doc could compensate for atime.

There was nothing to build a boat with. The burnt-out lamplighter nest didn't show by daylight, so any
passing boat would be afraid to rescue me. | thought of swvimming; | thought of riding away on the gravity
lift, wherever the wind might carry me. But | couldn't feed myself at sea, and how could | approach
another idand?

On the fourth evening agreat winged shape passed over the idand, then dived into the sea. Later |
heard a dapping sound as that flyer and a companion kicked themselves free of the water, soared,
passed over the crater and settled into it. They made agreat deal of noise. Presently the big one glided
down to the water and was gone.

At dawn | fed mysdlf again, on the clutch of eggsthat had been laid in the body of the smaller flyer:
male or female, whichever. The dime disk hadn't told me about this creature. A pity | wouldn't have the
chanceto writeit up.

At just past sunset on the eighth night | saw alight flicker blue-green-red.
My mag specs showed a boat that wasn't moving.

| fired aflare Sraight up, and watched it burn blue-white for twenty minutes. | fired another at
midnight. Then | stuffed my boots partway into my biggest pockets, inflated my shoulder floats, and
walked into the seauntil | had to swim.

| couldn't see the boat with my eyesthis closeto water levd. | fired another flare before dawn. One
of those had to catch someone awake ... and if not, | had three more. | kept swvimming.

It was peaceful asadream. Fafnir's ecology is very old, evolved on aplacid world not proneto
drifting continents and ice ages, where earthquakes and vol canoes know their place.

The sea had teeth, of course, but the carnivores were specialized; they knew the sounds of their prey.
There were afew terrifying exceptions. Reason and |ogic weren't enough to wash out those memories,
holograms of creatures the match for any white shark.

| grew tired fast. The air felt warm enough, the water did too, but it was leeching the heat from my
flesh and bones. | kept swvimming.

A rescuer should have no way of knowing that | had been on anidand. The farther | could get, the
better. | did not want arescuer to find Carlos Wu's 'doc.



At first | saw nothing more of the boat than the great white wings of itssails. | set the pocket torch on
wide focus and high power, to compete with what was now broad daylight, and poured vivid green light
onthesals.

And | waited for it to turn toward me, but for along timeit didn't. It camein azigzag motion, aimed
by thewind, never straight at me. It took forever to pull dongside.

A woman with fluffy golden hair studied me in some curiosity, then stripped in two quick motions and
divedin.
| was numb with cold, hardly capable of wiggling afinger. Thiswas the worst moment, and | couldn't

muster the strength to appreciaeit. | passvely let the woman noose me under the armpits, watched the
man lift me aboard, utterly unable to protect myself.

Feather could have killed me before the 'doc released me. Why wait? I'd worked out what must have
happened to her; it was dmost plausible; but | couldn't shake the notion that Feather was waiting above
me, watching me come aboard.

There was only abrawny golden man with danted brown eyes and golden hair bleached nearly as
whiteasmine. Tor, shed caled him, and she was Wil. He wrapped mein asiver bubble blanket and
pushed a bulb of something hot into my hands.

My hands shook. A cup would have splashed everything out. | got the bulb to my lips and sucked.
Strange taste, augmented with a splash of rum. The warmth went to the core of melikelifeitself.

Thewoman climbed up, dripping. She had eyeslike his, agolden tan like his. He handed her abulb.
They looked me over amiably. | tried to say something; my teeth turned into castanets. | sucked and
listened to them arguing over who and what | might be, and what could have torn up my jacket that way.

When | had my teeth under some kind of control, | said, "I'm Persia January Hebert, and I'm
eterndly inyour debt.”

Leaving al our Earthly weslth behind us was apain. Feather could help: she contrived to divert a
stream of ARM fundsto Fafnir, replacing it from Carlosswedlth.

Riiight. But Sharrol and | would be sponging off Carlos ... and maybe it wouldn't be Carlos. Feather
controlled that weelth for now, and Feather liked control. She had not said that she expected to keep
somefor herself. That bothered me. It must have bothered Carl os too, though we never found privacy to
talk about it.

| wondered how Carloswould work it. Had he known Festher Filip before he reached Jinx? | could
picture him designing something that would be usdless on Earth: say, an upgraded version of the mass
driver system that runs through the vacuum across Jinx's East Pole, replacing amore normal world's
Pinwhed launcher. Design something, copyright it on Jnx under a pseudonym, form acompany. Justin
case he ever found the meansto flee Sol system.

Me, | went to my oldest friend on Earth. Genera Products owed Elephant a consderable sum, and
Elephant -- Gregory Pelton -- owed me. He got General Productsto arrange for credit on Home and
Fafnir. Feather wouldn't have approved the breach in secrecy, but the aiens who run General Products
don't revedl secrets. We'd never even located their homeworld.

And Festher must have expected to control Carlossfunding and Carloswith it.
And Sharral ... waswith me.

Sheld trusted me. Now she was aflat phobe broke and stranded on an alien world, if she fill lived, if
she wasn't the prisoner of ahomicidal maniac. Four months, going on five. Long enough to drive her
crazy, | thought.



How could I hurry to her rescue? The word hurry was said to be forgotten on Fafnir; but perhaps1'd
thought of away.

They let me deep. When | woke there was soup. | was ravenous. We talked while we ate.

The boat was Gullfish. The owners were Wilhelmin and Toranaga, brother and sister, both recently
separated from mates and enjoying a certain freedom. Clean air, exercise, celibacy, before they returned
to the mating dance, its embarrassments and frustrations and rewards.

There was a curiousturn to their accents. | tagged it as Audtralian at firdt, then as Plateau softened by
speech training, or by ageneration or two in other company. Thiswas said to betypical of Fafnir. There
was no Fafnir accent. The planet had been settled too recently and from too many directions.

Wil finished her soup, went to alocker, and came back with ajacket. It was not quite like mine, and
new, untouched. They helped meinto it and let me fish through the pockets of my own ragged garment
before they tossed it in the locker.

They had given me my life. By Fafnir custom my response would be a gift expressng my vaue as
perceived by mysdlf ... but Wil and Tor hadn't told metheir full names. | hinted &t this; they failed to
understand. Hmm.

My dime disk hadn't spoken of this. It might be anew custom: the rescuer conceals data, so that an
impoverished rescuee need not be embarrassed. He sends no life gift instead of acheap one. But | was
guessing. | couldn't follow the vibes yet.

Asfor my own history --
"l just gave up,” | blurted. "It was so stupid. | hadn't -- hadn't tried everything at all.”
Toranagasaid, "What kind of everything were you after?”

"l lost my wife four months ago. A rogue wave-you know how waves crossing can build into a
mountain of water? It rolled our boat under. A trawler picked me up, the Triton." A civil being must be
able to name hisrescuer. Surely there must be a boat named Triton? " Ther€'s no record of anyone finding
Milcenta. | bought another boat and searched. It's been four months. | was doing more drinking than
looking lately, and three nights ago something rammed the boat. A torpedo ray, | think. | didn't sink, but
my power was out, even my lights. | got tired of it dl and just started swvimming.”

They looked at each other, then at their soup. Sympathy was there, with atrace of contempt beneath.

"Middle of the night, | was cold as the sea bottom, and it crossed my mind that maybe Mil was
rescued under another name. We aren't registered as a partnership. If Mil wasin acoma, they'd check
her retina prints--"

"Useour cdler,” Wilhdmin sad.

| thanked them. "With your permission, I'll establish some credit too. I've run mysalf broke, but
there's credit at Shasht.”

They left me donein the cabin.

The caller was set into awall in the cabin table. It was a portable -- just a projector plate and afew
keysthat would get me adisplay of virtual keysand ascreen -- but a sailor's portable, with awatertight
case and severd small cleats. | found the master program unfamiliar but user-friendly.

| set up asearch program for Milcenta Adelaide Graynor, in any combination. Milcentawas Sharrol
and Addade was Feather, as determined by their icdiner tickets and retina prints. Milcental's name
popped up at once.



| bellowed out of the hatch. "They saved her!™ Wil and Tor bolted into the cabin to read over my
shoulder.

Hand of Allah, afishing boat. Milcenta but not Adelaide! Sharrol had been picked up done. I'd been
at least half right: she'd escaped from Feather. | redlized | was crying.

And -- "Nolife gift." That wasthe other sde of it: if she sent a proper gift, the embarrassment of
needing to be rescued at sea need never become public record. We'd drilled each other on such matters.
"She must have been in bad shape.”

"Yes, if shedidn't cal You," Wilhedmin said. "And she didn't go home either?"

| told Martin Graynor's story: "We sold our home. We were on one last cruise before boarding an
iceliner. She could be anywhere by now, if she thought the wave killed me. I'll haveto check.”

| did something about money first. There was nothing aboard Gullfish that could read Persa January
Hebert'sretinaprints, but | could at least establish that money wasthere.

| tried to summon passenger records from the icdiner Zombie Queen. Thiswas disallowed. | showed
disappointment and some impatience; but of course they wouldn't be shown to Hebert. They'd be
opened to Martin Wallace Graynor.

They taught meto sall.

Gullfish was built for sails, not for people. The floors weren't flat. Ropeslay dl over every surface.
The mast stood upright through the middle of the cabin. Y ou didn't walk in, you climbed. There were no
lift plates; you dept in an odd-shaped box small enough to let you brace yoursdlf in storms.

| had to learn apeculiar dang, asif | werelearning to fly a spacecraft, and for the samereason. If a
salor hearsayél, he hasto know what is meant, instantly.

| was working hard and my body was adjusting to the shorter day. Sure| had insomnia; but nobody
deegpswell onasmall boat. Theideaisto snap awake ingantly, where any stimulus could mean trouble.
The boat was giving my body time to adjust to Fafnir.

Once | passed amirror, and froze. | barely knew myself.

That was al to the good. My skin was darkening and, despite sun block, would darken further. But
when we landed, my hair had been cut to Fafnir styles. It had grown during four monthsin the 'doc. The
‘doc had "cured” my depilation trestment: | had abeard too. When we reached civilization | would be far
too conspicuous: a pink-eyed, pae-skinned man with long, wild white hair.

My hosts hadn't said anything about my appearance. It was easy to guess what they'd thought.
They'd found aneurotic who sailed in search of hisdead wife until hislove of lifeleft him entirely.

| went to Tor in some embarrassment and asked if they had anything like a styler aboard.

They had scissors. Riiight. Wil tried to shape my hair, laughed at the result, and suggested | finish the
job at Booty Idand .

So | tried to forget the rest of the world and just sail. It was what Willhelmin and Toranagawere
doing. Oneday at atime. Idands and boats grew more common as we neared the Central 1des. Another
day for Feather to forget me, or lose me. Another day of safety for Sharrol, if Festher followed meto
her. I'd have to watch for that.

And peace would have been mine, but that my ragged vest was in alocker that wouldn't open to my
fingerprints.

Wil and Tor talked about themselves, alittle, but | till didn't know their identities. They deptina
locked cabin. | noticed also an absence. Wil was alovely woman, not unlike Sharrol hersdlf, but her



demeanor and body language showed no sign that she considered herself female, or memale, let done
that she might welcome apass.

It might mean anything, in an dien culture: that my hair style or shape of nose or skin color was
distagteful, or | didn't know theloca body language, or | lacked documentation for my gene paitern. But
| wondered if they wanted no life gift, in any sense, from aman they might have to giveto the police.

What would a police detective think of those holes? Why, held think some kinetic weapon had torn a
hole through the occupant, killing him instantly, after which someone (the killer?) had stolen the vest for
himsdf. And if Wil and Tor werethinking that way ... What | did & the cdler -- might it be saved
autometicaly?

Now there was anotion.

| borrowed the caller again. | summoned the encyclopedia and set asearch for a creature with
bondessarms. There were severd on Fafnir, dl small. | sought data on the biggest, particularly those
local to the North Coral Quadrant. There were stories ... no hard evidence.

And another day passed, and | learned that | could cook while akitchen wasrolling randomly.

At dinner that night Wil got to talking about Fafnir sealife. Sheld worked at Pacifica, which |
gathered was a kind of underwater zoo; and had | ever heard of aKdatlyno lifeform like ablind squid?

"No," | said. "Would the kzinti bring one here?'
"I wouldn't think so. The kzinti aren't surfers” Tor said, and we laughed.

Wil didn't. She said, "They meant it for the hunting jungle. On Kdat the damn things can come ashore
and drag big animals back into the ocean. But they've pretty well died out around Shasht, and we never
managed to get one for Pacifica.”

"Well," | said, and hesitated, and, "I think | was attacked by something like that. But huge. And it
wasn't around Shadht, it was where you picked me up.”

"Jan, you should report it."

"Wil, | can't. | wasfast adeep and half dead of cold, lost at seaat midnight. | woke up under water.
Something was squeezing my chest and back. | got my knife out and dashed. Siashed something
rubbery. It pulled apart. It pulled my jacket apart. If it had ripped the shoulder floatsI'd still be down
there. But | never saw athing.”

Thus are legends born.

Booty Idand is severa idands merged. | counted eight peaks coming in; there must have been more.
We had been sailing for twelve days.

Buildings sat on each of thelamplighter nests. They looked like government buildings or museums.
No two were alike. Houses were scattered across the flatlands between. A mile or so of shopping center
ran like a suspension bridge between two peaks. On Earth thiswould have been a park. Here, a center
of divilization.

A line of transfer boothsin the md|l bore the familiar flickering Pelton logo. They weredl big cargo
booths, and old. | didn't instantly see the significance.

We stopped in ahotel and used acoin caler. The system read my retina prints. Persa January
Hebert, sure enough. Wil and Tor waited while | moved some money, collected some cash and atransfer
booth card, and registered for aroom. | tried again for records of Milcenta Adelaide Graynor. Sharrol's
rescue was gtill there. Nothing for Feether.

Wil said, " Jan, she may have been recovering from ahead injury. Seeif she'stried to find you."



| couldn't be Mart Graynor while Wil and Tor were watching. The net registered no messages for Jan
Hebert. Feather didn't know that name. Sharrol did; but Sharrol thought | was dead.

Or maybe she was crazy, incapacitated. With Tor and Wil watching | tried two worst-cases.

First: executions. A public ‘doc can cure most varieties of madness. Madnessis curable, therefore
voluntary. A capital crime committed during a period of madness has carried the death pendty for seven
hundred years, on Earth and on every world | knew.

It was true on Fafnir too. But Sharrol had not been executed for any random homicide, and neither,
worse luck, had Feather.

Next: There are till centersfor the study of madness. The best known ison Jinx. On Earth there are
severd, plus one secret branch of the ARM. There was only one mental ingtitution to serve dl of Fafnir,
and that seemed to be haf empty. Neither Feather's nor Sharrol's retina prints showed on the records.

Thethird possibility would have to wait.

Wedl needed the hotdl's styler, though | wasthe worst off. The deviceleft my hair long at the neck,
and theirstoo, aloca styleto protect against sunburn. | let it tame my beard without baring my face. The
sun had had itsway with me: | looked like an older man.

I took Wil and Tor to lunch. | found "gullfish" on the menu, and tried it. Like much of Fafnir sealife, it
tasted like something that had amost managed to become red mest.

| worked some points casually into conversation, just checking. It was their last chance to probe me
too, and | had to improvise details of a childhood in the North Sea. Tor found me plausible; Wil was
harder to read. Nothing was said of avest or agreat seamongter. In their minds| was aready gone.

| was Schrodinger's cat: | had murdered and not murdered the owner of ashredded vest.

At thecdler inmy room | established myself as Martin Wallace Graynor. That gave me accessto my
wives autodoc records. A public 'doc will correct any of the chemical imbaances we lump under the
term "crazy," but it also records such service.

Milcenta Graynor -- Sharrol -- had used a'doc eight timesin four-plus months, starting aweek after
our disastrous landing. The record showed much improvement over that period, beginning at a startling
adrendinelevd, acid indigestion and some dangerous lesser symptoms. Eight timeswithin the Central
Idands ... none on Shasht.

If she'd never reached the mainland, then shed never tried to reach Outbound Enterprises. Never
tried to find Carlos, or Louisand Tanya.

Adedaide Graynor -- Feather -- had no 'doc record on this world. The most obvious conclusion was
that wherever she was, she must be mad asaMarch hare.

Boats named Gullfish were everywhere on Fafnir. Fifty-one registries. Twenty-nine had sail. Ten of
those would deep four. | scanned for first names: no Wilhemin, no Toranaga. Maybe Gullfish belonged
to a parent, or to one of the departed spouses.

I'd learned aterm for Gullfish's sail and mast configuration: "doop rig.”
Every one of the ten candidateswas adoop rig!
Wait, now. Wil had worked at Pacifica ?

| did some research. Pacificawasn't just azoo. It looked more like an underwater village, with listings
for caterers, costume shops, subs, repair work, travel, hotels ... but Wil had worked with sealife. Might
that give meahandle?

| couldn't see how.
It wasn't that | didn't have an answer; | just didn't likeit. Wil and Tor had to hand my vest to the



cops. When Persid January Hebert was reported rescued, | would send them a gift.

Feather didn't know my dternate name. But if she had access to the Fafnir police, shed tanj sure
recognize that vest!

With the rest of the afternoon | bought surviva gear: abackpurse, luggage, clothing.

On Earth | could have vanished behind a thousand shades of dyes. Here ... | settled for adouble
dose of tannin secretion, an underdose of sun block, adarkened pair of mag specs, my height, and a
local beard and hairstyle.

Arming mysdf wasaproblem.

The disk hadn't spoken of wegpons on Fafnir. My safest guess was that Fafnir was like Earth: they
didn't put wegponsin the hands of civilians. Handguns, rifles, martia artstraining belong to the police.

The good news: everyone on theidands carried knives. Those flying sharks that attacked me during
the sunbunny run were one predator out of thousands.

Feather would arm hersalf somehow. Sheld ook through a sporting goods store, stedl a hunting rifle
... nope, no hunting rifles. No large prey on Fafnir, unlessin the kzinti jungle, or underwater.

There wereligtings for scubastores. | found a stun gun with abig parabolic reflector, big enough to
knock out aone-gulp, too big for apocket. | took it home, with more diving gear for versmilitude and a
littletool kit for repairing diving equipment. With thet | removed the reflector.

