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Space
Bi bl i ography of Larry N ven

N- SPACE
I NTRODUCTI ON

THE MAKER OF WORLDS BY TOM CLANCY

Sone years ago, when | was still dream ng about beconing that special breed of cat called
"author," | had a birthday conming up and ny wife was out of ideas. |I told her to check out the
bookstores for any book by Larry N ven except the three |I'd already acquired. | don't remenber how
many Wanda returned with, but | do know that | still read them periodically.

One of the bad things about being a witer (and there are many) is that when witing a novel, you
often find it inpossible to read sonmeone el se's novel. Some evil agency inside your brain takes
note of the fact that you are reading instead of witing and forbids you to read nore than thirty
or forty pages. So, often you go back to vegetating in front of the TV because you can only wite
so much in a day, and the reason you picked up that book in the first place is to get your mnd
of f what you were doing that norning. Witing is, therefore, both a form of conpul sive behavi or
and, | frequently tell people, a self-induced formof nental illness. Those few witers who don't
start off by being a little nuts soon get that way as a direct result of their vocation

Wien | find nyself in desperate need of renmoving ny mind from THE PLOT so that | can look at it
just a little nore objectively the next day, ny helper and pshrink is Larry Niven. For sone
reason, ny brain does not recognize himas a threat to ny conpul sion

The scope of Larry's work is so vast that only a witer of suprene talent could disguise the fact
as well as he does. He doesn't just set up a cute little story of ETs or interplanetary war. Not
Larry-he builds a conplete universe. Oh, sure, he keeps the galaxy pretty nuch as we know it (or
think we know it), but he peoples it with whole sets of civilizations, some active, some extinct,
all interrelated somehow or other. Now, that's a pretty tall order, and if you're not careful how
you go about it, the reader would soon be overwhel ned by the background and have troubl e catching
on to the story itself. But not with Larry. Wth little nmore than an occasi onal oh, by the way he
sets all the scenery in place and then gets on with his tale, which is always a story with an
interesting point and a fairly tight focus enbellished by the scenery instead of being doni nated

by it.
And this ain't easy. Trust ne, | wite for a living, too.
Al'l authors get fan nmail, sone good, and some not so good. There are two kinds that really matter.

The stuff you get fromkids is very special. Kids who read for recreation, and then have the
audacity actually to wite a letter to the author (I never did) are sonmething that always touches
you. These kids will go on to acconplish things, and it's rather nice to think that you've
influenced thema little bit. Next best is the mail you occasionally get fromfellow witers. To
be read by soneone in the sanme |ine of work-and the worst thing about being a witer is that it
really nmurders your reading-is rather like being a fighter pilot and having a beer handed to you
by another fighter pilot. Your basic good feeling. | expect that Larry gets a lot of such letters.
In the times when | need to escape frominside ny head and relax, Larry's the guy who rel axes ne.
As | suspect he does with a |ot of others. Thanks, pal

ON NI VEN

The first time | net Larry Niven | accused him in a jocular way, of stealing some of ny best

i deas and publishing them before |I had even had them For instance, | read PROTECTOR about a year
after 1'd had the idea about why immortality in an individual would never make sense. There happen
to be powerful Darwi nistic reasons for people to die and get out of the way and stop breeding.
However, Larry had already taken this notion, explored it so thoroughly that, in effect, no one
could ever explore that territory again without tipping his hat to Larry. This is actually a
fairly rapacious thing to do. If you think that the territory of notions is limted, then the hard
sf witer is like a wildcat miner drilling out resources that are shrinking. For whatever it's
worth, sone people think that way. Alot of sf witers aren't witing hard science fiction because
they think nost of it has been witten. If their reasoning is true-and | don't think it is-one of
the reasons is that you have witers like Larry Niven out there nining out whole veins and | eaving
nothing left for the rest of us to explore.

In hard science fiction originality is especially prized. If you're the first to explore a certain
i dea, a new technol ogy-bl ack holes, neutron stars-you get a fair amount of acclaim But for N ven
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it's not enough to be the first. He has to also be last. That is his attitude, and in a sense it
is a very aggressive attitude.

So in the end we witers revere Larry N ven, even though he rmakes our jobs harder. He not only
mnes all these nmarvel ous veins of ideas, he mines themto exhaustion.

-David Brin

I nmet Larry in the md-1960s, when he was just starting as a witer. Like nany of us he began
shakily, unsure of many aspects of his craft, but absolutely firmin the real mof ideas. He knew
what he thought and felt a solid assurance.

| sawin himthen a facet |'ve witnessed since in nmany university students: a |love for the
scientific worldview, but an inpatience with the hundrumdaily grind of science itself as
universities too often present the field. Larry always |iked the big picture, the supple
intersection of ideas. After Cal-Tech and his mathemati cs degree, he seemed to feel an urge for

| arger | andscapes.

| suspect many sf witers encounter such a noment, which becones the | aunching point for careers.
Poul Anderson finished his degree in physics and then turned not to ornate calculations but to a
typewiter. This desire to sing rather than wal k the pedestrian pathways of science is all to the
good: we need our bards. |ndeed, perhaps we need them nore than we need nore careful but cl osed

t hi nkers.

Many science fiction readers are simlar sorts. Larry was a breath of Canpbellian clarity in the
New Wave murk, and he is the natural voice of a whole segnment of the scientific-technica
comunity, irreplaceable and gol den. Long may he sing!

-Gegory Benford

The first time | read Larry Niven? It was in college just before a chenmi stry exam | discovered
these Larry Niven books and read straight through theminstead of studying for the exam

| eventually got to neet him and |I've known Larry ever since-about fifteen years now (longer if
you count know ng hi mthrough his books). | think ny favorite thing about Larry personally is that
he always has tine for people. If you show an interest in himor what he does, he's always ready
to listen to you-1 nean listen intently. You never feel as if you have just a little bit of his
attention. He puts his whole self into listening and tal ki ng.

There are a lot of science fiction witers who frighten fans. Fans are actually scared of them
Larry's never been that way. Never.

-Wendy Al

Larry is probably the nbst beloved pro in the science fiction fan world. Panels in which he is
participating, parties at which he is likely to appear, are thronged. Wth good reason. He says
wonderful things. He is truly congenial (which few science fiction pros are). People like to be
around hi m

-John Hertz

About 11 years ago |'d done a lot of witing but the only paynment |I'd received was sonething |like
1/5 of a cent a word or paynent in contributor's copies. Still | considered nyself a witer.

So one day |I'min the club house of the Los Angel es Science Fiction Society, and Larry N ven wal ks
in. When Larry wal ks in, you understand, he is conpletely surrounded by the people there. It's
like he's a god, and this is his domain

I wal ked up to himand said: "Hello, M. Nven, my nane's Steven Barnes, and |'ma witer."

He took a puff on his pipe, |ooked at ne and said: "Ckay, tell nme a story."

| just about died. But it so happened I'd sent out a story earlier that day about a conpul sive
ganbl er who pawns hi s pacenaker, and sonehow | stunbled through it.

After that we started tal king. He seenmed kind of reserved, but even then | could see he was stil
in touch with his child-personality. | could especially see it in his eyes. In some ways it was as
if the beard and pi pe were props to convince you that, yes, these are the badges of adulthood. But
back there were these little boy's eyes.

| asked himif he'd read a story, and he said he would, and the next week | gave himan envel ope
containing three. | saw himthe week followi ng and asked if he had read them and he said, yes,
Jerry Pounelle and he had both read them He said he was intrigued and asked nme whether 1'd be
interested in looking at a story he'd tried witing ten years before and hadn't been able to
conplete to his satisfaction.
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Thank God the problems with the story had nothing to do with astrophysics or any of the technical
things that Larry is a master of. They had to do with the way the human beings were relating to
one another, and | was able to fix it.

We' ve been col | aborating ever since.

The inmperative for men in our culture is that they nmust go out and create-work, produce, change
the Iand around them Now people often think that it's easy when you have a | ot of noney handed to
you as a kid, as Larry had. Al that does is say to you that the chances are very good you'l

never live up to the man who created all that wealth.

But Larry created a career separate fromanything his fam |y had handed him He coul d have taken
their noney and lain by the side of the pool and vegetated or put it into land or condoni niuns and
made a | ot of noney. And, indeed, he has nade noney off the noney his father handed him But the
nmost i nmportant thing Larry did was to go out and define a whole new world. If his world in
California had al ready been conquered, then Larry would create new worlds to conquer and peopl e
themwi th his own creations.

-froma conversation with Steven Barnes

Since | happened to be the lucky editor who published Larry Niven's first story, |I've been asked
totell alittle bit about him which I'mglad to do. Let ne tell you about that first story .

but forgive me if | start by explaining sonmething about my own editorial practices.

Wien | was editing Galaxy and If in the 1960s | had made it a condition of enploynment that no one
was to expect ne to spend nmuch time in the office of the publishing conpany. | was willing to
appear now and then-one afternoon a week wasn't objectionabl e-but that was as far as | woul d go.
Between tines | had an assistant to sit at a desk in the office for the purpose of answering the
t el ephone and dealing with whatever routine things had to be dealt with. (For nobst of that tinme ny
assi stant was a young wonman nanmed Judy-Lynn Benjamn, later Judy-Lynn del Rey, who went on to
considerably better things | ater on-Del Rey Books is nanmed after her.) One of Judy-Lynn's jobs was
to go through the week's accumul ati ons of w-isolicited manuscripts by unknown witers
(unflatteringly called "the slush pile") for me. She wasn't to read them| have al ways read
everything that was subnitted to ne nyself, on the grounds that, as Frank Minsey once said, no
magazi ne can survive the nmistakes of nore than one person-but Judy-Lynn took the stories out of
the envel opes they arrived in, clipped rejection slips on them put themin return envel opes with
postage attached and stacked them up, unsealed, for ne to pick up when I came in. Then, in the
snmoki ng car of the train back to the Jersey Shore each week, | read the fifty or a hundred stories
that had turned up in that week's slush. There would generally be a handful that required sone
sort of letter to the author, and, if | was very lucky, one or two that | could actually buy. Al
the rest | sealed up and dropped into the nmailbox at the Red Bank train station, and that was the
end of that. One doesn't expect nuch out of the slush, you see. One is generally right about that,
t 0o.

So it was on just such a train ride, sonmewhere between Newark and Matawan, that | pulled out of
its envelope a slimlittle manuscript called "The Col dest Place,"” by sone previously unknown
person who said his name was Larry Niven

That manuscript didn't get nmiled back. "The Col dest Place" wasn't a great story. But it had a
nunber of good things going for it. It started with a clever science-based i dea-the "col dest

pl ace" of the title, paradoxically, was on the dark side of the very hottest planet in the solar
system Mercury-and the witing was conpetent enough, and besides the story was beautifully short.
(I was always particularly Iooking for short stories, because-since we paid by the word-all those
savvy professional witers had |learned early that they ate better if they wote | ong ones.)

So | kept that story out, and wote a letter to the author saying I would be happy to buy it (for
very little noney, to be sure), and asked hima few questions about hinself. And by return nmail he
answered that he'd take the offer and, yes, he had never sold a story before so | could call it a
"first." | put the check through, and marked it up for the printer, and all was well.

O so | thought.

You never know, though, do you? There was a whol |y unexpected devel opment. Just at that tinme sone
busybody scientists, who should have found sone nore productive use for their time, were
conducting radar studies of Mercury. They came up with the surprising (and just at that nonment
really unwel cone) information that the planet did not always present the sane face to the Sun, as
everyone (including Larry and |) had al ways thought. The damm thing revolved. It didn't have a
"col dest place."

It was evident that Larry N ven read the sane journals as | did, because a day or two later | got
a worried letter fromhimto say that he'd just discovered his story had turned out to be
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scientifically wong, and should he give the noney back?

By then |I had been giving the question sone hard thought at ny end. There was a kind of nora
question involved. | believe that science-fiction witers have a duty to be careful about the
science in their stories (and over the years | rejected a good nany otherwi se good stories, nost
of which sold el sewhere, because of scientific flaws).

On the other hand, | don't believe that science-fiction witers have to be nore right than the
scientists thensel ves are. Larry had done his honework. At the tine he had witten "The Col dest

Pl ace" the science in it was fine; it wasn't his fault that the scientists had changed their

mnds. (We can still read, for instance, Edgar Ri ce Burroughs's Barsoom stories with as much

pl easure as ever, in spite of the fact that the Percival Lowell picture that he based themon of a
somewhat habitable Mars turned out to be all wong.) Besides, for any witer his very first sale
is a ngjor landmark, and | didn't have the heart to ask himto unsell it.

In any case, the story was already well along in the assenbly line, and so | let it go through and
it appeared as witten. No one seened to mnd

The key thing that struck me about Larry was that he not only wote well, he had gone to the
troubl e of getting his science right, and even of naking the science an inportant part of his
stories. He still does. Larry is a nmenber of that sub-class of the class of science-fiction

witers which

| particularly admire: He doesn't just like science fiction, he |likes science, and he even does
his best to keep up with and understand it.

Fi ndi ng sonebody like Larry Niven was a delight for ne, because | coul d suggest science-based
story ideas to him and rely on himto nake the nost of them He was a natural. Witing science
fiction asks nore of an author than getting the science right; the characters have to be good, the
settings have to be imaginative, the societies and psychol ogi es invol ved need to be worked out
carefully and consistently. Larry was fine in all those ways.

For instance: Neutron stars were a new discovery in the 1960s, so | suggested he wite a story
about a neutron star. He sat right down and wote it, and he put into it some grand picaresque
characters with intriguing plot problens. Between us we thought of a wonderful title for the story
about the neutron star-we called it "Neutron Star' '-and it won himhis first Hugo the foll ow ng
year. Alittle later Freeman Dyson, at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, cane out
with his suggestion that a truly advanced civilization would want to capture all the energy
radiated fromits parent star by building a sort of shell around the star to trap it for their use-
what came to be called a "Dyson sphere.” And of course | imediately asked Larry to wite nme one
of those.

I"'msorry to say that | never got to print that one. The magazines | edited were sold to another
publ i sher around then, and | didn't want to go along. Actually, the story never quite got witten
quite the way Dyson had in mind, either, because when Larry got down to serious thinking about it
he redesigned the concept. Instead of a sphere, the artifact becane a sort of hul a-hoop around the
star, peopled with Larry's always intriguing aliens. He called the story that came out of it

RI NGAMORLD, and it remains one of his best novels.

I think I did one other inportant thing for Larry Niven around that tine. | wanted to encourage
his interest in science-not that he needed nuch encouragenent-and, nost of all, to nake it easier
for himto keep in touch with the up-to-the-m nute devel opnents, even the devel opnents that hadn't
qui te happened yet, by getting a chance to talk with sonme of the actual scientists who were doing
the latest research. So | suggested to hima couple of research establishments he might want to
visit, and in particular recomrended he go and talk to some of ny friends in the Artificial
Intelligence labs at MT.

| suspect that that was Larry's first encounter with the MT people, which led to coming to know
the MT Science Fiction Society. . . which led to his neeting a nenber who chanced to be a pretty
young fermal e fan called "Fuzzy Pink." A few years later | was delighted to be an

usher at the weddi ng which transformed Fuzzy Pink into Ms. Marilyn N ven-a narriage which stil
sturdily survives and shows every sign of having been nade in heaven

You will have noted fromthe above evidence of one of the great character flaws shared by al npst
all editors: They love to brag about the witers they have "di scovered," and the ways in which
through their fond parental guidance and instruction the witers attai ned success.

Partly that's jeal ousy; a successful witer generally winds up with a ot nore success than the
editor who buys his stories. Editors have expense accounts, but witers have nore fun. (That's the
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mai n reason why, years ago, after decades of being a split personality as both editor and witer,

I finally gave up editing entirely and went straight.)

The fact is that editors aren't always as inmportant as they think they are. Actually, very few
good witers need to be discovered. They di scover thensel ves. They wite. They keep on witing.
They do their best to get better at witing with everything they wite, and they send out what
they have witten to people who may want to publish it; and they keep on doing those things, no
matter what. They may have to endure periods of accunulating rejection slips and unrewarded
effort, but if they are any good at all sonebody or other, sooner or later, will notice, and
publish, and then they're on their way.

And yet it may be that, to some small extent, Larry N ven was an exception to that general rule.
The special circunstance in Larry's case was that his fanmily were quite inportant to him They
were al so quite hard-headed about what sort of careers their offspring chose to devote their lives
to, and they didn't really thrill to his fascination with science fiction. They had viewed with no
great pleasure his devotion to reading all those crazy science-fiction stories froman early age,
and they took active alarmwhen he told them he had deci ded to nake a profession out of witing
the stuff.

So when he proudly showed themthat first tiny check for "The Col dest Place" they were probably
nmoderately pl eased, but they certainly were not greatly inpressed by the anpbunt. Fortunately,

thi ngs soon began to get better. As it happened, the second story |I bought fromLarry was a little
longer and | was able to up the rate a bit, so the check was several tines as big as the first

and the third also got a rate raise and was a good deal |onger still and thus the payment check
grew accordingly...and, all in all, it turned out that he was getting better paid by an order of
magni tude or so with each new sal e
Well, that didn't go on forever. Still, it had its uses. "That sort of growth inpressed them" he

told ne later. "Fromthen on | didn't have to worry as much about opposition fromny fanily, and
so | could get on with witing in a nore supportive environnent."

As it happens, that subject came up again just a few nonths ago. | didn't bring it up. Larry did.
W were on a panel in Pasadena, California, discussing the future of space exploration; we had al
just been spending a wonderful weekend at the Jet Propul sion Labs to watch the pictures fromthe
flyby of Neptune conme in. We were accordingly all juiced up and, for once, happy about the way the
worl d was goi ng-and, during a lull in the debate, Larry | eaned over to nme and whi spered, "You know
sonet hing, Fred? | think you're entitled to about half the credit for ny whole career.”

I whi spered back, "Thank you. Does that nean half the noney, too?"

"No, no," he said, "just half the credit. But thanks."

-Frederi k Poh

DRANMATI S PERSONAE

Frederi k Pohl. The Fampbus Witers School taught ne how to know when | was a witer. | knew it when
| saw the check.

It was signed by Frederik Pohl

Fred bought my first four stories, and many others, for the Galaxy chain. The third was a novella
called "Relic of Enpire." He retitled it "World of Ptavvs," got Jack Gaughan to do a stack of
interior illos for it, and paid in peanuts. He also took it to Betty Ballantine (the science
fiction armof Ballantine Books) and suggested that it could beconme a novel

Fred has figured large in ny life.

He was an usher at ny weddi ng.

At my first science fiction convention | was a | ost neofan; but a witer too, because Fred Poh
knew ne.

Early on, he suggested that | wite stories about odd astrophysical domains: very hot and coo
stars, hypermasses, Hal Clement's kind of thing; we'd pair themwth articles on the sane, and
paintings . . . That notion fell through, but he set ne to | ooking for the odd pockets in the

uni ver se.

When Fred left the Gal axy chain, soneone should have warned ne to go with him H's repl acenent,

Ej | er Jakobssen, was a recycled editor from"pul ps" days. Ejler rejected a story nonths after
"buying" it (saying he'd take it, but not sending a check). He "bought" THE FLYI NG SORCERERS as a
four-part serial, demanded references for all of the Tuckerized friends in the book (which ruined
all the jokes for nme), then rejected the first section! Then rejected the rest. |I'd heard horror
tal es about the days of the pulps. | got to live through them
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MIlford Witers' Conferences. Tradition says that a novice witer learns nothing froma witer's
conference.

I knew this. | attended the M| ford Conferences hosted by Kate W1 hel m Kni ght and Danon Kni ght;
but for fear of losing ny ability to wite, | skipped every other year. Presently | dropped out,
or was dropped; my menory won't tell ne which.

The MIford conferences were serious. Each attendee brought several copies of at |east one
manuscript. During the day the others would read

it. The attendees would gather in a Vicious Circle to offer comments, criticism suggestions.

O three stories | took to MIford (and Madei ra Beach, when the Knights noved there) only one was
i mproved. That was "For a Foggy N ght."

It's still true that the MIford Conferences were different. My urge to wite did not die because
I went to MIford. On the contrary, | always enjoyed nyself; | always went hone inspired, one way
or another; and | nmet people I'd wanted to know since | was a little boy.

Janes Blish brought the first section of a novel, A Torrent of Faces, and described what he had
pl anned for the rest. An asteroid is due for collision with Earth . . . an Earth inhabited by a
trillion people, with no margin of error for any such catastrophe. Bonbs are placed to bl ow away
pi eces of the rock; lasers fired fromthe Mon are to boil away some of the surface; but too much
of it will touch down.

My turn. "Suppose you fire those lasers at just one side of the body? Boil one side. Vapor
pressure, |aw of reaction. Couldn't you cause it to niss the Earth?"

Blish said, "I hope not."

It took ne a nonment to join the laughter. . . to realize that |I'd suggested a way to shoot down
the plot for his novel!

But Blish did what a professional would do (and | |earned by seeing what he did). He made the

| aser just powerful enough to shift the inpact point of the nmeteoroid from Chicago to a place not
so heavily populated and it still destroyed too nuch.

Arthur C. O arke brought a Questar tel escope and set it up on the Knights' porch. It was early
afternoon and we all took turns |ooking at Venus.

Many years later, during a radio interviewin Los Angeles, Arthur was asked, "Wo's your favorite
witer?" You know the answer to that, surely. You can't name one, or many; you'll offend all the
rest.

He said, "Larry Niven." And apol ogized to Jerry Pournelle that night at a Pournelle party.

But Jerry tells a simlar tale, and in fact lots of us can do so. Arthur Clarke is the kind of man
you want to kill soneone for, just so he knows.

I'd discovered Lester del Rey's juveniles at the sane tinme as Robert Heinlein's. Here he was in
the flesh, generating wi cked argunents on every possible topic.

I met Piers Anthony at the Madeira Beach avatar of KnightCon, but we never got to tal king. W got
a di al ogue going nmany years later, because | sent hima fan letter after reading Omivore.

Gordon Di ckson and O hers tal ked about working for an agency for reading fees. He spoke of a
novi ce witer whose wonderful characters never got involved in anything like a story, and anot her
who mi stook funny hats for characterization. They never got the point, and the readers-for-hire
never stopped caring . . . and were not allowed to tell anyone to quit.

Harlan Ellison wanted unqualified prai se. Any suggestion that a story could be inproved was net
with verbal vitriol. The circle of critics sawa lot of that. This grated. If a story didn't need
fixing, why bring it?

Then agai n, he brought very good stories, and his suggestions for inproving others' stories were
poi nted and usef ul

Years later, my whole attitude flipflopped.

I sent "Inconstant Mon" to Danpbn Knight for Orbit. He rejected it.

Danmon Kni ght was then one of the forenost critics of speculative fiction. The other was Janes
Blish. Judith Merril was taking a break; Al gis Budrys was nmaking a reputation; Spider Robinson
didn't exist. And Orbit was definitive: it was the literary end of the spec~fic spectrum

t hr oughout the New Wave peri od.

What | wite was never New Wave; but there's never been a tinme when | didn't want to expand ny
skills. | thought 1'd made it this tine. A solid study of character; no visible hardware; a |ove
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story. "lnconstant Mon" was New Wave for sure, even if | was witing in conplete sentences.
I recently unearthed Danmon's long rejection letter. He nade a good deal of sense, nore than |
renmenbered. Even a Hugo Award-w nning story can be inproved.

At the tine | was furious. | questioned his critical skill. This story was perfect, and only an
i di ot would have questioned etc.
Maybe a witer needs that nuch arrogance. Else he'll never send out his first story, never nake

his first sale.

Judy-Lynn del Rey. Judy-Lynn Benjanmin entered the field as an editor under Fred Pohi at Gal axy
Science Fiction. Wien Fred quit, she continued with Eier Jakobssen for awhile. She wound up at
Bal | anti ne Books and becane one of the nost powerful editors in the field.

She was a dwarf. One got over noticing that. She was charming, intelligent, enthusiastic,
competent. She was tactful within limts: she generally wouldn't Iie to an author

She |iked stuffed aninmals. When | introduced her to the cat-tail (see WORLD QUT OF Tl ME) which
Takum Shi bano had brought nme from Japan, she fell in love with it. Takum got me another, and
passed it on.

She wanted to chop hell out of THE MOTE IN GOD S EYE. Jerry and | woul dn't have that, so the book
wound up with Sinmon & Schuster and Bob d eason. In later years her coment on that decision was,
"I don't want to talk about it."

She never bid on books at auction. Thus she | ost FOOTFALL to Fawcett Books. . . and got it back
when Bal | anti ne bought Fawcett!

Let me tell you about the last tine | noticed her height.

W were wal king al ong a Phil adel phia sidewal k, talking: ne and Marilyn and Judy-Lynn and Lester,
who is kind of short hinself. Suddenly | was sitting on the sidewal k, dazed, hurt, |ooking up,
with blood dripping down ny nose froma wedge-shaped notch in nmy forehead. | saw sonethi ng nassive
and metal lic hanging over the sidewal k at eyebrow hei ght.

I n Phil adel phia they put construction equi pment where it can bite pedestrians. If | hadn't been
| ooki ng down |'d have seen it. As it was, | had to go into the construction site and borrow

Kl eenex and a Band- Ai d.

Wlliam Rotsier. Bill was part of the LASFS crowd when | joined. He's easygoing, curious about his
fellow man, easy to get to know. His life follows his whins.

He collects epigrans for what will soneday be an enornous vol une; neanwhil e he sonetines sends
themto Reader's Digest. ("Everything starts as soneone's daydream" Larry N ven, fifty bucks for
five words.)

He's a photographer . . . of "fumetti," of bottom budget novies, of naked | adies. (O nodels, that
is. Naked | adi es? "She gets the benefit of the doubt, just like you, dear.") At science fiction
conventions his tendency was to escort supernaturally beautiful wonen, "Rotsler wonen."

If things get dull at a science fiction convention banquet, |ook for the cluster of interested,

anused, excited people. Bill Rotsler has gotten bored. So he's started drawing . . . on his
not epad, the tablecloth .
When things were slow to start at a banquet some years back, Bill began illustrating the butter

di shes. The restaurant nust have been di smayed at how many butter dishes went hone with the
guests. M ne was a di al ogue:

"What does a col |l aborator do?"
"He adds his nane to a work which would not otherw se have the luster."

But | didn't grab ny favorite. It's "The Menorial Vincent Van Gogh Coffee Cup,” with the handl e
for an ear and a bandage drawn on the other side!

Once upon a tinme his whimhad hi mmaki ng badges. He made a great nmany. Sone were for sale, for
charities. Sonme, personalized, were for friends. So there were badges | abel ed Not Larry Pournelle

and Not Jerry Niven. | wore Jerry Pournelle's Voice Coach for awhile, and when I'd got ny fair
share of fun out of that, | gave it to Jerry's wife. | wear LARRY NI VEN, Friend of the Great and
Near- Great to conventions. (Wich are you? Wll, if you' re standing close enough to read the badge

I no | onger wear Have Sex Qutside My Species because it's been too |ong since THE R NGAORLD
ENG NEERS, and because | once forgot to take it off when | left the hotel
You can identify inner-circle fandom by the Rotsler badges.
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Tom Doherty. | nmet Tom Doherty by walking into the Ace party at the World Science Fiction
Convention in Mam Beach, Florida, Labor Day weekend 1977. Tom had just taken over at Ace Books.
He met me at the door. He knew ny nane. He had a good smile and (I tend to notice) an inpressively
| arge head, roony enough for the brain of a blue whale. He was talking to Adele Hull of Pocket

Books, and he started to tell ne how good she was. . . and caught hinself. It occurred to himthat
he shoul dn't be praising the opposition in front of a solid author

| said, "I have to tell you, it probably will never cost you a nickel."

"Why not ?"

Ch ny God. He didn't know And | realized that I was going to have to tell him Wo el se woul d?
So | did. "Nobody deals with Ace Books unless all the other choices are used up. Nobody expects
royalties; the advance is it. Overseas noney is never reported

Tom Doherty is a careful businessman. He didn't take over Ace without checking first. He checked
back for two years and found no conplaints | odged agai nst Ace . . . not because there weren't any,
as he thought, but because no witer ever expected to get noney due fromthe old Ace Books.

The encounter with Larry Niven was his second awful shock of the day. He had al ready net Jerry
Pournel l e that afternoon.

"I"'mJerry Pounelle, President of the Science Fiction Witers of America, and we want to | ook at
your books!"

Tom wound up payi ng several hundred thousand dollars in back fees to authors.

After he and Janes Baen parted company with Ace, Tom formed his own conpany, Tor Books. Then Jim
dropped away and forned Baen Books. In this field we tend to train each other.

| see Tomfairly frequently. Once we net at a Boskone (annual Boston convention) and he took
Marilyn and nme off to Loch Cbher, along with his editor, his wife and his daughter. He tal ked four
of us into ordering | obster Savannah

The | obster is cut open along the back; the neat is cooked, chopped and m xed wi th herbs, then put
back. Lobster Savannah |ooks like it could heal. These beasts ran three pounds each. | started
tal king to ny dinner:

"Doctor McCoy will see you now. "

"The Federation doesn't think you can defend yoursel ves without our aid."

"Now, wretched bottomfeeder, you will tell us of your troop novenents!"

By dinner's end | had arranged a nutual defense treaty with the baked Al aska. And by the tine we
reached the hotel, | had been dubbed Speaker-to- Seaf ood.

The last time Marilyn and | were in New York, | cane to realize that Tom had bought me five neal s!
Though he was only present at two!

I was told early: when you eat with an editor or publisher, that's who pays the check. It's
surprisingly easy to get used to such a tradition, but enough is enough. Hell, 1'd never even sold
hi m a book.

Thi s book started with a phone call from Bob d eason, one of ny favorite editors. He and Tom had
got to talking over a dinner and it energed that Larry N ven was going to have been a published
aut hor for twenty-five years, real soon now. Wy not publish a retrospective volume? So Bob
cal | ed.

It sounded good to ne.

In May 1989, Tom Doherty and Bob d eason stayed at nmy house for a few days before the SFWA Nebul a
Awards. We did a fair anount of work on the book. And | fed Tom Doherty by cooki ng several neals.
| even picked up a restaurant check once, by previous negotiation. He tried to back out afterward,
but I wouldn't let him

We call ed Don Sinpson the Eldritch Doom because of the things he kept in his room He's an arti st
and inventor, of that breed that never gets rich, because he invents new art forns. By the tine
anyt hi ng coul d becone successful, he'd be on to sonething el se.

He had a wonderful time with sone gl ass engraving equi prment.

I'd been | eaving M chel ob beer bottles all over the clubhouse: the old | ovely vase-shaped bottles
too tall to quite fit in a refrigerator. At nmy fanquet (the banquet given for a LASFS nenber who
has nmade a professional sale) Don presented me with a beer bottle engraved with Jack Gaughan's
illustration of one of nmy aliens. | got himto do two nore for nme, then a Baccarat decanter and
sonme Steuben crystal

He was in the LASFS then. Later he noved to San Francisco, but | don't think he gave up his
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habi ts.

Frank Gasperik was an oddity. Wien | nmet himhe was a biker and a hippie and a science fiction
fan. Anong bikers he carried a guitar and called hinself The Mnstrel. At science fiction
conventions he sang filKk.

Jerry and | put himin LUCIFER S HAMMER as "Mark Czescu." W put his song in too. He nmakes a good
character. . . though he tends to take over a book, |ike kudzu

We put himin FOOTFALL too, as "Harry Reddington,"” and conm ssioned a ballad fromhim By then
Frank had been through major changes. He'd been rear-ended twice within two weeks while driving
two different cars, neither of which had headrests. Hi s insurance conpany was giving himthe
runaround and his |lawer told himhe'd | ook better on a witness stand if he didn't get well too

qui ck. So he was avoiding najor efforts to walk nornmally. It's all true. . . and Jerry and
screamed at him separately and together until we made himsee that he wasn't being paid enough to
stay sick!

We were working near the end of FOOTFALL at ny house when Frank phoned about another matter,
told him "We're at the poker table deciding Hairy Red's fate."
"Gve ne a heroic death,” he said. So we killed him

Dan Al derson. Dan is classic. At Jet Propul sion Laboratories they called himtheir "sane genius."
He desi gned a program used by nost of the Free World countries for deep space probes. Conputer
nerd, sedentary, white shirt with infinite pens and pencils in a plastic holder in the pocket.

Di abeti c.

Characteristic cry: "Wep! Wail!"