Now | couldn't useit underwater; it would knock me out, because water conducts sound very well.
But it would fit my pocket.

| took my time over asushi dinner, quite strange. Some time after sunset | stepped into atransfer
booth, and stepped out into a brilliant dawn on Shasht.

Outbound Enterprises was open. | let aMs. Machti take Martin Wallace Graynor's retina prints.
"Your ticket istill good, Mr. Graynor,” Ms. Machti said. "The service charge will be eight hundred sars.
You're four months late!"

"l was shipwrecked,” | told her. "Did my companions make it?"

lceliner passengers arein no hurry. The ships keep prices down by launching when they'refull. |
learned that the Zombie Queen had departed aweek after our landing, about as expected. | gave Ms.
Machti the names. She set the phone system searching, and presently said, ™Y our husband and the
children boarded and departed. Y our wives tickets are till outstanding.”

"Both?'

"Yes" Shedid adoubletake. "Oh, good heavens, they must think you're dead!"

"That'swhat I'm afraid of. At least, John and Tweena and Nathan would. They were revived in good
shape?'
"Yes, of course. But the women -- could they have waited for you?"

Stet: Carlos, Tanya, and Louiswere al safe on Home and had left the spaceport under their own
power. Feather and Sharrol -- "Waited? But they'd have left a message.”

Shewas il looking at her screen. "Not for you, Mr. Graynor, but Mr. John Graynor has recorded a
message for Mrs. Graynor ... for Mrs. Adelaide Graynor."

For Feather. "But nothing for Milcenta? But they both stayed? How strange.” Ms. Machti seemed the
type of person who might wonder about other people's sexua arrangements. | wanted her curious,
because this next question -- "Can you show me what John had to say to Adelaide 7"



She shook her head firmly. "1 don't see how --"

"Now, John wouldn't have said anything someone €l se couldn't hear. Y ou can watch it yourself --"
Her head as il turning left, right, left. "In fact, you should. Then you can at least tell meif therésbeen, if,
well. | haveto know, don't I? If Milcenta's dead.”

That stopped her. She nodded, barely, and tapped in the code to summon Carlos's message to
Feather.

Sheread it al the way through. Her lip curled just abit; but she showed only solemn pity when she
turned the monitor to face me.

It was a posed scene. Carloslooked like aman hiding asickness. The view behind him could have
been amanor garden in England , atamed wilderness. Tanyaand Louis were playing in the distance,
hide-and-seek in and out of some Earthly tree that dripped acage of foliage. Alive. Ever sincel had first
seen them frozen, | must have been thinking of them as dead.

Carloslooked earnestly out of the monitor screen. "Adelaide , you can see that the children and |
arrived safely. | have an income. The plans we made together, half of us have carried out. Y our own
icdiner dotsare il available.

"1 know nothing of Mart. | hope you've heard from him, but he should never have gone sailing aone. |
fear theworst.

"Addie, | can't pretend to understand how you've changed, how Mil changed, or why. | can only
hope you'll both change your mind and come back to me. But understand me, Addie: you are not
welcome without Milcenta. Y our claim on family fundsisvoid without Milcenta. And whatever
relationship we can shape from these ashes, | would prefer to leave the children out of it."

He had the money!

Carlos stood and walked a half circle as he spoke. The camerafollowed him on automatic, and now
it showed ahuge, sprawling house of architectura cord, pink and dightly rounded everywhere. Carlos
gestured. "I've waited. The house isn't finished because you and Milcentawill have your own tastes. But
come soon.

"I've set credit with Outbound. Messages sent to Home by hyperwave will be charged to me. I'll get
the service charges when you and Milcenta board. Call first. We can work thisout.”

The record began to repeat. | heard it through again, then turned the monitor around.
Ms. Machti asked, "Y ou went sailing done?"

She thought I'd tried to commit suicide after our wives had changed parity and locked the men out: an
implication Carlos had shaped with some kill. | made a brush-off gesture and said, "1've got to tell him
I'm dtill dive”

"The credit he left doesn't apply --"

"I want to send a hyperwave message, my expense. Let's see ... does Outbound Enterprises keep a
cameraaround?'

"No."
"I'll fax it from the hotel. When's the next flight out?'
"At least two weeks, but we can suspend you any time.”

| used acamera at the hotel. Thefirst disk | made would go through Outbound Enterprises. " John,
I'mal right. I was on adead idand eating fish for awhile." A dightly belligerent tone: "I haven't heard a
word from Addade or Milcenta. | know Milcenta better than you do, and frankly, | believe they must



have separated by now. Home looks like anew life, but | haven't given up on the old one. I'll let you
know when | know mysdlf."

So much for the ears of Ms. Machti.

Timelag had me suddenly wiped out. | floated between the deeping plates ... exhausted but awake.
What should | put in areal message?

Carloss tape was awonderful lesson in communication. He wantsto talk to Feather. The children are
not to be put at risk. Beowulf is presumed dead. Cest lavie; Carloswill not seek vengeance. But he
wants Sharrol dive. Feather is not to come to Home without Sharrol. Carlos can enforce any agreement.
He hadn't said so because it'stoo obvious. A frozen Fegther, arriving at Home unaccompanied, need
never wake.

And he had the money! Not just his own funds, but the money Feather knew about, "family funds': he
must have reached civilization ahead of her and somehow sequestered what Feather had funneled
through the ARM. If Feather was|oose on Fafnir, then she was also broke. She owned nothing but the
credit that would get her ahyperwave call to Home, or herslf and Sharrol shipped frozen. Though
Carlosdidn't know it, even Sharrol had escaped.

Nearly five months. How was Festher living? Did she have ajob? Something | could track? With her
training she might be better off asathief.

Yeah! | tumbled out of the deepfield and tapped out my needsin some haste. She hadn't been caught
at any capital crime, but any jail on Shasht would record Adelaide Graynor'sretina prints. The caller ran
itssearch ...

Nothing.

Okay, job. Feather needed something that would alow her time to take care of a prisoner. She had
to have that if she had Sharrol, or in case she recaptured Sharrol, or captured Beowulf.

So | looked through somejob listings, but nothing suggested itself. | turned off the caller and hoped
for deep. Perhaps| dozed alittle.

Sometimein the night | realized that | had nothing more to say to Carlos.

Even Sharrol's escape wasn't information unless she stayed loose. Feather was atrained ARM. | was
asdf-trained tourist; | couldn't possibly hunt her down. There was only oneway to hunt Festher.

It was dtill black outside, and | was wide awake. The caler gave mealigting of al night restaurants.

| ordered an elaborate breakfast, six kinds of fish eggs, gulper bacon, cappuccino. Five people at a
table demanded that | join them, so | did. They were fresh from the cord idesviadirigible, ill
time-lagged, looking for new jokes. | tried to oblige. And somewherein there | forgot al about missing
ladies.

We broke up at dawn. | walked back to the hotel alone. | had sidetracked my mind, hoping it would
come up with something if | left it alone; but my answer hadn't changed. The way to hunt Feather wasto
pretend to be Feather, and hunt Sharrol.

Stet, I'm Feather Filip. What do | know about Sharrol ? Feather must have researched her; she sure
astanj had researched me!

Back up. How did Sharrol get loose?

The smplest possible answer was that Sharrol dove into the water and swam away. Feather could
beat her at most things, but awoman who had lived benegth the ocean for thirty yearswould swim just
fine

Eventudly aboat would find her.



Eventudly, an idand. Penniless. She needswork now. What kind of work isthat? It hasto suit aflat
phobe. She's being hunted by a murderer, and the alien planet around her forces itsdf into her awareness
every second. Dirigible stewardness is probably out. Hotel work would be better.

Feather, days behind her, seekswork for hersdlf, but the listings will tell her Sharrol's choices too.
And now | was back in the room and scanning through work litings.

Quadlifications-- | couldn't remember what Milcenta Graynor was supposed to be able to do.
Sharrol's skillswouldn't match anyway, any more than mine matched Mart Graynor's. So look for
unskilled.

Low sdlaries, of course. Except here: servant, kzinti embassy. Was that ajoke? No: here was
museum maintenance, must work with kzinti. Some of them had stayed with the embassy, or even
become citizens. Could Sharrol handle that? She got along with strangers even near-diens, like me.

Fishing boats. Period of training needed. Hotel work. Underwater porter work, unskilled labor in
Pecifica--
Pacifica. Of course. Briefly | considered putting in for the porter job. Sharrol and/or Feather must

have done that, grabbed whatever wasto be had ... but | told myself that Feather thought | had no
money. Sheld never look for mein Pecifica's second-best ... ah, best hotel.

Thetruthis, | prefer playing tourist.

| scanned price ligtings for hotelsin Pacifica ; called and negotiated for aroom at the Pequod. Then |
left Shasht in untraditiona fashion, viaoverszed trangfer booth, till in early morning.

It was night in Pacifica. | checked in, crawled between deeping plates and zonked out, my
time-lagged body back on track.

| woke late, fully rested for thefirst timein days. There was alittle round window next to my nose. |
gazed out, floating half mesmerized, remembering the Great Barrier Reef outside Carlos Wu's apartment.

The strangeness and variety of Earth's sealife had stunned me then. But these oceans were older.
Evolution had filled ecological niches not yet dreamed of on Earth.

It was shady out there, under awonderful variety of seaweed growths, like aforest infog. Lifewas
everywhere. Here aschool of transparent bell jars, nearly invisible, opened and closed to jet themselves
aong. Quas-terredtrid fish glowed asif dien graffiti had been scrawled acrossthem in Day-Gloink to
identify them to potential mates. Predators hid in the green treetops: torpedo shapes dived from cover
and disappeared back into the foliage with prey wriggling in long jaws.

A boneless arm swept straight down from afloating seaweed idand, toward the orange neon fish
swimming just above the sandy bottom. Its stinger-armed hand flexed and fell like anet over itswriggling
prey ... and agreat mouth flexed wider and closed over thewrist. The killer was dark and massive,
shaped like aray of Earth's sea. The smdler fish was painted on its back; it moved with the motion of the
ray. Theray chewed, reding thearm in, until aone-armed black oyster was ripped out of the seaweed
tree and pulled down to death.

One big beadt, like along dolphin with gills and great round eyes, sopped to look me over. Owl raw
were said to be no brighter than agood dog, but Fafnir scientists had been hard put to demonstrate that,
and Fafnir fishers il didn't believeit.

| waved solemnly. It bowed ... well, bobbed in place before it flicked away.

My gear was arrayed in atidy row, with the stunner nearest my hand. I'd put the reflector back on. |
could reachit in an ingtant. Y our Honor, of courseit's for scuba swimming. Why elsewould | bein
possession of adevice that can knock Feather Filip into acoma before she can blow a great bloody hole



through my torso?
| didn't actualy want to go scuba swimming.

Sharrol swam like afish; she could be out there right now. Still, at a distance and underwater, would |
know her? And Feether might know me, and Feather would certainly swim better than me, and | could
hardly ignore Feather.

Sharrol had to be living underwater. It was the only way she could stay sane. Life beyond the glass
was alien, stet, but the life of Earth's seas seems dien too. My dow wits hadn't seen that at first, but
Feather's skillswould solve that puzzle.

And Beowulf Shaeffer had to be underwater, to avoid sunlight. Feather could find me for the wrong
reasons!

And the police of Fafnir, of whom | knew nothing at al, might well be studying me in bemused
interest. HE's bought awegpon! But why, if he hasthe blaster that blew a hole through thisvest? And it's
afishing weapon, and he's gone to Pacifica.... which might cause them to hold off afew hours longer.

So, with time breathing hot on my neck, | found the hotel restaurant and took my time over fruit, fish
eggs in abaked potato, and cappuccino.

My time wasn't wasted. The window overlooked amain street of Pacifica's village-sze collection of
bubbles. | saw swimsuits, and casually dressed people carrying diving or fishing gear. Almost nobody
dressed formaly. That would be for Shasht, for going to work. In the breakfast room itself | saw four
businesstunicsin acrowd of ahundred. And two men in dark blue police uniformsthat left asams and legs
bare: you could swimin them.

And one long table, empty, with huge chairs widdy spaced. | wondered how often kzinti camein. It
was hard to believe they'd be numerous, forty years after mankind had taken over.

Back intheroom | fished out the little repair kit and set to work on my transfer booth card.

Welearned thisas kids. Theideaisto make abridge of superconductor wire across the central
circuits. Trangport companies charge citizens aquarterly feeto cover loca jumps. The authorities don't
get upset if you stay away from the borders of the card. The borders are area codes.

Wéll, it looked like the kind of card we'd used then. Fafnir's booth system served a smdll population
that didn't use booths much. It could well be decades old, long due for replacement. So I'd try it.

| got into casuals. | rolled my wet suit around the rest of my scuba gear and stuffed the stunner into
one end where | could grab it fast. Stuffed the bundle into my backpurse -- it stuck way out -- and left
the room.

Elevatorsled to the roof. Admissionswas here, and aline of the big transfer booths, and a
trangparent roof with an awesome view up into the seaforest. | stepped into a booth and inserted my
card. The random walk began.

A shopping mdl, high up above acentrd well. Boothsin aline, just insde abig water lock. A
restaurant; another; an apartment building. | was jumping every second and a hdf.

Nobody noticed meflicking in; would they notice how quickly | flicked out? Nobody gets upset a a
random walk unlessthekids do it often enough to tie up circuits. But they might remember an adult. How
long before someone caled the police?

A dozen kzinti, lying about in cool haf darkness gnawing oddly shaped bones, rolled to adefensive
four-footed crouch at the sight of me. | couldn't help it: | threw mysdlf againgt the back wall. | must have
looked crazed with terror when the random walk popped me into a Solarico Omni center. | wastrying to
gtraighten my face when the jump came. Hey -- A travel termina of some kind; | turned and saw the
dirigible, like an underpressured planet, before the scene changed -- Her!



Beyond athick glasswall, the seaweed forest swarmed with men and women wearing fins: farmers
picking spheresthat glowed softly in oil-dick colors. | waited my moment and snatched my card out of
thedot. Wasit redly -- | tapped quickly to get an instant billing, counted two back aong the booth
numbers. | couldn't use the jimmied card for this, so I'd picked up ahandful of coins. Her?

Solarico Omni, top floor. | stepped out of the booth, and saw the gates that would stop a shoplifter,
and a stack of lockers.

For thefirst time | had second thoughts about the way | was dressed. Nothing wrong with the
clothes, but | couldn't carry amucking great package of diving gear into ashopping center, with a stunner
s0 handy. | pushed my backpurseinto alocker and stepped through the gates.

The whole complex was visible from therim of the central well. It was darker down there than | was
used to. Pacificacitizens must like their underwater gloom, | thought.

Two floors down, an open fast-food center: wasn't that where I'd seen her? She was gone now. 1'd
seen only aface, and | could have been wrong. At least sheld never spot me, not before | was much
closer.

But where was she? Dressed how? Employee or customer? It was midmorning: she couldn't be on
lunch break. Customer, then. Only, Shashters kept poor track of time.

Three floors down, the sports department. Good enough. | rode down the escalator. 1'd buy a spear
gun or another stunner, shove everything into the bag that came with it. Then | could start window
shopping for faces.

The Sports Department aides were pleasantly wide. Most of, what it sold was fishing gear, adaunting
variety. There was skiing equipment too. And hunting, it looked like: huge wegpons built for hands bigger
than abasebal mitt. The smallest was afat tube aslong as my forearm, with agrip no bigger than akzinti
kitten's hand. Oh, sure, kzinti just love going to humansfor their weapons. Maybe the display wasthere
to entertain human customers.

The clerks were leaving me alone to browse. Customs differ. What the tanj was that?

Two kzinti in the aide, spaced three yards apart, hissing the Hero's Tongue a each other. A handful
of human customers watched in some amusement. There didn't seem to be danger there. One wore what
might be aloose dark blue swimsuit with aholefor thetail. The other (deevel ess brown tunic) took down
four yards of disassembled fishing rod. A kzinti clerk?

The corner of my eye caught a clerk's hands (human) opening the case and reaching in for that smaler
tube, with agrip built for akzin child. Or aman -- My bregth froze in my throat. | waslooking into
Feather's horrible ARM weapon. | looked up into the clerk's face.

It came out asawhisper. "No, Sharrol, no no no. It'sme. It's Beowulf."

Shedidn't fire. But she was palewith terror, her jaw set like rock, and the black tube looked at the
bridge of my nose.

| eased two inchesto theright, very dowly, to put myself between the tube and the kzin cop. That
wasn't aswimsuit he was wearing: it was the same deeve less, legless police uniform I'd seen at
breakfast.

We were eye to eye. The whites showed wide around her irises. | said, "My face. Look at my face.
Under the beard. It's Bey, love. I'm afoot shorter. Remember?”

Sheremembered. It terrified her.

"I wouldn't fit. The cavity was built for Carlos. My heart and lungs were shredded, my back was
shattered, my brain was dying, and you had to get me into the cavity. But | wouldn' fit, remember?
Sharrol, | haveto know." | looked around quickly. An aide over, kzinti noses came up, smelling fear.



"Did you kill Festher?'

"Kill Feather." She set the tube down carefully on the display case. Her brow wrinkled. " was going
through my pockets. It was distracting me, keeping me sane. | needed that. The light waswrong, the
gravity was wrong, the Earth was so far away --"

lls,]hlll

"Survival gear, dways know what you have, you taught methat." She began to tremble. "I heard a
sonic boom. | looked up just as you were blown backward. | thought | must be c-crazy. | couldn't have
seenthat.”

It was my back that felt vulnerable now. | fdt al those floors behind and above me, dl those eyes.
Thekzin cop had lost interest. If there was a moment for Feather Filip to take us both, thiswasiit.

But the ARM weapon wasin Sharrol's hands --

"But Carlos jumped into the boat and roared off, and Feather screamed at him, and you were all
blood and sprawled out like -- like dead -- and |, | can't remember.”

"Yes, dear." | took her hand, greaily daring. "But | have to know if she's4till chasing us.”