From Dan canme the germof a short story, "There Is a Tide." He worked out the exact instability of
the Ringworld; it took seven years. | went to himfor nunbers for the R ngworld neteor defense. He
was "Dan Forrester" in LUCIFER S HAMMER. The |ist of what Forrester would need after Hamerfall is
his, because Jerry asked him He's the hero of one of Jerry's tales of asteroid col onization

He i kes Known Space. He's published intricately plotted outlines for stories that would vastly
ext end Known Space if they were witten. |'ve described his multiple R ngworld system el sewhere.
Hi s extended outline requires putting the Warlock on the Ringworld at one point. Wien | killed

off the Warlock in THE MAG C GOES AWAY, Dan had to include the Niven-Pournelle INFERNOin his
background, in order to bust the Warl ock out!

NOREASCQON, 1989: LOU S WS BI RTHDAY PARTY

For twenty years Boxboro Fandomthrew parties at the Boston regional conventions. Their thenes
were strange; their pronotions inmaginative. Now they've self-destructed, but they did it with a
bang. Their swansong was a trenendous party at the Boston World Science Fiction Convention

They sequestered the entire second floor of the Hilton Hotel for Friday night. They decorated the
halls and roons to fit environnents real and inaginary, with doors designated as displacenent
booths: a teleport network running world-wi de and then sone. They called it "Louis WI's Birthday
Party."

The advertisenents were novie ads altered by Niven quotes. They were everywhere.

They phot ographed nme for an I D badge: R NGAORLD ENG NEER. | sniled a wi de-eyed, toothy naniac's
grin for their camera

The Convention had booked Marilyn for a |late panel; but | was at the party the whole tinme. It was
full but never crowded . . . because the Hilton kept it that way, and the crowds waiting to get in
reportedly ran around the bl ock

The Mad Tea Party included a croquet match with stuffed birds for mallets. A chef served vegetable
sushi at the Japan site. There was a band, and dancing, in Paris. A kzin wandered about: Drew
Sanders in the costune Kathy Sanders made for the 1984 Masquerade. There were several Pierson's
puppeteers in the Kzinti Enbassy; one was Kathy's costunme, without Kathy in it, and one was a
wonder ful | y baroque portrait. The Map Room was covered with R ngworld maps and N ven quotes.

And now |'ve got a T-shirt that says they're too tired to do it again.

At the Boskone convention | ast Sunday (February 1990) two perpetrators recogni zed ny R ngworld
Engi neer badge and its maniacal grin. They told ne stories:

The Hilton people | oved them Several asked if the Friday party woul d be repeated Saturday.
Boxboro's Hotel Liaison was a straight-I1ooking guy who never raised his voice or appeared w t hout
atie: a proper gent. And heck, they were taking the whole second floor! So the Hi Iton Manager was
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cooperative. She signed the thick contract without really noticing a clause near the end.
Getting the prop walls for the Kzinti Enbassy into the hotel was tough. They'd neasured the

| argest doors-the front |obby doors !-but hadn't

measur ed them open. Qpen, they were too small. Boxboro considered taking them off their hinges,
with and wi thout perm ssion. They considered junking the props. They were sure the prop walls
woul dn't come apart; but soneone tried it, and they did.

Still, the only feasible way to get themout after the party would be to hack themapart with a
chai nsawl That would also allow the debris to fit into a dunpster. So they put it in the contract.
"l can't believe | let you use a chainsaw at four in the norning!" the Hotel Manager wail ed. But

she didn't stop them It was in the contract.

"The point |Is, diving straight into a sunis arare thing In the Service. It doesn't happen every
trip. | thought someone ought to tell you."

°But, M. Wiltbread, are we no about to do exactly that?"

THE MOTE IN GOD' S EYE, 1974

FOREWORD

PLAYGROUNDS FOR THE M ND

When every page has been read and the book has been put down, is the story over?
Sone stories flow onward through the reader's inmagi nation. Sone aut hors | eave playgrounds for the
reader's mind. That was what charmed ne about Andre Norton's stories: all the endings were w de

open. | could close the book and continue noving further into the unknown.

As | grew ol der | began demandi ng endi ngs.

As a witer | |learned that endings are not so easy. They do nake better art; at |east nobst critics
woul d say so. Poul Anderson is king of the powerful ending. . . but when his story is over, the

pl ayground renai ns.

Sonet hi ng shoul d be |l eft behind at the end of the story. There are characters unkilled, and actors
who never reached the stage. Esoteric technologies. Alien ecologies. Wrlds. The |laws by which the
uni ver se behaves. The pl ayground.

I knew it long ago: |I'ma conpul sive teacher, but | can't teach. The godawful state of today's
educational systemisn't what's stopping ne. | lack at |least two of the essential qualifications.

| cannot "suffer fools gladly." The snmartest of ny pupils would get all nmy attention, and the rest
woul d have to fend for themselves. And | can't handl e being interrupted.

Witing is the answer. Watever | have to teach, ny students will select thensel ves by buying the
book. And nobody interrupts a printed page.

I knew what | wanted when | started witing. |'ve daydreaned all ny life, and told stories too:
stories out of nmgazi nes and ant hol ogi es, aloud, to other children.

One day ny daydreans began shaping thenselves into stories. | wanted to share them Astrophysica
di scoveries inplied worlds weirder than any found in fantasy. | longed to touch the m nds of
strangers and show them wonders. | wanted to be a published science fiction witer. | wanted a
Hugo Awar d!

Money formed no part of that. Science fiction witers didn't get rich. (Robert Heinlein excepted
Kurt Vonnegut excluded.) | used royalty statenments to keep score: how nmany minds had | reached?

I had ny Hugo Award three years after | sold nmy first story. Anong science fiction fans one
becones a Grand A d Man fast. Now what ?

Now. become a better witer. |I'Il always have things to learn. In ny earlier novels al nbst nobody
got old or sick. | still have trouble witing about the things that hurt me nost.

But |I'm | earning.

| used to get allergy attacks. Alcohol, dry air, lack of sleep, or any conbination could cause ne
to wake up blind and in pain, with deep red eyes and puffy eyelids. | had to use a hunidifier, or
go to sleep with a wet towel.

| stopped snoking in August of 1987, and the allergy attacks went away.

And they' d be none of your business if | hadn't made it all public. | gave the allergy to Gavving
in THE | NTEGRAL TREES and Rather in THE SMXKE RI NG for story purposes, and | had to nerve nyself
up to it. I still have trouble witing about what hurts nme.

Also, parts of ny life are private. My conputer erases ny early drafts, and that's fine. My
nm st akes are not for publication.

Witing is the ideal profession in many ways. It's not always easy, but- You set your own hours.
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You' re being paid to daydream

In psychoanal ysis you would hire a professional to listen to you. You'd have no idea whether he
was seriously interested. You' d operate on his schedule. The npbst you could expect fromhimis
that he'd force you to face the truth about what you're saying.

But a witer has several tens of thousands of psychoanal ysts. He knows they're |istening because
they're paying himfor the privilege. Witer and reader both set their own hours. And he will seek
the truth within hinself, because nore realistic witing is nore convincing.

This feedback to the author: it's rare outside of fantasy and science fiction

A few years ago, while the Citizens Advisory Council for a National Space Policy was in session in
my living room | snatched a nonent

toread my mail. Then | ran in to announce, "Hey, | just got a love letter!"'

It sure was. A wonman in Britain wanted nme to wite a congratulatory letter for her husband's
birthday. He was a fan, and she was in |ove.

Hard science fiction in particular is a ganme played with the readers. They try to spot ny

m stakes. | see mathematical treatments of the dynam cs of neutron stars, design alterations for
the Ringworld, detective story outlines for G| "the ARM' Hamlton. | get a constant flow of
letters fromstrangers to keep ne current on transplant technol ogy, Bussard ranjet possibilities,
bl ack hol es, nagnetic nonopol es. There are songs about the Mtie Engineers and Lucifer's Hamrer,
scul ptures of Pierson's puppeteers in every conceivable nmedium and paintings of the Ri ngworld.

Al'l of this is proper use of playground equi pnent. A reader need not be satisfied just to read the
book. He paid his way in; he can stay as long as he |iKkes.

I know where to go to talk a story over, to be admired, to get criticism to neet ny peers, even
to ~o sonme business. There's always a science fiction convention going sonmewhere.

| was never sane until | became an established witer. So why do some witers go crazy?

There are occupational hazards.

It's lonely. How many professions are there such that you spend nost of your working tinme al one
with the door |ocked? (Terrorist, maybe. Does Stephen King qualify as a terrorist?) A nice view
fromyour windowis a liability. An interruption fromyour |oved ones can break a val uabl e chain
of thought.

Col | aborati ons? Not everyone can stand to share a dream and nobody in his right nmnd would

col l aborate with a novice, not even another novice.

Witing is a collaboration with the readers. | sensed that |ong before | wote nmy first rea

col l aboration. It goes like this: Sonmebody out there, thousands of sonebodies, are entertained by
the sane things | am They like to play in their heads, and I"'mout to help them I'mwiting a

di al ogue between nme and the paying public. I"'mnot really alone in here.

The noney is |lousy. After you've got a few books in print, and if they're any good, you'll be paid
for themforever via royalties and foreign sales. But you really need to be born with a trust fund
to survive the first several years.

Gene Wl fe says that what an aspiring witer generally wants is to quit his job. Gene argues that
his job frees himto wite what he |ikes, and spend as nuch tinme as he |ikes on any story-which to
Gene is inportant,

as he's the world's prototype nitpicker-and he can do it w thout worrying about deadlines.

I wouldn't know. |I was born with a trust fund. And now | don't need it, but | lived off it for the
first ten years of ny career
Marijuana is death on witers. |I've seen several go that route. Typical behavior for a long-tine

marijuana user is as follows. He gets a story idea. He tells his friends about it, and they think
it's wonderful. He then feels as if he's witten it, published it, cashed the checks and coll ected
the awards. So he never bothers to wite it down.

Al cohol can have the sane effect.

The suicide rate is high anong witers. Maybe you have to be neurotic to wite and sell your first
story. H Beam Piper's agent had neglected to send hima check. Piper may have felt that his work
was no | onger popul ar, since he thought his story hadn't sold, and he needed the nobney, too. For
us, love and noney may be nearly indistingui shabl e.

"l suppose |I'll say this again sonetine," Steve Barnes said, "but | just |love being a witer!"
were finishing up "Achilles' Choice," a novella, "the story we were born to wite." And yeah, it
was fun.

Too many woul d-be witers are really woul d-be authors. They want to have witten.
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But a witer can pay noral debts by dedicating a book. He can put friends in his stories, changing
themto suit his whim The feedback can be wonderfully soothing to the ego. There's the
opportunity to sound off without being interrupted.

| suppose there was always a fanatic inside ne, denanding to be let |oose; but | was |lazy. |

didn't get fanatical about anything until the organ transplant problementered ny soul

If organ transplants becone easy and popul ar, who are the donors? Condemed crinminals have al ready
donated their eyes and such to hospitals. The Red Cross nust ultinately see the obvious, that a
man on death row could donate five quarts of blood as easily as he faces the gas chanber.

The problemis this. Wile Jack the Ri pper has five quarts of healthy blood in him and a working
heart, lungs and |iver and kidneys, the same holds true for a political dissident, or a thief, or
for a man who gets caught running six red traffic lights within the space of two years. You can go
too far with this!

I wote "The Jigsaw Man" two years before the first successful heart transplant. It seened to ne
that nobody el se had seen the problem nobody el se was worrying about it, and I had to sound off.
Then came the heart

transplant in South Africa, and suddenly a dozen doctors' ,groups were studying the ethics of the
situation.

Maybe | was worried needl essly. W could have been executing crininals by exsangui nation for these
past ninety years, and we haven't done it. I've had to find other things to worry about, and when
I find them | sound off.

Nucl ear power plants! Do they scare you? Are you afraid they' re shooting out atons at you?

Look: | wite books with a man who is afraid of heights. Jerry Pounelle can tough it out if he
knows what's coming. |'ve followed himalong a | edge no wider than our feet, with fifteen Boy
Scouts followi ng nme, and our backpacks unbal ancing us toward a twenty-foot drop

| asked him afterward, How? He said, "You just do it."

But . . . Bob deason took us to the top of the Wrld Trade Center for a drink. Self-involved,
didn't notice Jerry's unnatural silence in the wavering elevator. W got to the top, got out, and
moved down sone shall ow steps toward floor-to-ceiling picture windows. | turned fromadmring the
magni ficent view to see Jerry frozen in place.

"Go ahead," he said, "I'Il be right with you."

He joined us in a few mnutes. He said, "I remenber being at the top of the Statue of Liberty, and

being terrified. Now there | was | ooking down on the Statue of Liberty like a toy!"

I have never once heard Jerry suggest that people should be forced to stop buil ding skyscrapers.
Nucl ear is the safest power source we've got-with two exceptions, neither of which is being built.
If sone folk are terrified of unseen death by radiation, then let "emdeal with their own

neur oses, instead of forcing us to stop building the atom c plants.

Hence the nuclear plant in LUCI FER S HAMMER, defended by the heroes and attacked by

envi ronnental i sts who have turned canni bal. W' ve been accused of preaching in that book. I'm
shocked, shocked, that you woul d accuse us of such a thing.

We preach for a viable space program too. O all the excellent reasons why we shoul d be goi ng
into space, the danger of a Lucifer's Hammer is not even the best. But-Wen | was growi ng up, the
mystery of the dinosaurs had everybody's inagination. They had ruled the Earth for about thirty
times as long as nanki nd. Then, poof. | renenber a certain contenpt on the part of the
popul ari zers. The dinosaurs couldn't hack it. Something changed, and they |ay down and died.

Ckay, they lay down and died. But what hit them apparently, was a nediumsized asteroid, a nickel-
iron nountain nine kilonmeters across

or else a nmuch larger conet nucleus, nostly ice, carrying the sane tonnage of nickel and iron and
rock. Picture Lucifer's Hamer, only big.

What have we got that the dinosaurs didn't? W' ve got tel escopes to

see it coming. W have the potential to control the solar system to push the dinosaur-killer out
of our path. And we've got WIIliam Proxm re, and NASA.

Then again . . . now and again, | could be wong. It's one reason | wouldn't tell-for exanple-
Ral ph Nader to shut up, even if | could nake it stick. It takes a |ot of people to hold
civilization together; sone of us are only here to ask the right questions.

The conet's nucieus is bathed in light. The tail and coma trap sunlight throughout a trenendous
volune and reflect it, some to Earth, sone to space, sonme to the nucleus itself.

The conet has suffered. Explosions in the head have torn it into nountai nous chunks. Megatons of
volatile chenicals have boiled away. The large masses in the head are crusted with icy nmud from
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whi ch nost of the water ice has boiled away.
Yet the crusts retard further evaporation. O her conets have survived nmany such passages through

the nmael strom Mich nass has been | ost, poured into the tail; but nuch of the conma could freeze
again, and the rocky chunks could nerge; and crystals of strange ices could plate thensel ves
across a growi ng conet, out there in the dark and the cold, over the mllions of years ... if only

Hamer - Brown could return to the conetary halo
But there appears to be sonething in its path.
LUCI FER S HAMVER, 1977

From WORLD OF PTAWS

This was ny first novella and nmy first novel. The first few thousand words were witten in

| onghand during a trip through Europe. | took ny tine over it. Wen | thought it was ready | sent
the novella to Fred Pohl, who had already bought two stories from ne.
Fred chose the title. My choice was "A Relic of Enpire.” | liked it well enough to recycle,

hanging it on a short story. Jack Gaughan sketched various of the alien life-forns in "Ptavvs,"
and | first felt the terrific ego-kick of seeing sonething fromnmy own mnd rendered visible.
Fred used the novella to get the attention of Belly Ballantine at Ballanti ne Books. On the
strength of that Belly sent ne a contract for a novel. | would not have thought of that. | was a
poor businessperson in those days, but | recogni zed an opportunity when Fred hit me in the face
with it.

WORLD OF PTAVWVS established sonme patterns that have persisted throughout my career, nore or |ess.
Optimsm Logic problens. Bizarre technol ogy derived fromesoteric physics. Aliens with depth to
them (Al gis Budrys, witing as a critic, said that telepathy in nost current novels felt |ike
sonething from M Bell; that in PTAWS, it didn't.) In particular, |I taught nyself to enjoy

pl ayi ng ganes w th astrophysics.

| played such ganes throughout PTAWS and many that foll owed. The excerpt is fromnear The end, as
Kzanol and Larry Greenberg (carrying Kzanol's nmenories) are about to |and a fusion spacecraft on
Pluto. | would hate today to defend the thesis that the planet Pluto can catch fire, but it nade
sone great scenes.

Kzanol / Greenberg swal | oned, swal |l owed again. The | ow accel eration bothered him He blanmed it on
hi s human body. He sat in a wi ndow seat with the crash web tightly fastened, |ooking out and down.
There was little to see. The ship had circled half the world, falling ever |ower, but the only
feature on an unchangi ng cue-ball surface had been the slow creep of the planetary shadow. Now t he
ship flew over the night side, and the only light was the dimlight of the drive, dimat |east
when reflected fromthis height. And there was nothing to see at all.

Until now.

Somet hi ng was rising on the eastern horizon, sonething a shade lighter than the black plain. An
irregular line against the stars. Kzanol/ G eenberg | eaned forward as he began to realize just how
big the range was, for it couldn't be anything but a nountain range. "Wat's that?" he wondered

al oud.

"One hundredth diltun." Kzanol probed the pilot's mind. The pilot said, "Cott's Crescent. Frozen
hydrogen piled up along the dawn side of the planet. As it rotates into daylight the hydrogen
boils off and then refreezes on the night side. Eventually it rotates back to here."

"Ch. Thanks."

Evanescent nountai ns of hydrogen snow, snooth and low, like a tray of differently sized snowballs
dropped froma height. They rose gently before the slow ng ship, rank behind rank, show ng the
trenendous breadth of the range. But they couldn't show its |length. Kzanol/ G eenberg could see
only that the mountains stretched half around the horizon; but he coul d imagine them marching from
pole to pole around the curve of the world. As they nust. As they did.

The ship was al nbost down, hovering notionless a few nmiles west of the beginning rise of the
Crescent. Apillar of fire licked a mle down to touch the surface. Were it touched, the surface
di sappeared. A channel |ike the bed of a river followed bel ow the ship, fading into the darkness
beyond the reach of the light.

The ship rode with nose tilted high; the fusion flanme reached slightly forward. Gently, gently,
one mle up, the Golden Circle slowed and stopped.

Where the flanme touched, the surface di sappeared. A wide, shallow crater formed bel ow the
descendi ng ship. It deepened rapidly. Aring of fog forned, soft and white and opaque, thickening
in the cold and the dark, closing in on the ship. Then there was nothing but the |lighted fog and
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the crater and the licking fusion fire.

This was the nost alien place. He had been wasting his |life searching out the inhabited worlds of
the gal axy; for never had they given himsuch

a flavor of strangehess as cane fromthis icy world, colder than. . . than the bottom of Dante's
Hel | .

"We' || be landing on the water ice layer," the pilot explained, just as if he'd been asked. He
had. "The gas |ayers wouldn't hold us. But first we have to dig down."

Had he been searching for strangeness? Wasn't that a Greenberg thought slipping into his conscious
m nd? Yes. This soul-satisfaction was the old G eenberg starlust; he had searched for wealth, only
weal t h.

The crater | ooked |ike an open pit mne now, with a sloping ring wall and then an alnost flat rim
and then another, deeper ring wall and

Kzanol / Greenberg | ooked down, grinning and squinting against the glare, trying to guess which

| ayer was which gas. They had been drilling through a very thick blanket of ice, hundreds or

t housands of feet thick. Perhaps it was nitrogen? Then the next |ayer, appearing now, would be
oxygen. The plain and the space above it exploded in flane.

"She blows!" Lew crowed, like a felon reprieved. A towering, twisting pillar of yellow and bl ue
flame roared straight up out of the tel escope, out of the pale plain where there had been the
smal|l white star of the Golden Circle. For a nonent the star shone brightly through the flanes.
Then it was swanped, and the whol e scope was fire. Lew dropped the nagnification by a ten-factor
to watch the fire spread. Then he had to drop it again. And again.

Pluto was on fire. For billions of years a thick blanket of relatively inert nitrogen ice had
protected the highly reactive | ayers below. Meteors, as scarce out here as spermwhales in a

gol dfish bow , inevitably buried thenselves in the nitrogen |ayer. There had been no conbustion on
Pl uto since Kzanol's spaceshi p smashed down fromthe stars. But now hydrogen vapor nixed wth
oxygen vapor, and they burned. Qther elenents burned too.

The fire spread outward in a circle. A strong, hot wind blew out and up into vacuum fanning great
sheets of flame over the boiling ices until raw oxygen was exposed. Then the fire dug deeper
There were raw netals below the thin sheet of water ice; and it was thin, nonexistent in places,
for it had all forned when the spaceship struck, untold eons ago, when food yeast still ruled
Eart h. Sodi um and cal ciumveins; even iron buns furiously in the presence of enough oxygen and
enough heat. O chlorine, or fluorine; both hal ogens were present, blowing off the top of Pluto's
frozen atnosphere, sonme burning with hydrogen in the first sheets of flame. Raise the tenperature
enough and even oxygen and nitrogen will unite.

Lew wat ched his screen in single-mnded concentration. He thought of his future great-great-
grandchi | dren and wondered how he coul d possibly nake them see this as he sawit now. O d and

| eathery and hairl ess

and sedentary, he would tell those children: "I saw a world burning when I was young. . . ." He
woul d never see anything as strange.

Pluto was a bl ack disc al nost covering his scope screen, with a cold highlight near the sunward
arm In that disc the broad ring of fire had al nost becone a great circle, with one arc crawing
over the edge of the world. When it contracted on the other side of the world there would be an
expl osion such as could only be inmagined. But in the center the ring was darkening to black, its
fuel nearly burned out.

The col dest spot within the ring was the point where the fire had started.

The fire had sl owed now. Most of the unburned hydrogen had been bl own before the fire, until it
was congested into a cloud nass opposite on Pluto fromthe resting place of the Golden Circle.
Around that cloud bank raged a hurricane of awesone proportions. Frozen rain poured out of the
heavens in huge | ens-shaped drops, hissing into the nitrogen snow. The | ayers above nitrogen were

gone, vaporized, gas diluting the hydrogen which still poured in. On the borderline hydrogen
burned fitfully wi th hal ogens, and even with nitrogen to form anmoni a, but around nost of the
great circle the fires had gone out. Relatively snmall, isolated conflagrations ate their way
toward the new center. The "hot" water ice continued to fall. Wen it had boiled the nitrogen away

it would begin on the oxygen. And then there would be a fire.
At the center of the hurricane the ice stood |ike a tremendous Arizona butte. Even the hal ogens
were still frozen across its flat top, thousands of square miles of fiourine ice with near-vacuum
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above. Coriolis effects held back the burning wind for a tine.

Al exel Panshin wote a savage revlew of PTAWS. | wish | had a copy, but | tore the fanzlne up in
a rage, and | don't renmenber the name or even the editor, | was fool enough to wite an answer to
that review | learned better later Meanwhile Al exel had used PTAWS I n an essay on witing, as a

t ext book case of how not to wite science fiction

The editor, Ghod bless him persuaded both of us to bury our respective subm ssions.

My nenory says that that |ssue Included Panshln's reviews of a dozen books. He considered them al
failures, even Heinlein's THE MOON | S A HARSH M STRESS, with but a single exception, Ted Wite's
THE SECRET OF THE MARAUDER SATELLITE entirely lived up to Panshin's standards.

God was knocking, and he wanted in bad.
FOOTFALL, 1985

BORDERED | N BLACK

"Bordered in Black" Is a nightmare vision

If a vision were enough, it would have been sold at once. | wote It as a vignette. Ed Ferman's
comrent (nonths before ny first story sale) was that it |ooked like an outline for a story. So

set It aside, and tackled It again a few years later. The version That appeared In F&SF was nuch
changed.

If | wote it today It would be changed again. A story needs nore than the original idea...but the
nightmare still shows through

Only one figure stood in the airlock, though it was a cargo |lock, easily big enough to hold both
men. Lean and sandy haired, the tiny figure was obviously Carver Rappaport. A bushy beard now
covered half his face. He waited patiently while the ranp was run up, and then he started down.
Turnbul I, waiting at the bottom suppressed growi ng uneasi ness. Something was wrong. He'd known it
the nmonent he heard that the Overcee was | anding. The ship nust have been in the solar systemfor
hours. Wiy hadn't she called in?

And where was Wall Kameon?

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

Rappaport brushed past himand kept wal ki ng.

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

Li ke Turnbull, Rappaport had to raise his voice. "Dead."

"Dead? Was it the ship? Rappaport, did the ship kill hin®"

n ’\b. n

"Then what? Is his body aboard?"

"Turnbull, 1 don't want to talk about it. No, his body isn't aboard. H s-" Rappaport ground the
heel s of his hands into his eyes, like a nan with a blinding headache. "H's grave," he said,

enphasi zing the word, "has a nice black border around it. Let's leave it at that."

But they couldn't, of course.

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

"Have you forgotten that I'mcarrying a destruct capsul e?"

"What about it?" For the noment Turnbull really didn't understand what he neant.

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

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

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

Turnbull et hinself realize that the man wasn't bl uffing. Rappaport was prepared to conmt

sui cide. Turnbull, the instinctive politician, weighed changes and ganbl ed.

"I'f you haven't decided to talk in twenty-four hours we'll let you go. | pronise that. W'll keep

you here 'til then, by force if necessary. Just to give you an opportunity to change your mnd."
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Rappaport thought it over. The security nmen still held his arnms, but cautiously, now, standing as
far back as they could, in case his personal bonb went off.

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

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

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

It had started a century ago, when the first ranrobots |eft the solar system The interstellar
ramscoop robots could make nost of their journey at near |ight-speed, using a conica
el ectromagnetic fleld two hundred miles across to scoop hydrogen fuel frominterstellar space. But
no man had ever ridden a ranrobot. None ever would. The ramscoop magnetic field did horrible
things to chordate organisns.

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

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

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

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

One was back.

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

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

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

"The bour bon?"

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

"Did you destroy your ship?"

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

"Conmendabl e. And the overcee nmotor? You left it in orbit?"

"I hard-landed it on the Mon. It's gone."

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

"Hel | you wouldn't." Rappaport swirled the bourbon in his cup, |ooking down into the mniature
whi rl pool. He was twenty to thirty pounds |ighter than he had been a year ago. "You build another

Overcee and you'll be making one enornous false start. W were wong, Turnbull. It's not our
uni verse. There's nothing out there for us."
"It is our universe." Turnbull let the quiet certainty showin his politician's voice. He needed

to start an argunment- he needed to get this man to talking. But the certainty was real, and al ways
had been. It was humanity's universe, ready for the taking.

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

cl anped his nouth shut and turned away in the visitor's chair.

Turnbull waited ten seconds to point up the silence. Then he asked, "Did you kill Kaneon?"

"Kill Wall? You' re out of your mnd!"

"Coul d you have saved hin®"

Rappaport froze in the act of turning around. "No," he said. And again, "No. | tried to get him
movi ng, but he wouldn't-stop it! Stop needling me. | can wal k out anytine, and you couldn't stop
me. "
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"It's too late. You've aroused ny curiosity. Wat about Kanmeon's bl ack-bordered grave?"

No answer.

"Rappaport, you seemto think that the UNwill just take your word and dismantle Project Overcee
There's not a prayer of that. Probability zero. In the last century we've spent tens of billions
of dollars on the ranrobots and the Overcee, and now we can rebuild her for four. The only way to
stop that is to tell the UN exactly why they shouldn't."

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

Coul d he have killed Kanmeon for being sloppy? -and then turned nessy hinself as he | ost his self-
respect? Stranger things had happened in the days when it took eight nonths to reach Mars. -No,
Rappaport had not done murder. Turnbull would have bet high on that. And Kaneon woul d have won any
fair fight. Newspapermnmen had ni cknamed hi m The Wall when he was playing guard for the Berlin

Nazi s.

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

Turnbull was jerked out of his abstraction. "Start at the beginning. Wen you went into

hyper space. "

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

"Not hi ng. "

"Well, then?"

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

"1 assune you covered themup."

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

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

"Just to be sure the universe was still there."

"Ri ght."

"But you did reach Sirius."

"Yes. W reached Sirius..."

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

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

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

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

" Chanpagne?"

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

The cl oud cover was nearly unbroken. Rappaport noved the tel escope a bit at a tine, trying to find
a break. He found several, but none big enough to show himanything. "I'Il try infrared," he said.
"Just get us down," WAll said irritably. He was always irritable lately. "I want to get to work."
And | want to be sure we've got a place to |and.

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

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

"The water's brighter on the night side, and darker on the day side. See?" Wall was | ooking over
his shoul der. "Looks |ike about forty percent |and. Carv, those clouds m ght cut out enough of the
ultraviolet to let people live in what gets through.™

"Who'd want to? You couldn't see the stars."” Carv turned a knob to raise the nmagnification

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

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

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

i nfrared.

Wal |l hung at the wi ndow, |ooking down. To Rappaport be |ooked |ike a great ape. "Can we do a re-
entry glide?"

"I'n this ship? The Overcee would cone apart |like a cheap neteor. W'll have to brake to a ful
stop above the atnosphere. Want to strap down?"
Kaneon did, and Carv watched himdo it before he went ahead and dropped the overcee notor. |I'Il be

glad to be out of here, he thought. It's getting so Wall and | hate the sight of each other. The
casual , uncaring way Kaneon fastened his straps jarred his teeth. He knew t hat Kanmeon thought he
was finicky to the point of psychasthenia.

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

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

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

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

"You sure?"

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

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

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

sl owed?"

Carv fingered his neatly trimed Vandyke. "It'd be night over the whol e continent before we got
back there. Let's spend a few hours | ooking at that green ocean.”
The Overcee went down on her tail, slowy, like a cautious crab. Layer after layer of cloud

swal | owed her without trace, and darkness fell as she dropped. The key to this world was the word
"moonl ess." Sirius B-1V had had no oversized noon to strip away nost of her atnmosphere. Her air
pressure woul d be confortable at sea | evel, but only because the planet was too snall to hold nore
air. That sane |ow gravity produced a nore gentle pressure gradient, so that the atnosphere
reached three tines as high as on Earth. There were cloud layers fromground to 130 kil ometers up
The Overcee touched down on a w de beach on the western shore of the snallest continent. Wall cane
out first, then Carv lowered a nmetal oblong as large as hinself and followed it down. They wore
lightly pressurized vac suits. Carv did nothing for twenty mnutes while Wall opened the box out
flat and set the carefully packed instrunents into their grooves and notches. Finally Wl

signal ed, in an enphatic manner. By taking off his hel net.

Carv waited a few seconds, then followed suit.

Wal | asked, "Were you waiting to see if | dropped dead?"

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

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

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

The ocean was thick with al gae. Al gae were a bubbly green bl anket on the water, a bl anket that
rose and fell like breathing as the insignificant waves ran beneath. The snell of rotting
vegetati on was no stronger here than it had been a quarter of a nile back. Perhaps the snell
pervaded the whol e planet. The shore was a m xture of sand and green scumso rich that you could
have planted crops in it.

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

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

"That is brilliant. But take a weapon."

"To fight off naddened al gae?"

"Take a weapon."

Carv was back at the end of an hour. The scenery had been deadly nonotonous. There was water bel ow
a green bl anket of scum six inches deep; there was |oany sand, and beyond that dry sand; and

behi nd the beach were white cliffs, snoothed as if by countless rainfalls. He had found no target
for his laser cutter.

Wal | | ooked up from a binocular mcroscope, and grinned when he saw his pilot. He tossed a

depl eted pack of cigarettes. "And don't worry about the air plant!" he called cheerfully.

Carv cane up beside him "What news?"

"It's algae. | can't nane the breed, but there's not rmuch difference between this and any
terrestrial algae, except that this sanple is all one species.”
"That's unusual ?" Carv was | ooking around himin wonder. He was seeing a new side to Wall. Aboard

ship Wall was sloppy alnost to the point of being dangerous, at least in the eyes of a Belter like
Carv. But now he was at work. His snmall tools were set in neat rows on portable tables. Bulkier
instruments with legs were on flat rock, the legs carefully adjusted to | eave their platforns
exactly horizontal. Wall handl ed the binocular mcroscope as if it mght dissolve at a touch

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

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

Again Carv watched WaAll go through his routines. He stood just within voice range, about fifty
yards away, because it felt so good to have so nmuch room The care Wall exercised with his

equi prent still amazed him How could he reconcile it with Wall's ragged fingernails and his
thirty hours growh of beard?
Well, Wall was a flatlander. Al his Ilife he'd had a whole planet to mess up, and not a crowded

pressure dome or the cabin of a ship. No flat ever |earned real neatness.

"Sanme breed,” Wall call ed.

"Did you test for radiation?"

"No. Why?"

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

"Carv, it had to mutate to get to its present form How could all its cousins just have died out?"
"That's your field."
Alittle later Vll said, "I can't get a respectabl e background readi ng anywhere. You were right,

but it doesn't explain anything."
"Shall we go sonewhere el se?"

"Yah."

They set down in deep ocean, and when the ship stopped bobbing Carv went out the airlock with a

gl ass bucket. "Its a foot thick out there," he reported. "No place for a Disneyland. | don't think
I'd want to settle here."

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

"A lot of planets nust be like this," said Carv. "Habitable, but who needs it?"

"And | wanted to be the first man to found an interstellar colony."

"And get your name in the newstapes, the history books-"

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

"Quilty. | like being famus. Just not as nmuch as you do."
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"Cheer up then. W may yet get all the hero worship we can stand. This nay be sonethi ng bigger
than a new col ony. "

"What coul d be bigger than that?"

"Set us down on land and I'Il tell you."

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

al gae.

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

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

The | ast sentence hit Carv like an electric shock. He was running before it was quite finished,
but long before he could get there his crazy partner had put a dollup of green scumin his nouth,
chewed and swal | oned. "Good," he said.

"You- utter-damed-f ool ."

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

"Just what are you trying to prove?"

"That this alga was tailored as a food plant by biological engineers. Carv, | think we' ve | anded

on sonebody's private farm™

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Forget the glory for a mnute. If you're right, we're trespassi ng on sonebody's property w thout
knowi ng anyt hi ng about the owner- except that he's got dirtcheap interstellar travel, which would
make hima tough enenmy. W're al so introducing our body bacteria onto his pure edi bl e al gae
culture. And how would we explain, if he suddenly showed up?"

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

"We ought to cut and run right now. It's not as if the planet was worth anything."

"No. No, we can't do that."

"Way not ?"

The answer gleanmed in Wall's eyes.

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

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

"I see." Turnbulls hand noved al nost inperceptibly, witing, NO WNDOAs | N OVERCEE #2! Oversi zed
Vi ewscreen?

"It hadn't hit ne that hard. | think I'd have taken off if I'd been sure Wall was right, and if |
could have talked himinto it. But | couldn't, of course. Just the thought of going home then was
enough to set Wall shaking. | thought | mght have to knock himon the head when it canme tine to

| eave. W had sone hibernation drugs aboard, just in case."

He stopped. As usual, Turnbull waited hi mout.

"But then |I'd have been all alone." Rappaport finished his drink, his second, and got up to pour a
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third.
The bourbon didn't seemto affect him "So we stood there on that rocky beach, both of us afraid
to |l eave and both afraid to stay..."

Abruptly VWall got up and started putting his tools away. "W can't disprove it, but we can prove
it easily enough. The owners nust have left artifacts around. If we find one, we run. | promse."
"There's a big area to search. If we had any sense we'd run now. "

"WIIl you drop that? All we've got to do is find the ranrobot probe. If there's anyone watching

this place they nmust have seen it come down. We'll find footprints all over it."
"And if there aren't any footprints? Does that nmake the whol e pl anet cl ean?”
Wal |l closed his case with a snap. Then he stood, notionless, |ooking very surprised. "I just

t hought of sonething,"” he said.

"Ch, not again."

"No, this is for real, Carv. The owners nust have left a long tinme ago."

"\ 2"

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

"No. "

"Dammit, it nmakes sense!"

"It's thin. It sounds thin even to me, and | want to believe it. Also, it's too pat. It's just too
close to the best possible solution we could dream up. You want to bet our lives on it?"

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

"All right. Hoist that thing up and let's get inside."

" Hnph?"

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

At the border of space they hovered, and the Sun Rappaport burned snall and blinding white at the
hori zon. To the side Sirius A was a tiny dot of intense brilliance. Below, where gaps in the cloud
cover penetrated all the way to the surface, a hair-thin black line ran along the tw sting beach
of Sirius B-1V s largest continent. The silver thread of a najor river exploded into a forking
delta, and the delta was a black triangle shot with Ilines of silvery green

"Coing to use the scope?"

Carv shook his head. "W'll see it close in a few minutes."

"You're in quite a hurry, Carv."

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

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

“If it is, we go up fast and run all the way hone." Carv pulled a |lever and the ship dropped from
under them They fell fast. Speaking with only half his attention, Carv went on. "W've nmet just
one other sentient race, and they had nothing |ike hands and no mechanical culture. |I'mnot
conplaining, nmnd you. Aworld wuldn't be fit to live in without dol phins for conpany. But why
shoul d we get lucky twice? W don't want to neet the farner, Wall."

The cl ouds cl osed over the ship. She dropped nore slowly with every kiloneter. Ten kil onmeters up
she was al nost hovering. Now the coast was spread bel ow them The bl ack border was graded: bl ack
as night on Pluto along the sea, shading off to the color of the white sand and rocks al ong the

| andwar d si de.

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

They were a kilonmeter up. And | ower. And | ower.

The bl ack was noving, flowing like tar, away fromthe drive's fusion flane.
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Rappaport had been tal king down into his cup, his words com ng harsh and forced, his eyes refusing
to neet Turnbull's. Now he raised them There was sonething challenging in that gaze.

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

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

"I't was peopl e.

Turnbul | nerely stared.

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

"Carver, when you say people, do you nean- people? Human?"

"Yes. Human. O course they didn't act nuch like it..."

A hundred yards offshore, the Overcee floated nose up. Even seen fromthe airlock, the natives
wer e obvi ously human. The tel escope screen brought nore detail.

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

| i pped nout hs.

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

"Al'l around the continent,"” said Wall

Carv could no nore have answered than he could have taken his eyes off the scope screen

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

"How?" said Carv. "How?"

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

"How | ong have they been here?"

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

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

t housands of years nobody would starve on Sirius B-1V."

"They're starving now. "

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

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

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

"Let's go hone," said Wall

"Ckay. "

"And did you?"

"No. "

"In God's nane, why not?"

"We couldn't. W had to see it all, Turnbull. | don't understand it, but we did, both of us. So I

took the ship up and dropped it a kiloneter inshore, and we got out and started wal king toward the
sea.
"Ri ght away, we started finding skeletons. Some were clean. A lot of them | ooked Iike Egyptian
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munmi es, skeletons with black dried skin stretched tight over the bones. A ways there was a
continuous lowrustle of- well, | guess it was conversation. Fromthe beach. | don't know what
they could have had to tal k about.

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

"After we'd been wal king awhile we saw that sone of the skeletons were alive. Dying and drying
under that overcast blue sky. |'d thought that sky was pretty once. Now it was- horrible. You
could see a shifting blue beam spear down on the sand and sweep across it like a spotlight unti

it picked out a numy. Sonetines the mummy would turn over and cover its eyes.

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

"Wal | said, 'I've been wondering about the clean skel etons. There shouldn't be any decay bacteria
here.'"

"I didn't answer. | was thinking how nuch this | ooked |ike a conbination of Hell and Bel sen. The

only thing that might have made it tolerable was the surrealistic blue Iighting. W coul dn't
really believe what we were seeing.

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

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

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

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

destruct capsule go off. Just a nuffled pop."

"So you cane hone."

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

al one. "

"Any idea why Wall killed hinself?"

"You crazy? He didn't want to get eaten."

"Then why woul dn't he run?"

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

"I'"ll bet the Overcee was a pigpen before you blewit up."

Rappaport flushed. "Wat's that to you?"

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

"Al'l right. | made it, didn't [|?"

"And now you think we should give up space."

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

"To build other paradises, maybe. Qurs didn't happen by accident. Qur ancestors did it all
starting with not rmuch nore than what was on Sirius B-1V."

"They had a helluva lot nore." A faint slurring told that the bourbon was finally getting to
Rappaport.

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

"Ani mal s." Rappaport shuddered and drank

"Wel |l - that could be argued. But pass it. First we'll have to nake soil." Turnbull |eaned back in
his chair, face upturned, talking half to hinself. "Algae m xed with crushed rock. Bacteria to
break the rock down. Earthworns. Then grass..."
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"CGot it all planned out, do you? And you'll talk the UNinto it, too. Turnbull, you're good. But
you' ve mi ssed sonething."

"Better tell me now then.”

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

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

ani nal s were janmed shoul der to shoul der along the coast. Food ani mals! You understand, Turnbull?"
"Yes. | hadn't thought of that. And they'd breed themfor size..."

The room was deadly quiet.

"Wel | ?"

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

Primary colors streanmed up frombeneath the Warlock's fingers, roiled and expanded beneath the
beaned roof. Heads turned at the other tables. The clattering of table knives slopped. Then cane
sounds of delight and appreciative flngersnapping, for a spell the Warlock had | ast used to blind
an eneny arny.

THE MAG C GCES AWAY, 1978

CONVERGENT SERI ES

I hold a doctorate, but its honorary, a D. Lift. The rank | earned was a bachelor's degree in
mat hemat i cs.

| haven't used nmy math training much. This story is as close as | get to pure math.

One Chris Sil bermann wants to make a novie out of If.

It was a girl in ny anthropol ogy class who got ne interested in nmagic. Her nane was Ann, and she

called herself a white witch, though |I never saw her work an effective spell. She lost interest in
me and married sonmebody, at which point | lost interest in her; but by that tinme magi ¢ had becone
the subject of my thesis in anthropology. |I couldn't quit, and wouldn't if | could. Magic

fasci nated ne.

The thesis was due in a nonth. | had a hundred pages of notes on primtive, nedieval, oriental

and nodern nagi c. Mddern magi ¢ neani ng psionics devices and such. Did you know that certain
African tribes don't believe in natural death? To them every death is due to witchcraft, and in
every case the witch nust be found and killed. Some of these tribes are actually dying out due to
the nunber of witchcraft trials and executions. Medieval Europe was just as bad in nany ways, but
they stopped in time...
I"d tried several ways of conjuring Christian and other denons, purely in a spirit of research
and |'d put a Taoi st curse on Professor Pauling. It hadn't worked. Ms. MIller was letting me use
t he apartnment - house basenent for experinments.
Notes | had, but somehow the thesis wouldn't move. | knew why. For all 1'd | earned, | had nothing
original to say about anything. It wouldn't have stopped everyone (renmenber the guy who counted
every | in Robinson Crusoe?) but it stopped nme. Until one Thursday night-
I get the dammdest ideas in bars. This one was a beaut. The bartender got ny untouched drink as a
tip. I went straight hone and typed for four solid hours. It was ten mnutes to twelve when
quit, but I now had a conplete outline for ny thesis, based on a genuinely new idea in Christian
witchcraft. Al |1'd needed was a hook to hang nmy know edge on. | stood up and stretched..

And knew |I'd have to try it out.
Al my equi pnent was in Ms. MIller's basenent, nost of it already set up. I'd left a pentagram on
the floor two nights ago. | erased that with a wet rag, a former washcl oth, wapped around a
wooden bl ock. Robes, special candles, lists of spells, new pentagram.. | worked quietly so as not
to wake anyone. Ms. MIler was synpathetic; her sense of hunor was such that they'd have burned
her three centuries ago. But the other residents needed their sleep. | started the incantations
exactly at m dnight.
At fourteen past | got the shock of ny young life. Suddenly there was a denon spread-eagled in the
pentagram with his hands and feet and head occupying all five points of the figure.
| turned and ran.
He roared, "Come back here!"
| stopped hal fway up the stairs, turned, and cane back down. To | eave a denon trapped in the
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basement of Ms. MIlet's apartnment house was out of the question. Wth that anplified basso

prof undo voi ce he'd have wakened the whol e bl ock

He watched nme cone slowy down the stairs. Except for the horns he m ght have been a nude niddl e-
aged man, shaved and painted bright red. But if he'd been human you woul dn't have wanted to know
him He seenmed built for all of the Seven Deadly Sins. Avaricious green eyes. Enornous gl uttonous
tank of a belly. Miscles soft and drooping fromsloth. A dissipated face that seened permanently
angry. Lecherous- never nind. H's horns were snmall and sharp and polished to a gl ow

He waited until | reached bottom "That's better. Now what kept you? It's been a good century
since anyone called up a denon."
"They' ve forgotten how," | told him "Nowadays everyone thinks you're supposed to draw the

pentagram on the floor."

"The floor? They expect me to show up lying on ny back?" His voice was thick with rage.

| shivered. My bright idea. A pentagramwas a prison for demons. Wiy? |I'd thought of the five
points of a pentagram and the five points of a spread-eagled man..

"Wl | ?"

"I know, it doesn't make sense. Wuld you go away now, please?"

He stared. "You have forgotten a lot." Slowy and patiently, as to a child, he began to explain
the inplications of calling up a denon.

| listened. Fear and sick hopel essness rose in nme until the concrete walls seened to blur. "I am
in peril of my inmmortal soul-" This was sonmething |I'd never considered, except academically. Now
it was worse than that. To hear the denon talk, nmy soul was already lost. It had been | ost since
the nonent | used the correct spell. | tried to hide ny fear, but that was hopeless. Wth those
enormous nostrils he must have snelled it.

He finished, and grinned as if inviting conment.

| said, "Let's go over that again. | only get one w sh."
"Right."
"If you don't like the wish I've got to choose another."
"Right."

"That doesn't seemfair."

"Who said anything about fair?"

"-Or traditional. Wy hasn't anyone heard about this deal before?"

"This is the standard deal, Jack. W used to give a better deal to some of the marks. The others
didn't have tinme to talk because of that twenty-four-hour clause. If they wote anything down we'd
alter it. W have power over witten things which nention us."

"That twenty-four-hour clause. If | haven't taken ny wish in twenty-four hours, you'll |eave the
pent agram and take ny soul anyway?"
"That's right."

"And if | do use the wish, you have to renain in the pentagramuntil my wish is granted, or until
twenty-four hours are up. Then you teleport to Hell to report sane, and cone back for ne

i mredi ately, reappearing in the pentagram™

"I guess teleport's a good word. | vani sh and reappear. Are you getting bright ideas?"

"Li ke what ?"

"Il make it easy on you. If you erase the pentagram | can appear anywhere. You can erase it and
draw it again sonewhere else, and |'ve got to appear inside it."

A question hovered on ny tongue. | swallowed it and asked another. "Suppose | wi shed for
immortality?"

"You'd be imortal for what's left of your twenty-four hours.
bl ack. "Better hurry. Time's running out."

Time, | thought. Okay. Al or nothing.

"Here's nmy wish. Stop tine from passing outside of nme."
"Easy enough. Look at your watch."

I didn't want to take ny eyes off him but he just exposed his black teeth again. So | | ooked
down.

There was a red mark opposite the mnute hand on ny Rolex. And a black mark opposite the hour
hand.

He grinned. H's teeth were coa

The denon was still there when | |ooked up, still spread-eagled against the wall, still wearing
that knowing grin. | nmoved around him waved ny hand before his face. Wen | touched himhe felt

I'i ke marble.

Ti re had stopped, but the denobn had renmained. | felt sick with relief.

The second hand on ny watch was still nmoving. | had expected nothing | ess. Tine had stopped for ne

for twenty-four hours of interior tine. If it had been exterior tine |I'd have been safe- but of
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course that was too easy.
I'd thought my way into this nmess. | should be able to think ny way out, shouldn't 1?

| erased the pentagramfromthe wall, scrubbing until every trace was gone. Then | drew a new one,
using a flexible netal tape to get the lines as straight as possible, making it as |l arge as
could get it in the confined space. It was still only two feet across.

| left the basenent.

I knew where the nearby churches were, though | hadn't been to one in too long. My car woul dn't
start. Neither would ny roommate's notorcycle. The spell which enclosed nme wasn't big enough. |
wal ked to a Mornon tenple three bl ocks away.

The night was cool and balny and lovely. City lights blanked out the stars, but there was a fine
werewol f''s noon hangi ng way above the enpty | ot where the Mirnon tenple shoul d have been

I wal ked anot her eight blocks to find the B nai B rith Synagogue and the Al Saints Church. Al |
got out of it was exercise. | found enpty lots. For me, places of worship didn't exist.

| prayed. | didn't believe it would work, but | prayed. If | wasn't heard was it because | didn't
expect to be? But | was beginning to feel that the denon had t hought of everything, |ong ago.
What | did with the rest of that long night isn't inportant. Even to ne it didn't feel inportant.
Twenty-four hours, against eternity? | wote a fast outline on ny experinent in denon raising,
then tore it up. The denpbns would only change it. Wiich neant that ny thesis was shot to hell
what ever happened. | carried a real but rigid Scotch terrier into Professor Pauling's room and
posed it on his desk. The old tyrant would get a surprise when he | ooked up. But | spent nost of
the ni ght outside, walking, looking ny last on the world. Once | reached into a police car and
flipped the siren on, thought about it, and flipped it off again. Twice | dropped into restaurants
and ate soneone's order, |eaving noney which | wouldn't need, paperclipped to notes which read
"The Shadow Strikes."

The hour hand had circled nmy watch twice. | got back to the basenent at twelve ten, with the |ong
hand five m nutes from brenschl uss.

That hand seened painted to the face as | waited. My candles had |left a peculiar odor in the
basenment, an odor overlaid with the stink of demon and the stink of fear. The denmpbn hovered
against the wall, no longer in a pentagram trapped hal fway through a wi de-arned | eap of triunph.
I had an awful thought.

Wiy had | believed the denon? Everything hed said night have been a lie. And probably was! |'d
been tricked into accepting a gift fromthe devil! | stood up, thinking furiously- |1'd al ready
accepted the gift, but-

The denon gl anced to the side and grinned wi der when he saw the chal k |ines gone. He nodded at ne,
said, "Back in a flash," and was gone.

| waited. |I'd thought ny way into this, but-

A cheery bass voice spoke out of the air. "I knew you'd nove the pentagram Made it too snall for
me, didn't you? Tsk, tsk. Couldn't you guess |'d change mny size?"

There were rustlings, and a shinrering in the air. "I knowit's here somewhere. | can feel it.

Ah. "

He was, back, spread-eagled before nme, two feet tall and three feet off the ground. H's black know
it-all grin disappeared when he saw the pentagram wasn't there. Then- he was seven inches tall,
eyes bugged in surprise, yelling in a contralto voice. "Wereinhell's the-" he squeal ed.

He was two inches of bright red toy soldier

I'd won. Tonorrow |'d get to a church. If necessary, have sonebody | ead ne in blindfold.

He was a small red star.

A buzzing red housefly.

Gone.
It's odd, how quickly you can get religion. Let one denon tell you you're dammed... Could | really
get into a church? Sonehow | was sure |I'd make it. I'd gotten this far; |1'd outthought a denon.

Eventually he'd | ook down and see the pentagram Part of it was in plain sight. But it wouldn't
help him Spread-eagled like that, he couldn't reach it to wipe it away. He was trapped for
eternity, shrinking toward the infinitesinmal but dooned never to reach it, forever trying to
appear inside a pentagram which was forever too small. | had drawn it on his bul ging belly.

She thrust herself into the sky, naked; waved her arnms and yelled. The Dark shark froze. A w ndow
came open in a nearby cluster of cubes. The beast charged.

Rat her didn't have his wings. He called, "Sectry! Dark sharks aren't funny!"

"Are you nuts?" he bell owed, and she | aughed. Then the Dark shark burst through In a shower of

| eaves and splintered wood.

The predator snapped Its teeth at them raging and inmpotent. Sectry murrmured in his ear. "Gves it
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a kick, doesn't it?"
THE SMOKE RI NG 1987

ALL THE MYRI AD WAYS

There were tinelines branchi ng and branchi ng, a nega-universe of universes, nillions nore every
mnute. Billions? Trillions? Trinble didn't understand the theory, though God knows he'd tried.
The universe split every tine soneone nade a decision. Split, so that every decision ever nade
could go both ways. Every choice nmade by every man, wonan, and child on Earth was reversed in the
uni verse next door. It was enough to confuse any citizen, let alone Detective-Lieutenant CGene
Trinble, who had other problems to worry about.

Sensel ess suicide, senseless crime. Acitywide epidemic. It had hit other cities too. Trinble
suspected that it was worldw de, that other nations were sinply keeping it quiet.

Trinble's sad eyes focused on the clock. Quitting time. He stood up to go hone and slowy sat down
again. For he had his teeth in the problem and he couldn't let go.

Not that he was really acconplishing anything.

But if he left now, he'd only have to take it up again tonorrow

Go, or stay?

And the branchi ngs began again. Gene Trinble thought of other universes parallel to this one, and
a parallel Gene Trinble in each one. Sone had left early. Many had left on tine, and were now

hal fway hone to dinner, out to a novie, watching a strip show, racing to the scene of another
death. Stream ng out of police headquarters in all their multitudes, leaving a nultitude of
Trinbl es behind them Each of these trying to deal, alone, with the city's endl ess, inexplicable
parade of suicides.

Gene Trinble spread the norning paper on his desk. Fromthe bottom drawer he took his gun-cleaning
equi pnent, then his .45. He began to take the gun apart.

The gun was old but serviceable. He'd never fired it except on the target range and never expected
to. To Trinble, cleaning his gun was like knitting, a way to keep his hands busy while his mnd
wandered off. Turn the screws, don't |lose them Lay the parts out in order.

Through the cl osed door to his office cane the sounds of men hurrying. Another energency? The
departrment couldn't handle it all. Too many suicides, too many casual nurders, not enough nen.

@un oil. Oled rag. Wpe each part. Put it back in place.

Wiy woul d a man |i ke Anbrose Harnon go of f a buil di ng?

In the early norning light he lay, nore a stain than man, thirty-six stories below the edge of his
own pent house roof. The pavenent was splattered red for yards around him The stains were stil

wet. Harnon had | anded on his face. He wore a bright silk dressing gown and a sleeping jacket with
a sash.

O hers woul d take sanples of his blood, to learn if he had acted under the influence of al cohol or
drugs. There was little to be learned fromseeing himin his present condition

"But why was he up so early?" Trinble wondered. For the call had cone in at 8:03, just as Trinble
arrived at headquarters.

"So |ate, you nean." Bentley had beaten himto the scene by twenty mnutes. "W called sonme of his
friends. He was at an all-ni ght poker game. Broke up around six o'clock."

"Did Harnmon | ose?"

"Nope. He won al nost five hundred bucks."

"That fits,"” Trinble said in disgust. "No suicide note?"

"Maybe they' ve found one. Shall we go up and see?"

"W won't find a note," Trinble predicted.

Even three nonths earlier Trinble would have thought, How incredible! or Wiwo could have pushed

hi m? Now, riding up in the elevator, he thought only, Reporters. For Anmbrose Harnpon was news. Even
anong this past year's epidem c of suicides, Arbrose Harnon's death woul d stand out |ike Lyndon
Johnson in a |lineup

He was a promi nent nenber of the comunity, a man of dead and weal thy grandparents. Perhaps the
huge inheritance, four years ago, had gone to his head. He had invested tremendous sums to back
har ebr ai ned qui xoti c causes.

Now, because one of the harebrai ned causes had paid off, he was richer than ever. The Crosstine
Corporation already held a score of patents on inventions inported fromalternate time tracks.

Al ready those inventions had started nore than one industrial revolution. And Harnmon was the noney
behind Crosstinme. He would have been the world's next billionaire-had he not wal ked of f the
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bal cony.

They found a roony, |uxuriously furnished apartment in good order, and a bed turned down for the
night. The only sign of disorder was Harnon's cl ot hing-slacks, sweater, a silk turtleneck shirt,
kneel engt h shoesocks, no underwear-piled on a chair in the bedroom The toothbrush had been used.
He got ready for bed, Trinble thought. He brushed his teeth, and then he went out to | ook at the
sunrise. A man who kept late hours like that, he wouldn't see the sunrise very often. He watched
the sunrise, and when it was over, he junped.

"\ 2"

They were all |ike that. Easy, spontaneous decisions. The victimkillers wal ked off bridges or
stepped fromtheir bal conies or suddenly flung thenselves in front of subway trains. They strolled
hal fway across a freeway, or swallowed a full bottle of |audanum

None of the met hods showed previous planning. Whatever was used, the victimhad had it all al ong;
he never actually went out and bought a suicide weapon. The victimrarely dressed for the

occasi on, or used nakeup, as an ordinary suicide would. Usually there was no note.

Harrmon fit the pattern perfectly.

"Li ke Richard Corey," said Bentley.

"Who?"

"Ri chard Corey, the nman who had everything. 'And Ri chard Corey, one cal msumer night, went hone
and put a bullet through his head.' You know what | think?"

"If you've got an idea, let's have it."

"The suicides all started about a nmonth after Crosstine got started. | think one of the Crosstine
shi ps brought back a new bug from sone alternate tineline."

"A suicide bug?"

Bent | ey nodded.

"You're out of your nmind."

"I don't think so. Gene, do you know how many Crosstime pilots have killed thenselves in the |ast
year? More than twenty percent!”

" Cho"

"Look at the records. Crosstine has about twenty vehicles in action now, but in the past year

t hey' ve enpl oyed sixty-two pilots. Three di sappeared. Fifteen are dead, and all but two died by
sui ci de. "

"I didn't know that." Trinble was shaken

"It was bound to happen sonetinme. Look at the alternate worlds they've found so far. The Nazi
worl d. The Red Chinese world, half bonbed to death. The ones that are totally bonbed, and
Crosstinme can't even find out who did it. The one with the Bl ack Plague mutation, and no
penicillin until Crosstirne cane al ong. Sooner or |ater-"

"Maybe, maybe. | don't buy your bug, though. If the suicides are a new kind of plague, what about
the other crinmes?"

"Sane bug."

"Uh, uh. But | think we'll check up on Crosstine."

Trinble's hands finished with the gun and laid it on the desk. He was hardly aware of it.
Sonewhere in the back of his mnd was a proddi ng sensation: the handl e, the piece he needed to

sol ve the puzzle.

He spent nobst of the day studying Crosstine, Inc. News stories, official handouts, persona
interviews. The incredible suicide rate anong Crosstine pilots could not be coincidence. He
wonder ed why nobody had noticed it before.

It was slow going. Wth Crosstine travel, as with relativity, you had to throw away reason and use
only logic. Trinble had sweated it out. Even the day's nmurders had not distracted him

They were typical, of a piece with the precedi ng eight nonths' crine wave. A man had shot his
foreman with a gun bought an hour earlier, then strolled off toward police headquarters. A wonman
had nmoved through the back row of a dark theater, using an ice pick to stab nenbers of the

audi ence through the backs of their seats. She had chosen only young nmen. They had killed w thout
heat, w thout conceal nent; they had surrendered w thout fear or bravado. Perhaps it was anot her

ki nd of suicide.

Time for coffee, Trinble thought, respondi ng unconsciously to a dry throat plus a fuzziness of the
mouth plus slight fatigue. He set his hands to stand up, and- The inmmge cane to himin an endl ess
row of Trinbles, lined up like the repeated inmages in facing mrrors. But each i mage was slightly
different. He would go get the coffee and he wouldn't and he would send sonebody for it, and
soneone was about to bring it w thout being asked. Some of the images were drinking coffee, a few
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had tea or milk, some were snoking, sone were |leaning too far back with their feet on the desks
(and a handful of these were toppling hel pl essly backward), sonme were, like this present Trinble,
introspecting with their el bows on the desk. Danm Crosstine anyway.

He'd have had to check Harnon's business affairs, even without the Crosstine |link. There m ght
have been a notive there, for suicide or nurder, though it had never been |ikely.

In the first place, Harnmon had cared nothing for noney. The Crosstinme group had been one of nany.
At the time that project had | ooked as harebrained as the rest: a handful of engineers and
physi ci sts and phil osophers determ ned to prove that the theory of alternate tine tracks was
reality.

In the second place, Harnon had no busi ness worri es.

Quite the contrary.

El even nont hs ago an experinental vehicle had touched one of the worlds of the Confederate States
of America and returned. The universes of alternate choice were within reach. And the pilot had
brought back an artifact.

From that point on, Crosstinme travel had nore than financed itself. The Confederate world's
"stapler," granted an i mmedi ate patent, had bought two nore ships. A dozen miracles had originated
in a single, technologically advanced tineline, one in which the catastrophic Cuban War had been
no nore than a wet firecracker. Lasers, oxygen-hydrogen rocket notors, conputers, strange plastics-
the list was still growing. And Crosstinme held all the patents.

In those first nonths the vehicles had gone off practically at random Now the pinpointing was
better. Vehicles could select any branch they preferred. Inperial Russia, Anerindian Anerica, the
Catholic Enpire, the dead worlds. Sonme of the dead worlds were hells of radioactive dust and
intact but deadly artifacts. Fromthese worlds Crosstine pilots brought strange and beauti f ul

wor ks of art, which had to be stored behind | eaded gl ass.

The | atest vehicles could reach worlds so like this one that it took a week of research to find
the difference. In theory they could get even closer. There was a phenonenon called "the

br oadeni ng of the bands".

And that had given Trinble the shivers

Wien a vehicle left its own present, a signal went on in the hangar, a signal unique to that ship.
When the pilot wanted to return, he sinply cruised across the appropriate band of probabilities
until he found the signal. The signal marked his own uni que present.

Only it didn't. The pilot always returned to find a clunp of signals, a broadened band. The | onger
he stayed away, the broader was the signal band. H's own world had continued to divide after his
departure, in a constant stream of decisions being nade both ways.

Usually it didn't matter. Any signal the pilot chose represented the world he had left. And since

the pilot hinself had a choice, he naturally returned to themall. But- There was a pilot by the
nanme of Gary WIcox. He had been using his vehicle for experinents, to see how cl ose he coul d get
to his owmn tinmeline and still leave it. Once, last nonth, he had returned twice.

Two Gary W/ coxes, two vehicles. The vehicles had been wecked-their hulls intersected. For the
Wl coxes it could have been sticky, for Wlcox had a wife and fanily. But one of the duplicates
had chosen to die al nost inmmediately.

Trinble had tried to call the other Gary Wlcox. He was too late. WIcox had gone skydiving a week
ago. He'd neglected to open his parachute.

Smal | wonder, thought Trinble. At least WIlcox had had notive. It was bad enough, know ng about
the other Trinbles, the ones who had gone honme, the ones drinking coffee, et cetera. But-suppose
sonmeone wal ked into the office right now, and it was Gene Trinbl e?

I't coul d happen.

Convi nced as he was that Crosstine was involved in the suicides, Trinble-some other Trinble-nmn ght
easily have decided to take a trip in a Crosstine vehicle. A short trip. He could | and here.

Trinble closed his eyes and rubbed at the corners with his fingertips. In some tineline, very

cl ose, soneone had thought to bring himcoffee. Too bad this wasn't it.

It didn't do to think too nmuch about these alternate tinelines. There were too many of them The

cl ose ones could drive you buggy, but the ones farther off were just as bad.

Take the Cuban War. Atom cs had been used, here, and now Cuba was uni nhabited, and sone Anerican

cities were gone, and some Russian. |t could have been worse.

Way wasn't it? How could we luck out? Intelligent statesnen? Faulty bonbs? A humane rel uctance to
kill indiscrimnately?

No. There was no | uck anywhere. Every deci sion was nmade both ways. For every w se choice you bl ed
your heart out over, you had made all the other choices too. And so it went, all through history.
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Cvil wars unfought on some worlds were won by either side on others. El sewhen, another aninmal had
first done nurder with an antel ope fenmur. Some worlds were still all nomad; civilization had | ost
out. If every choice was cancel ed el sewhere, why nake a decision at all?

Trinble opened his eyes and saw the gun

That gun, too, was endl essly repeated on endl ess desks. Sone of the inages were dirty with years
of neglect. Some snelled of gunpowder, fired recently, a few at living targets. Some were | oaded.
Al were as real as this one.

A nunber of these were about to go off by accident.

A proportion of these were pointed, in deadly coincidence, at Gene Trinble.

See the endless rows of Gene Trinble, each at his desk. Some were bl eeding and cursing as nen run
into the roomfollow ng the sound of the gunshot. Many are al ready dead.