She shook her head violently. "1 jumped on her back and cut her throat. She tried to point that tube at
me. | held her arm down, she elbowed mein theribs, | hung on, she fdl down. | cut her head off. But
Bey, there you were, and Carlos was gone and the kids were too, and what was | going to do?' She
came around the counter and put her arms around me and said, "We're the same height. Futz!"

| was starting to relax. Feather was nowhere. We were free of her. "1 kept telling myself you must
havekilled her. A trained ARM psychatic, but she didn't take you serioudly. She couldn't have guessed
how quick you'd wake up.

"| fed her-into the organicsreservoir.”
"Y eah. Therewas nowhere dse dl that biomass could have come from. It had to be Feather --"

"And | couldn't lift your body, and you wouldn't fit anyway. | had to cut off your h-h--" She pulled
close and tried to push her head under my jaw, but | wasn't tall enough any more. "Head. | cut aslow as
| could. Tanj, werethe same height. Did it work? Areyou al right?"

"I'm fine. I'm just short. The 'doc rebuilt me from my DNA, from the throat down, but it built mein
Fafnir gravity. Good thing, too, | guess."

"Yeah." Shewastrying to laugh, gripping my armsasif | might disappear. "There wouldn't have been
room for your feet. Bey, we shouldn't be talking here. That kzin is a cop, and nobody knows how good
their hearing is. Bey, | get off at Sxteen hundred.”

"I'll shop. We're both overdue on life gifts.”

"How do | look? How should | look?'

I had posed us on the roof of the Pequod, with the cameralooking upward past usinto the green
seaweed foredt. | said, "Just right. Pretty, cheerful, the kind of woman aman might drown himsdf for. A
little bewildered. Y ou didn't contact me because you got a blow to the head. Y ou're only just hedling.

Y ou ready? Take one, now." | keyed the vidcamera.

Me: "Wilhdmin, Toranaga, | hope yourefeding asgood aswe are. | had no trouble finding Milcenta
oncel got my head on straight --"

Sharral (bubbling): "Hello! Thank you for Jan'slife, and thank you for teaching himto sail. | never
could show him how to do that. We're going to buy a boat as soon as we can afford it.”

Me: "I'm ready to face the human race again. | hope you aretoo. Thismay help.” | turned the camera



off.
"What are you giving them?" Sharrol asked.
"Silverware, servicefor adozen. Now they'll haveto develop asocid life"
"Do you think they turned you in?"

"They had to. They did well by me, love. What bothers meis, they'll never be sureI'm not a
murderer. Neither will the police. Thisisawonderful planet for getting rid of acorpse. I'll be looking over
my shoulder for that kzinti cop --"

"No, Bey --"
"He smdled our fear."

"They smdl everyonesfear. They make wonderful police, but they can't react every timeakzin
makes a human nervous. He may have pegged you as an outworlder, though.”

"Oop. Why?'

"Bey, thekzinti are everywhere on Fafnir, mostly on the mainland, but they're on Ste at the fishing
sourcestoo. Fafnir sealife feeds the whole Patriarchy, and it's Strictly akzinti operation. Shashters are
used to kzin. But kids and wimps and outworlders al get twitchy around them, and they're used to that.”

He might have smelled more than our fear, | thought. Our genetic makeup, our diet ... but we'd been
eating Fafnir fish for over amonth, and Fafnir's people were every breed of man.

"Stet. Shal we ded with the Hand of Allah?"

Now she looked nervous. "I must have driven them half crazy. And worried them sick. It'sagood
gift, ign't it? Shorfy and | sfahan were constantly complaining about fish, fish, fish --"

"They'll loveit. It's about five ounces of red mest per crewman -- | suppose that's --"
"Free-range life-forms from the hunting parks."
"And fresh vegetables to match. | bet the kzinti don't grow those. Okay, take one --"

Sharrol: "Captain Muh'mad, | was along time recovering my memory. | expect the 'docs did more
repair work every timel went under. My husband's found me, we both have jobs, and thisisto entertain
you and your crew in my absence.”

Me: "For my wifeslife, blessngs and thanks.” | turned it off. "Now Carlos."

Her hand stopped me. "I can't leave, you know," Sharrol said. "I'm not acoward --"
"Feather learned that!"

"It'sjust ... overkill. I've been through too much.”

"It'sdl right. Carlos has Louis and Tanyafor awhile, and that's fine, they love him. Were free of the
UN. Everything went just as we planned it, more or less, except from Feather's viewpoint.”

"Do you mind? Do you likeit here?"

"Therearetransfer boodis if | want to go anywhere. Sharral, | was raised underground. It fedlsjust
like homeif | don't look out awindow. | wouldn't mind spending the rest of our liveshere. Now, thisis
for Ms. Machti at Outbound, not to mention any watching ARMs. Ready? Take one.

Me: "Hi, John! Hello, kids! Weve got amore or less happy ending here, brought to you with some
effort.”

Sharrol: "I'm pregnant. It happened yesterday morning. That'swhy we waited to call.”

| was caling as Martin Wallace Graynor. Carlos/John could reach us the same way. We wanted no
connection between Mart Graynor and Jan Hebert ...



Visuaswere important to the message. The underseaforest was behind us. | stood next to Sharral,
our eyesexactly level. That'd give him ajolt.

Me: "John, | know you were worried about Mil, and so was|, but she'srecovered. Mil'salot
tougher than even Addie gave her credit for."

Sharral: "Still, the Stuation was sticky at first. Messy.” She rubbed her hands. "But that's dl over.
Mart's got ajob working outside in the water orchards --"

Me "It'sjust likeworking in free-fal. I've got areal knack for it."

Sharral: "We've got some money too, and after the baby's born I'll take Mart's job. It'l bejust like
I'm back in my teens.”
Me: "Y ou did the right thing, protecting the children firdt. It'sworked out very well."

Sharral: "We're happy here, John. Thisisagood placeto raise achild, or severd. Some day well
cometo you, | think, but not now. The changesin my life aretoo new. | couldn't takeit. Mart iswilling to
indulgeme.”

Me (sorrowfully): "Addieis gone, John. We never expect to see her again, and we're just as glad, but
| fed shelll awaysbe apart of me." | waved the camera off.

Now let's see Carlos figure that out. He does like puzzles.

FLY-BY-NIGHT

The windows in Odysseus had been skylights. The doors had become hatches. | ran down the
corridor looking a numbers. Seven dayswe'd been waiting for aliensto appear in the ship'slobby, and
nothing!

Nothing until now. | felt good. Excited. | ran full tilt, not from urgency but because | could. I'd
expected to reach Home as frozen meat in one of these I ce Class cargo modules.

| reached 36, stooped and punched the steward's bell. Just as the door swung down, | remembered
not to grin.

A nightmare answered.

It looked like an octopus underwater, except for the vest. At the roots of five ed's-tail segments, each
four feet long, eyeslooked up at me. We never see Jotoki often enough to get used to them. Thelimbs
clung to aladder that would cross the cabin ceiling when the gravity generators were on.

| sad, "Legd Entity Paradoxicd, | have urgent businesswith Legd Entity Fly-By-Night."

The Jotok started to say, "Business with my master-" when its master appeared below it on the
ladder.

Thiswasthe nightmare I'd been expecting: fiveto six hundred pounds of orange and sennafur, Senna
commas marking the face, needle teeth just showing points, looking up at me out of a pit. Fly-By-Night
wore akind of rope vest, pocketsal over it, and buttons or corks on the points of all ten of itsfinger
claws.

"-iseadly conducted in virtud fashion," the Jotok concluded.
What 1'd been about to say went clean out of my head. | asked, "Why the buttons?"

Lips pulled back over aforest of carnivore teeth, LE Fly-By-Night demanded, "Who are you to
question me?"



"Martin Wallace Graynor," | said. Conditioned reflex.

Thereading I'd done suggested that akilling snarl would leave akzin mute, able to express himself
only by violence. Indeed, hislipswanted to retract, and it turned his Interworld speech mushy. "LE
Graynor, by what authority do you interrogate me?"

My antic humor ran away with me. | patted my pockets el aborately. "Got it somewhere-"

"Shal welook for it?"

o

"Written on your liver?'

"l have anidea. | could stop asking impertinent questions?

"A neat solution." Silently the door swung up.

Ring.

The Jotok may well have been posing himself between me and his enraged master, who was ill

wearing buttons on his claws, and smiling. | said, "Don't kill me. The Captain has dire need of you and
wishesthat you will cometo the main workstationin dl haste.”

Thekzin legpt Sraight up with ahdf turn to get past the Jotok and pulled himself into the corridor. |
did apretty good backward jump mysdif.

Fly-By-Night asked, "Do you know why the Captain might make such arequest?'
"| can guess. Hasteis appropriate.”

"Had you consdered using the intercom, or virtua mail?"

"Captain Preiss may be afraid they can listen to our eectronics.”

"They?

"Kzinti spacecraft. The Captain hopes you can identify them and help negotiate.”

He stripped off the corks and dropped them in apocket. Hislipswere dl right now. "Thismain
workstation, would it be acontrol room or bridge?”

"I'll guide you."

The Kzin wastwisted over by some old injury. His baance was just a bit off. Hisfurless pink tail
lashed back and forth, for balance or for rage. Thetip knocked both walls, toc toc toc. I'd be whipped
bloody if | tried to walk beside him. | stayed ahead.

The Jotok trailed uswell back from thetail. It wore afive-armhole vest with pockets. It used four
limbsaslegs Oneit held stiff. | pictured acrippled Kzin buying a crippled Jotok . . . but Paradoxica had
been agile enough climbing the ladder. | must have missed something.

Thefile on Jotoki said to cdll it they, but that just felt wrong.

"Piracy,” theKzin sad, "would explain why everythingisonitssde.”

"Y ah. They burned out our thruster. The Captain had to spin us up with attitude jets.”
"] don't know that wesapon. Speak of the ship,” he said. "One? Kzinti ?*

"One ship popped up behind us and fired on us asit went past. It's alittle smaller than Odysseus.
ThenaKzin cdled us. Act of war, he said. Get the Captain to play that for you. He spoke Interworld . . .
not aswell asyou." Fly-By-Night talked like held grown up around humans. Maybe he was from Fafnir.
"The ship stopped twenty million miles distant and sent aboat. That's on its way here now. Our
telescopes pick up markingsin the Heroes Tongue. We can't read them.”



Hesad, "If weweretraveling faster than light, we could not be intercepted. Did your Captain
congder that?"

"Better you should ask, why are we out of hyperdrive? LE Fly-By-Night, thereis an extensive
star-building region between Fafnir and Home. Going through the Tao Gap in Eingtein spaceis easier
than going around and gives us awonderful view, but we'rein it now. Stuck. We can't send ahyperwave
help cdl, we can't jump to hyperdrive, because there's too much mass around us.”

"Odysseus has no wegpons,” the Kzin said.

"l don't have actua rank aboard Odysseus. | don't know what weapons we have." And | wouldn't tell
aKzn.

Hesaid, "I learned that before | boarded. Odysseusisamodular cargo ship. Some of the modules
are passenger cabins. Outbound Enterprises could mount weapons modules, but they never have. None
of their other commuter ships are any better. The other ship, how isit armed?’

"Lookslike an archaic Kzinti warship, disarmed. Gun ports dagged and polished flat. We haven't had
acloselook, but shipslike that are dl over known space since before | was born. Armed Kzinti wouldn't
be dlowed to land. Whatever took out our gravity motorsisn't showing. It must be on the boat.”

"Why isthis corridor so long?'

Odysseus was afat disk with motors and tanksin the center, a corridor around the rim, dots
outboard to moor staterooms and cargo modules. That shape makesiit easy to spin up if something goes
wrong with themotors. . . which was still common enough a century ago, when Odysseus was built.

In the ship's map display 1'd seen stateroom modules widely separated, so I'd hacked the passenger
manifest. That led meto read up on Kzinti and Jotoki. The first secret to tourismis, read everything.

| said, "Some LE may have decided not to put a Kzin too close to human passengers. They put you
two in afour-passenger suite and mounted it al the way around clockwise. My single and two doubles
and the crew quarters and an autodoc are al widdershins." That put the aliens module right next to the
lobby, not far gpart at dl, but the same fool must have sedled off accessfrom the diens suite. Despite the
Covenants, some people dont like giving civil rightsto Kzinti.

I'd best not say that. "We're the only other live passengers. The modules between are cargo, so
these" | slamped on adoor, "don't currently open on anything."

"If you are not aship's officer,” the Kzin asked, "what is your place on the bridge?'

| said, "Outbound Enterprises was getting ready to freeze me. Shashter cops pulled me out. They had
questions regarding a murder."

"Haveyou killed?' Hisearsflicked out likelittle pink fans. | had hisinterest.

"l didn't kill Ander Smittarasheed. He took some cops down with him, and held killed an ARM agent.
ARMsare-"

"United Nations police and war arm, Sol system, but their influence spreads throughout human

"Wdll, they couldn't question Smittarasheed, and I'd eaten dinner with him afew daysearlier. | told
them we met in Pacifica City at awater war game. . . anyway, | satisfied the law, they let meloose. |
wasjust in timeto board, and way too late to get mysalf frozen and into a cargo module. Outbound
Enterprises upgraded me. Very generous.

"So Milcentaand Jenna-my mate and child are frozen in one of these," | stamped on adoor, "and I'm
up here, flying First Class at | ce Class expense. My cabin's acloset, so we must be expected to spend
most of our timein thelobby. In here. | pushed through.



Thistrip there were two human crew, five human passengers and the diens. The lobby would have
been roomy for thrice that. Whorls of couches and tables covered afloor with considerable space above
it for freefal dancing. That festure didn't generally get much use.

An observation dome exposed haf the sky. It opened now on atremendous view of the Nursery
Nebula.

Under spin gravity, several booths and the workstations had rolled up awall. Therewas abig airlock.
The workstations were two desk-and-couch modulesin the middle.

Hans and Hilde Van Zild were in one of the booths. Homers coming back from Fafnir, they held
handstightly and didn't talk. Recent events had them extremely twitchy. They were both over two
hundred years old. I've known people in whom that didn't show, but in theseit did.

Their kids were hovering around the workstations watching the Captain and First Officer at work,
asking questions that weren't being answered.

We'd been given vac packs. More were distributed around the lobby and along the corridor. Most
ships carry them. Y ou wear it asabulky fanny pack. If you pull atab, or if it'sarmed and pressure drops
to zero, it blows up into arefuge. Then you hope you can get into it and zip it shut before your blood
boils

Heidi Van Zild looked around. "Oh, good! Y ou brought them!™ Thelittle girl snatched up two more
vac packs, ran two steps toward us and froze.

Theligting said Heidi was near forty. Her brother Nicolaus was thirty; the trip was his birthday
present. Their parents must have had their development arrested. They looked the same age, ten years
old or younger, bright smiles and sparkling eyes, hair cut identicaly in agolden cockatoo crest.

Itsan attitude, alifestyle. Y ou put off children until that second century is running out. Now they're
precious. They'll liveforever. Let them take their time growing up. Keep them awhile longer. Keep them
pure. Give them ared education. Any mistake you make as a parent, there will be timeto correct that
too. When you reverse the procedure and alow them to reach puberty they'll be better at it.

| know people who do that to kittens.

Some of achild'srash courageisignorance. By thirty it'sgone. Thelittle girl'ssmilewasarictus.
Alienswere herefor her entertainment; she would not willingly missany part of the adventure, but she
just couldn't make herself gpproach the Kzin or his octopus servant. The boy hadn't even tried.

First Officer Quickpony finished what she'd been doing. She stood in haste, took the vacuum packs
from Heidi and handed them to the aliens. "Fly-By-Night, thank you for coming. Thank you, Mart. Youd
be Paradoxica 7'

The woman's body language invited a handshake, but the Jotok didn't. "Y es, we are Paradoxicd,
greatly pleased to meset you."

The Kzin snarled aquestion in the Heroes Tongue. Everybody's trand ators murmured in chorus, "'Is
thisthe bridge?"

Quickpony said, "Bridge and |obby, they're the same space. Y ou didn't know? We wondered why
you never came around.”

"l was not told of this option. Thereis merit in the posture that one species should not see another eat
or mate or use the recycle port. But, LE Quickpony, your security isajoke! Bridge and passengers and
no barrier? When did you begin building shipsthisway?"

Captain Preisslooked up. He said, "Software flies us. | can override, but | can disable the override.
Hijackers can't affect that.”

"What of your current problem? Did you record the Kzin's demand?’



The Captain spoke acommand.

A ghostly head and shoulders popped up on the holostage, pale orange but for two narrow, lofty
black eyebrows. "1 am Mee-rowreet. Cal me Envoy. | speak for the Longest War."

My trandator murmured, "M ee-rowreet, profession, manages livestock in a hunting park. Longest
War, Kzin term for evolution.”

The recording spoke Interworld, but with a strong accent and flat grammar. "We seek afugitive. We
have destroyed your gravity motors. Wewill board you following the Covenants sworn at Shasht at
twenty-five naught five your dating. Obey, never interfere,” the ghost head and voice grew blurred, "give
uswhat we demand. You will dl survive”

"The sgnd wasfuzzed out by distance," Captain Preiss said. "The ship came up from behind and
passed us at two hundred KPS relative, twenty minutes after we dropped out of hyperdrive. It's ahead of
us by two light-minutes, decel erated to match our speed.”

| said, speaking low, "Please madam,” derting my pocket compuiter, "seek interstellar law, document
Covenants of Shasht date twenty-five-oh-five. Runit.”

Fly-By-Night looked up into the dome. "Y our intruder?”

We were deep into the Nursery Nebula. All around werewalls of tenuousinterstellar dust lit from
within. In murky secrecy, intersecting shock waves from old supernovae were collapsing the interstel lar
murk into hot whirlpoolsthat would one day be stars and solar systems. Out of view below us, light
pressure from something bright was blowing columns and streams of dust past us. It dl took placeinan
environment tens of light-years across. Furious action seemed frozen intime.

We had played at viewing the red whorl overhead. In IR you saw only the suns, paired protostars it
by gravitationd collgpse and the tritium flash, that had barely begun to burn. UV and X-ray showed
violent flashes and plumes where planetes mals impacted, building planets. Neutrino radar showed
gructure forming within the new solar system.