Was there a bullet in there? Nonsense.

He | ooked anyway. The gun was enpty.

Trinble loaded it. At the base of his nmind he felt the touch of the handle. He would find what he
was seeking.

He put the gun back on his desk, pointing away fromhim and he thought of Anbrose Harnon, com ng
hone froma late night. Anbrose Harnon, who had won five hundred dollars at poker. Anbrose Harnon,
exhausted, seeing the lightening sky as he prepared for bed. Going out to watch the dawn.

Anbr ose Harnon, watching the sl ow dawn, renenbering a two-thousand-dollar pot. He'd bluffed. In
sonme ot her branching of tine, he had |ost.

Thinking that in some other branching of time, that two thousand dollars included his |ast dinme.
It was certainly possible. If Crosstine hadn't paid off, he mi ght have gone through the renains of
his fortune in the past four years. He liked to ganble.

Wat ching the dawn, thinking of all the Ambrose Harnons on that roof. Sone were penniless this

ni ght, and they had not cone out to watch the dawn.

Well, why not? If he stepped over the edge, here and now, another Anbrose Harnon woul d only | augh
and go inside.

If he | aughed and went inside, other Anbrose Harnons would fall to their deaths. Sonme were al ready
on their way down. One changed his mnd too |ate, another |aughed as he fell

well, why not?

Trinbl e thought of another man, a nonentity, passing a firearnms store. Branching of tinelines, he
thi nks, looking in, and he thinks of the man who took his foreman's job. Well, why not?

Trinmbl e thought of a |lonely woman meking herself a drink at three in the afternoon. She thinks of
nyriads of alter egos, w th husbands, |overs, children, friends. Unbearable, to think that all the
ni ght - have- beens were as real as herself. As real as this ice pick in her hand. Well, why not?

And she goes out to a novie, but she takes the ice pick

And the honest citizen with a carefully submerged urge to conmt rape, just once. Reading his
newspaper at breakfast, and there's another story from Crosstine: They've found a world line in
whi ch Kennedy the First was assassinated. Strolling down a street, he thinks of world lines and
infinite branchings, of alter egos already dead, or jailed, or president. Agirl in a mniskirt

passes, and she has nice legs. Wll, why not?

Casual nurder, casual suicide, casual crinme. Wiy not? If alternate universes are a reality, then
cause and effect are an illusion. The |l aw of averages is a fraud. You can do anything, and one of
you will, or did.

Gene Trinble | ooked at the clean and | oaded gun on his desk. Well, why not?

And he ran out of the office shouting, "Bentley, listen. |'ve got the answer!"

And he stood up slowy and left the office shaking his head. This was the answer, and it wasn't
any good. The suicides, nmurders, casual crinmes would continue.
And he suddenly | aughed and stood up. Ridiculous! Nobody dies for a phil osophical point!
And he reached for the intercomand told the nan who answered to bring hima sandwi ch and sone
cof f ee.
And picked the gun off the newspapers, |ooked at it for a |long nmonent, then dropped it in the
drawer. Hi s hands began to shake. On a world line very close to this one.
And he picked the gun off the newspapers, put it to his head and
fired. The hammer fell on an enpty chanber
fired. The gun jerked and blasted a hole in the ceiling.
fired. The bullet tore a furrow in his scalp.
took off the top of his head.

Grendel s wandered around outside the fences, gorged on neat, their bellies full. They watched one
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anot her suspiciously. Sonethi ng happened- Cadmann, watching with professional Interest, stil
couldn't tell what sparked it, but two grendels blurred into speed, passed each other, curved back
in a mst of pink blood, attacked like a pair of enraged buzz saws.

THE LEGACY OF HECROT (with Jerry Pournelle and

St even Barnes), 1987

From A G FT FROM EARTH

Hank Stine and | were budding witers together. We planned to wite G FT together, but other
projects forced himto drop out. Matt Keller's peculiar psychic power was Hank's idea. He forced
me to face the inplications, the social and sexual problens of a nan with "Pl ateau eyes."

Hank may therefore be responsible for "Man of Steel, Wman of Kl eenex" and ot her horrors including
the "organ bank problem" Followi ng the inplications of an assunption is a science fiction
witer's basic skill. If you predict the autonobile, you nmust predict the traffic jamtoo.

Hank and | did collaborate nonethel ess. There was a story | couldn't sell. | showed it to Hank
Stifle and asked if he could do sonething with it. He could: he put an ending on it and called it
"No Exit," and sold it to Ted Wite at Amazing/Fantastic, for what he says was the grubbiest,
filthiest check he had ever seen. In Plateau my optimstic tendencies were al ready show ng.
bserve the environnent! Houses grow thensel ves. Carpets ("indoor grass") renew and cl ean

t hensel ves. Crops don't need tending. Things are not what they seem the center of governnent is
not just a big building, but two | anding craft enbedded in architectural coral. There are serfs
and | ords-crew and col oni st-but the col onists have civil rights and access to technol ogy and news
from ot her worlds.

As for the organ bank problem Earth has already sent themthe solution! A G FT FROM EARTH i s
about revolution in fairyl and.

Graduates of Cafe School in Carpinteria, where | attended high school, will recognise scenery and
events on this alien world. The fogs are commpn on the Mesa. | saw the shadows and the rai nbow
hal o one midnorning in eleventh grade. The apple juice incident is notorious.

Why is a second novel harder to wite than the first?

You can take forever to wite the first novel, and sone do; it's only a dam hobby. But the first
novel nmakes you a witer, and then you expect yourself to produce. G FT had ne worried. There are
one-shot novelists.

It's the last time, so help nme, that | ever started a novel without an ending in mnd

Later, they stood at the edge and | ooked down.

Oten Jesus Pietro had watched groups of children standing fearful and excited at the void edge,

| ooki ng down toward the hidden roots of Munt Lookitthat, daring each other to go cl oser-and
closer. As a child he had done the sane. The wonder of that view had never left him

Forty m|es below, beneath a swirling sea of white nmist, was the true surface of Munt Lookitt hat
the planet. The great plateau on Munt Lookitthat the nountain had a surface |less than half the
size of California. AIl the rest of the world's surface was a bl ack oven, hot enough to nelt | ead,
at the bottom of an atnosphere sixty tinmes as thick as Earth's.

Matt hew Kel l er had commtted, deliberately, one of the worst of possible crinmes. He had craw ed
off the edge of the Plateau, taking with himhis eyes, his liver and ki dneys, his mles of blood
tubing, and all twelve of his glands-taking everything that could have gone into the Hospital's
organ banks to save the lives of those whose bodies were failing. Even his worth as fertilizer,
not inconsiderable on a three-hundred-year-old colony world, was nownil. Only the water in him
woul d sormeday return to the upper world to fall as rain on the |akes and rivers and as snow on the
great northern glacier. Already, perhaps, he was dry and flamng in the awful heat forty mles

bel ow.

O had he stopped falling, even yet?

Jesus Pietro, Head of Inplenentation, stepped back with an effort. The form ess m st sonetines
brought strange hal |l uci nations and stranger thoughts-1ike that odd nmenber of the Rorschach inkbl ot
set, the one sheet of cardboard which is blank. Jesus Pietro had caught hinself thinking that when
his time came, if it ever canme, this was the way he would like to go. And that was treason

"So you're a miner now?"
"Right, and regretting it every waking hour. | rue the day Earth sent us those little snakes."
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"I't must be better than digging the holes yourself."

"Think so? Are you ready for a |l ecture?"

"Just a second."” Hood drained his glass in a heroic gesture. "Ready."

"Amning wormis five inches long and a quarter inch in dianeter,

mutated froman earthworm Its grinding orifice is rimed with [ittle dianond teeth. It ingests
metal ores for pleasure, but for food it has to be supplied with bl ocks of synthetic stuff which
is different for each breed of wormand there's a breed for every netal. This makes things
conplicated. W' ve got six breeds out at the mne site, and |I've got to see that each breed al ways
has a food bl ock within reach."

"I't doesn't sound too conplicated. Can't they find their own food?"

"In theory, sure. In practice, not always. But that's not all. Wat breaks down the ores is a
bacteriumin the worm s stonach. Then the wormdrops netal grains around its food bl ock, and we
sweep them up. Now, that bacteriumdies very easily. If the bacteriumdies, so does the worm
because there's netal ore blocking his intestines. Then the other worns eat his body to recover
the ore. Only, five tines out of six it's the wong ore.”

"The worns can't tell each other apart?"

"Flami ng right they can't. They eat the wong netals, they eat the wong worns, they eat the wong
food bl ocks; and when they do everything right, they still die in ten days. They were built that
way because their teeth wear out so fast. They're supposed to breed |like nad to conmpensate, but
the plain truth is they don't have tinme when they're on the job. W have to keep going back to the
crew for nore.”

"So they've got you by the gonads.”

"Sure. They charge what they |ike."

"Coul d they be putting the wong chemical cues in sone of the food bl ocks?"

Matt | ooked up, startled. "I'Il bet that's just what they're doing. Or too little of the right
cues; that'd save them noney at the same tine. They won't let us grow our own, of course. The-"
Mart swal l owed the word. After all, he hadn't seen Hood in years. The crew didn't |ike being

cal | ed nanes

"Time for dinner," said Hood.

They finished the beer and went to the town's one restaurant. Hood wanted to know what had
happened to his old school friends, or school mates; Hood had not nade friends easily. Matt, who
knew i n many cases, obliged. They tal ked shop, both professions. Hood was teaching school on
Delta. To Matt's surprise, the introverted boy had becone an entertaining storyteller. He had kept
his dry, precise tone, and it only nmade his jokes funnier. They were both fairly good at their

j obs, and both maki ng enough noney to live on. There was no real poverty anywhere on the Pl ateau.
It was not the colonists' noney the crew wanted, as Hood pointed out over the nmeat course.

"I know where there's a party," Hood said over coffee

"Are we invited?"

"Yes."
Matt had nothing planned for the night, but he wanted reassurance. "Party crashers wel cone?"
"In your case, party crashers solicited. You'll |ike Harry Kane. He's the host."

""I"'msold. "'

The sun di pped bel ow the edge of Ganma Pl ateau as they rode up. They left their bicycles in back
of the house. As they wal ked around to the front, the sun showed again, a glow ng red half-disk
above the eternal sea of cloud beyond the void edge. Harry Kane's house was just forty yards from
the edge. They stopped a nonent to watch the sunset fade, then turned toward the house.

It was a great sprawling bungalow, laid out in a rough cross, with the bulging walls typical of
architectural coral. No attenpt had been nade to disguise its origin. Matt had never before seen a
house which was not painted, but he had to adnmire the effect. The remmants of the shaping ball oon
whi ch gave all architectural coral buildings their telltale bulge, had been carefully scraped
away. The exposed wal I s had been polished to a shining pink sheen. Even after sunset the house

gl owed softly.

As if it were proud of its thoroughly col onist origin.

Architectural coral was another gift of the ranrobots. A genetic manipulation of ordinary sea
coral, it was the cheapest building material known. The only real cost was in the plastic balloon
that guided the growth of the coral and encl osed the coral's special airborne food. Al colonists
lived in buildings of coral. Not many would have built in stone or wood or brick even were it

al l onwed. But nost attenpted to nake their dwellings | ook sonmewhat |ike those on Al pha pl at eau
Wth paint, with wood and netal and fal se stone-sidings, with powered sandpaper disks to flatten
the inevitable bulges, they tried to inmtate the crew

In daylight or darkness Harry Kane's house was flagrantly atypical
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The noise hit themas they opened the door. Matt stood still while his ears adjusted to the noise
| evel -a survival trait his ancestors had devel oped when Earth's popul ati on nunbered nineteen
billion, even as it did that night, eleven point nine light-years away. During the |ast four

centuries a man of Earth might as well have been stone deaf if he could not carry on a
conversation with a thousand drunks bellowing in his ears. Matt's people had kept sone of their
habits too. The great living roomwas jamred, and the few chairs were |argely being ignored

The room was big, and the bar across fromthe entrance was enornmous. Matt shouted, "Harry Kane
must do a |l ot of entertaining."”

"He does! Cone with nme; we'll nmeet him"

Matt caught snatches of conversation as they pushed their way across the room The party hadn't
been going | ong, he gathered, and several people knew practically nobody; but they all had drinks
They were of all ages, all professions. Hood had spoken true. If a party crasher wasn't wel cone,
he'd never know it, because no one would recognize him as one.

The walls were like the outside, a glowi ng coral pink. The floor, covered with a hairy-I ooking
wal Il -to-wall rug of nutated grass, was flat except at the walls; no doubt it had been sanded fi at
after the house was finished and the forning balloon renoved.

A visit froma crew al ways upset Jesus Pietro's nen.

At least Parlette had come to him Once Parlette had summoned himto his own house, and that had
been bad. Here, Jesus Pietro was in his elenent. His office was practically an extension of his
personality. The desk had the shape of a boomerang, enclosing himin an obtuse angle for nore
avai | abl e worki ng space. He had three guests' chairs of varying degrees of confort, for crew and
Hospi tal personnel and colonist. The office was big and square, but there was a slight curve to
the back wall. Were the other walls were creamcol ored, easy on the eye, the back wall was

snoot hly polished dark netal

It was part of the outer hull of the Planck. Jesus Pietro's office was right up against the source
of half the spiritual strength of Munt Lookitthat, and half the electrical power too: the ship
that had brought nen to this world. Sitting at his desk, Jesus Pietro felt the power at his back.

An officer had found the housecl eaner nest, a niche in the south wall, near the floor. The man
reached in and carefully renoved two unconsci ous adult housecl eaners and four pups, put them on
the floor, reached in to renove the nest and the food dish. The niche woul d have to be searched.
Jesus Pietro's clothes dried slowy, in winkles. He sat with his eyes closed and his hands fol ded
on his belly. Presently he opened his eyes, sighed, and frowned slightly.

-Jesus Pietro, this is a very strange house.

-Yes. Al nost garishly colonist. (Overtones of disgust.)

Jesus Pietro | ooked at the pink coral walls, the flat-sanded floor which curved up at the edge of
the rug to join the walls. Not a bad effect if a wonman were living here. But Harry Kane was a
bachel or.

-How much woul d you say a house like this cost?

-Ch, about a thousand stars, not including furnishings. Furnishings woul d cost twi ce that. Rugs,
ninety stars if you bought one and let it spread. Two housecl eaners, mated, fifty stars.

-And how nmuch to put a basenent under such a house?

-M st Denons, what an idea! Basenents have to be dug by hand, by hunman beings! It'd cost twenty

t housand stars easily. You could build a school for that. Wo would ever think of digging a
basenent under an architectural coral house?

-Who i ndeed?

Jesus Pietro stepped briskly to the door. "Mjor Jansen!"”

Geol ogists (don't give ne a hard tine about that word) believed that Munt Lookitthat was
geologically recent. A few hundreds of thousands of years ago, part of the planet's skin had
turned nolten. Possibly a convection current in the interior had carried nore than ordinarily hot
magma up to nelt the surface; possibly an asteroid had died a violent, fiery death. A slow
extrusion had followed, with viscous nmagma rising and cooling and rising and cooling until a
plateau with fluted sides and an approximately flat top stood forty mles above the surface.

It had to be recent. Such a preposterous anonmaly could not |long resist the erosion of Munt

Looki tthat's at nosphere.
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And because it was recent, the surface was 'jagged, Cenerally the northern end was higher, high
enough to hold a permanent sliding glacier, and too high and too cold for confort. Cenerally
rivers and streans ran south, to join either the Muddy or the Long Fall, both of which had carved
deep canyons for thensel ves through the southland. Both canyons ended in spectacular waterfalls.
the tallest in the known universe. Geflerally the rivers ran south; but there were exceptions, for
the surface of Mount Lookitthat was striated, differentiated, a maze of plateaus divided by cliffs
and chasns.

Sone plateaus were flat; sone of the cliffs were straight and vertical. Mst of these were in the
south. In the north the surface was all tilted bl ocks and strange | akes with deep, pointed
bottons, and the | and woul d have been cruel to a nountain goat. Nonethel ess these regions would be
settled soneday, just as the Rocky Mouuntains of Earth were now part of suburbia.

The sl owboats had | anded in the south, on the highest plateau around. The col oni sts had been
forced to settle | ower down. Though they were the nore nunmerous, they covered less territory, for
the crew had cars, and flying cars can nake a di stant nountai n-honme satisfactory where bicycles
will not. Yet Al pha Plateau was Crew Pl ateau, and for many it was better to live elbow to el bow
with one's peers than out in the boondocks in splendid isolation.

So Al pha Pl ateau was crowded

What Mart saw bel ow himwere all houses. They varied enornously in size, in color, in style, in
building material. To Matt, who had lived

out his life in architectural coral, the dwellings | ooked |ike sheer havoc, like debris fromthe
expl osion of a time machine. There was even a clunmp of deserted, crunmbling coral bungal ows, each
far bigger than a colonist's home. Two or three were as large as Matt's old grade school. Wen
architectural coral first cane to the Plateau, the crew had reserved it for their own use. Later
it had gone permanently out of style.

None of the nearby buil dings seemed to be nore than two stories tall. Soneday there would be
skyscrapers if the crew kept breeding. But in the distance two squat towers rose from a shapel ess
construction in stone and netal. The Hospital, w thout a doubt. And straight ahead.

Mart was beginning to feel the strain of flying. He had to divide his attention between the
dashboard, the ground, and the Hospital ahead. It was com ng closer, and he was beginning to
appreciate its size.

Each of the enpty sl owboats had been built to house six crew in adequate confort and fifty
colonists in stasis. Each sl owboat also included a cargo hold, two water-fueled reaction notors
and a water fuel tank. And all of this had to be fitted into a holl ow doubl e-wall ed cylinder the
shape of a beer can from which the top and bottom have been renoved with a can opener. The

sl owboats had been circular flying wings. In transit between worlds they had spun on their axes to
provide centrifugal gravity; and the enpty space inside the inner hull, now occupied only by two
intersecting tailfins, had once held two t hrowaway hydrogen bal | oons.

They were big. Since Mart could not see the inner enptiness which the crew called the Attic, they
| ooked far bigger. Yet they were swanped by the haphazard-| ooki ng stone construction of the
Hospital. Most of it was two stories high, but there were towers which clinbed hal fway up the
ships' hulls. Sonme would be power stations, others-he couldn't guess. Flat, barren rock surrounded
the Hospital in a half-mle circle, rock as naked as the Pl ateau had been before the sl owboats
brought a carefully sel ected ecol ogy.

"Mart!" Laney called over her shoul der. She was standing inches fromthe void.

"CGet back fromthere!™

"No! Cone here!"

Mart went. So did Ms. Hancock. The three of them stood at the edge of the grass, |ooking down
into their shadows.

The sun was at their backs, shining down at forty-five degrees. The water-vapor m st which had
covered the southern end of the Plateau that norning now |l ay just beyond the void edge, al nbst at
their feet. And they | ooked into their shadows-three shadows reaching down into infinity, three
contoured black tunnels growing smaller and narrower as they bored through the Iighted m st, unti
they reached their blurred vani shing points. But for each of the three it seenmed that only his own
shadow was surrounded by a small, vivid, perfectly circular rainbow.

A fourth shadow joined them nmoving slowy and painfully. "Ch, for a canera," nourned Harry Kane
"I never saw it like that before," said Matt.

"I did, once, along tine ago. It was like 1'd had a vision. Myself, the representative of Man
standing at the edge of the world with a rai nbow about his head. | joined the Sons of Earth that
ni ght. "
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O son popped open one of the cans, drank, and nade a face at Snow Goose. "You brought nme all the
way to Hell for sugar-free 7-Up?"
THE BARSCOM PRQJECT, 1989

FOR A FOGGY NI GHT

This is the story Jerry Pournelle quotes to denponstrate why he wites with ne. I'mthe crazy one
He cones to ne with a map of a city-sized building; |I put a high diving board at The edge of the
roof. | put a surfer on a tidal wave in LUCI FER S HAMVER; he noves the beach to where it woul d

work. Jerry puts High Frontier weapons in the grip of the invading ftfhp, but nmine is the vision
of baby el ephants in tennis shoes gliding out of the sky under paper airpl anes.
And | wote the story that denonstrates that fog is the visible sign of a nerging of tinme tracks.

The bar was selling a lot of Irish coffee that night. I'd bought two nyself. It was warm i nsi de,
al nost too warm except when soneone pushed through the door. Then a puff of chill, danp fog woul d
roll in.

Beyond the w ndow was grey chaos. The fog picked up all the various city lights: yellow Iight

| eaking frominside the bar, passing autonobile headlights, white Iight fromfrosted street

gl obes, and the rainbow colors of neon signs. The fog stirred all the lights together into a cold
graywhite paste and |l eaked it hack through the w ndows.

Bright spots drifted past at a pedestrian's pace. Cars. | felt sorry for the drivers. Rolling
through a gray formess linmbo, running fromstreet globe to invisible street globe, alert for the
abrupt, dangerous red dot of a traffic light: an intersection; you couldn't tell otherwise. . . |
had friends in San Francisco; there were other places | could be. But it wasn't ny city, and | was
dammed if 1'd drive tonight.

Alost night. I'd finished nmy drink. One nore, and |I'd cross the street to nmy hotel

"You'd best wait until the fog thins out,"” said the nman next to ne.

He was a stranger, mediumall over; medium hei ght and wei ght, regul ar features, manicured nails,
feathery brown hair, no scars. The invisible man. 1'd never have | ooked his way if he hadn't
spoken. But he was snmiling as if he knew ne.

| said, "Sorry?"

"The point is, your hotel mght not be there when you' ve crossed the street. Don't be surprised,”
he added. "I can read m nds. W've |earned the knack, where | cone from"

There are easy ways to interrupt a conversation with a stranger. A blank stare will do it. But |
was bored and al one, and a wacky conversation might be just what | needed.

| said, "Wiy shouldn't my hotel be exactly where | left it?"

He frowned into his scotch-and-soda, then took a swallow. "Do you know the theory of multiple
world lines? It seenms that whenever a decision is nade, it's nmade both ways. The world becones two

or nore worlds, one for each way the decision can go. Ah, | see you know of it. Well, sonetines
the world Iines nerge again."

"' But-'"

"That's exactly right. The world nust split on the order of a trillion tinmes a second. Wat's so

unbel i evabl e about that? If you want a real |augh, ask a physicist about furcoated particles.”
"But you're saying it's real. Every tinme | get a haircut-"

"One of you waits until tonorrow,” said the brown-haired nan. "One of you keeps the sideburns. One
gets a nanicure, one cuts his own nails. The size of the tip varies too. Each of you is as real as
the next, and each belongs to a different world line. It wouldn't matter if the world lines didn't
nerge every so often.”

"Uh huh." | grinned at him "Wat about ny hotel ?"

"I'"l'l show you. Look through that w ndow. See the street |anp?"

"Vaguel y. "

"You bet, vaguely. San Francisco is a town with an active history. The world lines are constantly
mergi ng. What you're looking at is the probability of a street lanp being in a particular place.
Looks like a big fuzzy ball, doesn't it? That's the |ocus of points where a bulb night be

-or a gas flame. Greatest probability density is in the center, where it shows brightest."

"I don't get it."

"When the world lines nmerge, everything blurs. The further away sonmething is, the nore blurred it
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| ooks. | shouldn't say |ooks, because the blurring is real; it's no illusion. Can you see your
hotel from here?"

I | ooked out the appropriate window, and | couldn't. Two hours ago |I'd nearly lost ny way just
crossing the street. Tonight a man could |l ose hinself in any city street, and wander blindly in
circles in hopes of finding a curb

"You see? Your hotel's too far away. In the chaos out there, the probability of your hotel being
anywhere specific is too small to see. Vanishingly small. You' d never make it."

Sonet hi ng about the way he tal ked..

"1 wondered when you'd notice that." He sniled as if we shared a secret.

"All this tinme," | said, "I've been thinking that you talk just |ike everyone else. But you don't.
It's not just the trace of accent. Other people don't say probability density or theoremor on the
order of."

"No, they don't."

"Then we nust both be mathematicians!” | smiled back at him

"No, " he said.

"But then . . ." But 1 backed away fromthe problem or fromthe answer. "My glass is enpty. Could
you use a refill?"

"Thanks, | could."

| fixed it with the bartender. "Funny thing," | told the brown-haired man. "I always thought the
blurring effect of fog came fromwater droplets in the air."

"Bosh," he said. "Bosh and tish. The water's there, all right, whenever the fog rolls in. | can't

explain it. The condensation nust be a side effect fromthe blurring of the world |ines. But
that's not interfering with your vision. Water's transparent.”

"Of course. How could | have forgotten that?"

"I forgot it nyself, a long time ago." The scotch was beginning to reach him | think. He had an
accent, and it was growi ng stronger. "That's why |I'mhere. That's why | stopped you. Because you'd
renenmber . "

The bartender brought us our drinks. H's big shoul ders were hunched i nward agai nst the danp gray
light that seeped in the w ndows.

| sipped at the burning hot glass. Irish whiskey and strong bl ack cof fee poured warnth through ne,
to counteract the cold beyond the walls. A custoner departed, and the fog swirled around hi mand
swal | owed him

"I wal ked into the fog one afternoon,” said the brown-haired man. "The fog was thick, like
tonight. A cubic mle of cotton, as we say. | was just going out for a pouch of snuff. Wen I
reached the tobacconist's he tried to sell ne a bundle of brown paper sticks with a Spanish
tradenmark. "

"Uh huh. What did you do?"

"Tried to get hone, of course. Things changed oddly while |I wandered in the fog. Wen it cleared
and left nme stranded, even nmy noney was no good. The worst of it was that | couldn't even tell ny
story. Nobody could read nmy mind to see that | was sane. It was find another fog bank or try to
make a life for nyself."

"Wth no noney?"

"Ch, | sold ny ring and found a poker gane."

"Ch. Ch!"

"That was a year ago. It's worked out well enough. | thought | mght invent something, |like the
zi pper, but that fell through. You re far ahead of us in the physical sciences. But noney's no
problem Sonmetines there's a fixed horse race. Sonetines | find a poker game, or a crooked crap
game where they'll let ne bet the right way."

"Sounds great." But not very honest, | thought.

"You di sapprove?" My conpanion's voice had gone thin and col d.

"I didn't say that."

"l conpensate for what | take," the brown-haired man said angrily. "I know how to untw st a sick
man's mnd. If a player sits dowm with enotional problens, | can help him If he really needs the
nmoney, | can see that it cones to him"

"Why don't you becone a psychiatrist?"

He shook his head. "It would take years, and then |I'd never be able to hold a patient |ong enough
to do nyself any good. He'd get well too fast. Besides that, | hate certain people; 1'd want to
harm them i nstead of hel ping them

"Anyway, | don't go out in the fog anynore. | like it here. | stopped you because you' re one of

t hose who renenber."
"You said that before. Wat exactly-?"
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"After all, people are constantly walking into fogs. Wiy is it that we don't hear nore about
peopl e wandering in fromalternate world Iines? It's because their menories adjust."

" AR,

"I caught it happening once. A girl fromsonewhere else. . . | didn't catch the details; they
faded too fast. | got her a job as a go-go dancer. | think she was a prize concubine in soneone's
harem before she ran into the fog.

"Their nenories adjust. They forget their friends, their relatives, their husbands and w ves in
the old world line. They renmenber what nman is king or president or chairman in the new. But not
us. You and | are different. | can recognize the rare ones."

"Because you can read minds." Sarcastically. Part of me still disbelieved; yet . . . it fit too
well. The brown-haired nan talked |ike a mathematics professor because he was talking to ne, and
was a mathematics professor, and he was reading ny nind.

He | ooked thoughtfully into his glass. "It's funny, how many sense the truth. They won't wal k or
drive in the fog if they can help it. At the bottomof their minds, they know that they m ght
return hone to find a Romish canp, or a Druidic dancing ground, or the center of a city, or a sand
dune. You knew it yourself. The top of your mind thinks I"'man entertaining liar. The deepest part
of you knew it all before |I spoke."

"I just don't like fog," | said. | |ooked out the wi ndow, toward nmy hotel, which was just across
the street. | saw only wet gray chaos and a swirling notion

"Wait until it clears."”

"Maybe | will. Refill?"

"Thanks. "

Sonehow, | found mnmyself doing nobst of the tal king. The brown-haired nman |istened, nodded

occasi onal |y, asked questions fromtine to tine.

We did not mention fog.

"I need an ordered universe," | said at one point. "Wy else would | have studied math? There's
never an anbiguity in mathenmatics."

"Whereas in interpersonal relationships..."

"Yes! Exactly!"

"But mathematics is a ganme. Abstract nmathematics doesn't connect with the real universe except by
coi nci dence or conveni ence. Like the imaginary nunber system it's used in circuit design, but it
certainly wasn't intended for that."

"No, of course not."

"So that's why you never got narried?"

"Right," | said sadly. "Ordered universe. Hey, | never knewthat. Did I?"

The fog cleared about one o'clock. My brown-haired friend acconpani ed ne out.

"Mat hematics doesn't fit reality," he was saying. "No nore than a gane of bridge. The rea

uni verse is chaotic."

"Li ke in-ter-personal re-lationships.”

"Maybe you' Il find them easier now. "

"Like fog. Well, maybe I will. | know sone new things about nyself Were's ny hotel ?"

There was no hotel across the street.

Suddenly | was cold sober, and cold scared.

"So," said ny drinking partner. "You nust have lost it earlier. Was it foggy when you crossed?"
"Thick as paste. Ch, brother. Now what do | do?"

"l think the fog's starting to roll in again. Wiy not wait? The bar won't close until four."
"They close at two in nmy world.” In ny world. When | adnitted that, | rmade it real

"Then maybe you should stay in this one. At |east the bartender took your noney. \Wich rem nds ne.
Here." He handed ne ny wall et.

He nust have picked my pocket earlier. "For services rendered," he said. "But it |ooks like you'l
need t he noney."

I was too worried to be angry. "My noney passes, but my checks won't. |'ve got half a term of
teaching to finish at Berkeley. . . Tenure, danmmt! |'ve got to get back."

"I"'mgoing to run for it," said the brown-haired man. "Try the fog if you like. You mght find
your way home." And off he went, running to beat the fog. It was drifting in in gray tendrils as
went back into the bar

An hour later the fog was a cubic nile of cotton, as they say. | walked into it.
| intended to circle the block where | had left nmy hotel. But there was no way to get my bearings,
and the outlines of the block would not hold still. Sight was gone, sound was strangely altered
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and muffled. | walked blind and hal f-deaf, with my arnms outstretched to protect ny face, treading
lightly for fear of being tripped.

One thing, at least, the brown-haired man had failed to warn ne about.

I wal ked up to a pedestrian-sized gray blur to ask directions, and when | reached it it wasn't
human. It watched ne dispassionately as | sidled off.

I mght have drifted away fromthe area. The hotel varied froman ancient barrow to a hot springs
(I snelled warm pungent steam) to a gl ass-sided skyscraper to a vertical slab of black basalt to
an enornous pit with red-glowing rock at the bottom It never becane a hotel

The m st was turning white with dawn. | heard sonething com ng near: the putt-putt-putt of a notor
scooter, but distorted. Distorted to the clop-clop-clop of a horse's hooves . . . and still
approaching. It becane a pad- pad-pad-pad, the sound of something heavy and catlike. | stood
frozen.

The fog blew clear, and the sound was two sets of footsteps, two oddly dressed nmen wal ki ng toward
me. It was dawn, and the fog was gone, and | was stranded.

In eerie silence the men took ne by the el bows, turned me about and wal ked nme into the buil ding
whi ch had been ny hotel. It had becone a kind of hospital

At first it was very bad. The attendants spoke an artificial |anguage, very sinple and

unambi guous, |ike deaf-mute sign | anguage. Until | learned it, | thought | had been booked into a
ment al hospital

It was a retraining center for people who can't read m nds.

I was inside for a nonth, and then an outpatient for another six. Quick progress, they say; but

then, | hadn't suffered organic brain damage. Mdst patients are there because of danage to the
right parietal |obe.

It was no trouble to pay the hospital fees. |I hold patents on the pressure spray can and the
butane lighter. Now I'mtrying to design a stapler

And when the fog is a cubic mle of cotton, as we say, | stay put until it goes away.

Chintithpit-mang renenbered the man's rib cage saggi ng under his foot. It thrashed and cl awed and
finally stopped noving ... It didn't know how to surrender. They didn't know how to surrender

Bad.

FOOTFALL, 1985

THE MEDDLER

"The Meddl er" began as satire. The M ckey Spillane school of witing was still alive and well in
those days. What | learned was that if | set out to satirize a school of witing, | nust know how
to use it too. "The Meddler"” is detective fiction; | was forced to nake it a fair puzzle.

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

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

I pulled my gun, noved back a little in the corridor to get el bowroom Then- |I'd practiced it
often enough to drive the nanagenent crazy- | kicked the door open and was into the roomin one

snoot h noti on.

He shoul d have been behind the door, or crouching behind a table, or hidden in the closet with his
eye to the keyhole. Instead he was right out in the nmiddle of the living room facing the wong
way. He'd barely started to turn when | punped four GyroJdet slugs into him | saw the inpacts
twitching his shirt. One over the heart.

He was fini shed.

So |l didn't slow down to watch himfall. | crossed the living-roomrug in a diving run and | anded
behi nd the couch. He couldn't be alone. There had to be others. If one had been behind the couch

he mi ght have gotten ne, but there wasn't. | scanned the wall behind ne, but there was nothing to
bi de under. So | froze, waiting, |istening.

Where were they? The one |I'd shot couldn't have cone al one.
I was peeved at Sinc. As long as he'd sent goons to waylay nme, he nmight have sent a few who knew
what they were doing. The one I'd shot hadn't had tine to know he was in a fight.
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"Why did you do that?"

I mpossi bly, the voice came fromthe niddle of the living room where 1'd left a falling corpse.
ri sked a quick | ook and brought my head down fast. The afteri nmage:

He hadn't noved. There was no bl ood on him No gun visible, but I hadn't seen his right hand.

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

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

No noises. Still no sign that he wasn't al one.

"I said, "Wy did you do that?'"

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

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

"Way did you make holes in me? My gratitude for the gift of nmetal, of course, but-" He stopped

suddenly, like he'd said too nmuch and knew it. But | had other worries.

"Anyone el se here?"

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

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

"Ny 2"

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

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

has been unforgivably sl oppy!"

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

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

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

He stood about five feet four, a round little man in an ol d-fashi oned brown one-button suit. There
was not a hair on him not even eyel ashes. No warts, no winkles, no character |ines. A nebbish,

one of these guys whose edges are all round, |ike soneone forgot to put in the fine details.

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

"Nuts."

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

their work properly!”

"You're a- martian?"

"I amnot a martian. | am" He gurgled. "Also | aman anthropol ogist. Your world. | amhere to
study your species."

"You're from outer space?"

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

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

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

"I too nust terminate this interview, since you know nme for what | am But first, tell me of your
quarrel . Wiy does Sinc want to nmake holes in you?"
"H's nane is Lester Dunhaven Sinclair the third. He runs every racket in this city. Look, we've

got time for a drink-naybe. |'ve got scotch, bourbon-"
He shuddered. "No, | thank you."
"Just trying to set you at ease." | was a little mffed.

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

"Pl ease yourself." | went to the rolling bar and poured bourbon and tap water, no ice. The

apart nent house was dead quiet. | wasn't surprised. |'ve lived here a couple of years now, and the
other tenants have | earned the routine. Wen guns go off, they hide under their beds and stay

t here.

"You won't be shocked?" My visitor seemed anxious. "If you are shocked, please say so at once."
And he nmelted. | stood there with the paper cup to nmy |lip and watched himflow out of his one-
button suit and take the conpact shape of a half-deflated gray beach ball

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

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

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

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

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

" Huh?"
"One nore thing the prelimteamw || have to answer for. Continue tal king. You fascinate ne."
"I kept working on it. What could | do? Mrrison was ny client, and he was dead. | collected

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

di sappear.

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

"Beat up?"

"Al nmost any kind of inpact," | told him "can danage a human being."

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

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

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

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

"WIIl that hurt?"

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

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

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

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

n \N]y?ll

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

"That's nice. So?"

"Perhaps there are other things we can learn fromyou."

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

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

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

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

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

Sliding footsteps.

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

The martian heard it too. "Wat shall | do? | cannot reach human form fast enough."

I was already behind the easy chair. "Then try sonething el se. Sonething easy."

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

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

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

| whispered, "Hey! How did you get in?"

"Under the door."

So that was all right. The wi ndow al arns were still working. "Did any of the tenants see you?"
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" No.

"Good." | get enough conplaints fromthe managenment w thout that.

More faint rustling fromoutside the door. Then a hand and gun appeared for an instant, fired at
random vani shed. Another hole in ny walls. He'd had tine to see ny head, to place nme. | ran | ow
for the couch. | was getting set again, both eyes on the door, when a voice behind ne said, "Stand
up slow. "

You had to admire the guy. He'd got through the wi ndow alarns without a twitch, into the living
roomw thout a sound. He was tall, olive-skinned, with straight black hair and black eyes. Hi s gun

was centered on the bridge of ny nose.

| dropped the GyroJdet and stood up. Pushing it now would only get ne kill ed.

He was very relaxed, very steady. "That's a GyroJdet, isn't it? Wiy not use a regul ar heater?"

"I like this," I told him Maybe he'd cone too close, or take his eyes off me, or- anything. "It's
light as a toy, with no recoil. The gun is just a launching chanber for the rocket slugs, and they
pack the punch of a forty-five."

"But, man! The slugs cost a buck forty-five each!"

"I don't shoot that many people."

"At those prices, | believe it. Ckay, turn around slow. Hands in the air.'
for a noment.

| turned ny back. Next would be a sap-

H s eyes hadn't left ne

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

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

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

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

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

The footstool behind himbegan to change shape.

"Danmit," | said, "that's not fair."

Handel | ooked comically surprised, then smled winningly. "Two to one?"

"I was talking to ny footstool."

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

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

i npact .

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

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

Handel screaned |ike a worman. | turned to see himcharge into the door janb, back up a careful two

feet, try for the door again and make it.

Then | saw t he foot st ool

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

"You told nme the inpact would damage you. "

"That's not the point. Detectives are always getting hit on the head. W expect it."

"But how can | |earn anything fromwatching you if your little war ends so soon?"

"Well, what do you learn if you keep junping in?"

"You may open your eyes."

I did. The nmartian was back to his nebbish form He had fished a pair of orange shorts out of his

pile of clothes. "I do not understand your objection,” he said. "This Sinc will kill you if he
can. Do you want that?"
"No, but-"

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

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

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

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

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

"WIIl you pronise?"

"Yes. "

The Spani sh type was rubbing his throat and staring at the martian. | didn't blame him Fully

dressed, the martian could have passed for a man, but not in a pair of orange undershorts. No hair
or nipples marked his chest. The Spanish type turned his flashing white smle on ne and asked,
"Who' s he?"

"I"ll ask the questions. Wio're you?"

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

"I said I'll ask the-"

"Your face is turning pink. Are you enbarrassed about somnethi ng?"

"Dammi t, Domi ngo, where's Sinc? Where were you supposed to take ne?"

"The place."

"What place? The Bel Air place?"

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

"Never mind that!"

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

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

head, but when-"
"Now drop that!"
The martian cane out of the kitchen. His hand was flowi ng around a tin of corned beef, engulfing

it tin and all. Dom ngo's eyes went w de and round.

Then the bedroom expl oded.

It was a fire bonb. Half the living roomwas in flanes in an instant. | scooped up the Gyrolet,
stuck it in my pocket.

The second bonmb exploded in the hall. A blast of flame blew the door inward, picked up the chair

I"d used to brace the door and flung it across the room

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

Now we roast, | thought, stunbling back with nmy armraised against the flanes. A calmtenor voice
asked, "Are you suffering from excessive heat?"

"Yes! Danmit, yes!"

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

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

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

Flanme |icked him He junped.

Sl ow notion?

He went past ne like a falling safe. | saw himhit; | heard himhit. It's not a good sound. Living
on Wall Street during Novenber '80, | heard it night after night during the weeks follow ng the

el ection. | never got used to it.

Despite everything nmy belly and groin were telling me, | was not falling. | was sinking, like

through water. By now half a dozen people were watching ne settle. They all had their nobuths open
Sonet hi ng poked ne in the side, and | slapped at it and found nyself clutching a .45 slug. |
pl ucked anot her off my cheek. Handel was shooting at ne.
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I fired back, not ainmng too well. If the martian hadn't been "hel ping" ne |I'd have bl own his head
off without a thought. As it was- anyway, Handel turned and ran.

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

There was no sign of the martian. Nothing else followed ne either. | spent half an hour going

t hrough the usual contortions to shake a tail, but that was just habit. |I wound up in a snall,
anonynous bar.

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

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

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

But my next brush with Sinc would be for, real

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

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

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

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

I'"d dated a couple of Sinc's exes, letting themtalk about Sinc if they cared to. The consensus:
Sinc was an all-right guy, a spender, inventive and enthusiastic where it counted.

And neither particularly wanted to go back

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

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

Put it different. Someone had crossed Doni ngo. Domi ngo had been waiting for rescue, not bonbs. So

had I. It was Sinc's policy to pull his boys out if they got burned.

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

Just what was it that bugged nme about the martian?

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

don't bug easy.

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

Much too hel pful

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

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

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

My car had tools | could use, but by now there'd be a bonb under the hood. | caught a cab and gave
him an address on Bellagio, a couple of blocks fromSinc's place, if you can nunber anything in
that area in "blocks." It's all hills, and the streets can drive you nuts. Sinc's home ground was
a lumpy triangle with twisted sides, and big. It nust have cost the Mon to | andscape. One
afternoon 1'd wal ked past it, casing it. | couldn't see anything except through the gate. The
fence was covered by thick clinmbing ivy. There were alarns in the ivy.

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

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

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

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

This was the easy part. A burglary rap was the worst that coul d happen to ne.

I found a fence. Beyond was asphalt, streetlanps, and then the ivy barrier to Sinc's donain.

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

Ten mnutes later | went over.

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

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

Now what ?

Maybe | could find sonmething to short out the fence. But that would alert the house just as | was

going over. Still, it might be the best chance.

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

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

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

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

O -

"Hel | o. How does your war proceed?"

| sighed. He drifted down beside ne, still manshaped, dressed in a dark suit. | saw ny mi stake

when he got closer. He'd altered his skin color to make a suit, shirt, and tie. At a distance it

woul d pass. Even cl ose up, he had nothing that needed hiding.

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

"You weren't kidding about your appetite.”

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

"No! No, you shall not whatever you were thinking about. Just watch!"

"What am | to watch? You have done nothing for several minutes."

"I''I'l think of something."”

"OfF course."

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

"I do not understand why not."

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

"Surely if Sinc hinself breaks the rules-"

"There are rules for dealing with | anwbreakers!" | snapped.

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

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

"No. | carry inplements."” Sonething poked itself out of his baby-snmooth chest, sonething hard that
gleaned like nmetal. "This, for instance, danps nonmentum OQher portable artifacts | essen the pull
of gravity, or reprocess the air in nmy lung."

"You keep themall inside you?"

"Way not? | can nake fingers of all sizes inside nme."

"oh "

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

"Al right."
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"Then-?"

"Al right, I'"lIl try again." | was wasting too nuch tine. Getting over the fence was inportant.
But so, sonehow, was this. Because in a sense the martian was right. This had nothing to do with
rules...

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

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

you around-"
"You | ose your caution," said the dark bul k beside ne. He spoke al nost musingly, with nore of
human expression than |I'd heard before. "You nmay be tenpted to take nore power than is good for

you. | had not expected your species to be so wise."
"You thought we were stupid?"
"Perhaps. | had expected you to be grateful and eager for any help | might give. Now | begin to

understand your attitude. W, too, try to balance out the amount of power given to individuals.
What is that noise?"

It was a rustling, a scanpering, barely audible but not at all furtive.

"I don't know. "

"Have you deci ded upon your next nove?"

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

"What are dogs?"

Suddenly they were there. In the dark |I couldn't tell. what breed, but they were big, and they
didn't bark. In a rustling of claws scrabbling on cement, they rounded the curve of the brick

wall, coming fromboth sides, terribly fast. | hefted the GyroJet and knew there were tw ce as
many dogs as | had shots.
Li ghts came on, bright and sudden, all over the grounds. | fired, and a finger of flane reached

out and touched one of the dogs. He fell, tunbling, lost in the pack

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

"It seens | have cost you tine,
"What did you do?"

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

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

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

the martian nurnmured. "May | return it?"

“I'"1l nmove around to the other side of the house. Then you turn off the gadget. It'Il give nme sone
time to find a tree. "
We went. | stepped carefully anmong the statues of dogs. The martian floated behind |like a

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

"Ckay, turn off the gadget."

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

| ooki ng for a w ndow.

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

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

It had certainly killed him

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

I'd let a bystander be killed. The one thing I'd sworn | woul d never do agai n.

Now he was nothing |ike human. Metal things poked gl eaning fromthe dead nass that had been an

ant hropol ogi st fromthe stars. The rustle of current had stopped seconds ago. | pulled one of the
met al gadgets out of the mass, slid it in a pocket, and ran

They spotted ne right away. | took a zigzag course around a fenced tennis court, running for the
front door. There were nman-length wi ndows on either side of the door. | ran up the steps, brought

the GyroJdet down in a hurried slashing bl ow that broke nmost of the panes in one wi ndow, and dove
off the steps into a |line of bushes.

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

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

| settled nyself to take stock

Sonebody must have decided | couldn't go through all that jagged glass. He nust have outshouted

the others, too, because | heard the hunt start again. | clinbed a piece of wall, found a little
| edge outside a darkened second-fl oor wi ndow. | got the w ndow up w thout too rmuch noi se.
For the first tinme on this crazy night, | was beginning to think I knew what | was doi ng. That

seermed odd, because | didn't know nuch about the |ayout of the house, and | hadn't the faintest

i dea where | was.

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

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

(But a bystander had died.)

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

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

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

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

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

"I couldn't afford to."

"You couldn't afford not to. Have sone coffee."

"Thanks. You know what' || happen if you yell or anything?"

"Sure." He picked up a water glass, dunped the water in the wastebasket. He picked up a silver

t hernmos and poured coffee into his own coffee cup and into the water glass, nmoving slowy and
evenly. He didn't want to make ne nervous.

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

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

I watched Adler take a healthy gulp of coffee before | touched the glass. The cof fee was bl ack and
strong, heavily laced with good brandy. My first gulp tasted so good I damm near smiled at Adler.
Adl er smled back. His eyes were wide and fixed, as if he were afraid to | ook anay fromne. As if

he expected nme to explode. | tried to think of a way he coul d have dropped sonething in the coffee
without drinking it hinmself. There wasn't any.
"You made a mistake," | told him and gul ped nore coffee. "If ny nane had been R p Hammer or M ke

Hero, | m ght have dropped the whol e thing when | found out you were with Sinc's boys. But when
your name is Bruce Cheseborough, Junior, you can't afford to back out of a fight."

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

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

"Sure. What should | confess to?"
"Killing Murrison."

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

"Not really."

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

"1f anyone cones through that door-"

"I know, | know. " He started witing. Wiile he was at it, | exam ned the tool |I'd taken fromthe

martian's corpse. it was white shiny netal, with a conplex shape that was |ike nothing |'d ever
seen. Like the plastic guts in a toy gun, half nelted and then cooled, so that all the parts were
merged and rounded. | had no idea what it did. Anyway, it was no good to nme. | could see slots
where buttons or triggers were buried, but they were too small for fingers. Tweezers night have
reached them or a hatpin.

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

"You don't say what happened to the body."

"Same thing that happened to Dom ngo."

" Domi ngo?"

"Domi ngo, sure. When the cops cane to pick himup in back of your place, he was gone. Even the

bl oodstai ns were gone. A mracle, right?" Adler smled nastily. Wien | didn't react he | ooked
puzzl ed.

"How?" | asked him

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

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

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

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

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

| used the bathrobe sash for his arns and a handkerchief for a gag. There were other bathrobes in
the closet to finish the job. He still didn't believe | was going to | eave, and he was stil

wai ting for sonething to happen. | left himon the bed, in the dark

Now what ?

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

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

Get clear, of course

| stood by the wi ndow, picking out shadows. There was a lot of l|ight, but the shadows of bushes
and trees were jet black. |I found a line of hedge, lighted on this side; but | could try the
other. Or nove along that side of the tennis court, then hop across to that odd-I| ooking statue-
The door opened suddenly, and | whirled.

A man in dark slacks and a snoking jacket stood facing ny gun. Unhurriedly, he stepped through the
door and closed it behind him

It was Sinc. Lester Dunhaven Sinclair Il was a man in perfect condition, not a pound overwei ght
or underwei ght, with gymasium nuscles. | guessed his age at thirty-four or so. Once before I'd
seen him in public, but never close enough to see what | saw now. that his thick blond hair was a
wi g.

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

"Yeah."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Sure, Cheseborough. He was the Man. The Law. Hes tracked nme over distances you couldn't even

wite down." Sinc backed up against a wall. "You woul dn't even understand what my people called ny
crime. And you've no reason to protect him He used you. Every tinme he stopped a bullet for you,
it was to nmake nme think you were him That's why he hel ped you on a floating act. That's why he's

di sposed of Domingo's body. You were his stal king-horse. |I'm supposed to kill you while he's
sneaking up on ne. He'll sacrifice you without a qualm Now where is he?"

"Dead. He didn't know about electric fences."

A voice fromthe hall, Handel's voice, bellowed, "M. Sinclair! Are you all right in there?"

"I have a guest,'
"What do we do?"

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

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

fence!"

Hi s chuckl es cut off l|ike a broken tape, nmaking nme wonder how real they were, how real his

| aughter could be with his no doubt weird breathing system

Sinc called out. "He has a gun.”

"The current couldn't kill him of course. It nust have shorted his airnaker and bl own the
battery."

"The spi ked coffee was for him" | guessed. "He said he could be killed by organi c poisons. He
meant al cohol . "

"Cbviously. And all | did was give you a free drink," he chuckl ed.

"I'"ve been pretty gullible. | believed what your wonen told ne."

"They didn't know." He did a pretty accurate double take. "You thought... Cheseborough, have
made rude conments about your sex |ife?"

"No. Wy?"

"Then you can | eave mne al one.™

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

Sinc noved slowy toward nme. | backed away, hol ding the usel ess gun

"You realize what happens now?"

I took a guess. "Sane thing that happened to Domi ngo's body. All your enbarrassing bodies."
"Exactly. Qur species is known for its enornous appetite." He noved toward ne, the squirt gun
forgotten in his right hand. H's nuscles had sagged and snoothed. Now he was like the first step
in making a clay nodel of a nman. But his nouth was growing larger, and his teeth were two sharp-
edged horse shoes.

| fired once nore.

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

The door booned agai n. Sonething splintered.

Sinc's hand was bubbling, boiling. Sinc, scream ng, was flow ng out of his slacks and snoki ng
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jacket. And I... | snapped out of whatever force was holding nme rooted, and | picked up the silver
t hermos and poured hot spiked coffee over whatever it was that withed on the fl oor
Sinc bubbled all over. Wite netal machinery extruded itself fromthe mass and | ay on the rug.

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

He stood there in the doorway, while the stars grew old and went out. Nothing, | felt, could have
torn his eyes fromthat tw tching, bubbling mass. Gadually the nass stopped noving... and Handel

gul ped, got his throat working, shrieked, and ran fromthe room

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

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

The long | ens gave a good view through the observation port. R ck saw. half a dozen | arge nasses,
many nore small ones and a nyriad of tiny glinting points, all enneshed In pearly fog. He heard
Baker's voi ce behind him "Duck's eye view of a shotgun blast."

LUCI FER S HAMMER, 1977

PASSERBY

This story was sparked by an insurance advertisenent.

It was noon of a hot blue day. The park was lively with raised voices and bright clothing,

children and adults and the geriatrics generation, of which | have the honor to be a nmenber. | had
conme early enough to claima bench, and was old and feeble enough to hold it.
| had brought a sandwich lunch in a Baggy. | ate slowy, saving out an orange and a second sac of

beer for later. The popul ace danced before ne, never dreaming that | was watching.

The afternoon sun burned warmon ny scalp. A lizardlike torpor stole over me, so that the sound of
adult voices and children's scream ng-for-the-hell-of-it dimred and faded.

But | heard the footsteps. They jarred the earth.

| opened nmy eyes and saw t he ramrer.

He was six feet tall and massively built. He wore a scarf and a pair of blue balloon pants, not
too far out of style, but they didn't match. Wat they exposed of his skin was |oose on him as if
he had shrunk within it. Indeed, he |ooked Iike a giraffe wearing an el ephant's skin.

He wal ked wi thout springs. His feet slapped hard into the gravel with all his weight behind them
Smal | wonder | had heard himcom ng. By now everyone in sight was either |looking at him or
turning to see what everyone was | ooking at. Except the children, who had already | ost interest.
To me he was irresistible.

There are the casual peopl ewatchers who watch their neighbors in restaurants or nonorail stations
when they have nothing el se to do. They devel op their own amateurish technique, and they don't
know what to | ook for, and they usually get caught. But |I'mnot that kind of peopl ewat cher

There are the fanatics, the dedicated ones, who |earn their technique in a closed-circuit 3V
class. They hold lifetine subscriptions to Face In The Crowmd and Eyes Of The City, the hobby
magazi nes. They wite letters to the editor telling how they spotted Secretary-General Haruman in
a drug store and he | ooked unhappy.

That's nmne.

And here | was not twenty yards froma ramer, a man fromthe stars.

He had to be that. His taste in clothing was odd, and his carelessly draped skin was alien. H's

| egs had not yet learned to cushion his weight against Earth's heavier gravity. He projected an

i ndefi nabl e conbi nati on of disconfort and sel f-consciousness and interest and surprise and

pl easure, that silently shouted: Tourist!

Hi s eyes, looking out frombehind the ill-fitting mask of his face, were bright and blue and
happy. Qur staring rudeness was noticed, but did not affect his alnpbst religious joy. Nor did his
feet, though they nust have hurt. H's snmile was dreany and very strange. Lift the corners of a
spaniel's mouth with your forefingers, and you d see such a snile

He drewin life fromthe sky and the grass and the voices and the growing things. | watched his
face and tried to read it. WAs he the priest of sonme new Earth-worshipping religion? No. Probably
he was seeing Earth for the first time: tuning his bio-rhythns to Earth for the first tine,
feeling Earthwei ght settle over and into his bones, watching suns rise twenty-four hours apart,
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until his very genes told himhe was hone.

It made his day when he saw t he boy.

The boy was around ten, a handsone child, naked and tanned all over. (Wen | was grow ng up, even
the infants wore clothing in public.) | had not noticed himuntil now, and he in turn had not
noticed the rammer. He knelt on the path that passed ny bench, his back toward ne. | could not see
what he was doing; but he was very intent and serious about it.

By now nost of the passerby had turned away, fromdisinterest or an overdose of good manners.

wat ched the ramer watching the boy. | watched through hal f-closed eyes, practicing ny fanous
imtation of an old man asleep in the sun. The Hei senberg Principle inplies that no peopl ewat cher
shoul d allow hinself to be caught at it.

The boy stooped suddenly, then rose with his hands cupped. Moving with exaggerated care, he turned
fromthe gravel path and crossed the grass toward a dark ol d oak

The ranmer's eyes went big and round. Al his pleasure gave way to horror, and then the horror

drai ned away and |l eft nothing. The star nan's eyes turned up in his head, his slack face went even
sl acker, and his knees began to buckl e.

Stiff as | amthese days, | reached him | slid an adnmttedly bony shoul der under his arnpit
before he could fall. Al the nass of himcane gratefully down on ne.

| should have folded |like an accordi on. Sonmehow, | got the rammer to the bench before | had to |let
go of him To an astonished matron | wheezed, "Get a doctor!"

She nodded briskly and waddl ed away. | turned back to the ranmer. Sick eyes | ooked up at nme from
under straight black bangs. The rammer's face was oddly tanned: dark where the sun could reach
white as m |k where folded skin cast shadows. Hi s chest and arns were |ike that too. Were the
skin was pale it had paled further with shock. "No need for doctor," he whispered. "Not sick

Somet hing | saw. "

"Sure. Put your head between your legs. It'll keep you fromfainting." | opened my renaining beer
sac.

"I will be all right in a noment,"” he said from between his knees. He spoke the tongue oddly, and
his weakness slurred it further. "It was the shock of what | saw "

"Here?"

"Yes. No. Not completely. . ." He stopped to shift nmental gears, and | handed hi mthe beer. He

| ooked at it as if wondering which end to suck on, found the nipple, raised the sac and half-
drained it in one desperate draught.

"What was it you saw?" | asked.

He had to finish swallowing. "I saw an alien spacecraft. Wthout the spacecraft it would have
meant not hi ng. "

"What Kkind of ship? Smthpeople? Monks?" These are the only known spacegoi ng races, aside from
ourselves. |'d never seen one of their ships; but they sonetinmes docked in the Léshy worlds.

The ranmer's eyes narrowed in his quilted face. "I see. You think |I speak of sone registered alien
ship in a human spaceport."” Hi s voice was no |onger slurred; he picked his words wi th apparent
care. "1 was hal fway between the Horvendil e and Koschei systens, shipwecked at the edge of

| ightspeed, waiting to die. And I saw a gol den gi ant wal ki ng anong the stars."

"A humanoi d? Not a ship?"

“I . . . thought it was a ship. | can't prove it."

" Mm "

"Let me tell you. | was a year and a half out from Horvendile, bound for Koschei. It would have
been ny first trip hone in thirty-one years.

Flying a ranship under sail is like flying a spiderweb.

Even with the web retracted, a ranship is a flinsy beast. Cargo hol ds, external cargo netting and
hooks, pilot cabin and life support system and the insystemfusion notor are all contained in a
rigid pod just three hundred feet long. All else is balloons and webbi ng.

At takeoff the balloons are filled with hydrogen fuel for the insystemfusion notor. By the tine
the ship reaches ranmscoop speed the fuel is half gone, replaced by | ow pressure gas. The ball oons
are retai ned as neteor shielding.

The ranscoop web is superconducting wire, thin as spiderweb, tens of thousands of nmiles of it.
Coiled for takeoff, it forms a roll no bigger than the main pod. Put a uniformnegative charge on
it and it spreads to forma hoop two hundred nmiles across. It ripples at first under the
differentiating fields.

Interstellar hydrogen, thin as nothing, enters the nmouth of the ranscoop web. An atomto a cubic
centineter. Differentiating fields conpress it along the axis, conpress it until it undergoes
fusion. It burns in a narrow blue flame, yellowtinged at the edges. The el ectromagnetic fields in
the fusion flane begin to support the ranmscoop web. M ghty forces add, nmaking web and flane and

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20-%20N-Space%20v1.0.txt (51 of 283) [7/2/03 1:37:25 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20-%20N-Space%20v1.0.txt

i nconmi ng hydrogen one interlocking whol e.

Arigid pod, invisibly small, rides the flank of a w spy cylinder of webbing two hundred nmiles
across. A tiny spider on an enornous web.

Time sl ows down, distances conpress at the higher velocities. Hydrogen flows faster through the
web; the ranscoop fields increase in power, the web becones nore rigid, nore stable.

A ship should not need supervision as it approaches the m dpoint turnover

"I was hal fway to Koschei," said the rammer, "carrying the usual cargo: genetically altered seeds,
machi ne prototypes, spices, and three corpsicles: passengers frozen for storage. W carry anything
that cannot be sent by nessage | aser

"I still don't know what went wong. | was asleep. | had been asleep for nonths, with a current
pul sing through ny brain. Perhaps a piece of nmeteoric iron entered the ranmscoop. Perhaps the
hydrogen grew thin for an hour, then thickened too fast. Perhaps we entered a sharply bounded OH +
region. In any case, sonething twi sted the ranscoop field, and the web col | apsed.

"I was wakened too |late. The web had roman-candl ed, and was trailing the ship |ike a parachute
that will not open. Wres nust have touched, for much of the web was vapori zed.

"I't was nmy death," said the rammer. "Wthout the ranscoop web | was falling helplessly. | would
enter the system of Koschei nmonths too early, noving at nearly |ightspeed, a dangerous m ssile.
For my honor | nmnust inform Koschei by laser, that | mght be shot down before | arrive."

"Take it easy," | soothed him His jaw had cl enched, and the nuscles that tightened in his face
patterned the skin like a jigsaw puzzle. "Relax. It's all over. Snell the grass; you're on Earth
now. "

"1 wept helplessly at first, though we consi der weepi ng unmanly. The ramrer | ooked around him
as if comng awake. "You are right. If | took off my shoes, would the | aw take of fense?"

" No. "

He took his shoes off and wiggled his toes in the grass. His feet were too small for him and his
toes were long and agile, alnost prehensile.

No doctor had appeared yet. Probably the matronly wonan had sinply wal ked away to avoid being
involved. In any case, the ramrer's strength had returned.

He said, "On Koschei we tend to large girth. Gavity pulls less heavily at the neat of us. To
qualify as a rammer | sweated away hal f ny body weight, so that the unneeded two hundred

eart hwei ght pounds of nme could be replaced by payl oad cargo."

"You must have wanted the stars badly."

"Yes. | was sinultaneously |earning disciplines whose very names nost peopl e can neither pronounce
nor spell.” The rammer pulled at his chin. The quilted skin stretched incredibly, and did not snap
back i mmedi ately when he let go. "I cut ny weight by half, yet ny feet hurt when | walk the Earth.

My skin has not yet shrunk to fit my snaller nmass. Perhaps you noticed."

"What did you do about Koschei ?"

"I sent the nessage. It would precede nme to Koschei by just two ship's nmonths."

"Then?"

"l thought to wait it out, to use what tine was left to me. My taped |ibrary was adequate

but even in the face of death, | grew bored."

"After all, |I had seen the stars before. Ahead they were blue-white and thickly clustered. To the
side they were orange and red and sonewhat sparse. Behind was bl ack space, enpty but for a handfu
of dying enbers. Doppler shift made ny velocity nore than obvious. But there was no sense of

nmoti on, of going sonewhere."

"A nonth and a half of this, and | was ready to go back to sleep.”

"When the collision alarmwent off, | tried to ignore it. My death was already certain. But the
noi se bothered ne, and | went to the control roomto shut it off. | saw then that a respectable
mass was approachi ng, ai ned dangerously, from behind."

"From behind! It was noving faster than ny own ship! | searched anbng the sparse crinson dots with

my scope at top magnification. Presently | found a gol den man wal ki ng toward ne."

"My first thought was that | had gone mad. My second was that nmy God had cone for nme. Then, as the
intruder grew in the scope screen, | sawthat it was not quite human."”

"Sonmehow that nmade it better. A golden man wal ki ng between the stars was inpossible. A gol den
alien was a | esser inpossibility. At least | could exanine it sanely."

"I found the alien larger than | had thought, nuch | arger than human
"It was a biped, definitely humanoid, with two arns and |l egs and a well-defined head. Its skin
glowed like nolten gold, all over, for it was hairless and without scales. Between its | egs was
not hi ng but snooth skin. Its feet were strange, without toes, and the knee and el bow joints were
bul bous and knobby-"

"Were you really thinking in big expansive words |ike that?"
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"I really was. | wanted to forget that | was terrified."
L] d.] . [N}
"The intruder was nearing fast. Three tinmes | |lowered the magnification. Each time | saw him nore

clearly. His hands were three-fingered, with a long niddle finger and two thunbs. The knees and

el bows were too far down the |inbs, but seened quite flexible. The eyes-"

"Fl exi bl e? You saw t hem nove?"

The ranmer becane agitated. He stuttered; he had to stop to gain control of hinmself. Wen he spoke
again he seened to force the words through his throat.

"l . . . decided that the intruder was not actually wal king. But as it approached ny ship, it
seened to be wal king on enpty space.”

"Li ke a robot?"

"Li ke a not-quite-nman. Like a Monk, perhaps, if we could see beneath the garnent worn by Monk
anmbassadors. "

"'"But-'"

"Think of a man-sized humanoid." The ranmer would not let nme interrupt. "Think of himas bel onging
to a civilization advanced beyond our own. If his civilization had the power, and if he had the
power within his civilization, and if he were very egotistical, then perhaps," said the ranmer,
"perhaps he nmight conmand that a spacecraft be built in his own inmage."

"That is the way | thought of the intruder, in the ten mnutes it took the intruder to reach me. |
could not believe that a humanoid with snooth, nolten gold skin would evolve in vacuum nor that
he coul d wal k on enptiness. The humanoid shape is for gravity, for planets.”