We could not yet make out the point mass that would bend our course into the Tao Gap and out into
free space. Turnpoint Star was a neutron star afew miles across, the core left by a supernova. But Sare
long enough and you could make out an arc on the sky, the shock wave from that same stellar explosion,
broken by dust clouds collapsing into stars.

My seek systemn chimed. | listened to my wrist computer:

At the end of the Fourth Man-Kzin War, the Human Space Trade Alliance annexed Shasht and
renamed the planet Fafnir, though the long, rocky, barren continent kept its Heroes Tongue name. The
Covenants of Shasht were negotiated then. We wereto refrain from booting Kzinti citizens off Fafnir. An
easy choice: they prefer the continent, whereas humans prefer the coral idands. They were aready
expanding an interstellar seafood industry into Patriarchy space.

In return, and having little choice, the Patriarch barred himself, his clan and dl habitats under his
command, al othersto be consdered outlaw, from various acts. Eating of human mest . . . willful
destruction of habitats. . . biologica wegpons of certaintypes. . . killing of Legd Entities, that word
defined by along list of exclusions, anarrower definition than in most human laws.

Futz, | wasn't aLega Entity! Or | wouldn't beif they learned who | was.

Quickpony projected avirtua lens on the dome. I'd finish listening later. The Kzinti ship and its boat,
vastly magnified, showed black with the red whorl behind them. There was enough incident light to pick
out some detail.

For abare ingtant we had seen the intruder coming up behind us, just as our drive juddered and died



and left usfloating. After it dowed to ardative stop, aboat had detached. The approaching boat
blocked off part of the ship. Gammaraysimpacting their magnetic shields made two arcs of soft white
glow. Ship and boat bore the same glowing markings.

The ship wasmoving just aswewere, its drive off, falling through luminous murk toward Turnpoint
Star at atenth of lightspeed.

Firgt Officer Helm said, "Odysseus security systems can ded with hijackers, but they're just not much
use againg an armed warship. Isthat what we're seeing?”

"l seeasmdl warship designed for espionage and hunting. | don't know the make. My knowledgeis
too old. The name reads Sraff-zight." My trandator said, "' Stealthy mating.”

Fly-By-Night continued, "Captain, | can't see, are there magnetic moorings on Sraff-zisht?'
"No need. Those big magnets on the boat would lock to the ship'sgammaray shieding.”

"The boat is armed, the ship is not? There isno bay for the boat? Understood. Leave the boat in
hiding among asteroids. Land an unarmed converted cargo ship on any civilized world. Y es?'

"Speculative,” Preisssaid.
"Do you recogni ze the wegpon?"
"No. | assumeit'swhat burned out our thrusters.. . . our gravity motors.”

| sat and diaed acappuccino. The Kzin joined me, dwarfing the booth. | dialed another with double
milk, thinking he ought to try it.

The other passengers shrank back alittle and waited. Any human being knows how to fear aKzin.

| said, speaking low, " Pleasemadam, seek Heroes Tongue references, sedthy mating, literd, no

referenceto rape.” There had to be away to narrow that further. | guessed: " Seek biological references
only. Runit."

Fly-By-Night tasted the cappuccino.
Captain Preisssad, "Why would they be interested in us?"
"Inme. The boat isclose." Fly-By-Night spped again. "Do you know of the Angd's Pencil ?*

The Kzin was speaking Interworld as smoothly asif held grown up with the language. Some of us
gaped. But hisfirst words to me had been Interworld, after | startled and angered him . . . and heliked

cappuccino.

Fly-By-Night said, "Angel's Pencil was adowboat, one of Sol system’s dower-than-light colony craft.
Four hundred years ago, Angdl's Pencil sent word of our coming. Sol system was given yearsto prepare.
My ancestor Shadow contrived to board Pencil after alying himsdlf with ahuman captive, Sdena
Guthlac. He and shejoined their crew.”

"That must have been onefutz of amakeup job," Nicolaus Van Zild said.

"He had to stoop and keep his earsfolded, and depilate! Whose story isthis, boy?" Nicolaus
grinned. The Kzin said, "Angel's Pencil's crew had already destroyed Tracker. They later destroyed
Guitting Claw, the first and second kills of the First War, not bad for aship with no intended armaments.

"Pencil was forced to passthrough Patriarchy space before they found aworld to settle. None of
those ramscoop ships were easy to turn, and none were built for more than one voyage. We were ninety
light-years from Earth. One hundred and six years had passed on Earth.”

| asked, "We?'

"Gutting Claw's Telepath, later named Shadow, isour first Sire. Pencil rescued six femaes from the
Admird's harem. Our species have lived together on Sheathclaws for three hundred years. We remained



cut off. Any message laser aimed at human space would pass through the Patriarchy. We spoke with no
sapient species, we did not even know of faster-than-light travel, until . . ." Hy-By-Night looked up.

Sedthy-Mating's boat had arrived. We were looking directly into an obtrusively large e ectromagnetic
weapon.
Nicolaus asked, "Can you read minds?'

"No, child. Some of usare good at guessing, but we don't have the drug. Where was 17?*
Fly-By-Night said, "They told mein the hospita after my first failed name quest. The universe had
opened up-" He cut himself off asafurry face popped into hologram space in the workstation.

"l am Envoy. | spesk for the Longest War. Terminate your spin. Open the airlock.”
Captain Preiss nodded to Quickpony. Reaction motors whispered, owing us.

Fly-By-Night spoke morerapidly. "Boarding seemsimminent. Y ou cannot protect me. Give meto
them. If you live long enough to speak to your people, tell them that three grown males | eft Sheathclaws
on our name quests. Half our genes derive from Shadow, from atelepath. The Patriarch needs telepaths.
Now hewill learn of aworld peopled by Gutting Claw's telepath, none of whom hasfelt the addiction to
sthondat lymph in three hundred years.

Gravity eased away until sidewaysthrust was dl there was, and then that was gone too. Odysseus
outer airlock door opened.

The boat thumped into place againgt our hull. The older Van Zildsand | had our seat websin place.
The children floated, clinging to the arms of couches.

"They will have my genes. They will find Sheathclaws," Fly-By-Night concluded. "Y ou will face my
children in the next war, if they havetheir way."

Two big pressure-suit shapes lft the boat on jet packs. One entered the lock. We heard it cycle. The
other waited on the hull, to shoot the dome out if he saw resistance.

Theinner door opened. The armored Kzin entered in alegp, up and into the dome where his
companions could see him, ahalf turn to keep usin view. In hishand was alight that he aimed like a
wespon. Hewas graceful asafish.

| squinted to save my vision. Thelight played over every part of the lobby and workstation. What he
saw must have been reassuring.

Envoy said, "We have demands. The Covenantswill be followed where possible. All losseswill be
paid. Give usyour passenger. Heisin violation of our law. FHy-By-Night, isthis Jotok your dave?"

IIYSII

"Hy-By-Night, Jotok, you must enter your vacuum packs. Fly-By-Night, give your w'tsai to Packer."
"W'tsa?' Fly-By-Night asked. "This? My knife?"

"Caefully.”

Giving up hisw'tsal wasthe ultimate surrender. If | knew that from my reading, surely aKzin knew it.
Three hundred years among humans. . . Had they lost the tradiition?

But Fly-By-Night was offering asilver knife-prong-spoon ten incheslong and dark with tarnish.

A spoony? We ate with those! They matched severd shapes of digits and were oversized for human
hands. Odysseus kitchen melted the silver to kill bacteria, then squirted it into moldsfor the next medl.

Packer took it, stared at it, then showed it to Envoy's hologram. Envoy snarled in the Heroes Tongue.
Hewasnt buyingit.

Our passenger answered in Interworld. "Y es, mine! See, hereismy symbol,” the sign of Outbound



Enterprises, awinged craft black against a crescent world. "Fly by night!"
A laugh would be bad. | looked at the children. They looked solemn.

Of Packer'sweapon | saw only aglare of light. But he held it on Hy-By-Night asif it had to fire
something deadly, and he snarled acommand and lashed out with histail. Under the minor impact
Fly-By-Night spun dowly so that Packer could examine him for more weapons.

He snarled again. Fly-By-Night and Paradoxical pulled tabs on vacuum packs. The packs popped
into double-walled spheres. Held open by higher pressure, the collar on each refuge inflated like apair of
fet lips

Fly-By-Night had trouble wriggling through the collar. Once insde he had room. These vacuum
refugeswould have held the whole Van Zild family. Paradoxica looked quitelost in his.

Envoy spoke. "Captain, you carry human passengers frozen in three cargo modules. Release these
modules.

Theworld went gray.
| began to breath deep and hard, to hyperoxygenate, because | dared not faint.
Captain Preiss hands hadn't moved. That was brave, but it wouldn't save anyone.

Thedder Van Zilds buried their facesin each other's shoulders. The children were horrified and
fascinated. They watched everything. Once | caught them looking at their parentsin utter contempt.

Likethem, | had been haf enjoying the situation.

Thiswould have been my last interstellar flight. Chance had me riding not as frozen cargo, but asa
passenger, aware and entertained.

Flying the ship would have been more fun, of course.

Quickpony had suggested joining our cabins, aswe were the obvious unpaired pair. | showed
Quickpony videos displayed by the circuitry in my ring. Our lockstep ceremony. JennalJeenajust ayear
old. Sharrol/Milcenta not yet pregnant again; | should have updated while | could. We are lockstepped,
see, hereisour ring. Quickpony admired and dropped the subject.

And that |eft what for entertainment?

Kzinti hijackerd

I'd treeted it like agame until Stealthy-Mating claimed my family. Bound into my couch by acrash
web, | let my hand rest on the release while | considered what wegpons | might have at hand.

Lips drawn back, fangs showing, Envoy's speech was turning mushy. " Examine the Covenants,
Captain Preiss. They were never dtered. We take only hostages. They will be returned unharmed when
our needs are satisfied. Compensation will be paid for every cost incurred.”

"What crime do you claim against Fly-By-Night?' Quickpony asked.

"His ancestor committed treason againgt his officers and the Petriarch. Pendties hold against his blood
lineforever. We may claim hislife, but wewill not. Wevaue hisblood line."

"Has Hy-By-Night committed acrime?’

"Faseidentity. Purchase of a Jotok without entitlement. Trivia."

Dumb and happy Mart Graynor wasn't the type to carry weapons aboard a spacecraft. The recorded
Covenant of 2505 might be the only weapon | had. | et it play in one ear. The old diplomatic language
was murky. . . .

Hereit was. Hostages are to be returned in hedlth if al conditions met, conditions not to be atered . .
. coststo be assessed intime of peace at earliest . . .



Was | supposed to bet lives on this?
Heidi asked, "Do you eat human meat?'

Packer and the hologram both turned to the girl. Envoy said, "Hostages. | have said. The Covenants
say. Kitten, we consider human meset to be.. . . whasht-meery . . . unsafe. Captain Preiss, the modules
we want are al addressed to Outbound on Home, yes? We will deliver them. Else we would face dl the
navies of human space.”

Preisssaid, "I have no such confidence."

Packer kicked down from the dome. He set his huge hands on the girl'swaist and looked into her
face. He till hadn't spoken.

Nicolaus screamed and leapt. As he came at the armored Kzin, Packer reached out and wrapped
both children againgt his armored chest. They looked up through the bubble hemet into aKzin's smile.

Nicolaus bared histeeth.

Envoy sad, "Pause, Packer! Captain Preiss, think! Without gravity generators you must till fall
around Turnpoint Star and into flat space. Hyperdrive will take you to the edge of Home system. Cdll for
help to tow you the rest of the way. What other path have we? We might smash your hyperdrive and
hyperwave and leave you to die here, silenced, but your absence at Home will set the law seeking us.

"Thisisthe better risk, to violate no law unlesswe must. We take hostages. Y ou must not call your
authorities until you arrive near Home. Wewill transport our prisoner, then deliver your passengers.”

Packer'sarmswere full of children: hampered. Preiss and Quickpony were on ahair trigger. | was
unarmed, but if they moved, | would.

"Wait," Envoy said. Preiss ill hadn't moved. "Y ou carry stock from Shasht? Seallife?”

"Wes"

"1 must spesk with my leader. Lightspeed gap istwo minutes each way. Do nothing threatening.”
We heard Envoy yowling into his communicator. Then nothing.

My pocket computer dinged.

Everybody twitched, yeeped or looked around. Heidi floated to the rim of my booth and listened over
my shoulder.

Sealionsaround the Earth's poleslive in large communities built around one dphamae, many femaes
and their pups, and severd beta maesthat live around the edges of the herd. When the dphamaeis
otherwise occupied, an exile may rush in and mate hurriedly with afemale and escape. Several species of
Earth's mammals have adapted such a breeding Strategy, as havelife forms on Kzin and even many Kzinti
clans. Biologigts, particularly reproductive biologists, cal them sneaky-fuckers.

| said, "Maybe theres amore polite term for the journas. Anyway, good name for aspy ship.
Pleasemadam, seek Longest War plus Kzinti plus piracy, runit.”

Wewaited.

When Hans VVan Hild couldn't stand the silence any more, he said, "Heidi, Nicolaus, I'm sorry. We
should havelet you grow up.”

IIHaﬁII
"Yes, Hilde, therewas dl thetimein the world. Hilde, there's never time. Never away to know."

Envoy spoke. "Release one of the modules for Outbound Enterprises and two addressed to
Neptune's Empire. The passengerswill be returned. Neptune's Empire will be recompensed for their
stock."



Fdh?

Captain Preisssfingertips danced. Three cargo modules dowly rose out of therim. | felt utterly
helpless.

Packer |eft the children floating. He pushed FHy-By-Night's balloon toward the airlock.

| said, "Wait."

Thearmored Kzin turned. | squinted againgt the glare of hisweapon. "We do not permit davery
aboard Odysseus,” | said. " Odysseus bel ongs to the Human Space Trade Alliance. The Jotok stays.”

"Who are you? Where derives your authority?" Envoy demanded.

"Martin Wallace Graynor. No authority, but the law-"

"Fly-By-Night purchased a Jotok and holds him as property. We hold Fly-By-Night as property.
Loca law crawls before interspecies covenants. The Jotok comes. Are you concerned for the well-being
of the Jotok?"

| sad,"Yes"
"You shall observeif heis mistrested. Enter avacuum refuge now."

| caught Quickpony's horror. She spun around to search her screen display of the Covenantsfor
someway to stop this. Packer pulled Fly-By-Night toward the airlock. He wasn't waiting.

Neither did I. | launched mysdlf gently toward the refuge that held the Jotok.

It would not have occurred to meto hug the only availablelittle girl before | disgppeared into the
Nursery Nebula. | launched, Heidi launched, and she wasin my path, arms spread, bawling. | hugged
her, let our momentum turn us, whispered something reassuring and let go. She drifted toward awall, |
toward the Jotok's bubble.

Shedd put something bulky in my zip pocket.
| crawled through the collar into the Jotok's vacuum refuge and zipped the lips closed.

Packer pushed Fly-By-Night into the airlock, closed it, cycled it. His armored companion on the hull
pulled the bubble into space. Packer came back for us and cycled us through.

Two bubblesfloated outsde Odysseus, dowly rotating, dowly diverging. Packer wastill in
Odysseus.

The boat jerked into motion. We watched as it maneuvered above one of the brick-shaped cargo
modules attached to Odysseus. A pressure-armored Kzin stood below, guiding.

Nobody was coming after us.
The Jotok asked, "Martin, was that sane? What were you thinking?"

| said, "Pleasemadam, seek interspecies diplomacy plus Kzinti plus Longest War. Runit. Paradoxicd,
| wasthinking of arescue. | tried to bust you loose. Y ou know more about Fly-By-Night than | could
ever learn. | need what you can tell me.”

"Y ou have no authority to question us,” the Jotok said, "unless you hold ARM authority."

I laughed harder than he would have expected. "I'm not an ARM. No authority at al. Do you want
Fly-By-Night freed? Do you want your own freedom?"

"We had that! LE Graynor, when Fly-By-Night bought us from the orange underground market on
Shasht, he swore to free us. On Sheathclaws chains of 1akes run from mountainsto sea. We would have
bred in their lakes. All of the Jotoki popul ace of Sheathclawswould be our descendants. We have been



robbed of our destiny!"
| asked, "Did Fly-By-Night take more daves than just you?"
"No."
"Then who did you expect to mate with?"

"We arefivel Jotoki grow like your edls, not sapient. Reach first maturity, seek each other, cluster in
fives. Brains grow links. Reach second maturity, seek alake, divide, breed and dig, like your sdmon. LE
Mart, you yourselves are two mindsjoined by a structure called corpus callosum. Join is denser in Kzinti,
that species hasless redundancy, but still brain istwo lobes. We arefive lobes, narrow joins. Almost
individuals cooperate, Par-Rad-Doc-Sic-Cd, Doc talks, Par waks, Cal for fine-scale coordination.
Almost five-lobe mind, sometimeslock inindecison. In traumaor in fresh water we may divide again.
May join again to cluster differently, different person. Y ou perceive?"

Futz, it was an interesting picture, but 1'd never grasp what it was like to be Jotok. The point was that
Paradoxical was abreeding population.

| asked, "Are you hungry? What do you eat?"
"Privatdy.”

"Didn't Hy-By-Night see you eat?"

"Only once."

I'd put a handmed in my pocket, but | wouldn't eat in front of Paradoxica after that. "Orange
market?'

"An extensve market exists among the Shasht Kzinti. They trade intelligence, dectronics, stolen goods
and daves. Shasht the continent is nearly lifeless. They seeded severa lakes for our breeding and

confinement, but without maintenance they die off. The trade could be stopped. Our lakes must show a
different color from orbit. | surmisethe law has no interest.”

"Y ou once held an interstellar empire-"

"My master tells me s0. The davers don't teach us. Properly speaking, they do not hold davesat all.
They hold fish ponds. When a purchaser wants a Jotok, five swimming forms are allowed to assemble.
Our magter isthefirgt thing we see”

"Who chose your name?"

"My master. | am free and dave, many and one, land and sea dweller, a paradox.”