"Where does engi neering becone art? Once our ground-bound autonobiles | ooked Iike spacecraft. An
advanced spacecraft mght be nade to |ook |like a given man, and nove like him yet still have the
capabilities of a spacecraft. The man hinself would ride inside. If a king or mllionaire could
cause this to be done, why, then he would stride |like a god across the stars.'

"I wonder if you don't think of yourself in just that way."

The ranmer was astoni shed. "Me? Nonsense. | ama sinple ranmrer. But | find nan-shaped spacecraft
easier to believe in than golden giants wal king on enptiness."

"More conforting, too."

"Yes." The rammer shuddered. "It came up very fast, so that | nust danmp the nagnification to keep
himin view His nddle finger was two joints |onger than ours, and the thunbs were of different
sizes. Hs eyes were set freakishly far apart, and too low in the head. They glowed red with their

own light. H's nouth was a wide, |ipless horizontal line."

"Not once did | think to avoid the intruder. W could not have reached a collision course by
accident. | assuned that he had altered course to follow me, and would alter course again to
protect us."

"He was on ne before | knewit. | had flipped the magnificati on down another notch, and when

| ooked the setting was at zero. | |ooked up at the sparse red stars, and found a gol den dot as it

expl oded into a gol den nman."

"1 blinked, of course. Wen ny eyes opened he was reaching for ne."

"For you?"

The ranmmer nodded convul sively. "For the pod of my ship. He was nuch |arger than the pod, or
rather, his ship was."

"You still thought it was a ship?" | would not have asked; but he kept changi ng the pronoun

"I was | ooking for windows in the forehead and the chest. | did not find them He noved like a
very |large man."

"I hate to suggest it," | said, "not knowi ng your religion. Could there be gods?"

He junped as if stung. "Nonsense."

"How about superior beings? If we've evol ved beyond the chi npanzees, couldn't-"

"No. Absolutely not," said the ranmer. "You don't understand nodern xenol ogy. Do you not know t hat
we and the Monks and the Smithpeople are all of equal intelligence? The Smithpeopl e are not
renotely humanoid in shape, yet it nakes no difference. Wen a species begins to use tools,

evol ution stops.”

"I'"ve heard that argunment, but-"

"When a species begins to use tools, environment no | onger shapes that species. The speci es shapes
its environment to suit itself. Beyond this the species does not develop. It even begins to take
care of its feebleninded and its genetically deficient.

"No, he could have better tools than nmne, this intruder, but he could not be ny intellectua
superior. He was certainly nothing to worship."

"You seemawfully sure of that," | snapped.

Instantly | regretted it; for the rammer shivered and wapped his arms around his chest. The
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gesture was ludicrous and pitiful at the same tinme, for his arms swept up an arnful of folded skin
and hugged it to him "I needed to be sure. The intruder had taken my main pod in his hand and
pul l ed ne toward-toward his ship.

"I was glad of ny crash straps. Wthout themI|'d have bounced about |like a pea in a dryer. As it

was, | blacked out for an instant. Wen | opened ny eyes | faced a great red iris with a bl ack
pupi |l .
"He | ooked ne over with care. |I. . . forced nyself to | ook back. He had no ears, no chin. A bony

ridge divided his face where a nose m ght have been, but there were no nostrils.

"He pulled back for a better view of the main pod. This tine I was not jolted. He nust have
realized that the jolting could hurt nme, and done sonething to prevent it. Perhaps he nade his
ship inertial ess.

"I saw himlift his eyes nonentarily to see over mny pod.

"You must renenber that | was facing back al ong ny own wake, back toward Horvendile, to where nost
of the stars had been red-shifted to black." The ranmer was picking his words with care and

pati ence. They cane so slowy that | wanted to squirm "I was not |ooking at the stars. But
suddenly there were a mllion clustered stars, and they were all white and bright.

"I did not understand. | put side and forward views on the screen. The stars | ooked the same in
all directions. Still | did not understand.

"Then | turned back to the intruder. He was wal ki ng away across the sky.
"You must understand that as he wal ked, he receded at nuch faster than wal ki ng speed.

Accel erating. In a few seconds he was invisible. | |ooked for signs of an exhaust, but there was
none.

"Then | understood." The ranmmer lifted his head. "Where is the boy?"

" Boy ?"

The ranmmrer | ooked about him his blue eyes searching. Children and adults | ooked back curiously,
for he was a weird sight. He said, "I do not see the boy. Could he have |eft?"

"Ch, that boy. Sure, why not?"

"There is sonething | nmust see.” The ranmer eased his weight forward onto his bare and battered
feet. | followed himas he crossed the gravel path, followed himonto the grass. And the ramer
resuned his tale.

"The intruder had examined me and ny ship with care. He had nade hinmself and ny ship inertialess,
or otherw se cushi oned us agai nst accel eration. Then he had cancelled our velocity relative to
Koschei . "

"But that wasn't enough,” | objected. "You'd still die."

The ramrer nodded. "Still | was glad to see himgo, at first. He was terrifying. And his | ast

m stake was alnost a relief. It proved that he was-human is not the word | want. But he coul d nmake
ni st akes. "

“Mortal ," | said. "He was nortal ."

"I do not understand. But never nind. Think of the power of him In a year and a half, at point
six gravities, | had accelerated to a velocity which the intruder cancelled in no nore than a
second. | preferred death to his dreadful conpany. At first.

"Then | becane afraid. It seened unjust. He had found ne hal fway between stars, stranded, waiting
to die. He had half-saved nme-and then left me to die, no better off than beforel

"I searched for himwi th the scope. Perhaps | could signal him if |I knew where to aimmy com
laser. . . . But | could not find him

"Then | becane angry. |-" The ramer swallowed. "I screamed insults after him | blasphened in
seven different religions. The nore distant he was, the less | feared him | was reaching ny
stride when- when he returned.

"His face was outside ny main wi ndow, his red eyes |ooked into nmine, his strange hand was reachi ng
for my main pod. My collision alarmwas just beginning to sound, it had happened so suddenly. |

screanmed out- | screaned . " He stopped.

"What did you screan®?"

"Prayers. | begged for forgiveness."

IIO,].H

"He took ny ship in his hand. | saw the stars explode in front of ne." W had reached the shade of

a dark oak, one so old and so spread out that its [ower |inbs needed the support of iron pipes. A
fam |y picnicking beneath the tree watched our approach.

" Expl ode?"

"That | acks accuracy," the ranmer apol ogi zed. "What happened was this: the stars becane very mnuch
brighter, at the sane tine converging toward a point. They flared horribly. | was blinded. The

i ntruder nmust have shifted ne to within a neter-per-second of |ightspeed.
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"I rubbed ny hand hard across nmy eyes. Wth nmy eyes closed, | felt acceleration. It remained
constant while | waited for nmy eyes to recover. Through experience | was able to estimate its
force at ten neters per second squared.”

"But that's-"

"One gravity. Wien | could see again, | found nyself on a yellow plain beneath a glaring bl ue sky.
My pod was red hot, and was already saggi ng around ne."

"Where did he put you?"

"On Barth, in a refertilized part of North Africa. My pod was never built for such things. If
Earth's gravity collapsed it, then re-entry should have torn it to pieces. But the intruder nust
have taken care of that too."

I am a peopl ewat cher, an expert. | can crawl into a man's mnd without letting himknow | exist.
never | ose at poker. And | knew the ranmer was not |ying.

We stood beside the dark oak. The lowernost |inb grew al nost parallel to the ground, and was
supported by three iron pipes. Long as were the ramer's arns, he could not have w apped t hem
around that linmb. Its bark was rough and gray and powdery, and it snelled of dust. The top of it
was | evel with the rammer's chin.

"You're a very lucky man," | said.

"No doubt. What is that?"

Bl ack and furry, an inch and a half long; one end wiggling in blind curiosity as it noved al ong
t he bark.

"A caterpillar. You know, there's no conmputing the odds you ran agai nst being alive now. You don't
seem very cheerful about it."

"I was . . . but think about it," said the ramrer. "Think what the intruder nust have reasoned
out, to do what he did.
"He | ooked through the nmain window to exanine nme as well as he could. | was tied to a chair by

crash straps, and his sensors had to see through thick inpact quartz designed for transparency in
the other direction. He could see nme, but only fromthe front. He could exam ne the ship, but it
was danaged, and he had to guess to what extent.

"First he nmust have reasoned that | could not slow ny ship without the ranscoop web. But he nust
al so have deduced the presence of reserve fuel to decelerate me to zero speed fromthe | onest
speed at which ny ramscoop can operate. It is apparent that | nust have it. Thus he stopped ne
dead, or nearly so, and left ne to go hone the slow way, using only ny re-entry reserve fuel
"After he had left nme, he nust have realized that | would be dead of age before | ended such a
trip. I magine how t horough his exanination of me nust have been! So he canme back for ne.

"By projecting ny line of flight he nmust have known where | was going. But could | live there with
a danaged ship? He did not know.

"And so he | ooked me over nore carefully, deduced the star and planet where | nust have evol ved,
and he put ne there."

"That's pretty farfetched," | said.

"Yes! The solar systemwas twelve |ight-years distant, yet he reached it in an instant! But that
is not the point. " The rammer let his voice trail off. He seemed oddly fascinated by the

bl ack caterpillar, which was now defying gravity as it explored a vertical wall of bark. "He

pl aced ne not only on Earth, but in North Africa. He deduced not only ny planet of origin, but the
regi on where | had evol ved.

"I stayed in nmy pod for two hours before | was found. Your United Nations police took a record of
my mind, but they do not believe what they found. A ranship pod cannot be towed to Earth wi t hout
radar finding it. Further, my ranscoop web is all over the desert. Even the hydrogen ball oons
survived the reentry. They think that it nust be a hoax, that | was brai nwashed as part of that
hoax. "

"And you? What do you think?"

Again the rammer's face tightened into jigsaw puzzle lines. "I had convinced nyself that the

i ntruder was no nore than anot her spacecraft pilot-a passerby who stopped to hel p, as sone persons
will stop to help if your car battery fails far froma city. H s power m ght be greater than nine
He nmight be wealthier, even within the context of his own culture. W were of different species.
Yet he had stopped to help a nenber of the great brotherhood, for we were both spacenen.”
"Because your nodern xenol ogy says he couldn't have been your superior."

He didn't answer.

"I can pick a few holes in that theory."

"Can you?"

| ignored his disinterest. "You claimthat evol ution stops when a species starts building tools.
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But suppose two tool -users evol ved on the sane worl d? Then evol ution might go on until one race
was dead. We night have had real problens if the dol phins had had hands."

"It may be." He was still watching the caterpillar: an inch and a half of black fur exploring the
dark bark. My ear brushed the bark as | faced him and | snelled the danp wood.

"Then again, not all hunman beings are alike. There are Einsteins and there are norons. Your
passer by m ght have been of a race that varies nore. Make hima super-Einstein-"

"I had not thought of that. | had assumed that his deductions were nade with the aid of a
computer. At first."

"Then, a species could evolve itself. if they once started fiddling with their genes, they m ght
not stop until their children were mle-high giants with a space drive stuck up their spines. Wuat
the hell is so interesting about the caterpillar?"

"You did not see what the boy did?"

"Boy? Ch. No, | didn't."

"There was a . . . caterpillar noving along the gravel wal k. Peopl e passed. None | ooked down. The
boy came, and he stooped to watch."
" d]l n

"Presently the boy picked up the caterpillar, |ooked about him then cane here and put the
caterpillar safely on the linb."

"And you fainted."

"I should not have been so affected by what, after all, is no nore than a conparison. | would have
cracked nmy skull had you not caught ne."

"A poor return for the golden one, if you had.”

The ramrer did not smile. "Tell me . . . if an adult had seen the caterpillar, instead of a boy-"
"Probably he'd have stepped on it."

"Yes, | thought so." The rammer put his tongue in his cheek, which stretched incredibly. "He is
nearly upside down. | hope he will not fall off."

"It won't."

"Do you think he is safe there?"

"Sure. Don't worry about it."

Water droplets cone in all sizes here. Couds may hold everything fromfine mst, to globules the
size of a fist, to spheroids that house all manner of l|ife. The biggest "pond" we've seen massed
ten mllion nmetric tons or so; but the tide fromLevoy's Star had pulled it into two | obes and the
differential winds were tearing it apart.

The ecol ogy of the ponds is one rather than many. Life |Is queer and wonderful, but in every pond
we have exanmined it is the same Iife. Ponds are tenporary; pond life nust occasionally migrate. In
the Smoke Ring even the fish can fly.

THE SMOKE RI NG 1987

DOMN IN FLAMES

The foll owi ng requires sone explanation. At |east!

On January fourteenth, 1968, Norman Spinrad and | were at a party throwmn by Tom and Terry

Pi nckard. We were filling coffee cups when Spinny started this whol e thing.

"You ought to drop the Known Space series,” he said. "You'll get stale."” (Quotes are not
necessarily accurate.)

I told himl was witing stories other than "Known Space" stories, and that | would give up the
series as soon as | ran out of things to say within that framework. \Wich would be soon

"Then why don't you wite a story that tears it to shreds? Don't just abandon 'known space.'
Destroy it!"

"But how?" | never did ask why. Norman and | think alike in sone ways.

"Start with the premise that the whole thing is a shuck. There never was a chain reaction of novae
in the galactic core. There aren't any thrintun. It's all a gigantic hoax. Wite it that way.
Then," said Spinny, "if the fans wite letters threatening to Iynch you, you wite back saying,
"It's only a story...

We found a corner, and during the next four hours we worked out the details. Some | rejected.

Li ke, he wanted to nake the tnuctipun into nminions of the Devil. (Yes, the Devil.) Like, he wanted
me to be inconsistent. Why? Maybe to denponstrate ny contenpt for the story.

The incredible thing is that when we finished, we did indeed have a consistent framework. It's as
conpl ex as wat chwork, nore conpl ex perhaps than WORLD OF PTAWS, which was probably overconpl ex;
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but it is consistent.

The structure it turns upside down already amobunts to about 250,000 words. It includes three books
(WORLD OF PTAWS, A G FT FROM EARTH, and the eight stories in NEUTRON STAR), and several stories
published in Gal axy, including "The Adults" (Gl axy, June 1967). If you haven't read these (with
the exception of A G FT FROM EARTH, which is optional; published as "Sl owboat Cargo” in If then
what follows will not nmake nuch sense.

What follows is, first, alist of the basic ideas behind "Down in Flanes": changes in the
structure of the "Known Space" series; and second, a rough plot outline.

| never got further than that. Along about April, | ran into an idea called a Dyson sphere. it
gripped nmy inmagination, and | designed a conprom se structure which is in sonme ways superior: the
Niven ring. It is the basis for a story called RI NG WORLD

RI NG WORLD nakes "Down in Flanes" obsol ete. The assunptions behind RINGAORLD are different
assunptions. So "Down in Flanmes" becones part of the |linbo of unwitten stories, and nobody woul d
ever have known about it were it not for Tom Reany and Trunpet. Have fun

PRELI M NARY OUTLI NE

1) Beowul f Shaeffer never went to the gal actic core.

2) The all eged Quantum Il hyperdrive ship in "At the Core" was a hoax. For eight nonths that
ship rested somewhere in the West End of Jinx, while Beowif Shaeffer thought he was naking a
round trip of 30,000 light-years. The puppeteer-built machinery he thought was hyperdrive

equi prent was cover-up for the real machinery: 3D novie projectors, sensory nechanisns, artificia
gravity, et cetera.

3) The core is not exploding.

4) The thrintun/ Sl aver speci es never exi sted.

5) The tnuctipun are real enough; but they did not exist a billion and a half years ago. They
are contenporary.

6) The puppeteers are in their pay.

7) They accepted enpl oynent because they dared not refuse the tnuctipun, which species is
even nore nean and vicious than | thought. And | never really liked them

8) Qovi ously the puppeteers are not fleeing the radiation wave fromthe Core expl osion. They
are fleeing the tnuctipun. Another reason they accepted enpl oynent: they needed the funds to flee.
9) Kzanol is neither robot nor android. He is, now get this, he is a product of tnuctipun

bi ol ogi cal engineering: a tailored species with only one nenber! His nenories are heavily detailed
science fiction

10) Many of the stasis boxes, ostensibly left behind after the Slaver War

a billion and a half years ago, are false. Qthers are for real. The genetically tailored plants
and aninmals are real

The tnuctipun once used a few worlds in Known Space. Jinx, for instance. They left behind them
(not long ago; certainly less than a mllion years) a few stasis boxes, and, of course, the stage
trees and bandersnatchi and sunflowers and so forth.

The only hoax involved is the Slaver War. Certain stasis boxes were left floating through Known
Space; and Kzanol was created, very artistically, and dropped on the continental shelf for the
dol phins to find. Other real evidence of the tnuctipun will be worked into the structure of the
hoax. Thus the presence of the tnuctipun, now, will never be suspected.

11) The truth is that the tnuctipun are all through Known Space. It will be seen howthis is
possi bl e.
12) The whit ef ood/ bander snat chi were not designed to spy on the thrintun/Sl avers. Their

pur pose was much sinpler. Tnuctipun enjoy feeding on the neat of sentient beings, so they built
one.

13) As part of the hoax, they recently settled sone of their nunber on a world of Known Space,
with fal se menories and a drastically reduced technol ogy. Their technol ogy was just great enough
that they could slow the advance of the frontiers of human space, until the tnuctipun could plant
all the evidence they needed to.

Anot her purpose of this group was to nmake it possible for tnuctipun to nove freely about in Known
Space.

The group knows nothing of the tnuctipun or their plan. Their ancestors were not volunteers. They
call themselves kzinti. Note that a tnuctipun caught doing anything, nmoral or not, in Known Space
will be taken for a kzin.

14) Not e al so, a psychol ogi cal point. Fenmale kzinti are dunb aninmals, no nore. Thus the kzinti
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may be thought of as asexual. So it is with the tnuctipun. A kzin will understand perfectly the
kick they get fromeating sentient neat. There has to be something to replace the m ssing sex

ki ck.

15) This is one of the notives behind the hoax.

16) The core of the hoax is the Core explosion. In twenty thousand years, the alleged Core
explosion will nake all of Known Space uni nhabitable. Thus, during the next twenty thousand years,
Known Space must be evacuated by every sentient species.

The hoax nmay extend nuch further than Known Space. Refugees will be showing up fromfurther in.
Most species will plan to return after the wave of radiation passes; or at least, they wll
consider the possibility. They will rmake at |east sonme attenpt to nothball their artifacts.

Al'l the worlds of Known Space, with their nmaintenance machinery nore or |ess preserved, will be
open to the tnuctipun. Further, up to a trillion beings (and perhaps many nore, dependi ng how far
the hoax extends) are available in spacecraft noving at Quantum | hyperdrive. Al flavors, these
beings. Al noving at the sane velocity; match direction and you' ve nmatched course for boarding.
In nost cases, no weapons; the species would concentrate on the enornous task of noving billions
of individuals clear out of the galaxy, and would in nost cases nove as soon as they had the
capability.

bviously this nust be the | ast of the Known Space stories. (If only Bush had stopped with the
second Ckie novel! He ended the universe there; and then he had to go backward!) Above are the
assunptions | amforced to make to get a coherent picture. Sone mnor questions arise, and sone
are answer ed:

1) Wiy wasn't the Quantum || hyperdrive sold to some entrepreneur in hunan space? It was
advertised for sale; why didn't soneone buy it?

Answer: those who tried couldn't get in contact with the right puppeteers. They got the runaround
until they gave up in disgust. There is no Quantum || hyperdrive.

2) The Grogs are not the nutated descendants of the Slavers. They never clainmed to be. But
the tnuctipun knew of G ogs, and designed Kzanol with the Gogs in nmind. They slipped up there
They shoul d have nmade hi m fenal e.

3) Since they were planted the Kzinti have changed. They were given a technol ogy which would
ensure their being beaten over and over again by the ships of human space. Evol ution doesn't

al ways hold for sentient beings who tailor their own environnent instead of adapting to it, but it
hol ds here. The npbst serious warnongers anong kzinti, and the ones with the | east self-control
were those who died first. And the kzinti popul ation has dropped by half in half a dozen wars.
Those | eft are not peaceable, but they have devel oped sone self-control, sone ability to think
first before junping. Further, telepaths are their own devel opnent.

And t hey' ve been done wong. Assuredly they will join the mnions of human space when the hoax
becones known.

4) Consi der "The Soft Wapon."
It had to be a shuck, part of the hoax. The handle of the stasis box did not fit a kzinti, i.e. a
tnuctip, claw. But a weapon so powerful could not be allowed to fall into the hands of hunans.

So the tnuctipun planted the box for the Papandreous to find; but they were there to take it away,
maki ng sure the humans saw it first. Only one of the kzinti on the Traitor's Claw was a tnuctip

It was Flyer.

5) What of the Qutsiders?

They are in no danger fromthe tnuctipun, who seek only nmeat of proper chenical conposition. If
they maintain their neutrality, nobody should harmthem And they rmust have known of the tnuctip
pl ot for sone tinmne.

They sell information. How well can we bal ance profit against fear? Can we use thenf

Qobviously I amthinking in terns of Armageddon. The end result of exposure of the tnuctip fraud
will be a cataclysmto shake the stars. Fire and death, and fromhere it |ooks |ike the tnuctipun
will probably win. They will have no allies, none at all; but their technology will be enornous.
What happens to ships that go too deep into a gravity well? Snatched by the tnuctipun! There is no
rel evant physical law, no nysterious singularity in hyperspace. Such is part of the fraud; for the
necessity of noving into a systemat sublight speeds is enough to slow the spread of humanity and
keep it fromregions where the fraudul ence of the Slaver War woul d becone apparent. Their ships
will be faster until we learn this.
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Note that the tools we have found in Slaver stasis boxes are largely planted. They throw this
technol ogy away! \Wat nore are they hiding?

Now you have the background. What of the story itself?

I know some of the characters I'll need. Oddly, the npbst necessary are the nost famliar. [|'l
need either Kzanol or Larry Greenberg to expose one side of the Slaver War hoax. At sone point, on
some city pedwal k, he will point to a | arge orange kzin and shout, "Heavens preserve us! It's a
tnuctip!"

I'"l'l need Beowul f Shaeffer. He's the key man in the Core expl osi on hoax.

It would be convenient to ring in Richard Harvey Schultz-Mnn, expert on Slaver relics, to show
how t he hoax nust have been worked, and to guess what nust be true and what fal se.

Probably El ephant's nmoney and ships will be needed for backing, as the tracking of the truth
beconmes a nmj or project.

In addition, three strangers: a nmountaineer girl with Plateau eyes (Matt Keller's power), and a
kzin for a central character, and a grog to read the nmind of a true-tnuctip prisoner.

DETAI L: KOBOLD

Brennan knows certain things. He knows them because he's had plenty of tinme to think about them
and has figured them out.

He knows the kind of place to find the puppeteer world. He knows they probably took it with them
He knows why the Qutsiders follow starseeds. (But does he tell Shaeffer?)

He lives in a place he designed hinself, using antigravity as an art form It's way the hell out
in the cometary belt of Sol, beyond the hyperspace singularity, but it didn't grow there; he built
it fromasteroids, in the Belt. It's Kobold. In Kobold, streans flow two ways; you can swi m on
either side of a stream the tongue of flat rock which extends out as a runway for spacecraft has
service installations back to back. On that space-port tongue are tractors to draw the ships into
the air. A huge version of the "pressure curtain” in "Relic of Enpire" surrounds the whole setup,
except for the spaceport tongue. There are roons for sports never invented before, including many
that could be enjoyed only by adult-stage humans. Detail

The sphere covered with grass. It's five hundred neters through, and that's all there is: grass,
one asymmetrically shaped pool, and a huge tree. You reach it by junping fromanother point to the
top branches of the tree, then clinbing down. Note that the sphere touches no other part of
Kobol d.

A kind of nuseum hol ding scul ptures made of water. Fields hold the place and shape of each

st at ue.

The Mbebius mniature golf course

The shadowed place: a life support systemfor Qutsiders, with nooring facilities for any kind of
ship. Brennan can talk to themthrough a pressure curtain, with himon one side under pressure,
and the Qutsider in | owgee and vacuum

The "Finagle bullet" nmounted sonewhere, with lighted warning signs. It's a captured ten-foot
sphere of neutronium 1like others in Known Space. There are other such traps, suitably | abeled; in
an energency Brennan can turn off the signs. Even the machinery which makes the signs will vanish
without a trace. That's one reason Brennan rarely invites humans to Kobol d.

One thing about Kobold: its wonders are human wonders. There is nothing |like the peculiar floor
construction in WRONG WAY STREET. The things Brennan does with his artificial gravity and his
fusion plants and his high 1Q are the things any human woul d do, given an inpulse to play.

PLOT:

1

Beowul f Shaeffer is relaxi ng somewhere, probably in an anarchpark, when the Brennan-nonster taps
himon the shoulder. "I need you," he says, and produces credentials. Shaeffer suffers hinself to
be | ed away, knowing very little. But Brennan has nentioned the Core expl osion and Shaeffer's
trip.

2

At the spaceport, gunshots. (Weaponry, anyway.) In fact, the weapons being used are unfamliar
but they eat holes in things quick as hell. (They will turn out to be an inprovenment on the
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disintegrator, with two parallel beans, one to suppress electron charge, one to suppress proton
charge. Brennan suspects this fromthe start.)

The shots | ash out around them and Brennan takes themboth in a mad run. Know ng that losing a
major linmb would kill Shaeffer, he takes a beam neant for Shaeffer and |oses a |l eg, cauterizes it
with his owmn Xray | aser, and off they go, Brennan hoppi ng.

What bei ng has been shooting? It turns out to be a species as agile as Phssthpok, but w thout nuch
brain. One thing marks them at once: they are drones of sonme kind. Perhaps there is a sentient
gueen bee sonewhere.

3

They reach Brennan's ship and take off. En route, the Brennan-nonster explains something of what
he is, and gets Bey to go over the tale of his Core trip.

4

At Kobol d, Brennan puts Shaeffer under drugs and gets a transcript of the Core trip. He stil
hasn't said what he's after. Whatever it is, he doesn't get it. Yet he knows it's there, if only
because he and Shaeffer were shot at.

He does his research on the corpse of their attacker-the one he saved for exami nation. He guides
Shaeffer around Kobold. They talk. . . (Exposition herel!)

And Shaeffer nentions the trip to Swoosh.

Brennan knows a good deal about the Qutsiders, and shows it.

Shaef f er wonders about some of the questions he was asked on that interview

When Shaeffer names one question-' 'What will you do now that you know the Core is expl odi ng?"-
Brennan hops up yelling, "That's it!" Right then, the attack begins.

5

The attack starts with a whistle of a set frequency. Brennan blurs into nmotion. A pressure suit
hits Shaeffer, and he stands stupidly holding it. Brennan flips sone swtches, one motion of both
hands, and is gone in a long junp across one of the gaps on Kobold's space.

The beam spears himin mdair, vaporizes him and blasts the gravity controls.

Kobol d's air gathers itself to vanish into space. Shaeffer, in sudden free fall, can hear the

whi sper of it. He junmps for the only door in sight. In his ow opinion, this is quicker than
trying to don the pressure suit in tine.

The door is not marked. But Brennan has turned off all the markings. Shaeffer is inside, safe. He
inhal es once in relief, once in glorious dishelief, once to find out where the incredibly
delicious snell is comng from Then his mnd is off, and he's tracking the tree-of-life root,
down through the corridors of Kobold' s heart.

6

Shaeffer's transition froma vegetable to a supernman is instantaneous, or nearly so. In his next
monent of self-awareness he is consciously giving up every plan he ever had. He will never be a
father. H's travels, if any, will not be with Sharrol. Chances are he will never see El ephant
again. Et cetera

That's his first nmonent. His next is a driving urge to kill every last G og. These are the only
bei ngs he knows nust be destroyed. Then it comes to himthat Brennan did not exterm nate the

G ogs.

Why ?

Revi ew the Grog problem with reference to the Slavers, etc.

Wiy didn't Brennan take care of this? |Is the answer connected with the other problem the one he
sol ved when Shaeffer said what he said? And what the hell did the Qutsiders have to do with
anyt hi ng, including the Core explosion, which is even nore inportant (though |less urgent) than the
G ogs?

There is sone unknown race trying to destroy him It has already destroyed Brennan. Further

Shaef fer nmust reach civilization without standard transport. But the Grog problemis nost clearly
defined, nost puzzling, therefore nost urgent. Shaeffer puts it first on agenda.
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7

Escape is his first action. There's no ship; there's not much |left of Kobold. Presunably the
attackers were nonsentient, the same species that attacked themearlier. They may have been
searching for thinking minds with a detector. This would explain why Shaeffer |ived.

There's no ship, and no drive per Se. But there are the gravity generators. Shaeffer lines themup
as a monentum tube and ains hinself for the sun. Soneone is bound to discover himbefore he gets
t here.

Sonebody does. The nonsentient eneny nakes one nore attack, as

Shaeffer's nmakeshift ship drops toward the solar system Shaeffer uses the nonentumtube to throw
rocks at them following with the Finagle's Bullet. They go into hyperspace to avoid the rocks,
and the mass of the

Bul | et keeps themthere-forever

Then the Pluto Watch picks himup. Shortly he's in contact with the few humans who know of him

8

Now he has a small human arny. He does research.

Data on Gogs tells himvery little. But he sees the major point. If the G ogs are degenerate but
dangerous Sl avers, how did the dom nant sex switch frommle to femal e?

He needs the advice of a Slaver expert.

9

Rich Mann is on Silvereyes. Shaeffer finds him takes his corpses along. Arranges a safe way of
reviving Kzanol and instantly killing him

Mann qui ckly recogni zes the corpse as a tnuctip artifact.

Kzanol is a fraud.

What else is a fraud? Shaeffer shows Mann the corpse of one of his attackers That, too, is a
product of tnuctip biological engineering.

The tnuctipun are alive and well. Now what ?

Chai ns of hypothesis | ead Shaeffer to assune that there was no Slaver War, or indeed, even a

Sl aver race. Kzanol was copied fromthe Grogs, but the tnuctipun, whose sentient nenbers are nal e,
made him mal e.

Shaeffer can only guess the purpose of the deception. Since there was plenty of evidence of the
tnucti pun presence, the beasties contrived a fraud to make it ook |ike they had been gone a
billion and a half years. Whereas they were actually contenporary, and dangerous.

VWhat are they planning?

10

They need a G og. Shaeffer and Mann | eave Silvereyes for Gunmidgy. They are in hyperdrive when
Shaeffer figures it out. He asks hinself,

what coul d the Qutsiders have answered? How could their answer be so inportant?

By now he has an acconplice. Mann has used just enough boosterspice to put himin the right age
bracket. Shaeffer has fed himtree-of-life.

What answer ?

W will die. No.

W will flee. No.

The radi ati on cannot harm us. No.

We have a protection. Maybe. if it will work on hunmans.

The radi ation is not dangerous. Maybe. Not even to hunans?

There was no Core expl osion. Nonsense. | sawit. The whole thing was a hoax. To what purpose? Yet
there is already a hoax involved, and the tnuctipun are involved. The whole thing was a tnuctip
hoax. They bl ackmail ed the puppeteers. The puppeteers then fled, not the Core explosion, but the
tnuctipun. Geat! but the Crosshatch speci es-The Crosshatchers are tnuctipun

And their purpose is obvious.
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11

Al so obvious: the tnuctipun/crosshatchers can enter a ship in hyperdrive. Shaeffer sets up
def enses and waits.

The attack comes. Again it's the nonsentient warriors, and again they |ose. Mann-nonster and
Shaef f er-nmonst er reach Earth.

Suspi ci ons confirmed.

12

Now di g Shaeffer's conpl ex plan

The ships which are already fl eeing the Core explosion, have decided to go up along the galactic
axis to get clear space, then cut out toward the rim

There is no Quantum Il hyperdrive. Shaeffer is restricted to a lightyear per three days. But he
can take a diagonal and catch the third of the human ships. First and second are beyond his reach
He takes a #4 hull, and half the nen who know what he is. He takes them off boosterspice. In about
ten years, he intercepts the third ship. (During the ten years, he has figured out how the tnuctip
i nterception techni que works.) Destroys boosterspice reserves of the ship. Leaves some of his nen
in control, drops back to the next ship. Repeats. Goes to third ship al one.

He now has three ships. The third, he controls alone. The first two are in the hands of adults who
know what is going on

Twenty years later, the first two ships have a nunber of protectors aboard. In thirty years, al
three ships are all protectors.