"Heredly doesthink in Interworld, doesn't he? They must teach kzinti as a second language.”
A magnetic grapplelocked in place, and the first module came free.

My pocket computer dinged. We listened:

Longest War, apoalitica entity never named until after the Second War With Men, has since been
clamed by many Kzinti groups. It may appear in connection with piracy, disappearing LEs or
disappearing ships, but never an action againgt planets or amgjor offensive. Claim has been made, never
proved, that Longest War are any Patriarch's servants whom the Patriarch must disclaim. We surmise
aso that the Longest War names any group who hope for the eye of the Patriarch. Eventsinclude 2399
Serpent Swarm, 2410 K dat-

* % %

Fly-By-Night had drifted so far that he was hard to find, just atwinkle of lensed light as starfog glow
passed behind his vac refuge. Why didn't they retrieve him? Wasit redly Fly-By-Night they wanted, or
something €se?



| watched Stedlthy-Mating's boat retrieve a second cargo module. They weren't being careful. Two of
those boxes held only Fafnir's thousand varieties of fish, but the other . . . wasin aquantum gtate. It held
and did not hold Sharrol/Milcenta. and JennalJeena, until some observer could open the module.

Indl theyears1'd flown for NakamuraLines, | had never seen avac pack used. Light-years from any
world, milesfrom any ship, with nothing but clear plastic skin between me and the ravenous vacuum. . .
it seemed agood timeto look it over.

Thiswasn't the brand wed carried. It was newer, or else amore expensive modd.

Loops of tough ribbon hung everywhere: handholds. Air tank. A tube two litersin volume had popped
out. Inner zip, outer zip: an airlock. We could be fed through that, or get rid of wastes. . . amatter |
would not raise with Paradoxical just yet.

A light. A deeve and glove taped against the wall, placed to reach the outer zip. Herewasavalve. . .
hmm . . . avaveending in alittle cone outsde. Ingde, ahandleto amiit.

To any refugee there might come amoment when ajet is more important than breathing-air.
Not yet.
"Why would you want to rescue my master?' Paradoxical asked.

"They have my wife and daughter and unborn, one chance out of three. Two out of three they're ill
safe aboard Odysseus. Would you bet?'

"No Jotok knows his parent. Might you find another mate and generate more children?”
| didn't answer.
"How do you like your battle plan so far?’

| couldn't hear sarcasm, but | inferred it. | said, "1 have a spare vac pack. So does Fly-By-Night. Did
you see what he did? He triggered apack on thewall. Kept hisown. And Heidi passed me something.”

"What did the girl giveyou?'
"Might be somekind of toy."

The Jotok said, "Mee-rowreet means make daves and beasts go where can be killed. Not Envoy.
Whasht-meery means infested or diseased, too rotted or parasitica for even astarving predator. Prey
that diestoo easily, opponent who exposes belly too soon, is suspect whasht-meery.”

| waited for our spin to hide me from Stedlthy-Mating's telescopes before | pulled Heidi's gift free.

It was foam platic, light and bulky. A toy needle gun. If thiswasred, her parents.. . . Wait, now,
Heldi was almost forty yearsold!

They wouldn't think quite like human adults, these children, but their brainswere as big asthey were
going to get. Their parents might want them able to protect themselves. . . and if not, she and her brother
had spent decades learning how to manipulate their parents.

| couldn't test it.

"Needle gun. Anesthetic crystas” | told Paradoxicd. " They won't get through armor. One wouldn't
knock out aKzin anyway. Better than nothing, though. Whereis Fly-By-Night'sw'tsai ?'

"You saw."

"Paradoxical, we are in too much trouble to be playing children's games.”
Paradoxica said nothing.

Stealthy-Mating's boat locked on to the third cargo module.

| said, "That was fun to watch, though. Giving Packer slverware!™



Paradoxical rotated to show me his mouth.

| saw adtar of tentacles around acircle of lip enclosing five circles of tiny teeth in apentagon.
Something emerged from one circle of teeth. Paradoxica vomited up along, narrow, padded mailing
bag. | pulledit free, unzipped it, and had ayard of blade and handle.

The blade looked like dark stedl. Thelight caught aminute ripple effect . . . but it was al wrong. To
my fingertip'stouch theripple wasjust a picture. The blade weighed almost nothing. Theweight wasdl in
the handle.

Inthe end of the hilt wasasmall black enamel bat. Bats exist only on Earth and in the zoo on Jinx, but
that ancient Batman symbol has gone to every human world. FHy by night.

Futz, | had to try it on something.

My lockstep ring had asilver case. That's a soft metal, but the blade only scratchedit. | tested my
thumb on the edge, gingerly. Blunt.

Customs change. A wegpon can be purely ceremonid . . . but why make the handle so heavy? Why
was Paradoxica watching me?

Because it wasapuzzle.
Push the ename bat. Nothing.

Wigglethe blade. Pushit in, risk my fingers, fed it give. A Kzin could push harder. Nothing? Pull out,
and my fingertipsfelt ahum. Thelook of the blade didn't change. Carefully now, don't touch the edge-

It diced neatly through my lockstep ring, with amoment's white sputter as circuitry burned out. The
cut edges of the classc slver band shone like little mirrors. There should have been some resistance.

A vaidble-knifeisviolently illegd: hair-finewirein amagnetic field, al edge and no blade, thin enough
to dice through walls and machinery. Often enough it hurtsthe widder. When it's off it'sal handle, and
the handleis heavy: it holds the coiled wire and the mag generator.

Thistoy was similar, but with ablade of fixed length, harder to hide. More sporting. A groove around
the edge housed the wire until magnetsraised it for action.

The onyx bat was recessed now. | pushed and it popped out. The vibration stopped.
We had aweapon.

What was keeping Packer? They had the telepath, they had hostages, they had two modules of Fafnir
seafood. What was | eft to do in there? Get on with it. | had aweapon!

"Wait before you useit. | know my magter,” the Jotok said. "He will take command of the boat. The
larger ship iswegponless againg it."

"Paradoxica, hed befighting at least threewarriorstrained in freefdl. Don't forget the pilots. Four if
we get asfar asthe ship.”

"Whasht-meery may currently be on autopilot or remote. Possession of armor does not imply training.
Hy-By-Night was a champion wrestler before he wasinjured. We fear you're right. But we must try!"

"Wresler?'
"Hetells methey fight with capped claws on Sheathclaws.”
Somehow | was not reassured.

Packer emerged.
He and his companion jetted toward Fly-By-Night's bubble. They pulled Fly-By-Night toward the



boat. Clamshell doors opened around the snout of the solenoid wesapon. The three disappeared inside.

| safed and wrapped the w'tsal and gaveit to the Jotok. He swallowed it, and the needler after it. He
must haveastraight gut . . . five straight guts, | thought, like fish or worms al merged at the head.

The two armored Kzinti came for us. They towed us toward the boat.

The boat was athick lens, like Odysseus but smaller. The modules were anchored against one side.
The other side was two transparent clamshell doors with the hollow solenoid sticking out between them.

The doors closed over us.

Theinterior had been arrayed around the solenoid wegpon. There were lockers. Hatch in the floor, a
smaller airlock. A kitchen wall big enough for a cruise ship, with agaping intake hopper. A big box,
detachable, with adoor init. | took that for a shower/washroom. | didn't see ahologram stage or amass
pointer.

Mechanisms fed into the base of the main weapon. A feed for projectiles? The thing didn't just burn
out electronics, it was alinear accelerator too, acannon.

Fly-By-Night's vacuum refuge had been wedged between the cannon and thewall. He watched us.

The doors came down and now our balloon was wedged next to his. Gravity came on.
Stedthy-Mating's crew anchored us with aspray of glue, while athird Kzin watched from the horseshoe
of aworkstation. The two took their places beside him.

Four chairs; three Kzinti dl in pressure suit armor. There was no separate cabin because they might
have to work the cannon. It could have been worse.

They talked for abit, mobile mouths snarling at each other insde fishbowl! helmets. They fiddled with
the controls. A sound of tigers fighting blasted from Paradoxica's backpack vest. My trandator
murmured, " So, Telepath! Welcome back to the Patriarch's service."

Two or three seconds of silence followed. In that moment Odysseus abruptly shrank to atoy and was
gone. Disturbing eddies played through our bodies. The boat must be making twenty or thirty gravities,
but it had good shielding. Thiswas awarcraft.

Their prisoner decided to answer. "Y ou honor me. Y ou may cal me LE Fly-By-Night."

"Honored you should be, Telepath, but your credit asa L egd Entity isforged, atelepath has no name,
and Fly-By-Night isonly adescription, and in Interworld, too! Still you will command aharem before we
do. We should envy you." That voice was Envoy's.

"Cal me Fly-By-Night if | am expected to answer. Does the Patriarch still make addicts of any who
show the talent?’

"Y ou have hibernated for three centuries? We use advanced medica techniquesin thisage. Chemica
mimic of shondat lymph, sx syllable name, more powerful, few side effects, diet additivesto minimize
those."

A second Kzin voice said, ™Y ou need not taste the drug yoursdlf, Telepath, by my aphaofficer's
word."

"Only my poor kits, then. But how well do Kzinti keep each other's promises? | know that Odysseus
was disabled despite all reassurance.”

What? Fly-By-Night had no way to know that. | was only guessing, and his vac refuge had floated
further from Odysseus than our own.

But Envoy said, "All follows the Covenants sworn with men at Shasht. That was my assurance, and it
isgood.”

"Do those alow you to maroon aLega Entity ship in deep space?’



"Summon them. Read them.”
"My servant carries my computer and disk library.”
The pilot tapped; we heard aclick, then silence.

Paradoxica turned off histalker. "We can use thisto speak to my master, but they may listen. What
can you say that those oversized intestind parasites may hear too?"

"Right now, nothing. Thrusterswere yoursfirgt, weren't they? Called the gravity planer?”’

"Jotoki created gravity planers, yes. Kzinti endaved us and stole the design. Y our folk stole it from
Kzinti inveders."

"|sthere anything you know about thrusters that they don't? Something that might help?”

"No. ldiot. What we learned of gravity motors, we learned from Kzinti!"

"Eutz-"

"1 had thought,” Paradoxical said carefully, "that they would not keep their control room in vacuum.”

"Their hostages are dl frozen. Can't fight. Can't escape. Maybe they like that? Anything we try now
would leave us dying in vacuum. How long can a Jotok stand vacuum?'

"A few seconds, then death.”

"Humans can take afew minutes." Humans had, and survived. It wasrare. "I might go blind first. Do
you mind if | think out loud for abit?"

"Do you talk to yourself to move messages across that narrow structure in your brain, the corpus
cdlosum?!

"l havenoidea." So | talked across my corpus calosum. "Thisis bad, but it could be worse. We
might have been in a separate cargo hold, still in vacuum and locked out of aflight cabin.”

"Rgoice"

"| thought | wouldn't have to worry about Odysseus. The ship'son afreefal course around Turnpoint
Star, through the Gap and into free space. They ill had hyperdrive and hyperwave and the attitude jets,
last | saw. Attitudejets arejust fusion reaction motors. That won't take them anywhere. Hyperdrive only

worksin flat space, so it won't get them into a solar system. They could till crossto Home system, call
for help and get atow. Two weeks?'

"Envoy said dl of that to Captain Preiss. Wait-but-stop-didn't Envoy confess otherwise?"

"l heard. Futz." Fly-By-Night had done that very cleverly. But Envoy hadn't confessed; he had only
inssted that he had not violated the Covenants.

"We'd better assume Packer shot up the control board. That would leave Odysseus as an inert box of
hostages. Leavethem faling. Retrievethem later.”

Paradoxicd sad nothing.
"Next problem. Fly-By-Night can't get out of hisrefuge.”
"Surdy-"

"No, look, he can't dash hisway out. HE's got only his claws. He can zip it open. All the air spews
out, and now he can try to get through the opening. He'stoo big. HEd die in vacuum while hewastrying
to wiggle free with those threelaughing at him.”

"Y es. Lessthan flexible, human and Kzinti. Are you smdl enough to get through the collar?”

"Yes" | was pretty sure. "Now, we can't warn Fly-By-Night. Any fighting, I'll haveto gartit. You're
dead if | dash therefuge open, so | don't. | unzip it. Air pressure blows me out, poof. Y ou zip it behind



me quick so therefuge re-inflates. I'm in vacuum. | dash Fly-By-Night's refuge wide open and hand him
the w'tsal. Werre both fighting in vacuum againgt three Kzinti in pressure armor. How does it sound?”

"Beyond madness."

"Theré's no point anyway. If we could take the boat, we gtill couldn't bresk lightspeed, because the
hyperdrive motor ison the ship. Wed die of old age herein the Nursery Nebula."

"Y ou don't have aplan?’

| was dtill feding it out. "The only way out has uswaiting for these bandits to berth the boat to
Stedthy-Mating. Maybeit's agood thing Fly-By-Night doesn't have hisw'tsai. Kzinti self-control is. . .
theresaword-"

"Oxymoron. But my master integrates selveswell."

"They'll have to move the cargo modulesinside the ship. Can't leave them where they are, they're
blocking the magnets, the docking points. Where does that |eave us? Whatever we do, we want the ship
and the boat. After they birth the boat, likely enough they'll till leave the cabin in vacuum and usin these
bubbles™

"My kind can survive six days without food. Two without water."

Two of the Kzinti crew might have been adeep. The third wasn't doing much.

One presently gtirred-Envoy, by his suit markings-got up and disappeared into the big box with a
door init. Fifteen minuteslater he was back.

Wouldn't ashower or atoilet have to be under pressure?

| watched my alien companions and my aien enemies. | watched the magnificent pageant of stars
being born. | thought and | read.

Read everything.
Covenants of 2505. Commentary, then and recent. Kzinti sociology. Revisons: what congtitutes

torture. . . lossof limbsand organs. . . sensory deprivation. Violations. Theright to aspeedy trid, to
Speedy execution, not to be evaded. What isaLegd Entity. . ..

MaeKzinti were LEs. A computer program was not. Heidi and Nicolaus were not, poor kids, but
Kzin kittens werent either; it was amatter of maturity as an evolved being. Jotoki and Kdat were LES
unlesslegitimately endaved. Entitieswith forged identities were not. |ce Class passengerswere LEs.
Good! Wasthere arule against lying to hostages? Of course not, but | looked.

Paradoxical produced acomputer from his backpack and went to work. | didn't ask what he might
be learning.

| did not see Hly-By-Night tearing at his prison. When | caught hiseye, | clawed at my own bubble.
Our captors might be reassured if they saw some sign of hysterics, of despair.

Hedidn't take the hint.
Maybe | had him al wrong.

A telepath born among the Kzinti will be found as akzitten, conscripted, and addicted to chemicalsto
bring out his ability. Telepaths detect spies and traitors; they assist in jurisprudence; they gradudly go
crazy. Alien minds drive them crazy much fagter.

If atelepath feels an opponents pain, he can't easily fight for mates. For generations the Patriarchy
discouraged their telepaths from breeding. Then, battling an dien enemy during the Man-Kzin Wars, they
burned them out.



Probably Envoy had spoken truth: what the Kzinti wanted from Fly-By-Night was more telepaths.

They'd get the location of Sheathclaws out of him. After they had what they wanted, they'd givehim a
harem. They'd imprison him in luxury. Envoy had said they wouldn't force the drug on him; it might be
true.

A Kzin might settlefor that.

| could come blasting out of my plastic bottle, screaming my air away, w'tsal swinging . . . cut him
loose, and find myself fighting aone while he blew up ancther bubble for himself.

Fly-By-Night floated quite ill, very relaxed, earsfolded. He might have been adeep. He might have
been watching histhree captors guide the boat toward Stedthy-Mating.

| watched their ears. Ears must makeit hard for aKzintolie. Lying to ahologram might be easier . . .
and they wouldn't have called him Envoy for nothing.

Flick-flick of ears, bass megping, atouch on the controls. We were flying through alethd intengity of
gammarays.

The Jotok's armtips rippled over hiskeyboard. His computer was a narrow strip of something siff;
he'd glued or velcroed it to the bubble wall. The keyboard and hol oscreen were projections. | knew the
make-"Paradoxicd? |an't that a Gates Quintillian?"

"Y es. Human-built computers are superior to Patriarchy makes."

"Oh, that explainsthe corks! Fly-By-Night'sfingers are too big for the keyboard, so he puts corks on
hisnaild"

The Jotok said, "Y ou are Beowulf Shagffer.”

| spasmed like an dectrocuted frog, then turned to gawk at him. "How can you possibly ... 7

How can you possibly think that a seven foot tall albino has ot fourteen inches of height and got
himself curly black hair and atan?

Hair dye and tannin secretion pills, and futz that, we had red trouble. | asked, "Have you spent three
hours researching me?"

"You aretheonly dly at hand. | need to understand you better. Y ou are wanted by the ARM for
conspiracy abduction, four counts.”

"Four?'

"Sharrol Janss, Carlos Wu, and two children. Feather Filip isyour suspect co-conspirator. ARM
interest seemsto liein thelost genes of Carlos Wu, but Sharrol Janssis aleged to be aflat phobe, hence
would never haveleft Earth willingly."

"Wedl ran away together."

"My interest liesin your abilities, not your crimes. Y ou were acivilian spacecraft pilot. Wereyou
trained for agility infreefdl?'

"Yes. Any emergency in aspacecraft, gravity isthefirg thing that goes.”
"You'reagileif you've escaped the ARM thusfar. What has your reading gained you?"'
"We haveto live. We haveto win."

"These would be good ideas-"

"No, you don't get it." The Jotok had to understand. " The Covenants of 2505 permit taking of
hostages. They only put restrictions on their trestment. |'ve played those futzy documents threetimes
through. Odysseus is hostages-in-a-box, live and frozen. They won't starve. Envoy can take
Hy-By-Night anywhere he likes, however long it takes, then come back and release Odysseus. It'sdl in



the Covenants.”
"If anything goeswrong," Paradoxica said, "they would never come."

"No, it'sworse than that! If everything goesright for them, there's no good reason to go back unless
it'stofill thefood lockers! The Covenants only apply when you're caught. My family is one hundred
percent dead if we can't changethat.”