Shaef fer's hypot hesis: the tnuctipun come not fromthe Core, but fromthe rim Thus all ships wll
move right into their territory. But where exactly are they? They've already cone five thousand
light-years

Ten years and 1200 |ight years later, cones the attack

13

So it's war.

And after the tnuctipun are exterm nated, what then? Maybe it can't be done. If it can, then
starts the final war.

Prot ector against protector, until only one is left.

It'"lIl be quite a war. The stars will fall in flanes. And the novel will end just as it is getting
started. (Maybe not. | never end a novel as | thought | would.)

"It is a star with aring around It," sold the puppeteer. "Aring of solid matter. An artifact."
RI NGAWORLD, 1970

From Rl NGAORLD

Today it may not be obvious, but when | wote RINGAORLD It was an act of courage

Desi gning the Ringworld wasn't the hardest part, though | still found surprises as | traveled. The
difficult part was to describe it without losing the reader! This was an environment outside al
conmon experience, yet | planned to give the reader puzzles to be solved as he traveled. (If |
don't have a puzzle, | don't have a story. Ft's not Just a quirk~ |I'ma conpul sive teacher.)

Then there was Teela Brown. Psi powers were comon In fiction then, and | was fed up. Wth Teel a
set out to show the ultimte psychic power: Author Control. As soon as it's obvious what Teela's
power is, she's noved offstage; but it's still a lot to ask of a reader, that he continue to
suspend his disbelief.

| used high-school geonetry. Mercator nmaps at one-to-one scale laid across the width (forly) and

| ength (24, 000). The shadows of night subtend the sanme angle all the way around. Froma few niles
of f the edge, everything looks like straight |ines converging. Don Davis did a wonderful painting
of this, in the monent of Munt Fist-of-God' s formation

I wanted the reader braced, forewarned against the Ringworld. | gave himthe puppeteers' Fleet of
Wrlds as an internediate step, to build his imagination. I showed himpictures and gave hi m scal e
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conpari sons and anal ogies. | stayed with one viewpoint and few characters, to keep it sinple where
I could. | let the size of the structure, the nature of it ("the mask of a world"), cone as a
recurring surprise to the characters,

Today you could fill a long shelf with books about (in David Gerrold' s phrase) "the Enornous Big

Thing." Eighteen years ago, RINGAMORLD was the first to be witten since the days when all the
sci ence was i magi nary since, say, Sinmak's The Cosmi c Engi neers.

Ri sky. The publishers nust have agreed. RI NGAORLD appeared as a paperback. There was no seri al
The first hardback version appeared seven years |ater

| didn't know what the response would be. Wuld you see what | saw? The artistry of a near-
infinite | andscape carved to order, the mask of a world stretched over vacuum the incredible
energies, the roomfor mstakes and the roomto | eave consequences behind, the hints of God-Ieve
civilizations since collapsed. . . Maybe none of you would understand It at all. Maybe you woul d
| augh at the Ri ngworl d.

"Pl aygrounds for the mnd," renmenber? The Ringworld is the best playground |ever built. People
have been readi ng RINGAMORLD and comenting on the assunptions, overt and hidden, and the

mat henmati cs and t he ecol ogy and the phil osophical inplications, precisely as if it were a proposed
engi neering project and they were being paid for their work.

From Washi ngton, D.C., there cane a full proofreading Job on the first edition of RI NGADRLD, with
the title "The N ven-MacArthur Papers, Vol. |I." Robert McArthur was of enornous help to nme. That
first edition had some serious mistakes in it.

A Florida high-school class determined that all of the Ringworld' s topsoil will end up in the
oceans in a few thousand years.

From Canbridge cane an estimate for the mininumtensile strength of scrith: of the order of
magni t ude of the force that holds an atom c nucl eus toget her

Freeman Dyson has no trouble believing in the Ringworld, but can't see why the engi neers woul dn't
have built a lot of little ones instead. Safer.

I n Phil adel phia a nmenber of the audi ence pointed out that, nmathematically, the Ringworld can~' be
treated as a suspension bridge with no endpoints. Sinple in concept; harder to build.

Neil Jones wote "Investigation of an Artifact" (Durfed 2) to denonstrate that the Pierson's
puppeteers built the Ringworld. (I disagree.)

At the 1970 Wrld Science Fiction Convention, students in the halls were chanting. "The Ri ngworld
is unstable! The Ringworld is unstable!" Yeah, It needs attitude jets. Ctein and Dan Al derson
conput er wi zards worki ng i ndependently, took several years to work out the exact instabilily.
Ctein al so worked out data on noving the Ringworld. (Yes, for fun. Isn't that how you have fun?)
A stranger redesigned the shadow squares for ne, too. There's too nuch twilight in ny version, too
much of partial sunlight. His superior version (in a thick envel ope that included sketches)

i nvol ves five much | onger shadow squares noving retrograde. . . but of course it was too late to
redesi gn that.

Did you | augh at RI NGAMORLD? Dam right you did!

The weekly fan nmagazi ne APA-L printed, as back covers, a string of cartoons show ng huge
structures of peculiar shape, usually with a sun hovering sonmewhere near the center. There was
Wingworld and Wongworl d and R nkworld and Rungworl d (a tremendous stepl adder, terrafornmed

| andscapes on the steps), and sketches of the Ringworld with |ettering along the underside: ONE
RI NG TO RULE THEM ALL and OCCUPANCY BY MORE THAN 3 x 10716 PERSONS | S DANGEROUS AND UNLAWFUL

One of the interchangeabl e Hollander brothers wote a short story, "Cupworld,” using "half a Dyson
sphere, with spaceports along the handle.” There's a play, "Stringworld," based on The Wzard of
Oz. One Thomas J. Remi ngton agreed: his article denonstrates that | used the plot line from The
Wzard of Oz$ Harry Harrison borrowed the Ringworld to make a point about population control, in
Star Smashers of the Gal axy Rangers. There's a song, "The Ringworld Engineers," and a verse in a
fil ksong:

"Ch the Ringworld is unstable, Ch the Ringworld is unstable! Did the best that he was able. And
its good enough for ne!"

Dan Al derson, naking proper use of playground equi prent designed a systemw th four Ri ngworlds.
Three are in contact with each other, spinning orthogonally to each other on frictionless
bearings. But the fourth was built by Mesklinites (see Hal Cenent's Mssion of Gavity.) It's the
size of Jupiter's orbit (Mesklinites like it cold) and to nmaintain hundreds of tinmes Earth's
surface gravity, it spins at an appreciable fraction of lightspeed. (I asked Dan if spinning it

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20-%20N-Space%20v1.0.txt (63 of 283) [7/2/03 1:37:25 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20-%20N-Space%20v1.0.txt

closer to lightspeed would cause it to contract |ike a noose. No.)

Ri ngwor!l d has won awards: the Hugo and Nebul a, and Best Foreign awards from Japan and Australi a.
There have been paintings. The aliens, the kzinti and puppeteers, have appeared in sketches and
scul pture.

I've found sone text that allows all of the najor characters to denpbnstrate who and what they are.
A quote that fully describes the Ringworld |Is inpossible.

"You fight with light," said the man with the tattooed hand. "Surely this is forbidden."

The crowd shouted, and was as suddenly silent.

"We did not knowit," said Louis. "W apol ogi ze."

"Did not know it? How could you not know it? Did you not raise the Arch in sign of the Covenant
wi th Man?"

"What arch is that?"

The hairy man's face was hidden, but his astoni shnent was evident. "The Arch over the world, O
Bui | der!"

Loui s understood then. He started to |augh

The hairy man punched himunskillfully in the nose.

The blow was light, for the hairy nan was slight and his hands were fragile. But it hurt.

Louis was not used to pain. Mst people of his century had never felt pain nore severe than that
of a stubbed toe. Anesthetics were too prevalent, nedical help was too easily available. The pain
of a skier's broken leg usually lasted seconds, not minutes, and the menmory was often suppressed
as an intolerable trauma. Know edge of the fighting disciplines, karate, judo, ju-jitsu, and

boxi ng, had been illegal since |ong before Louis Wi was born. Louis Wi was a |ousy warrior. He
could face death, but not pain.

The bl ow hurt. Louis screaned and dropped his flashlight-1laser. The audi ence converged. Two
hundred infuriated hairy men becanme a thousand denons; and things weren't nearly as funny as they
had been a minute ago.

The reed-thin spokesman had w apped both arms around Louis Wi, pinioning himwi th hysterica
strength. Louis, equally hysterical, broke free with one frantic lunge. He was on his 'cycle, his
hand was on the lift |ever, when reason prevail ed.

The other 'cycles were slaved to his. If he took off, they would take off, with or without their
passengers.

Loui s | ooked about him

Teela Brown was already in the air. From overhead she watched the fight, her eyebrows puckered in
concern. She had not thought of trying to help

Speaker was in furious notion. He'd already felled half a dozen enem es. As Louis watched, the
kzin swng his flashlight-laser and smashed a man's skull.

The hairy nmen nmilled about himin an indecisive circle. Long-fingered hands were trying to pul
Louis fromhis seat. They were w nning, though Louis gripped the saddle w th hands and knees.

Bel atedly he thought to switch on the sonic fold.

The natives shrieked as they were snatched away.

Sonmeone was still on Louis's back. Louis pulled himaway, |let himdrop, flipped the sonic fold off
and then on again to eject him He scanned the ex-parking |lot for Nessus.

Nessus was trying to reach his 'cycle. The natives seened to fear his alien shape. Only one

bl ocked his way; but that one was armed with a nmetal rod from sone ol d nachi ne.

As Louis |located them the nan swung the rod at the puppeteer's head.

Nessus snatched his head back. He spun on his forelegs, putting his back to danger, but facing
away fromhis flycycle.

The puppeteer's own flight reflex had killed hi munl ess Speaker or Louis could help himin tine.
Loui s opened his nouth to shout, and the puppeteer conpleted his notion.

Loui s cl osed his nouth.

The puppeteer turned to his 'cycle. Nobody tried to stop him Hi s hind hoof |eft bloody footprints
across the hard-packed dirt.

Speaker's circle of admirers were still out of his reach. The kzin spat at their feet-not a kzinti
gesture but a human one-turned and nounted his 'cycle. H's flashlight-laser was gory up to the

el bow of his left hand.

The native who had tried to stop Nessus |ay where he had fallen. Bl ood pooled |avishly about him
The others were in the air. Louis took off after them From afar he saw what Speaker was doi ng,
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and he called, "Hold it! That's not necessary."

Speaker had drawn the nodified digging tool. He said, "Does it have to be necessary?"

But he had stayed his hand. "Don't do it," Louis inplored him "It'd be nmurder. How can they hurt
us now? Throw rocks at us?"

"They may use your flashlight-1aser against us."

"They can't use it at all. There's a taboo."

"So said the spokesman. Do you believe hinP"

Speaker put his weapon away. (Louis sighed in relief; he'd expected the kzin to level the city.)
"How woul d such a taboo evol ve? A war of energy weapons?"

"Or a bandit arned with the Ringworld' s |ast |aser cannon. Too bad there's nobody to ask."

"Your nose is bleeding."

Now t hat he canme to think about it, Louis's nose stung painfully. He slaved his 'cycle to
Speaker's and set about meking nedical repairs. Below, a churning, baffled | ynch nob swarned at
the outskirts of Zignanuclickclick

"They shoul d have been kneeling," Louis conplained. "That's what fooled ne. And the translation
kept saying 'builder' when it should have been saying 'god."'

" CGod?"

"They' ve made gods of the Ringworld engineers. | should have noticed the silence. Tanjit, nobody
but the priest was maki ng a sound! They all acted like they were listening to sonme old litany.
Except that | kept giving the wong responses.”

"Areligion. How weird! But you shouldn't have |aughed," Teela' s intercominage said seriously.
"Nobody | aughs in church, not even tourists."

They flew beneath a fading silver of noon sun. The Ri ngworld showed above itself in glow ng blue
stripes, brighter every mnute.

"It seened funny at the tinme," said Louis. "It's still funny. They've forgotten they' re living on
aring. They think it's an arch."

A rushing sound penetrated the sonic fold. For a nonment it was a hurricane, then it cut off
sharply. They had crossed the speed of sound.

Zi gnamucl i ckclick dw ndl ed behind them The city woul d never have its vengeance on the denons.
Probably it would never see them again.

"It looks Iike an arch,"” said Teela

"Right. | shouldn't have | aughed. W' re |ucky, though. We can | eave our m stakes behind us," said
Louis. "All we have to do, any tine, is get airborne. Nothing can catch us."

"Sonme mistakes we nust carry with us," said Speaker-To-Aninals. "Funny you should say so." Louis
scratched absently at his nose, which was as nunmb as a bl ock of wood. It would be heal ed before
the anaesthetic wore off.

He made up his mind. "Nessus?"

"Yes, Louis."

"I realized sonething, back there. You've been claining that you're insane because you denobnstrate
courage. Right?"

"How tactful you are, Louis. Your delicacy of tongue-."

"Be serious. You and all the other puppeteers have been making the same wong assunption. A
puppeteer instinctively turns to run fromdanger. Ri ght?"

"Yes, Louis."

"Wong. A puppeteer instinctively turns away fromdanger. It's to free his hind leg for action
That hoof nekes a deadly weapon, Nessus."

Al in one notion, the puppeteer had spun on his forelegs and | ashed out with his single hind |eg.
H s heads were turned backwards and spread wi de, Louis renmenbered, to triangulate on his target.
Nessus had accurately kicked a man's heart out through his splintered spine.

"l could not run,"” he said. "I would have been | eaving ny vehicle. That woul d have been

danger ous. "

"But you didn't stop to think about it," said Louis. "It was instinctive. You automatically turn
your back on an eneny. Turn, and kick. A sane puppeteer turns to fight, not to run. You're not
crazy."

"You are wong, Louis. Mst puppeteers run from danger."

"'"But-'"

"The mpjority is always sane, Louis."
Herd animal! Louis gave it up. He lifted his eyes to watch the last sliver of sun disappear
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Some mi stakes we nust carry with us..
But Speaker must have been thinking of sonething el se when he said that. Thinking of what?

At the zenith swarmed a ring of black rectangles. The one that hid the sun was framed in a pearly

coronal glow. The blue Ringworld formed a paraboloid arch over it all, franed against a star-
dotted sky.

It |ooked like sonething done with a Build-A-City set, by a child too young to know what he was
doi ng.

Nessus had been steering when they |eft Zi gnamuclickclick. Later he had turned the fleet over to

Speaker. They had flown all night. Now, overhead, a brighter glow al ong one edge of the centra

shadow square showed t hat dawn was near

Sonetinme during these past hours, Louis had found a way to visualize the scale of the R ngworld.

It involved a Mercator projection of the planet Earth-a conmon, rectangular, classroomwall mnap-

but with the equator drawn to one-to-one scale. One could relief-scul pt such a map, so that

standi ng near the equator would be exactly like standing on the real Earth. But one could draw

forty such maps, edge to edge, across the width of the Ringworld.

Such a map woul d be greater in area than the Earth. But one could map it into the Ringworld' s

t opography, and | ook away for a nonent, and never be able to find it again.

One could play cuter tricks than that, given the tools that shaped the Ringworld. Those natching

salt oceans, one on each side on the ring, had each been larger in area than any world in human

space. Continents, after all, were only large islands. One could map the Earth on to such an ocean

and still have roomleft over at the borders.

"1 shouldn't have | aughed,” Louis told hinself. It took me |ong enough to grasp the scale of this
artifact. Wiy should | expect the natives to be nore sophisticated?

Nessus had seen it earlier. Night before last, when they had first seen the arch, Nessus had

screanmed and tried to hide.

"Ch, what the tanj. . ." It didn't matter. Not when all mstakes could be I eft behind at twelve

hundred nil es per hour

Speaker -t o- Animal s said one thing nore before he turned back to his table. "Louis Wi, | found your
chal | enge verbose. In challenging a kzin, a sinple screamof rage is sufficient. You scream and
you | eap."

RI NGAWORLD, 1970

THE FOURTH PROFESSI ON

The doorbell rang around noon on Wednesday.

| sat up in bed and-it was the oddest of hangovers. My head didn't spin. My sense of bal ance was
quiveringly alert. At the sane tine ny mind was clogged with the things | knew facts that

woul dn't relate, churning in nmy head.

It was like wal king the high wire while simultaneously trying to solve an Agatha Christie nystery.
Yet | was doing neither. | was just sitting up in bed, blinking.

I renenbered the Monk, and the pills. How many pills?

The bell rang again.

Wal king to the door was an eerie sensation. Mst people pay no attention to their sonmesthetic
senses. Mne were clanmoring for attention, begging to be tested-by a backflip, for instance. |
resisted. I don't have the nuscles for doing backflips.

I couldn't renmenber taking any acrobatics pills.

The man outside my door was big and bl ond and bl ocky. He was hol ding an unfaniliar badge up to the
| ens of ny spy-eye, in a wide hand with short, thick fingers. He had candid bl ue eyes, a square,
honest face-a face | recognized. He'd been in the Long Spoon |last night, at a single table in a
corner.

Last night he had | ooked norose, introspective, |like a man whose girl had left himfor M. Wong.
A face guaranteed to get himleft alone. 1'd noticed himonly because he wasn't drinking enough to
mat ch the face.

Today he | ooked patient, endlessly patient, with the patience of a dead nman.

And he had a badge. | let himin.

"WIlliam Mrris," he said, identifying hinself. "Secret Service. Are you Edward Harl ey Frazer
owner of the Long Spoor Bar?"
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"Part-owner."

"Yes, that's right. Sony to bother you, M. Frazer. | see you keep bartender's hours." He was
| ooking at the winkled pair of underpants | had on
"Sit down," | said, waving at the chair. | badly needed to sit down nyself. Standing, | couldn't

t hi nk about anything but standing. My bal ance was all-conscious. My heels would not rest solidly
on the floor. They barely touched. My weight was all on ny toes; ny body insisted on standing that

way.
So | dropped onto the edge of the bed, but it felt like | was giving a tranpoline performance. The
poi se, the grace, the polished ease! Hell. "Wat do you want fromnme, M. Mrris? Doesn't the

Secret Service guard the President?"

H s answer sounded |ike rote-nmenory. "Anong other concerns, such as counterfeiting, we do guard
the President and his inmediate fanily and the President-elect, and the Vice President if he asks
us to." He paused. "We used to guard foreign dignitaries too."

That connected. "You're here about the Mnk."

"Right." Morris | ooked down at his hands. He should have had an air of professional self-assurance
to go with the badge. It wasn't there. "This is an odd case, Frazer. W took it because it used to
be our job to protect foreign visitors, and because nobody el se would touch it."

"So | ast night you were in the Long Spoon guarding a visitor fromouter space."

"Just so."

"V/ here were you night before |ast?"

"Was that when he first appeared?”

"Yah," |1 said, renenbering. "Mnday night..."

He cane in an hour after opening time. He seenmed to glide, with the hemof his robe just brushing
the floor. By his gait he nmight have been, nmpbving on wheels. Hi s shape was wong, in a way that
made your eyes want to twi st around to straighten it out.

There is sonething queer about the garnent that gives a Monk his nane. The hood is open in front,
as if eyes mght hide within its shadow, and the front of the robe is open too. But the |oose
cloth hides nore than it ought to. There is too nuch shadow.

Once | thought the robe parted as he wal ked toward ne. But there seened to be nothing inside.

In the Long Spoon was utter silence. Every eye was on the Monk as he took a stool at one end of
the bar, and ordered.

He | ooked alien, and was. But he seened supernatural

He used the oddest of drinking systens. | keep ny house brands on three |ong shelves, nore or |ess
in order of type. The Monk noved down the top row of bottles, right to left, ordering a shot from
each bottle. He took his liquor straight, at roomtenperature. He drank quietly, steadily, and
with what seened to be total concentration.

He spoke only to order

He showed nothing of hinself but one hand. That hand | ooked like a chicken's foot, but bigger
with | unmpy-1ooking, very flexible joints, and with five toes instead of four.

At closing time the Monk was four bottles fromthe end of the row He paid ne in one dollar bills,

and left, nmoving steadily, the hemof his robe just brushing the floor. | testify as an expert: he
was sober. The al cohol had not affected himat all

"Monday night," | said. "He shocked the hell out of us. Mirris, what was a Monk doing in a bar in
Hol | ywood? | thought all the Monks were in New York."

"So did we."

" Ch?"

"W didn't know he was on the West Coast until it hit the newspapers yesterday norning. That's why
you didn't see nore reporters yesterday. W kept themoff your back. | came in last night to
question you, Frazer. | changed ny m nd when | saw that the Monk was al ready here.”

"Question nme. Way? Al | did was serve himdrinks."

"Ckay, let's start there. Wren't you afraid the al cohol might kill a Mnk?"

"It occurred to ne."

"Wl | ?"

"I served himwhat he asked for. It's the Monks' own doi ng that nobody knows anythi ng about Mbnks.
We don't even know what shape they are, let alone how they' re put together. If |iquor does things
to a Monk, it's his own | ookout. Let himcheck the chem stry."

"Sounds reasonable."

"Thanks."

"It's also the reason |'mhere," said Mrris. "W knowtoo little about the Monks. We didn't even
know t hey existed until sonething over two years ago."
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"Ch?" I'd only started readi ng about them a nonth ago.

"It wouldn't be that [ong, except that all the astrononers were |looking in that direction already,
studying a recent nova in Sagittarius. So they caught the Mink starship a little sooner, but it
was already inside Pluto's orbit.

"They' ve been communicating with us for over a year. Two weeks ago they took up orbit around the
Moon. There's only one Monk starship, and only one ground-to-orbit craft, as far as we know. The
ground-to-orbit craft has been sitting in the ocean off Manhattan |sland, convenient to the United
Nations Building, for those sane two weeks. Its crew are supposed to be all the Minks there are in
the worl d.

"M. Frazer, we don't even know how your Monk got out here to the West Coast! Al nost anything you
could tell us would help. Did you notice anything odd about him these |ast two nights?"

"Qdd?" | grinned. "About a Monk?"

It took hima nonment to get it, and then his answering smile was wan. "Odd for a Mnk."

"Yah," | said, and tried to concentrate. It was the wong nove. Bits of fact buzzed about ny
skull, trying to fit thensel ves together

Morris was saying, "Just talk, if you will. The Monk cane back Tuesday night. About what tine?"
"About four-thirty. He had a case- of-pills-RNA ..’

It was no use. | knew too nmany, things, all at once, all unrelated. | knew the name of the Garnent
to Wear Anpbng Strangers, its principle and its purpose. | knew about Mnks and al cohol. | knew the

nanes of the five primary colors,, so that for a noment | was blind with the nenory of the colors
t hensel ves, colors no man woul d ever see.

Morris was standing over nme, |looking worried. "What is it? Wiat's wong?"

"Ask me anything." My voice was high and strange and breathless with giddy |aughter. "Mnks have
four linmbs, all hands, each with a callus heel behind the fingers. | know their names, Mrris.
Each hand, each finger. | know how many eyes a Monk has. One. And the whole skull is an ear
There's no word for ear, but medical terms for each of the-resonating cavities-between the |obes
of the brain-"

"You | ook dizzy. You don't sanple your own wares, do you,' Frazer?"

"I"'mthe opposite of dizzy. There's a conpass in ny head. |'ve got absolute direction. Mrris, it
nmust have been the pills."

"Pills?" Mrris bad small, squarish ears that couldn't possibly have conme to point. But | got that
i mpr essi on.

"He had a sanple case full of-education pills-"

"Easy now." He put a steadying hand on ny shoulder. "Take it easy. Just start at the beginning,
and talk. I'Il nake sonme coffee."

"Good." Coffee sounded wonderful, suddenly. "Pot's ready. Just plug it in. | fix it before | go to
sl eep. "

Morris di sappeared around the partition that marks of f the kitchen al cove fromthe bedrooniliving
roomin ny small apartment. Hi s voice floated back, "Start at the beginning: He cane back Tuesday
ni ght. "

"He canme back Tuesday night," | repeated.

"Hey, your coffee's already perked. You nust have plugged it in in your sleep. Keep talking."
"He started his drinking where he'd left off, four bottles fromthe end of the top row |'d have
sworn he was cold sober. His voice didn't give himaway..."

His voice didn't give himaway because it was only a whisper, too lowto nake out. His translator
spoke |like a conputer, putting single words together froma man's recorded voice. It spoke slowy
and with care. Wy not? It was speaking an alien tongue.

The Monk had had five tonight. That put himthrough the ryes and the bourbons and the Irish

whi skeys, and several of the liqueurs. Now he was tasting the vodkas.

At that point | worked up the courage to ask hi mwhat he was doi ng.

He explained at |ength. The Monk starship was a commercial venture, a trading nmission follow ng a
dai sy chain of stars. He was a sanpler for the group. He was nmightily pleased with some of the
wares he had sanpl ed here. Probably he would order great quantities of them to be freeze-dried
for easy storage. Add al cohol and water to reconstitute.

"Then you won't be wanting to test all the vodkas," | told him "Vodka isn't much nore than water
and al cohol . "

He thanked ne.

"The sane goes for npbst gins, except for flavorings." | lined up four gins in front of him One
was Tanqueray. One was a Dutch gin you have to keep chilled like sone |iqueurs. The others were
fairly ordinary products. | left himwith these while | served custoners

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20-%20N-Space%20v1.0.txt (68 of 283) [7/2/03 1:37:25 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20-%20N-Space%20v1.0.txt

| had expected a nob tonight. Wrd should have spread. Have a drink in the Long Spoon, you'll see
a Thing from Quter Space. But the place was half enpty. Louise was handling them nicely.

I was proud of Louise. As with last night, tonight she behaved as if nothing out of the ordinary
was happeni ng. The nmpbod was contagious. | could alnost hear the custoners thinking: W |ike our
privacy when we drink. A Thing fromQuter Space is entitled to the same consi deration

It was strange to conpare her present insouciance with the way her eyes had bugged at her first

si ght of a Monk.

The Monk finished tasting the gins. "I amconcerned for the volatile fractions,'
your liquors will |ose taste from condensation.”

| told himhe was probably right. And | asked, "How do you pay for your cargos?"

"Wth know edge. "

"That's fair. What kind of know edge?"

The Monk reached under his robe and produced a flat sanple case. He opened it. It was full of
pills. There was a large glass bottle full of a couple of hundred identical pills; and these were
small and pink and triangular. But nost of the sanple case was given over to big, round pills of
all colors, individually wapped and individually |abeled in the wanderi ng Monk script.

No two | abels were alike. Sone of the notations | ooked hellishly conpl ex.

"These are know edge," said the Mnk

"Ah," | said, and wondered if | was being put on. An alien can have a sense of hunor, can't he?
And there's no way to tell if he's lying.

"A certain conplex organic nmolecule has nuch to do with nenory," said the Monk. "Ri bonucleic acid.
It is present and active in the nervous systens of nost organic beings. Wsh you to | earn ny

he said. "Sone of

| anguage?"

| nodded.

He pulled a pill loose and stripped, it of its wapping, which fluttered to the bar like a shred
of cellophane. The Monk put the pill in ny hand and said, "You nust swallow it now, before the air
ruins it, nowthat it is out of its wapping."

The pill was marked |ike a target in red and green circles. It was big and bul ky goi ng down.

"You nust be crazy," Bill Morris said wonderingly.

"It looks that way to me, too, now. But think about it; This was a Monk, an alien, an anbassador
to the whol e human race. He woul dn't have fed ne anythi ng dangerous, not w thout carefully
considering all the possible consequences.”

"He woul dn't, would he?"

"That's the way it seened." | renmenbered about Mnks and al cohol. It was a pill menory, surfacing
as if I had known it all ny life. It cane too late..

"A | anguage says things about the person who speaks it, about the way he thinks and the way he
lives. Morris, the Mnk | anguage says a | ot about Monks."

"Call me Bill," he said irritably.

"Okay. Take Monks and al cohol. Al cohol works on a Monk the way it works on a man, by starving his
brain cells a little. But in a Monk it gets absorbed nore slowmy. A Mnk can stay high for a week
on a night's dedicated drinking.

"I knew he was sober when he |eft Mnday night By Tuesday ni ght he nmust have been pretty high."

| sipped ny coffee. Today it tasted different, and better, as if nmenories of some Mnk staple
foods had worked their way as overtones into ny taste buds.

Morris said, "And you didn't know it."

"Know it? | was counting on his sense of responsibility!" Mrris shook his head in pity, except
that he seened to be grinning inside.

"W tal ked sonme nore after that . . . and | took sone nore pills.”

"\ 2"

"I was high on the first one."

"I't nade you drunk?"

"Not drunk, but | couldn't think straight. My head was full of Mnk words all trying to fit
thenmsel ves to neanings. | was dizzy with nonhuman i mages and words | coul dn't pronounce.”

"Just how many pills did you take?"

"I don't renenber."

"Swel | . "
An i mage surfaced. "I do renmenber saying, 'But how about sonmething unusual ? Really unusual."'"
Morris was no |onger anused. "You're lucky you can still talk. The chances you took, you should be

a drooling idiot this nmorning!"
"It seened reasonable at the tine."
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"You don't renmenber how many pills you took?"

| shook ny head. Maybe the notion jarred something |l oose. "That bottle of little triangular pills.
I know what they were. Menory erasers.”

"Good CGod! You didn't-"

"No, no, Morris. They don't erase your whole nenory. They erase pill menories. The RNA in a Mnk
menory pill is tagged sonehow, so that the eraser pill can pick it out and break it down."

Morris gaped. Presently he said, "That's incredible. The education pills are wild enough, but that-
You see what they nust do, don't you? They hang a radical on each and every RNA nol ecul e in each
and every education pill. The active principle in the eraser pill is an enzynme for just that
radical . "

He saw nmy expression and said, "Never mind, just take my word for it. They nust have had the
education pills for a hundred years before they worked out the eraser principle."

"Probably. The pills must be very old."

He pounced. "How do you know t hat ?"

"The nane for the pill has only one syllable, like fork. There are dozens of words for kinds of
pill reflexes, for swallowing the wong pill, for side effects depending on what species is taking
the pill. There's a special word for an animal, training pill, and another one for a slave
training pill. Mrris, | think ny menory is beginning to settle down."

" CGood! "

"Anyway, the Monks mnmust have been peddling pills to aliens for thousands of years. |'d guess tens
of thousands."

"Just how many kinds of pill were in that case?"

| tried to remenber. My head felt congested.

"I don't know if there was nore than one of each kind of pill. There were four stiff flaps |like
the | eaves of a book, and each flap had rows of little pouches with a pill in each one. The flaps

wer e maybe sixteen pouches |long by eight across. Maybe. Morris, we ought to call Louise. She
probably remenbers better than | do, even if she noticed less at the tine."

"You nean Loui se Schu the barnmai d? She nmight at that. Or she might jar sonething | oose in your
menory."

"Right."

"Call her. Tell her we'll neet her. Where's she live, Santa Monica?"

He' d done his honework, all right.

Her phone was still ringing when Mrris said, "Wait a minute. Tell her we'll neet her at the Long

Spoon. And tell her we'll pay her anply for her trouble.”

Then Loui se answered and told me I'd jarred her out of a sound sleep, and | told her she'd be paid
amply for her trouble, and she said what the hell kind of a crack was that?

After | hung up | asked, "Wy the Long Spoon?"

"I've thought of sonmething. | was one of the |ast custoners out last night. | don't think you
cl eaned up."
"l was feeling peculiar. W cleaned up a little, | think."

"Did you enpty the wast ebasket s?"

"We don't usually. There's a guy who conmes in in the norning and nops the floors and enpties the
wast ebaskets and so forth. The trouble is, he's been hone with flu the |last couple of days. Louise
and | have been going early."

"Good. Get dressed, Frazer. W'Il go down to the Long Spoon and Count the pieces of Mnk
cel l ophane in the waste' baskets. They shouldn't be too hard to identify. They'Il tell us how many
pills you took."

I noticed it while I was dressing. Mrris's attitude had, changed subtly. He had becone
proprietary. He tended to stand closer to nme, as if someone might try to steal ne, or as if |
mght try to steal away.

| magi nati on, maybe. But | began to wish | didn't know so nmuch about Monks.

| stopped to enpty the percolator before | eaving. Habit. Every afternoon | put the percolator in
t he di shwasher before |I |eave. Wen | come hone at three AM it's ready to | oad

| poured out the dead coffee, took the machi ne apart, and stared.