"Envoy'sword may be good. No! Bad gamble. We should study the pot odds. Beowulf, have you
evolved aplan?'

"l don't know enough.”

The three crew were awake now, watching us as we watched them, though mostly they watched
Fly-By-Night.

Paradoxicd'staker burst to life. My trandator said, "Tell us of the fight that injured you."

Fly-By-Night was dow to answer. " Sheathclaws folk are fond of hang gliding. We make much bigger
hang glidersfor Kzinti, and not so many of usfly. | was near grown, seeking aname. My intent wasto fly
from Blood Park to Touchdown, three hundred klicks along rocky shore and then inland, at night. Land
in Offcentral Park. Startle humansinto fits"

Packer snarled, " Startling humansis no fit way to earn aname!” and the unnamed Kzin asked,
"Wouldn't the thermd s be different at night?’

Fly-By-Night said, "Very different.”
"Y our second naming quest brought you here," Envoy stated.

"Yes. | hoped that a scarred Kzin might pass among other Kzinti. Chalenge would be lesslikely. Any
lapse in knowledge might be due to head injury. | might pass more easily on aworld part Kzin and part
human, like Shasht-Fafnir."

"Y ou dancelightly over an important matter. Who lifted you from your world?"
"Where would be my honor if | told you that?"

"Smugglers? Bandits? What species? Y ou will give usthat too, Nameless." We heard the click:
communication severed.

One of the Kzinti stood up. Another dashed the vacuum, amerewrist gesture, but the first sat down
again. Thegtarswheded . . . and something that was not astar came into view, brilliant in pure laser
colors Stedthy-Mating'sriding lights.

| said, "We're about to dock. If anything happens, you keep the needle sprayer, | want the blade.
Closing the zipper turnson the air, so don't lose that.”

"No fear," said Paradoxical.

Gravity went away. We floated. The ships danced about each other. | would have docked less
recklessly. I'm not aKzin.

"They know too much about us,” | said.

Paradoxica asked, "In what context?"

"They knew our manifest. They knew our position-"

"Finding another ship in interstellar spaceis not athing they could plan, Beowulf."

"LE Graynor to you. Look at it thisway," | said. "The only way to get here, faling through the Tao
Gap in Einstein space, isto be going from Fafnir to Home. Stedlthy-Mating got our route somehow. They
dtarted later with afaster ship. They might catch us approaching Home during deceleration . . . track our
gravitonwake.. . . or snatch you and Fly-By-Night after you got through Customs. They could not



possibly have expected to find Odysseus here. Catching us here was afluke, an opportunity. They
grabbed it."

"Asyou say."
"I likeit."
Paradoxicd stared. "Do you? Why?"

"Clients, overlords, alies, any kind of support would have to be told that Stealthy-Mating is en route
to Home. Any rendezvous with Steslthy-Mating isa Home. When could they change that? They're till
headed for Home!"

"Very speculaive.”

"l know."

Stedlthy-Mating's cargo bay was bigger than the boat's, under doorsthat opened like wings.

The boat released the cargo modules. Two Kzinti went out and began moving them. Envoy stayed
behind. He watched the action in gpace, ignoring us.

"Not yet," Paradoxica said. | nodded. Fly-By-Night floated half curled up. He seemed to be adeep,
but his ears kept flicking open likelittle fans.

| ate my handmed. Paradoxica averted its eyes.

Packer and the nameless third crewperson set the modules moving one by one, and juggled them as
they approached Stedthy-Mating. Waldo arms reached up to pull them into the bay and lock them. It
seemed to take forever, but 1'd have moved those masses one at atime. They werein ahurry. Rounding
apoint masswould scatter thisloose stuff al acrossthe sky.

Turnpoint Star must be near.

The cargo doors closed. Stealthy-Mating rotated, and the boat was pulled down againgt the hull.
Now we were al one mass.

The hatch in the floor opened. Three Kzinti came through in pressure suitsto join Envoy. The
newcomer's chest and back showed aKzinti snarl done in gaudy orange dots-and-commeas. He spared a
glance for me and Paradoxical, then turned to Fly-By-Night.

My trandator said, "I am Meebrlee-Ritt."
"Futz!" Fly-By-Night exclaimed in Interworld.

"Y our concernisnoted. Yes, | am of the Patriarch'sline. Y our First Sire was Gutting Claw's
Telepath, who betrayed the Patriarch Rrowrregt-Ritt and showed prey how to destroy his own ship!”

"And he never even went back for the ears. Then again, they wereinside ahot plasma,” Fly-By-Night
sad.

To Envoy Meebrlee-Ritt said, "This one was to be tamed.”

Envoy cringed, earsflat. Even | could hear the change in hisvoice, the whine. "Dominant One, this
fool crippled himsdlf for afaled joke, and that joke was his name quest! A lesser male he must be, never
mated. Hisarrogance isbluff or insanity, or €se life among humans has made him quite dien! But let Tech
giveusair pressure, release the telepath, and the stench of your rage will cow him soon enough!™

"L et usexpend less effort than that." Meebrlee-Ritt turned back to Fly-By-Night. "Telepath, your life
may be taken by any who happen upon you.”

"Did you need my consent for this?"
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"Or my Firgt Sire's confesson? That may be summoned by any Sheathclaws school program. Then
what shdl we discuss? Tdl us how you gained your name."

"l washborntoit, of course. Let usdiscussyour future.”
"l have afuture?’

"Y our blood line may be forgiven. Y ou may keep your daves, such asthey are, and aharem of my
choosing-"

"Y ours? Dominant One, forgive my interruption, please continue.”

Evenif hewasfamiliar with human sarcaam, it waan't likely Meebrlee-Ritt had been getting it from
Kzinti! I'd read that Kzinti telepaths were flighty, not terribly bright. Meebrlee-Ritt sooke more dowly.
"Yes, my choosing! Y ou may liveyour lifein honor and luxury, or you may die shredded by my hands."

"Meebrlee-Ritt, you would not expect meto legp into so difficult adecison. Will you bargain for the
lives of your hostages?'

" Submissive and unarmed Humans." Meebrlee-Ritt sneezed his contempt. "But what would you
bargain with?Y our world?*

"Only my genes. Congder,” said Fly-By-Night. In the Heroes Tongue his speech was along snarl,
but the trandation sounded placid enough. "He who is obeyed, who fights best, who matesisthe apha,
the dominant one. Y ou command that | mate? How will you persuade methat | am dominant? Submit to
this one easy demand. Rescue my erstwhile hogts. Release them at Home.™

"Why would | want you in rut? There are no females aboard Sraff-zisht. Packer, Envoy, you remain.
Leavethe gravity off. Tech, with me. Turnpoint Star is near.”

Two Kzinti went through the hatch. Two took their seats. Their handswereidle. Now the boat rode
Stedthy-Mating like a paradite.
| asked, "Can you see Turnpoint Star?"

"At point Six kilometers across? Y ou flatter me. | surmiseit may be centered in that curdle,” said
Paradoxical.

Curdle? Thetight little knot of glowing gas? | watched, waiched . .. A red point blew upinto a
blue-white sun and | fell into it. The sarswheded. The baloons that housed usrippled asif batted by
invisble children. My body rippled too.

I'd been through this once, but much worse. | clutched the ribbon handholdsin adesth grip. |
howled.

It only lasted seconds, but the terror remained. One of the Kzinti pointed at me and both laughed with
their teeth showing.

Packer made hisway to the shower/toilet. The other, Envoy, stayed at the board to look for tidal
damage.

Fly-By-Night took handholds, subtly braced, ears spread wide. His eye caught mine. | said,
"Paradoxica, now."

Paradoxical splayed itsdf like agtarfish acrossthe wall of the refuge, just next to the opening. It
disgorged the handle of thew'tsal.

| pulled the wrapped blade from its gullet and stripped off the casing. Clutched the blade against me,
exhaed hard, opened the zipper dl in one sweep, smooth as silk. Pressure popped me out into the cabin,
Sraight toward Envoy's back, screaming to empty my lungs before they exploded.

Push thebladein, pull out, fed the vibration.



| had thought to recoil off awall and dice Fly-By-Night free. That wasn't going to work. The Kzin
diplomat saw my shadow and spun around. | dashed, aiming to behead him, and shifted the blade to
catch the cat-quick sweep of hisarm.

He swept his arm through the blade and whacked me under the jaw.

That was apowerful blow. | spun dizzily away. Hisarm spun too, cut dlong adiagona plane, soraying
blood. Attached, it would have ripped my head off.

| caught mysdlf against awall and legpt.

The seat web Hill held Envoy. Hisright arm and deeve sprayed blood and air. Envoy smashed
|eft-handed at the controls, then hit the seat web and legpt out of my path. | got hisfoot! The knife was
hdllishly sharp. My earswere roaring, my sight was going, but vacuum tore at him too as hisarm and

ankle jetted blood and air. His balance was dl off as he recoiled from the dome and came a me. He
kicked. My angle was wrong and he grazed me.

Spinning, spinning, | starfished out so that the wall caught my momentum and killed my spin. | tried to
findhim.

Theroar continued. My sight wasfoggy . . . no. The cabin wasthick with fog. FHly-By-Night claved
hisrefugewal, which had gone dack. We had air!

| ill didn't have timeto free Fly-By-Night because-there he was! Envoy was back at the controls. |
was braced to legp when awhite glare blazed from his hand.

He had the gun.

| changed my jump. It took me behind the cannon. Two projectiles punched into the wall behind me. |
swiped thew'tsai in awide dash across Fly-By-Night's vacuum refuge, and continued falling toward the
shower/toilet. Packer couldn't ignore Ragnarok forever.

The door opened in my face and | chopped vertically. Packer was naked. Hisleft hand was on the
door lock so | changed the cut, right to catch hisfree hand, his claws and the iron w'tsai he'd been
holding. He whacked me hard but the blow was blunt. | pun once and crashed into Envoy and dashed.

Glimpsed Paradoxical behind him, braced myself and dashed. Paradoxica wasfiring anesthetic
needles. The Kzin wasn't fighting back. | didn't seetheimplication so | kept dashing.

"Mart! LE Mart! Beowulf!"

| screamed, "What?' Disturbing me now could . . . what? Before me was a drifting cloud of blood and
butchered mest. Paradoxica had stopped firing neediesinto it. Behind me, Fly-By-Night wason
Packer's back, gnawing Packer's ear and fending off the hand that still had claws. Packer beat him with
the blunted hand. They both |ooked trapped. Packer couldn't reach Fly-By-Night, but Fly-By-Night
dared not let go.

| approached with care. Packer's arms were busy so he kicked to disembowel me. | chopped off
what | could reach. Kick/dash, kick/dash. When he dowed down | killed him.

The air was thick with blood globules and red fog. We were breathing that futz. | got a cloth across
my face. Fly-By-Night was snorting and sneezing. Paradoxica had placed meteor patches where Envoy
had fired at me, but now he floated limp, maybe dying. | put him into the refuge and got himto zipit.

Fly-By-Night went to the controls. Minutes later we had gravity. All the scarlet goo settled to the floor
and we could breathe.

| had gone berserk. Never happened before. My mind was dow coming back. Why wasthere air?
Air. Think now: | dashed Envoy's suit open. He pressurized the cabin to save hislife. Paradoxical



must have come out then. The Jotok's needles knocked Envoy out despite pressure armor . . . why?
Because Paradoxica was putting needles into flesh wherever I'd dashed away the Kzin'sarmor. And of
course | hadn't got around to releasing Fly-By-Night until late-

| safed the blade. "Fly-By-Night? | believe thisisyours.™

Hetook it gingerly. "No witnhess would have guessed that," he said, and handed it back. "Cleanitin
thewaterfdl."

Kzinti custom: never borrow aw'tsal. If you do, return it clean. Waterfall?

He meant the big box. Theword was ajoke. | found a big blanket made of sponge, a tube attached.
When | wrapped it around thew'tsal, it left the blade clean. | tried it on mysdlf. The blanket flooded me
with soapy water, then clean water, then sucked me dry. Weird sensation, but | came out clean.

Thetoilet looked like an ova box of sand with foot- and handholds around it, though the sand stayed
put. Later.

A pressure suit was splayed like apelt against the wall for easy access.

Therewas astatus display. | couldn't read the glowing dots-and-commeas, but the display must have
told Packer there was air outside, and he/d come charging out-

| was gtarting to shake.

| emerged from the waterfdl box into ahowling gae. The blood wasdl gone. | couldn't even smell it.
Fly-By-Night and Paradoxicd were at the kitchen wall feeding butchered mest into the hopper.

"Thiskind of thing must be norma on Patriarchy spacecraft,” Fly-By-Night said cheerfully. "Holesin
walls and machinery, blood and corpses everywhere, no problem. This hopper would hold a Great Dane
... abig dog, Mart. The cleanup subsystem is running smooth asahuman'sarse.” He saw my shivering.
"You havekilled. Y ou should feed. Must your meet be cooked? | don't know that we have a heat
source.

"Don't worry about it."
"I mugt. I'm hungry!" Hy-By-Night smiled widely. "Y ou wouldn't like me hungry, would you?"
"Futz, no!" A Sheathclawslocal joke? | tried to laugh. Shivering.

Paradoxica was crawling over one of the control pands. "This kitchen was mounted separatdly. It is
of Shashter manufacture, perhaps connected to the orange underground. It will feed daves.” It tapped at
asurface, and foamy green stuff spilled into a plastic bag. Pond scum? It tapped again and the wall
generated ajoint of bloody meet. Again: it hummed and disgorged alayered brick.

A handmedl. While Paradoxica sucked at his bag of pond scum and Fly-By-Night devoured hot raw
mest, | ate three handmesl bricks. They never tasted that good again.

Fly-By-Night had kept Packer's ears, one intact and one chewed to anub, and Envoy's, both intact.
Theselast he offered to me. "Y our kill. Mart, | can dispose of-"

| took them. My kill.

We had taken the boat. Now what?

Fly-By-Night said, "The hard part will be persuading Meebrlee-Ritt that al iswell here." Hisvoice
changed. "Dominant One, dl runs as planned but for the Telepath's behavior. Cowed by fear, he has
soiled hisrefuge. Shdl we clean him? It might be atrick-"

Funny stuff. | was gill shivering. "That's very good, | can't tell the difference, but Meebrlee-Ritt or
Techmight.”



"Guideme."
"] can't find the hologram stage.”

Fly-By-Night touched something. Thiswhole sde of the main weapon became awindow, floor to
dome, agaudy panoramaacross orange veldt into a city of massive towers. We'd been prisoned on the
other sdeof it.

| sad, "Tan! Hell see every hair follicle. All right, I'm il thrashing around here. We've got Packer's
pressure suit. The orders wereto leave the, ah, prisonersin vacuum and faling. Try this-

"Whenever Meehrlee-Ritt calls, Packer isin the waterfall room." We hadn't heard enough of Packer's
gpeech to imitate Packer. "LE Fly-By-Night, you're Envoy. You'rein the pressure suit, werein the vac
refuges. Well have to change the markings on the suit. I'd say Envoy's moveisto wait patiently for his
AlphaOfficer tocdl." | didn't like the taste of this. "He could catch us by surprise.”

"] should find an excuseto cdl him."

"Anything goeswrong, you give usarr ingtantly. Paradoxical, have you found an emergency ar
switch?'

"Here, then here.”

"Stet. Envoy, what's wrong with your voice?'

"Nothing," said FHly-By-Night.

"Well, there had better be."

"Set," theKzin said. "And we don't redly want vacuum, do we? Let'stry thisingtead. I'm caling
because we're not in vacuum, and my voice-"

And histalewas better than mine, so we worked on that.

We spent some time looking those controls over, trying afew things. Wefound air pressure, air mix,
emergency pressure, cabin gravity, thrust. Weapons would be harder to test. There were controlsyou
could hit by accident without killing anyone, and that was done with virtua control panels. Weapons and
defenses were hardwired buttons and switches, afew of them under locked cages, al stiff enough but big
enough that | could turn them on or off by jabbing with the hedl of my hand. Paradoxica couldn't move
thoseat dl.

The hologram wall was the tel escope screen too. Paradoxica got us amagnificent view back into the
Nursery Nebula, dl curdles and whorls of colored light. It found Odysseus alight-hour behind us, under
gpin and fdling free with no sign of motive power, only achain of corridor lights and the brighter glow of
thelobby. That didn't tell usif they till had hyperdrive. They couldn't useit yet.

Ahead was nothing but distant stars. We had to be approaching flat space, where Stedlthy-Mating
could jump to hyperdrive.

Fly-By-Night was wearing Envoy's pressure suit. The markings were right. He would keep the right
deeve hidden. We had cut off part of the helmet, raggedly, to obscure his features. Now Fly-By-Night
tapped at the kitchen wall. 1t disgorged a soft, squishy, dark red organ that might have been a misshapen
human liver. He smeared blood over hisface and chest, then into the exposed ear.

My shivering became aviolent shudder. Fly-By-Night looked a mein consternation. "LE Mart?
What'swrong?'

"Too muchkilling."
"Two enemiesistoo much? Get out of cameraview, then. Are we ready?'
II%III



Meebrlee-Ritt snarled, "Envoy, this had best be of greet interest. We prepare for hyperdrive.”

"Dominant One, the timing was not of my choosing,” Fly-By-Night bellowed into the oversized face.
"The human attacked while Packer was visting the waterfdl. | havekilled the telepath'sdave-"

"The Jotok is dead?"
Fly-By-Night cringed. "No, Dominant One, no! Only the man. The Jotok lives. Telepath lives."
"The man is nothing. Telepath did not purchase the man! |s Packer functional, and are you?”

"Packer iswell. | have nosebleeds, lost lung function, lost hearing. The man had a projectile wespon,
atoy, but he damaged my helmet. | managed to put the cabin under pressure. Packer kegps watch on
Teepath. Shdl | return the cabin to vacuum? One of uswould have to remain in the waterfal."

"Set Packer at the controls. What can he ruin while there is nothing to fly? Maintain freefall. You and
Packer trained for freefall, our prisoner did not. Y ou, Envoy, talk to Telepath. Learn what he desires,
what hefears

Cringe. "Dominant One, | shdl.”
Again we faced an e ectromagnetic cannon. | said, "Good. Redlly good.”

Space around mewinked like an eye. | caught it happening and looked at the floor. Fly-By-Night
looked up, and blinked at the distortion. "Mart, | don't think . . . Mart?I'm blind."

Paradoxica wasin aknot, hisarms covering al of hiseyes. | said, "Maybe you'd better take
Paradoxicd into the waterfall and Say there.”

"Logt! Confused! Blind! How do you survive this?' the Jotok demanded. “"How does any LE?"

"They'll close off the windows on Stealthy-Mating. | don't see how to do that in here. | guessthey
leave the boat empty if they can. Fly-By-Night, lower your head. Look at the floor. See the floor? Hold

that pose.”
"Stet”

| got under Paradoxical and he wrapped himsalf around me, sixty pounds of dry-skinned octopus. |
eased him onto FHy-By-Night's shoulders until he clung. "Gravity's on, right? Just crawl on around to the
waterfal. Don't look up.”

In hyperdrive something unmeasurabl e happens to e ectromagnetic phenomena, or else to organs that
perceive them: eyes, optic nerves, brains. A view of hyperspaceislike being born sghtless. The Blind
Spot, wecdl it.

In the waterfal room we straightened up and stretched. Fly-By-Night said, "None of us can fly-"
"No. Were passengers. Stowaways. Relax and let them do the flying.”
Paradoxical asked, "How can any mind guide a ship through this?"

| said, "There are speciesthat can't tolerateit. Jotoki can't. Maybe puppeteers can't; most of them
never leave their home system. Humans can use amass pointer, a psionics device to find our way through
hyperspace, aslong aswe don't ook into the Blind Spot directly. But that's . . . well, part of apsionics
deviceisthe operator's mind. Computers don't see anything. Kzinti don't either. There are just afew
freeky Kzinti who can steer through the Blind Spot directly.”

"It isthe Patriarch'sblood line," Paradoxicd said. "After thefirst War with Men, when Kzinti acquired
hyperdrive, they learned that most cannot astrogate through hyperspace. Some few can. The Patriarch
paid with names and worlds to add their ssters and daughtersto his harem. Today the -Ritts can fly

hyperspace.”



Hy-By-Night said, "Redly?’

"It happened long after your folk were cut off. LE Graynor, | did research on more than just you. Of
course you see the implications? Meebrlee-Ritt must fly Stedlthy-Mating. He will be under some strain,
possibly at the edge of his sanity. Tech must see him in that embarrassing state. Envoy and Packer need
not, and no prisoner should.”

"Hewon't cal?' | madeit aquestion.
"He would not expect answer. Packer and Envoy would be hiding in the Waterfal," Paradoxica said.
That satisfied us. We weretired.

For three dayswelived in the waterfal room.

One Kzin would have crowded the waterfal. With aman and a Jotok it wasjust that much more
crowded. The smell of an angry Kzin made me jumpy. | couldn't deep that way, so a high wind was kept
blowing a dl times,

We used the sandpatch in full view of each other. There were ribald comments. The Jotok was very
neet. Fly-By-Night covered his dung using gloved feet and expected me to do the same, but it wasn't
needed. The magnetized "sand" churned and swalowed it to therecycler.

Somebody had to come out for food. It developed that nobody could do that but me.
Our talk ranged widdly.

Fly-By-Night never told us how he had reached Fafnir, nor even how he had passed through
Customs. He did tell us something about the two who had come with him on their name quests. "1 left
Nazi Killer il collecting computer gamesand | set out to buy a Jotok-"

"What kind of nameis'Nazi Killer'?"

"It'sanillicit game. Our First Sires children found it among exercise programsin Angd's Pencil. Nazi
Killer isvery good at it. On Shasht he bought improved games and modern computers and waldo gloves
for Kzinti hands, thinking these would earn his name.”

"Goon."

"Maybe he's already home. Maybe the Longest War caught him. He would not have survived that. As
for me, | wasted time searching out medical techniquesto heal my broken bones. Such practice has only
evolved for Humang! Kzinti still keep their scars. Customs differ.

"But Grass Burner got what he wanted. Kittens!"

"Kittens?'

"Yes, Sx unrelated, a breeding set. On Sheathclaws there are only photos and holos of cats, and a
library of tales of fantasy cats, and children who offer aKzin kit aball of yarn just because it makestheir
parents angry, nobody rememberswhy. Catswill get Grass Burner his name. But we remember Jotoks

too. Paradoxicdl, if two species are smarter than one, three should be smarter yet. Y ou will earn my
name, if we can reach Shesthclaws."

| sngpped out of anightmare calling, "What wasits name? Stedthy-Mating?'

"Wewere adeep,” Paradoxica complained. "We love degping infreefdl. Back in thelake. But we
wake and are ill asdf.”

"Sorry." | dmost remembered the dream. A lake of boiling blood, Kzinti patrolling the shores,
wonderfully desirable human women in the shadows beyond. | wastrying to swim. The pain was



stunning, but | was afraid to come ot.
Broken blood vessel s were everywhere on my body. It hurt enough to ruin my deep.
It was our fourth morning in hyperdrive.
"Sraff-zisht," said Paradoxical.

"Pleasemadam, seek interstellar spacecraft local to Fafnir, Kzinti crew, Heroes Tongue name
Sraff-zight. Runit.”

Fly-By-Night woke. He said, "Make amest run, Mart."

When | went out for food, we detached the shower blanket so | could useit asashidd.
Meebrlee-Ritt had ordered usto keep the boat in freefall. No way could we be redly sure he wouldn't
call. | had to use handholds. I'd made a net for the food.

My computer dinged while we were eating. We listened:

Sraff-zisht was known to the Shasht markets, and to Wunderland too. The ship carried red mest to
Fafnir and lifted seafood. At Wunderland, the reverse. Crew turnover was high. They usudly stayed
awhile. Thistrip they'd lifted light and early.

"Sraff-zishtisnot armed,” | said. 1'd hoped it was true, but now | knew it. "Wunderland customsis
careful. If they never found weapons or mounts for weapons, they're not there. We have the only gun!”

"Yed" Hy-By-Night'sfully extended claws could stop aman's heart without touching him.

"I've been thinking,” | said. "There hasto be away to close that window gtrip. A Kzinti crew couldn't
hide out in here! They'd tear each other to pieces!”

"l knew that. It'stoo small," Hy-By-Night said. "I just didn't want to go out there. Must we?'

Wethree crawled out with the shower blanket over us, Paradoxicd riding the Kzin's shoulders. We
stayed under the blanket while we worked the contrals. | felt like achild working my flatscreen under the
covers after being sent to bed.

There was a physica switch under alittle cage with a code lock. None of us had the code. The switch
wasn't a self-destruct. We knew where that was. When we ran out of options | diced the cage away with
thew'tsal, and flipped the switch.

From under the blanket we saw the shadows changing. | peeked out. Lost my vision, lost even my
memory of vison. . . saw the edge of ashied crawling across the last edge of window.

If Meebrlee-Ritt had called earlier, he would have seen us flying hyperspace with windows open.
Some mistakes you don't pay for.

" think you'd better spend alot of timein disguise and out here," | told Fly-By-Night. | saw hislook:
better not push that. "The next few days should be safe, but we should practice getting a disguise on you.
Meebrlee-Ritt will call when he drops us out, and he will expect an answer, and he will not expect you to
be till covered with blood and haf hidden in ripped-up armor. Home is an elghteen- to twenty-day trip,
they said. Tento go, cdl it threein hyperspace.”

The Kzin wastearing into ajoint of something big. "Keep taking."

"We need to paint you. Envoy had asmooth face, no markings except for what looked like black
eyebrows swept way up."

"What would you usefor pant?"

"The kitchens on some of the Nakamura Lines ships offered dyesfor Easter eggs. Then again, they
went bankrupt. What have we got? Let's check out the kitchen wall."



Choices aboard Sraff-Zisht's boat were sparse. One variety of handmeal. Paradoxica's green dudge.
Twenty settingsfor meset . . . "Fly-By-Night, what are these?”’

"Ersatz prey from Kzin, | expect. Not bad, just strange.”

They weren't dl meet. We had two flavors of blood, and amilky fluid. "Artificid milk with diet
supplements,” Fly-By-Night told us, "to treet injuries and disease. Adultswouldn't normadly useit.”

Threekinds of fluids. Hot blood- "Is one of these human?”

"1 wouldn't know, and that's one damn rude question to ask someone you haveto live with-"
"I'm sorry. What |-"

"-for the next nineto ten days. If | get through thisthey'll have to give meaname.”

"I just want to know if it coagul ates."

Silence. Then, "Intelligent question. I've been on edge, Mart.”

| didn't say that Kzinti are born that way. " Ease up on the cappuccino.”

"We should thicken this. Mix it with something floury. Mush up ahandmed ?'

The handmeals would pull apart. We worked with the layers: amestlike pété, a vegetable pété,
something cheesy, shells of hard bread. The bread stayed too lumpy: no good. Cheese thickened the
blood. One kind of blood did coagulate. We got athick fluid that could be spread into aKzin's fur, then
would get thicker. Milk lightened it enough, but then it stayed too liquid. More cheese?

We covered Fly-By-Night in patches everywhere, except hisface, which we didn't want to mess up
yet. Thislatest batch |ooked good where we'd spread it on hisbelly. | gave him acrossed fingerssign
and worked it into hisface.

Not bad.

We tried undiluted blood for the eyebrows. Too pae. Work on that later. | stood back and asked,
"Paradoxicd ?'

"The marks weren't symmetrica,” Paradoxica said. ™Y ou tend to want him to look too human.
They're not eyebrows. Trail that right one dmost straight up-"

"You'd better do it."
He worked. Presently he asked, "Mart?'
"Good!"

That was al Fly-By-Night needed. He set us spinning as he jumped for the waterfal room. We gave
him an hour to dry off, because the shower blanket didn't suck up al the water, and another to calm
down. Then we started over.

We couldn't get the eyebrows dark enough.

Findly we opened up aheating eement in the kitchen wall, hoping we wouldn't ruin anything, and
used it to char one of Envoy's ears. We used the carbon black to darken Fly-By-Night's "eyebrows.”
We bandaged one ear ("exploded by vacuum.")

Then we made him wait, and talk.

" Sraff-Zisht drops back into Einstein space. Theré's an darm. Do we get afew minutes? Does
Meebrlee-Ritt clean himself up before he shows himsdlf? Does he want anap?’

"l was not raised among the children of the Patriarch.”
"He's dropped us out in the inner comets. That's a huge volume. He's not worried about any stray ship



that happens along, but he might want to check on us. He still hasto worry that the big bad tel epath has
murdered his crew. Fly-By-Night? Massacres are routine?"

"Duds, | think, and riots. Mart, the cleanup routines are very smple. Any surviving crew with a
surviving fingertip could set them going.”

"Meebrlee-Ritt cdls. Right awvay?'

"Hewill set acourseinto Home system. Then he will make himsalf gorgeous. Let the lesser Kzinti
wait. Count on forty minutes after we enter Einstein space.”

"Stet. He calls. Envoy'sdl cleaned up. Big bandage on hisear. What is Envoy's attitude?’

Fly-By-Night let his claws show. Kzinti do sweat, but we'd cooled the cabin. His makeup was
holding. "Half mad from sensory deprivation, till he must cringe before his aphaofficer. Repressrage.
Meebrlee-Ritt might enjoy that. Change ordersjust to shake up Envoy."

"Cringe" | said.

Fly-By-Night pulled himsdlf lower in hischair. His ear flattened, hislipsweretight together.
"Good. Envoy wouldn't est in front of Meebrlee-Ritt-?"

"No!"

"Our makeup wouldn't stand up to that.”

"No, and | promise not to eat the makeup!"

We kept him talking. | wanted to see how long the makeup would last. | wanted to seeif held go
berserk. A little berserk wouldn't hurt, in aKzin who had been trapped in sensory deprivation for many
days, but he had to remember hislines.

Three hourslater . . . hedidn't crack, but the makeup started to. We sent him off to get clean.

Morning of the ninth day. | couldn't stop chattering.

"WElIl drop out of hyperspace at the edge of Home system. We amost know when. Thereisonly one
speed in hyperdrive-" though Quantum Two hyperdriveis hugely faster and belongs to another species.
"If Sraff-Zisht has been traveling straight toward Home at three days to the light-year, well drop out in. .

"Four hours and ten minutes," Paradoxica sad.

"Thejigger factor is, where does Meebrlee-Ritt drop us out? Hyperdrive takes "flat" space. If there
are masses around to distort space, the ship's gone. Pilots are very careful not to get too closeto their
target sun. Redlly cautioustypesam past atarget system. Just what kind of pilot is Meebrlee-Ritt?!

"Y our pronunciaionisterrible" said Fly-By-Night.
"Yah?'

"Crazy Kzin. Dive graight in. Cut the hyperdrive ten ceémeters short of death. Let our intrinsic velocity
carry us straight into the system. Mart, that isthe only decent bet.”

"Whereis Packer? Still in the waterfal?"
"I will think of something."

"1 want you in makeup two hoursearly.”
"No."

"



"Y es, he might drop out short! But he might circle! He might enter Home system a an angle. Our
window of opportunity hasto dop over on either side.” Fly-By-Night's speech was turning mushy again,
lips pulling far back, lots of gleaming white teeth. Even Envoy didn't look like that. Shesthclaws must
have good dentd hygiene.

"We know that he will not show himself to Envoy and Packer after nine days of Ietting the Blind Spot
drive him crazy and ruin hishairdo. Y ou'll have forty minutes to make me beautiful "

"Stet. What next? Decelerate for aweek. Drop the boat somewhere, maybe in the asteroids, without
changing course. The Home agteroid belt isfairly narrow. Still plenty of room to hide.

"They'll bring you aboard ship just before they drop the boat. Because you're dangerous. Thanks."
Hed dided me up ahandmed. "Y ou're dangerous, so they'll keep you in freefdl until thelast minute. If
we're wrong about that, we could get caught by surprise.”

"Bring me aboard? How does that work? Order Envoy and Packer to stun me and pull me through
the small lock? We can't do that. They're dead!”

"Lurethetechnology officer in here.”

"How?'

"Don't know. Make up astory. Let'sjust get through dropout without getting caught.”

A recording spoke. A computer whined, " Dominant Ones, we have returned to the universe. Be
patient for star pogitions.”

Paradoxica started the curtain retracting. Stars emerged. | went to the kitchen wall and dialed up
what we needed.

The recording reeled off alocation based on some easy-to-find stars and clusters. Paradoxical
listened intently. "Home system,” he said. "We will use the telescope to find better data. Can you do that
done?'

"Yah." Wed practiced. In freefal wewere sill abit awkward, but | mixed the basic makeup, then
added char to asmaller batch. A bit more? All? Ready. "Y ou do the eyebrows, Doc.”

"Firgt | will finish thistask."

Fly-By-Night held till while | rubbed the food mixtureinto hisfacid fur.
Paradoxica said, "Graviton wake indicates a second ship.”

"Damn!" Hy-By-Night snarled. | flung myself backward; my seat web caught me.
Paradoxicd sad, "Wefind nothing invishblelight.”

"Don't move your mouth. Aw, Fly-By-Night!" Hewasin an al-out snarl, trying to talk and failing.
Drool made adarker runndl. "If Meebrlee-Ritt saw that he wouldn't care who you are. Lose the teeth!”

Fly-By-Night relaxed his mouth. "Y our extraweek is down thetoilet, Mart. They're making pickup
here and now."

The makeup had stayed liquid. "Paradoxical, give him eyebrows." | brushed out the drool, then settled
myself out of camerarange. They'd given metheflight controls. Paradoxical on astrogation, Fly-By-Night
0N Weapons.

Paradoxica finished his makeup work and moved out of camerarange, fifteen minutes ahead of
schedule. | asked, "Shall wetalk? Isthis second ship just an escort?”

"No. Why make Sraff-Zight congpicuous? Transfer the telepath, then move on to Home. This new
ship runsto some outer world, or to Kzin itself-"



Meebrlee-Ritt popped up bigger than life and fourteen minutes early. He demanded, "Envoy, isthe
telepath well?"

Fly-By-Night flinched, then cringed. "The telepath is hedthy, Dominant One. | judge that heisnot in
hisright mind."

"The Jotok? Y oursdf? Where is Packer?"

"The Jotok amuses themself with acomputer. | will welcome medica attention. Packer . . . Dominant
One. . . Packer looked on hyperspace.”

"He knew better!"

"Envoy" recoiled, then visibly pulled himsdlf together. " Soon or late, Dominant One, every Hero looks.
Wedth and aname and the infinite future, if he has Ssters and daughters, if he can stay sane. Packer did
not. He hidesin the waterfall when | let him. Set him in ahunting park soon or hewill die.”

"That will not be our task. Leap For Lifewill be here soon. Transfer the boat to Leap For Life. Haste!
No need to take Telepath out of hisvacuum refuge. Y ou will be relieved aboard Leap For Life."

"Y es, Dominant One!™

"Packer must guard the telepath. The telepath will attack now if ever.”

"Ves

Meebrlee-Ritt was gone.

"We haveit!" Paradoxical projected what he was seeing against the cannon casing.

Still distant, backlit by Apollo, Home's sun, asphere nestled in aglowing arc of gammaray shield, its
black skin broken by holes and projections and tiny windows. Dots-and-commas script glowed brilliant
orange. "Wefind heavy graviton wake. That ship is decelerating hard.”

"Built inthis century,” Fly-By-Night said.

Sraff-Zisht dropped usfree.

Thiswas not much of apuzzle. | spun the boat, aimed at Leagp For Life and said, " Shoot."
My hair stirred. Fly-By-Night's fur stood up and rippled. He said, "Done. Doc?!

"The graviton wake isgone. Y ou burned out itsthrusters.”

| boosted us to put Sraff-Zisht between us and Leap For Life. Leap For Life had the weapons, after
al. | set our gunon Sraff-Zisht and said, "Again.”

"Done. | burned out something.”
"Graviton flare," Paradoxicd said, just as Sraff-Zisht vanished.

"Meebrlee-Ritt must have tried to return to hyperspace,” Fly-By-Night said. "We burned out the
hyperdrive. But he dill hasthrusters!”

| rotated the boat to focus the gun on theimmobilized Leap For Life. "Projectiles. Shoot it to bits."
Fly-By-Night punched something. We heard the weapon adjusting, but he didn't shoot. "Why?'
| screamed, "They've got al the weapons, our shield has flown away-"

"Stet." The boat's lone weapon roared. It was right in the middle of the cabin/cargo hold. The noise
was amazing. The boat recoiled: cabin gravity lurched to compensate. Legp For Lifejittered and came
apart in shreds.

"-And they don't have the hostages! And now it's one less tanj thing to worry about.”
"Stet, set, | understand!”



Paradoxicd said, "Wewin."

We looked at the Jotok. He said, "We may report al that has happened, now, vialaser broadcast to
Home. Wefly the boat to Home with our proofs. The law of Home can arrange to retrieve Odysseus.
With hishyperdrive burned out, Meebrlee-Ritt istrapped in Home system. In the full glare of publicity he
must follow the Covenants. He may trade his hostages for some other consideration such as amnesty, but
they must be returned. Stet?"

"He's 4till got my family! But | think we can turn on the cabin futzy gravity now, if you don't mind-" |
stopped because Meebrlee-Ritt, greatly magnified, was facing Fly-By-Night.

"Some such congderation,” he mimicked us. ™Y ou look stupid, Telepath, covered with food. Only one
consideration can capture my interest! Read my mind if you doubt me. Release my entourage and
surrender! The hostages for yoursdlf!"

Fly-By-Night's claw moved. No result showed except for Meebrlee-Ritt's widening eyes, but
Fly-By-Night had given him a contracted view. Hewas seeing dl of us.

"Lied You killed my Heroes? Eeeeerg!" A hair-lifting snarl as Fly-By-Night lifted Packer's ear into
view.

It seemed the right moment. | showed Envoy's surviving ear. "We had to use the other.”

"Martin Wallace Graynor, you may buy back your hostages and your life by putting the telepath into
my handdl"

It began to seem that Meebrlee-Ritt was mad. | asked, "Must | subdue him first?"
A killing gape was my answer. | asked, "And where would you take him then, with no hyperdrive?’
"Not your concern.”

"We're going to cal for hep now. Over the next few hoursal of Home system isgoing to know
you're here. A civilized solar system seetheswith telescopes. If you have dliesin the asteroids, you can't
go to them. You'd only point them out to the Home Rule."

"What if you never make that broadcast, LE Graynor? And | can. . .thaw...sss" Heédhad a
notion. He stepped out of range. Ducked back and fisheyed the view to show hiswhole cabin. The other
Kzin, Tech, was a hisworkgation, watching.

A wadl did away. Through an gperture ten yardswide | could see amuch bigger cargo hold and dl of
Odysseus cargo modules. M eebrlee-Ritt moved to one of them, opened a small pand and worked.

Back he came. "I can reset the temperature on these machines. | thought you might wonder, but soon
| will show you thawed fish. Y ou cannot do to me what you did to Legp For Life without killing my
hostages too. If you broadcast any message at dl, | will set the third module thawing, and then | will
show you thawed dead hostages.”

| was swesting.

TheKzin arigtocrat said, "Telepath . . . Fly-By-Night. | will give you a better name. Y our prowess has
earned aname even as an enemy. What is it we ask of you? Take a harem. Raise your sons. See your
daughters grow up in the Patriarch's household. A lifein luxury buys survivd for sixty-four Human
citizens.

"Think, then. | can wait. A boat'slife support is not the match for an interstellar spacecraft. Or else-"

The mass of an interstellar spacecraft jumped into our faces. Meebrlee-Ritt wastiny initswindow,
huge in the hologram stage. He threw his head back, a prolonged screech, mouth gaping aswide asmy
head. Forced his mouth to close so he could ask, " Graynor, have you ever flown a spacecraft? Do you
think you have the skill to kegp me from ramming you?'



| said, "Yes. Spaceisroomy, and the telepath is our hostage. Doc, can you give me a deep-radar
view of yon privateer?'

Paradoxica guessed what | meant. The mass outside our dome went transparent.

| looked it over. Fud ... morefud ... abulky hyperdrive design from the last century. Gravity and
reaction motorswere aso big and bulky. Skimpy cargo space, smaller cabin, and that tiny box shape
must be awaterfdl room just like ours.

| spun the boat. "You say | can't shoot?"

Meebrlee-Ritt looked up. He must have been looking right into our gun. "Ritiful! Areal Humans
naturd liars?'

Fine-tuning my am, | said, "Thereisathing you should know about us. If you egt prey that isinfested
... Wwhasht-meery . . . you may be very sick, but it doesn't kill off your whole blood line. Shoot,” | said to
Hy-By-Night.

The gun roared. Meebrlee-Ritt'simage whirled around. The boat recoiled: gravity imbalances swirled
through my belly. In our deep-radar view the waterfall room became a smudge.

Then Sraff-Zisht was gone.
"Wetrack him," Paradoxica said. "Gravitons, heavily accelerating, there."

A green circle on the sky marked nothing but stars, but | spun the boat to put cross hairsonit.
"Electromagnetic,” | shouted.

"Am | afool?' The gun grumbled, shifting from projectile mode.
"Graviton wake has stopped.”

Fly-By-Night cried, "I have not fired!"

| said, "He's got no hyperdrive-"

Paradoxicd sad, "Gravitons again. Hewill ram."

The room wobbled, my hair stood on end, Fly-By-Night fluffed out into a great orange puffball.
"Graviton wakeisgone," Paradoxica said.

| moved us, thirty gee latera, in case hisaim was good.

Sraff-Zight, faling free, shot past us by two miles. | chased it down. Whim made me zip in dongside
the ship'smain window. Grinning likeaKzin, | screamed, "Now wait usout!”

In the hologram stage Meebrlee-Ritt hugged a stack of meteor patches while he pulled on the
waterfal door. VVacuum inside would be holding the door shut. We could see Tech working hisway into
apressure suit, but Meebrlee-Ritt hadn't thought of that yet. He turned to ook at the camera, at us.

He cringed. Down on his belly, face againgt the floor.

Paradoxical set our com laser on Home. The lightspeed lag was several hours, so | just recorded a
help cdl and sent it. Then, aswed have to anyway, we three began recording the whole story. That too
would arrive before we coul d-

Tech stood above Meebrlee-Ritt, watching us. When Fly-By-Night looked at him he cringed, a
forma crouch. "Dominant One, what must we do?'

Fly-By-Night said, "Tend your cargo until you can be towed to Home. Meebrlee-Ritt dso | placein
your charge. Set your screamer and riding lights so you can be found. Y ou may dream of betrayal but do
not act onit. Y ou know what | am. | know who you are. Y our hostages liveswill buy back your blood
line"



He'd said he couldn't read minds. | till think he was bluffing.

A century ago the new settlers had towed amoonlet from e sewhere into geosynchronous orbit
around Home. Home Base was where incoming ships arrived, and where they thawed incoming Ice
Class passengers.

The law had business with hijackers and kidnappers, we were their witnesses. We were the system's
ongoing newsitem. Mediaand the law were waiting.

| rapidly judged that anchorpersons and lawyers were my fate. The only way to hide mysdlf wasto
sgn with Home Information Megacorp and talk my head off until my public grew bored.

If CarlosWu tried to call methey'd be all over him too. | hoped held walt it out.

Sraff-Zisht we had left faling free through Home system. Home Rule had to round up shipsto bring it
back. It took two of their own, four Belters acting for the bounty, and one shared by amedia consortium,
all added to the severa they sent after Odysseus. It took them ten daysto fetch Sraff-Zisht.

For eight days | was questioned by Home and ARM law and by LE Wilyama Warbel ow, the anchor
from Home Information Megacorp. Wilyamawas wired for multisensory recording. What she
experienced becameimmortd.

They'd wanted to do that to me too.

The last two dayswere alull: | was ableto more or lessrelax, and even see a bit of the captured
asteroid. Then Sraff-Zisht descended on tethers to Home Base, and everybody wanted Mart Graynor.

The Covenant against sensory deprivation as torture haslong since been interpreted astheright to
immediatetrid, not just for Kzinti but throughout human space, aright not to be evaded. | wasto submit
to questioning by Meebrlee-Ritt and Tech, by their lawyer and everyone el sg's, while two hundred Ice
Class passengers were being thawed el sewhere.

| screamed my head off. Cameras were on me. The law bent. When they thawed the hostages from
Sraff-Zight, | wasthere to watch.

My wife and child weren't there,
And we dl trooped off to use the holo wall in the Outbound Enterprises Boardroom.

The prisoners watched us from an unknown ste. It didn't seem likely they'd burst through the holo
wall and rip us apart. Meebrlee-Ritt's eyes glittered. Tech only watched.

The court had restricted the factions to one advocate each. All | had for company were Sirhan, a
police commissioner from Home Rule; Judge Anita Dee; Handel, an ARM lawyer; Barrister, arunty Kzin
assigned as advocate to the prisoners; ahugely impressive peach-colored Kzin, Rasht-Myowr,
representing the Patriarch; and anchorperson Wilyama Warbelow.

Judge Deetold the prisoners, "Y ou are each and together accused of violations of local law intwo
systems, and of the Covenants of 2505 at Fafnir. A jury will observe and decide your fate."

LE Barrister spoke quickly. ™Y ou may not be compelled to speak nor to answer questions, and |
advise againgt it. | am to speak for you. Your trid will take at least two days, aswe must wait for other
witnesses, but no more than four.”

Meebrlee-Ritt spoke in Interworld. "We have followed the Covenants. Where are my accusers?”
They dl looked a me. | said, "Gone."



"Hy-By-Night and Paradoxica and | sgned an exclusive contract with Home Information Megacorp
for our stories. | got aroom here at Home Base. They'll thaw my family here, after dl.” If they lived. "We
gave LE Warbelow," | nodded; the anchor bowed, "an hour's interview, presumed to be the first of
many. Fly-By-Night and Paradoxicd transferred to a shuttle. The Patriarch's representative missed them
by just under two hours. They disappeared on the way down."

I've never doubted their destination. Fly-By-Night had come to Home for areason, and he never told
anyone who had arranged their transport to Fafnir.

Thelaw raised hell, asif it were my fault they were gone. Warbelow was more sensible. She paid for
my room, amajor expense that wasn't in our contract. With the aliens gone, | had become the only game
intown.

They got their money's worth. Mart Graynor emerged as a braggart with a Fafnir accent 1'd practiced
for two years. | played the same tune while various lawyers and |aw programs questioned me. | hoped
nobody would see a resemblance to documentaries once made by Beowulf Shaeffer.

Barrister reacted theatricaly. "Gone! Then who iswitness againgt my clients?'

"We have LE Graynor, Your Honor," Sirhan said, speaking for Home Rule, "and the crew and
passengers of Odysseuswill be called. Odysseus had to be chased down in the Kuiper belt, the inner
comets, and towed in. They'll be arriving tomorrow. Any of the passengers might press claims againgt the
defendants.”

Thejudgesad, "LE Handd?'

The ARM rep said, "The Longest War threatens al of human space. We need what these Kzinti can
tell us. They've violated the Covenants. There was clear intent to store humans as reserves of meat-"

"Thiswasalocd act against Homer citizend" Sirhan said.

Judge Dee gestured at the big peach-colored Kzin, who said, "The Patriarch's claim is that
Meebrlee-Ritt isno reative of hisand has no claim to hisname. | am to take possession-"

Meebrlee-Ritt leapt at us, bounced back from the wall-or from a projection screen-and screamed
something prolonged. "I flew outside the universe!” said my trandator. "Who can do that? Only the -Ritt!
In cowardice doesthe Patriarch disclaim my part in the Long War!" He changed to Interworld: "LE
Graynor knows! Nine days through hyperspace, accurately to my rendezvous”

"] am to take possession and return him for tria, and hisHeroes too. | must have Envoy's ear,
Graynor, unless you can establish akill. Nameless One, Kzinti esewhere can fly hyperspace. Femaes of
your line may have reached the -Ritt harem. What of it?"

"My line descends from the Patriarch! | violated no Covenantd™

The runty Kzin who was his advocate caught the judge's eye. He too spoke Interworld. " To properly
represent the prisoners | must speak with them aone and encrypted to learn their wishes. | expect we
will fight extradition. Rasht-Myowr," a prolonged howl in the Heroes Tongue. The Patriarch's designate
wastrying to loom over him. My trandator buzzed static. The runty Kzin waited, staring him down, until
the big one stepped back and sheathed his claws.

Barigter said, "Violation of the Covenantswould hold my clients herein any case, but none of these
clamshasany force until we can interview the victims. Odysseus crew and passengers will reach Home
Base tomorrow. We have only LE Graynor'sword for any of this."

"He'stdling thetruth, though,” | said.

Meebrlee-Ritt barked histriumph. The ARM man sad, "Futz, Graynor!"
Judge Dee asked, "LE Graynor, are you familiar with the Covenants of 2505?"
"Asmuch asany law program. I've examined them hdf to death.”



"Did you seeviolaions?'

"No. | thought I had. | thought Packer must have shot out Odysseus' hyperdrive and hyperwave,
putting Odysseus at unacceptablerisk, but it's clear he didn't. Hyperdrive got Odysseusinto the Home
comets, and they called ahead via hyperwave as soon as they were out of the Nursery Nebula.”

Rasht-Myowr'stail dashed across and back. ™Y our other claimsfail! Thefdselordismine, and his
remaning Hero too!"

| said, "Whatever these two learned about Hy-By-Night and his companions, taking them back to
Kzinfor trid givesthat to the Patriarch. On that basis I'd keep them, if | wasan ARM."

"But you'retedtifying," the ARM said bitterly, "that they didn't violate the Covenants.”
"Yeh"
"Mine! And Envoy'sear,” Rasht-Myowr said. "Hisone ear. Did you kill him?*

"| killed them both. Do you need detail s? Fly-By-Night was trapped in his vac refuge. Wed just
rounded Turnpoint Star and Envoy was flying the ship. Difficult work, took hisfull atention. Back turned,
freefal, crash web holding himin hischair. | had Fly-By-Night'sw'tsa." The police had aready
confiscated that. "He would have killed meif held released his crash web intime.”

"He would have killed you anyway! Why would you keep only one ear?"

For aningtant | couldn't speak at al. Then | barely remembered my accent. "I h-heated one for
charcod to paint Fly-By-Night. Packer was wrestling Fly-By-Night when | chopped him up, so
Fly-By-Night got the ear. He chewed off the other one. They stole, you stole my wife and child and
unborn, my harem, you whasht-meery son of astray cat! | ill haven't seen them aive. | memorized
those whasht-meery Covenants. They only forbid my killing your relatives!™

"Dued methen!" Meebrlee-Ritt shouted. "Back turned, crash web locked, freefal, my clawvsonly,
blunt them if you like-"

"Barrigter, you will slenceyour client or I will," thejudge said.
"-And you armed! Prove you can do thig!"

Meebrlee-Ritt, | decided, wastrying to commit suicide. He didn't want to go with Rasht-Myowr. Let
the Patriarch have him, | owed him nothing.

Almogt nothing.
| said, "Judge Deg, if you'll let me ask afew questions, | may solve some problems here.”
"Y ou came to be questioned, LE Graynor. What did you have in mind?'

"Rasht-Myowr, if aviolation of the Covenants can't be proved, then | take it these prisoners are
yours-"

Judge Dee interposed. "They may be assessed for substantial property violations, Graynor. Rescue
costs. A passenger ship turned to junk!™

"1 will pay the cogts," Rasht-Myowr said.

| asked, "Y ou'll take them back to your Petriarch?”

"Yah"

"They'll betried publicly, of course."

The peach-colored K zin considered, then said, "Of course.”

"The court will have ateepath to question him? They aways do.”
"Rrr. Y our point?"



"Would you let atelepath find out what Meebrlee-Ritt saw of the telepaths of Sheathclaws? And learn
how they live? Redlly?"

Hedidn't get it. | sad, "Three hundred yearsliving dongsde Humans. Sharing their culture. Their
schooling programs. Ingtead of theft and killing, hang gliding! Mecbrlee-Ritt, tell him about
Fly-By-Night."

The prisoner looked at the Patriarch's voice. He said, "1 crawled on my bely for him."

Rasht-Myowr yowled. "With the -Ritt name on you? How dare you?'

"l meant it

"Meant-?"

"Do you think | was born with no pride, to take and defend aname like mine?1 found | could fly the

Outsider hyperdrive! | knew that | must be a-Ritt. Then fortune favored me again. A telepath lost on
Shasht, hedlthy and arrogant, the genetic line that will give usthe Longest War!

"Even after questioning, crippled, Nazi Killer tore up one of my unwary Heroes so that we had to
leave him. He knew things about me. . . but Nazi Killer was no threat. Frustrating that we had to kill him,
but hed told us how to retrieve another. 1t was Fly-By-Night and his daves who stripped me of
everything | am! Hekilled my Heroes. He became Envoy! Reduced my ship to afdling prison.”

Rasht-Myowr demanded, "Technica Officer, isyour dpha officer mad?”

Tech spoke smply; hisdignity was dill with him. "I followed the tel epath’'s commands exactly. What
he had doneto us, to him | followed, how could | face him? With what weapons? But Fly-By-Night was
not alone. Kzin and 'man and Jotok, they took our ears.”

| hoped then that there were unseen defenses, that nobody would have st fragile humans undefended
among these Kzinti. Rasht-Myowr turned on me agaping grin that would not let him spesk. Hisdien
stench was not that of any cregture of Earth, but | knew it was hisrage.

"Y ou can't take them back to the Patriarchy,” | said to Rasht-Myowr. Because they had kept faith.

Quickpony and the Van Zild children were with me when Outbound Enterprises thawed two modules
of passengers taken from Odysseus. The way they were wrapped, | couldn't tell who waswho until
Jeenawas wheded out of the cooker. We clung to each other and waited. If Jeenawas dive, so was her
mother.

Wewaited, icein our veins, and she came.