The grounds in the top were fresh coffee, barely danmp from steam They hadn't been used yet.

There was anot her Secret Service man outside ny door, a, tall Mdwesterner with a toothy grin. H's

nane was CGeorge Littleton. He spoke not a word after Bill Morris introduced us, probably because |
| ooked like I'"d bite him
I would have. My bal ance nagged ne like a sore tooth. | couldn't forget it for an instant.
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Going down in the elevator, | could feel the universe shifting around me. Thefe seenmed to be a
four-dimensional map in ny head, with me in the center and the rest of the universe traveling
around ne at various changing velocities.

The car we used was a Lincoln continental. George drove. My map becane three tines as active,
recordi ng every touch of brake and accel erator

"We're putting you on salary," said Mrris, "if that's agreeable. You know nore about Mnks than
any living man. We'll class you as a consultant and pay you a thousand dollars a day to put down
all you renenber about Mbdnks."

"1"d want the right to quit whenever | think I'mnined out."

"That seens all right," said Murris. He was lying. They would keep ne just as long as they felt
like it. But there wasn't a thing | could do about it at the nonent.

| didn't even know what nmade nme so sure.

So | asked, "Wwhat about Louise?"

"She spent nost of her time waiting on tables, as | renenber. She won't know much. We'll pay her a
thousand a day for a couple of days. Anyway, for today, whether she knows anything or not."
"Ckay," | said, and tried to settle back

"You' re the val uabl e one, Frazer. You've been fantastically lucky. That Monk | anguage pill is
going to give us a terrific advantage whenever we deal with Monks. They'|ll have to |earn about us.
We' I I know about them al ready. Frazer, what does a Monk | ook |ike under the cow and robe?"

"Not human," | said. "They only stand upright to make us feel at ease. And there's a swelling

al ong one side that |ooks |ike equipnment under the robe, but it isn't. It's part of the digestive
system And the head is as big as a basketball, but it's half hollow "

"They' re natural quadrupeds?"

"Yah. Four-footed, but clinbers. The aninal they evolved fromlives in forests of plants that | ook
I i ke giant dandelions. They can throw rooks with any foot. They're still around on Center; that's
the hone planet. You're not witing this down."

"There's a tape recorder going."

"Real y?" |'d been ki dding.

"You'd better believe it. W can use anything you happen to renenber. W still don't even know how
your Monk got out here to California."

My Monk, forsooth.

"They briefed me pretty quickly yesterday. Did | tell you? I was visiting my parents in Canne

when ny supervisor called nme yesterday norning. Ten hours later | knew just about everything
anyone knows about Monks. Except you, Frazer.

"Up until yesterday we thought that every Monk on Earth was either in the United Nations Buil ding
or aboard the Monk ground-to-orbit ship.

"We've been in that ship, Frazer. Several nen have been through it, all trained astronauts wearing
| unar exploration suits. Six Mnks |anded on Earth-unless nore were hiding sonewhere aboard the
ground-to-orbit ship. Can you think of any reason why they should do that?"

"No. "

"Nei ther can anyone else. And there are six Monks accounted for this norning. Al in New York

Your Monk went home |ast night."

That jarred nme. "How?"

"W don't know. We're checking plane flights, silly as that sounds. Wuldn't you think a

st ewar dess woul d notice a Monk on her flight? Wuldn't you think she'd go to the newspapers?”
"Sure."

"We're al so checking flying saucer sightings."

| laughed. But by now that sounded | ogi cal

"I'f that doesn't pan out, we'll be seriously considering teleportation. Wuld you-"
"That's it," | said without surprise. It had come the way a nmenory cones, fromthe back of ny
mnd, as if it had always been there. "He gave nme a teleportation pill. That's why |'ve got

absol ute direction. To teleport |I've got to know where in the universe | am"
Morris got bug-eyed. "You can tel eport?”

"Not froma speeding car," | said with reflexive fear. "That's death. |I'd keep the velocity."
"Ch." He was edging away as if | had sprouted horns.

More nenory floated up, and | said, "Humans can't teleport anyway. That pill was for another
mar ket . "

Morris relaxed. "You mght have said that right away."

"I only just renenbered."

"Way did you take it, if it's for aliens?"

"Probably for the location talent. | don't renenmber. | used to get lost pretty easily. | never
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will again. Mrris, |1'd be safer on a high wire than you' d be crossing a street with the Walk
sign."

"Coul d that have been your 'sonething unusual' ?"

"Maybe," | said. At the sane tinme | was sonehow sure that it wasn't.

Louise was in the dirt parking ot next to the Long Spoon. She was getting out of her Mistang when
we pulled up. She waved an armli ke a senaphore and wal ked briskly toward us, already talking.
"Alien creatures in the Long Spoon, forsooth!" |I'd taught her that word. "Ed, | keep telling you
the custoners aren't hunman. Hello, are you M. Mrris? | remenber you. You were in |ast night. You
had four drinks. Al night."

Morris smiled. "Yes, but | tipped big. Call ne Bill, okay?"

Loui se Schu was a cheerful blonde, by choice, not birth. She'd been working in the Long Spoon for
five years now. A few of ny regulars knew ny name; but they all knew hers

Loui se's deadliest eneny was the extra twenty pounds she carried as paddi ng. She had been dieting
for sone decades. Two years back she had gotten serious about it and stopped cheating. She was
mean for the next several nmonths. But, claw ng and scratching and hal f-starved every second, she
had worked her way down to one hundred and twenty-five pounds. She threw a terrific celebration

that night and-to hear her tell it afterward.-ate her way back to one-forty-five in a single
ni ght .
Paddi ng or not, she'd have made soneone a wonderful wife. 1'd thought of marrying her myself. But

my marriage had been too little fun, and was too recent, and the divorce had hurt too nuch. And
the alinmny. The alinmny was why | was living in a cracker box, and also the reason | couldn't
afford to get married again.

Whi | e Loui se was opening up, Mrris 'bought a paper fromthe coin rack

The Long Spoon was a mess. Louise and | had cleaned off the tables and collected the dirty gl asses
and enptied the ash trays into waste bins. But the collected glasses were still dirty and the
waste bins were still full

Morris began spreadi ng newspaper over an area of floor

And | stopped with my hand in nmy pocket.

Littl eton came out from behind the bar, hefting both of the waste bins. He spilled one out onto
t he newspaper, then the other. He and Morris began spreading the trash apart.

My fingertips were brushing a scrap of Mnk cell ophane.

I'd worn these pants |ast night, under the apron

Sone inmpul se kept nme fromyelling out. | brought ny band out of ny pocket, enpty. Louise had gone
to help the others sift the trash with their fingers. | joined them

Presently Morris said, "Four. | hope that's all. W'IIl search the bar too."

And | thought: Five.

And | thought: | learned five new professions |ast night. Wat are the odds that 1'Il want to hide
at | east one of then?

If ny judgrment was bad enough to nake ne take a teleport pill intended for sonething with too nany

eyes, what else might | have swallowed | ast night?

I mght be an advertising man, or a superbly trained thief, or a Palace Executioner skilled in the
ways of torture. Or | might have asked for sonething really unpleasant, |ike the profession
followed by Htler or Al exander the Geat.

"Not hi ng here," Morris said frombehind the bar. Louise shrugged agreenent. Mrris handed the four
scraps to Littleton and said, "Run these out to Douglass. Call us fromthere.

"W'l | put themthrough chenical analysis," he said to Louise and ne. "One of them nmay be rea

cel  ophane off a piece of candy. O we might have nissed one or two. For the nonment, let's assume
there were four."

"All right," | said.
"Does it sound right, Frazer? Should it be three, or five?"
"I don't know." As far as nenory went, | really didn't. "Four, then. We've identified two. One was

a course in teleportation for aliens. The other was a | anguage course. Ri ght?"

"I't |1 ooks that way."

"What el se did he give you?"

I could feel the nmenories floating back there, but all scranbled together. | shook ny head.
Morris | ooked frustrated.

"Excuse ne," said Louise. "Do you drink on duty?"

"Yes," Morris said without hesitation

And Louise and | weren't on duty. Louise mxed us three gin-and-tonics and brought themto us at
one of the padded booths Mrris had opened a flattish briefcase that turned out to be part tape

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20-%20N-Space%20v1.0.txt (72 of 283) [7/2/03 1:37:25 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20-%20N-Space%20v1.0.txt

recorder. He said, "W won't |ose anything now Louise, let's talk about |ast night."
"I hope | can help."
"Just what happened in here after Ed took his first pill?"

"Mmm " Loui se | ooked at nme askance. "I don't know when he took that first pill. About one

noti ced that he was acting strange. He was slow on orders. He got drinks wong.

"I remenbered that he had done that for awhile last fall, when he got his divorce-"

| felt ny face go stiff. That was unexpected pain, that nemory. | amfar from being nmy own best

customer; but there had been a long | ost weekend about a year ago. Louise had tal ked nme out of
trying to drink and bartend too. So | had gone drinking. Wien it was out of ny system| had gone
back to tendi ng bar.

She was saying, "Last night | thought it mght be the same problem | covered for him said the
orders twice when | had to, watched him make the drinks so he'd get themright.

"He was spending nmost of his tine talking to the Monk. But Ed was tal king English, and the Monk
was maki ng whi spery noises in his throat. Remenber |ast week, when they put the Monk speech on
television? It sounded |ike that.

"I saw Ed take a pill fromthe Monk and swallow it with a glass of water."

She turned to nme, touched nmy ann. "I thought you were crazy. | tried to stop you."

"I don't renenber."

"The place was practically enpty by then. Wll, you |l aughed at nme and said that the pill would

teach you not to get lost! | didn't believe it. But the Monk turned on his translator gadget and
said the sane thing."

"l wish you'd stopped ne," | said.

She | ooked disturbed. "I wi sh you hadn't said that. | took a pill nyself."

| started choking. She'd caught me with a nouthful of gin and tonic.

Loui se pounded ny back and saved ny life, maybe. She said, "You don't renenber that?"

"I don't remenber nuch of anything coherent after | took the first pill."

"Real | y? You didn't seem | oaded. Not after 1'd watched you awhile."

Morris cut in. "Louise, the pill you took. What did the Monk say it would do?"

"He never did. W were tal king about ne." She stopped to think. Then, baffled and anused at

hersel f, she said, "I don't know how it happened. Al of a sudden | was telling the story of ny
young life. To a Monk. | had the idea he was synpathetic."
"The Monk?"

"Yes, the Monk. And at sone point he picked out a pill and gave it to ne. He said it would help
me. | believed him | don't know why, but | believed him and | took it."

"Any synptons? Have you | earned anything new this norning?"

She shook her head, baffled and a little truculent now. Taking that pill nust have seenmed sheer
insanity in the cold grey light of afternoon

"Al right," said Murris. "Frazer, you took three pills. W know what two of them were. Louise,
you t ook one, and we have no idea what it taught you." He closed his eyes a nonent, then |ooked at
me. "Frazer, if you can't renmenber what you took, can you renenber rejecting anything? Did the
Monk offer you anything-" He saw ny face and cut it off.

Because that had jarred sonething

The Monk had been speaking his own |anguage, in that alien whisper that doesn't need to be nore
than a whi sper because the basic sounds of the Mnk |anguage are so unambi guous, so easily

di stingui shed, even to a human ear. This teaches proper sw nmng technique. A can reach
speeds of sixteen to twenty-four _ per __ using these strokes. The course al so teaches proper
exerci ses. ..

| said, "I turned down a swinming course for intelligent fish."

Loui se giggled. Mrris said, "You' re kidding."
"I'"'mnot. And there was sonething else." That swanped-in-data effect wasn't as bad as it had been

at noon. Bits of data nust be reaching cubbyholes in nmy head, linking up, finding their places.
"1 was asking about the shapes of aliens. Not about Mnks, because that's bad manners,, especially
froma race that hasn't yet proven its sentiency. | wanted to know about other aliens. So the Mnk

of fered me three courses in unarned conbat techni ques. Each one invol ved extensive know edge of
basi ¢ anatony."

"You didn't take thenP"

"No. What for? Like, one was a pill to tell me howto kill an armed intelligent worm but only if
I was an unarmed intelligent worm | wasn't that confused."

"Frazer, there are nen who would give an armand a leg for any of those pills you turned down."
"Sure. A couple of hours ago you were telling me | was crazy to swallow an alien's education

pill."
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"Sorry," said Morris.

"You were the one who said they should have driven ne out of ny mind. Maybe they did," | said,
because my hypersensitive sense of bal ance was still bothering the hell out of ne.

But Morris's reaction bothered me worse. Frazer could start gibbering any minute. Better punp him
for all he's worth while I've got the chance.

No, his face showed none of that. Was | goi ng paranoi d?

"Tell nme nore about the pills,"” Mrris said. "It sounds |like there's a |lot of delayed reaction
i nvol ved. How | ong do we have to wait before we know we've got it all?"
"He did say sonmething . . ." | groped fot it, and presently it cane.

It works like a nenory, the Monk had said. He'd turned off his translator and was speaki ng his own
| anguage, now that | could understand him The sound of his translator had been bothering him
That was why he'd given nme the pill

But the whisper of his voice was |ow, and the | anguage was new, and |'d had to listen carefully to
get it all. |I remenbered it clearly.

The information in the pills will becone part of your nenory. You will not know all that you have
| earned until you need it. Then it will surface. Menory works by association, he'd said.

And: There are things that cannot be taught by teachers. Always there is the difference between
know edge from school and know edge from doing the work itself.

"Theory and practice," | told Murris. "I know just what he neant. There's not a bartending course
in the country that will teach you to | eave the sugar out of an A d Fashioned during rush hour."
"What did you say?"

"It depends on the bar, of course. No posh bar would let itself get that crowded. But in an

ordi nary bar, anyone who orders a conplicated drink during rush hour deserves what he gets. He's
sl owi ng the bartender down when it's crucial, when every second is noney. So you | eave the sugar
out of an A d Fashioned. It's too much noney."

"The guy won't conme back."

"So what? He's not one of your regulars. He'd have better sense if he were."

I had to grin. Mdrris was shocked and horrified. I'd shown hima brand new sin. | said, "It's
sonet hi ng every bartender ought to know about. M nd you, a bartending school is a trade school
They're teaching you to survive as a bartender. But the recipe calls for sugar, so at school you
put in the sugar or you get ticked off."

Morris shook his head, tight |ipped. He said, "Then the Monk was warning you that you were getting
theory, not practice."

"Just the opposite. Look at it this way, Morris-"

"Bill."

"Listen, Bill. The teleport pill can't make a human nervous system capable of teleportation. Even
my incredible balance, and it is incredible, won't give nme the nuscles to do ten qui ck backflips.
But | do know what it feels Iike to teleport. That's what the Mnk was warning me about. The pills
give field training. Wat you have to watch out for are the refl exes. Because the pills don't
change you physically.”

"I hope you haven't becone a trained assassin.”

One nust be wary of newy |earned refl exes, the Monk had said.

Morris said, "Louise, we still don't know what kind of an education you got |ast night. Any

i deas?"

"Maybe | repair tine machines." She sipped her drink, eyed Morris denurely over the rimof the
gl ass.

Morris smled back. "I wouldn't be surprised.”

The idiot. He neant it.

"I'f you really want to know what was in the pill," said Louise, "why not ask the Mnk?" She gave
Morris time to |l ook startled, but no tine to interrupt. "All we have to do is open up and wait. He
didn't even get through the second shelf last night, did he, Ed?"

"No, by Cod, he didn't."

Loui se swept an arm about her. "The place is a ness, of course. We'd never get it clean in tine.
Not wi thout hel p. How about it, Bill? You' re a governnment nan. Could you get a teamto work here
intin to get this place cleaned up by five o' cl ock?"

"You know not what you ask. It's three fifteen now "

Truly, the Long Spoon was a di saster area. Bars are not neant to be seen by daylight anyway. Just
because our worlds had been turned upside down, and just because the Long Spoon was clearly unfit
for human habitation, we had been thinking in terns of staying closed tonight. Nowit was too
late...

"Tip Top Ceaners," | renenbered. "They send out a four man teamwith its own nops. Fifteen bucks
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an hour. But we'd never get themhere in tinme."

Morris stood up abruptly. "Are they in the phone book?"

"Sure."

Morris noved.

| waited until he was in the phone booth before | asked, "Any new thoughts on what you ate | ast
ni ght ?"

Loui se | ooked at ne closely. "You nmean the pill? Wy so sol etm?”

"W've got to find out before Morris does."

"\ 2"
"If Morris has his way," | said, "they'll classify ny head Top Secret. | know too much. I'mlikely
to be a political prisoner the rest of ny life; and so are you, if you | earned the wong things

| ast night."

What Louise did then, | found both flattering and conforting. She turned upon the phone booth
where Morris was naking his call, a | ook of such poisonous hatred that it should have withered the

man where he stood.

She believed ne. She needed no kind of proof, and she was utterly on ny side.

Wy was | so sure? | had spent too nuch of today guessing at other people's thoughts. Maybe it had
sonmething to do with nmy third and fourth professions..

| said, "We've got to find out what kind of pill you took. Oherwise Mxrris and the Secret Service
will spend the rest of their lives follow ng you around, just on the off chance that you know
sonet hi ng useful. Like ne. Only they know I know sonething useful. They'll be picking ny brain
until Hell freezes over."

Morris yelled fromthe phone booth. "They're conming! Forty bucks an hour, paid in advance when
they get here!"

"Great!" | yelled.

"I want to call in. New York." He closed the folding door. Louise |eaned across the table. "Ed,
what are we going to do?"

It was the way she said it. W were in it together, and there was a way out, and she was sure I'd
find it-and she said it all in the sound of her voice, the way she | eaned toward ne, the pressure
of her hand around my wist. We. | felt the power and confidence rising in nme; and at the sane
time | thought: She couldn't do that yesterday.

| said, 'We clean this place up so we can open for business. Meanwhile you try to remenber what

you |l earned last night. Maybe it was sonething harm ess, |like howto catch trilchies with a
magneti ¢ web."
“Tril-?"

"Space butterflies, kind of."

"Ch. But suppose he taught me how to bufld a faster-than-Iight notor?"

"We'd bl oody have to keep Morris fromfinding out. But you didn't. The English words for going
faster than |ight-hyperdrive, space warp-they don't have Monk translations except in math. You
can't even say 'faster than light' In Mnk."

"oh. "

Morris came back grinning like an idiot. "You'll never guess what the Monks want fromus now. "
He | ooked fromnme to Louise to nie, grinning, letting the suspense grow intolerable. He said, "A
gi ant | aser cannon."

Loui se gasped "Wat?" and | asked, "You nmean a |l aunching | aser?"

"Yes, a launching laser! They want us to build it on the Moon. They'd feed our engineers pills to
give themthe specs and to teach themhow to build it. They'd pay off in nore pills."

| needed to renenber sonething about |aunching | asers. And how had | known what to call it?
"They put the proposition to the United Nations," Mrris was saying. "In fact, they' |l be doing
all of their business through the UN, to avoid charges of favoritism they say, and to spread the
know edge as far as possible.”

"But there are countries that don't belong to the UN," Loui se objected.

"The Monks know that. They asked if any of 'those nations had space travel. None of them do, of
course. And the Monks lost interest in them"

"Of course," | said, renenbering. "A species that can't devel op spaceflight is no better than
animal s."

"Huh?"

"According to a Mnk."

Loui se said, "But what for? Why would the Monks want a | aser cannon? And on our Moon!"

"That's a little conplicated," said Mrris. "Do you both renenber when the Monk ship first
appeared, two years ago?"
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"No," we answered nore or |ess together.

Morris was shaken., "You didn't notice? It was in all the papers. Noted Astronomer Says Alien
Spacecraft Approaching Earth. No?"

"No. "

"For Christ's sake! | was junping up and down. It was |ike when the radi o astrononers discovered
pul sars, remenber? | was just getting out of high school."

"Pul sars?"

"Excuse me," Morris said overpolitely. "My nmistake. | tend to think that everybody | neet is a

science fiction fan. Pulsars are stars that give off rhythm c pul ses of radio energy. The radio
astrononers thought at first that they were getting signals fromouter space.”

Loui se said, "You're a science fiction fan?"

"Absolutely. My first gun was a Gyrojet rocket pistol. | bought it because | read Buck Rogers."

| said, "Buck who?" But then | couldn't keep a straight face. Murris raised his eyes to Heaven. No
doubt it was there that he found the strength to go on

"The noted astronomer was Jerome Finney. O course he, hadn't said anything about Earth.
Newspapers al ways get that kind of thing garbled. He'd said that an object of artificial
extraterrestrial origin had entered the solar system

"What had happened was that several nonths earlier, Jodrell Bank had found a new star in
Sagittarius. That's the direction of the galactic core. Yes, Frazer?"

We were back to |last nanes because | wasn't a science fiction fan. | said, "That's right. The
Monks cane fromthe galactic hub.” | renmenbered the bl azing night sky of Center. My Monk custoner
couldn't possibly have seen it in his lifetinme. He nust have been shown the vision through an
education pill, for patriotic reasons, |like kids are taught what the Star Spangl ed Banner | ooks
like.

"Al'l right. The astrononers were studying a nearby nova, so they caught the intruder a little
sooner. It showed a strange spectrum radically different froma nova and much nore constant. It
got even stranger. The light was growi ng brighter at the sane tinme the spectral |ines were
shifting toward the red.

"I't was nonths before anyone identified the spectrum

"Then one Jerone Finney finally caught wi se. He showed that the spectrumwas the |ight of our own
sun, drastically blue-shifted. Sone kind of mirror was coming at us, nmoving at a hell of a clip
but slowing as it came."

"Ch!" | got it then. "That would nmean a light-sail!"
"Why the big deal, Frazer? | thought you already knew. "
"No. This is the first I've heard of it. | don't read the Sunday suppl enents."

Morris was exasperated. "But you knew enough to call the |laser cannon a | aunching |aser!"

"I just nowrealized why it's called that."

Morris stared at ne for several seconds. Then he said, "I forgot. You got it out of the Mnk

| anguage course."

"]l guess so."

He got back to business. "The newspapers gave poor Finney a terrible tinme. You didn't see the
political cartoons either? Too bad. But when the Monk ship got closer it started sending signals
It was an interstellar sailing ship, riding the sunlight on a reflecting sail, and it was com ng
here. "

"Signals. Wth dots and dashes? You could do that just by tacking the sail."

"You must have read about it."

"Way? It's so obvious."

Morris | ooked unaccountably ruffled. Whatever his reasons, he let it pass. "The sail is a few
mol ecul es thick and nearly five hundred nmiles across when it's extended. On |ight pressure al one
they can build up to interstellar velocities, but it takes thema long tinme. The acceleration
isn't high.

"It took themtwo years to slow down to solar systemvelocities. They nust have done a | ot of
braki ng before our tel escopes found them but even so they were going far too fast when they
passed Earth's orbit. They had to go inside Mercury's orbit and cone up the other side of the
sun's gravity well, backing all the way, before they could get near Earth."

| said, "Sure. Interstellar speeds have to be above half the speed of light, or you can't trade
competitively."

"What ?"

"There are ways to get the extra edge. You don't have to depend on sunlight, not if you're

| aunching froma civilized system Every civilized systemhas a noon-based |aunching |aser. By the
time the sun is too far away to give the ship a decent push, the beamfromthe | aser cannon is
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spreadi ng just enough to give the sail a hefty acceleration w thout vaporizing anything."
"Naturally," said Mrris, but he seemed confused.

"So that if you're heading for a strange system you'd naturally spend nost of the trip

decel erating. You can't count on a strange system having a | aunching laser. If you know your
destination is civilized, that's a different matter."

Morri s nodded.

"The | ovely thing about the laser cannon is that if anything goes wong with it, there's a
civilized world right there to fix it. You go sailing out to the stars with trade goods, but you
| eave your | aunching notor safely at hone. Wy is everybody | ooking at ne funny?"

"Don't take it wong," said Mrris. "But how does a paunchy bartender conme to know so nuch about
flying an interstellar trading ship?"

"What ?" | didn't understand him

"'Why did the Monk ship have to dive so deep into the solar systen®"

"Ch, that. That's the solar wi nd. You get the sane problem around any yellow sun. Wth a light-
sail you can get push fromthe solar wind as well as fromlight pressure. The trouble is, the
solar wind is just stripped hydrogen atons. Light bounces froma light-sail, but the solar w nd
just hits the sail and sticks."

Morris nodded thoughtfully. Louise was blinking as if she had doubl e vision

"You can't tack against it. Tilting the sail does fromnothing. To use the solar wi nd for braking
you have to bore straight in, straight toward the sun,"” | expl ai ned.

Morris nodded. | saw that his eyes were as gl assy as Louise's eyes.

"Ch," | said. "Damm, | nust be stupid today. Morris, that was the third pill."

"Right," said Mrris, still nodding, still glassy-eyed. "That nust have been the unusual, really
unusual profession you wanted. Crewnan on an interstellar liner. Jesus."

And he shoul d have sounded di sgusted, but he sounded envi ous.

H s el bows were on the table, his chin rested on his fists. It is a position that distorts the
nmout h, maki ng one's expression unreadable. But | didn't like what | could read in Mrris's eyes.
There was nothing left of the square and honest man | had let into my apartnment at noon. Morris
was a patriot now, and an altruist, and a fanatic, He nust have the stars for his nation and for
all manki nd. Nothing must stand in his way. Least of all, ne.

Readi ng mi nds again, Fraser? Maybe being captain of an interstellar liner involves having to read
the minds of the crew, to be able to put down a nutiny before sone idiot can take a heat point to
the nmpH gl i p habbabub, or however a Monk would say it, it has sonething to do with straining the
breat hing-air.

My urge to acrobatics had probably conme out of the sane pill. Free fall training. There was a | ot
in that pill.

This was the profession | should have hidden. Not the Palace Torturer, who was useless to a
governnment grown too subtle to need such techniques; but the captain of an interstellar liner, a
prize too valuable to men who have not yet reached beyond the Mon

And | had been the last to know it. Too | ate, Frazer-

"Captain," | said. "Not crew"

"Pity. A crewran woul d know nore about how to put a ship together. Frazer, how big a crew are you
equi pped to rul e?"

"Ei ght and five."

"' Thirteen?

"Yes. "

"Then why did you say eight and five?"

The question caught me off balance. Hadn't |...? Ch. "That's the Monk nunbering system Base

eight., Actually, base two, but they group the digits in threes to get base eight."
"Base two. Conputer nunbers."

"Are they?"

"Yes. Frazer, they nust have been using conmputers for a long tine. Aeons."

"All right." | noticed for the first tinme that Louise had collected our glasses and gone to make
fresh drinks. Good, | could use one. She'd |left her own, which was half full. Knowi ng she woul dn't
mnd, | took a swallow

It was soda water.
Wth alinme init. It had | ooked just like our gin and tonics. She nust be back on the diet.
Except that when Louise resuned a diet, she generally announced it to all and sundry

Morris was still on the subject. "You use a crew of thirteen. Are they Monk or human or sonet hing
el se?"
"Monk," | said without having to think.
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"Too bad. Are there humans in space?"

"No. Alot of two-feet, but none of themare |like any of the others, and none of themare quite
like us."

Loui se came back with our drinks, gave themto us, and sat down w thout a word.

"You said earlier that a species that can't devel op space flight is no better than aninmals."
"According to the Monks," | rem nded him

"Right. It seens a little extrene even to ne, but let it pass. Wat about a race that devel ops
spaceflight and then | oses it?"

"It happens. There are lots of ways a space-going species can revert to aninmal. Atomc war. O
they just can't live with the conplexity. O they breed thensel ves out of food, and the world
fam ne wecks everything. O waste products fromthe new nmachinery ruins the ecol ogy."

"'Revert to aninmal.' All right. Wat about nations? Suppose you have two nations next door, sane
speci es, but one has space flight-"

"Right. CGood point, too. Mrris, there are just two countries on Earth that can deal with the
Monks wit hout dealing through the United Nations. Us, and Russia. |If Rhodesia or Brazil or France
tried it, they'd be publicly humliated."

"That could cause an international incident." Mrris's jaw tightened heroically. "W've got ways
of passing the warning along so that it won't happen."

Loui se said, "There are sone countries | wouldn't nmind seeing it happen to."

Morris got a thoughtful look ... and | wondered if everybody woul d get the warning.
The cleaning teamarrived then. We'd used Tip Top O eaners before, but these four dark wonen were
not our usual team We had to explain in detail just what we wanted done. Not their fault. They

usual Iy clean private hones, not bars.

Morris spent sonme time calling New York. He nust have been using a credit card; he couldn't have
t hat nuch change

"That may have stopped a minor war," he said when he got back. And we returned to the padded
booth. But Loui se stayed to direct the cleaning team

The four dark wonen noved about us with pails and spray bottles and dry rags, chattering in
Spani sh, | eaving shiny surfaces wherever they went. And Morris resuned his inquisition

"What powers the ground-to-orbit ship?"

"A slow H bonb going off in a nmagnetic bottle."

" Fusi on?"
"Yah. The attitude jets on the main starship use fusion power too. They all link to one magnetic
bottle. I don't know just how it works. You get fuel fromwater or ice.”

"Fusion. But don't you have to separate out the deuterium'and tritiun"

"What for? You nelt the ice, run a current through the water, and you've got hydrogen."

"Ww, " Morris said softly. "Ww. "

"The launching | aser works the sane way," | renenbered. What else did | need to renmenber about

I aunchi ng | asers? Sonet hing dreadful ly inportant.

"Ww. Fraser, if we could build the Monks their |aunching |laser, we could use the sanme techni ques
to build other fusion plants. Couldn't we?"

"Sure." | was in dread. My mouth was dry, ny heart was pounding. | al nost knew why.
mean, if?"

"And they'd pay us to do it! It's a damm shanme. W just don't have the hardware."
"What do you nean? We've got to build the launching |aser!"

Morris gaped. "Frazer, what's wong with you?"

The terror had a name now. "My God! What have you told the Monks? Morris, listen to nme. You' ve got
to see to it that the Security Council prom ses to build the Monks' |aunching |aser."

"Who do you think | am the Secretary-General? W can't build it anyway, not with just Saturn

I aunchi ng configurations." Mrris thought |1'd gone mad at |ast. He wanted to back away through the
wal | of the booth.

"They'll do it when you tell themwhat's at stake. And we can build a launching laser, if the
whol e world goes in on it. Mrris, look at the good it can do! Free power fromseawater! And |ight-
sails work fine within a system™

"Sure, it's a lovely picture. "W could sail out to the noons of Jupiter and Saturn. W coul d

smelt the asteroids for their nmetal ores, using |aser power. " His eyes had nomentarily taken
on a vague, dreamy | ook. Now they snapped back to what Morris thought of as reality. "lIt's the

What do you

kind of thing | daydreaned about when | was a kid. Soneday we'll do it. Today-we just aren't
ready. "
"There are two sides to a coin," | said. "Now, | know how this is going to sound. Just renenber

there are reasons. Good reasons."”
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"Reasons? Reasons for what?"

"When a trading ship travels,” | said, "It travels only fromone civilized systemto another
There are ways to tell whether a systemhas a civilization that can build a |aunching | aser. Radio
is one. The Earth puts out as nmuch radio flux as a small star

"When the 'Monks find that much radi o energy coming froma nearby star, they send a trade ship. By
the tine the ship gets there, the planet that's putting out all the energy is generally civilized.
But not so civilized that it can't use the know edge a Mnk trades for

"Do you see that they need the | aunching |aser? That ship out there cane froma Mnk colony. This
far fromthe axis of the galaxy, the stars are too far apart. Ships |launch by starlight and | aser
but they brake by starlight alone, because they can't count on the target star having a | aunching
|laser. If they had to launch by starlight too, they probably wouldn't nmake it. A plant-and-ani nal
cycle as small as the life support systemon a Monk starship can last only so long."

"You said yourself that the Monks can't always count on the target star staying civilized."

"No, of course not. Sonetines a civilization hits the level at which it can build a, |aunching

| aser, stays there just long enough to send out a mass of radi o waves, then reverts to ani nmal
That's the point. If we tell themwe can't build the laser, we'll be animals to the Mnks."
"Suppose we just refuse? Not can't but won't."

"That woul d be stupid. There are too nany advantages. Controlled fusion-"

"Frazer, think about the cost." Mrris |looked grim He wanted the laser. He didn't think he could
get it. "Think about politicians thinking about the cost," he said. "Think, about politicians

t hi nki ng about expl aining the cost to the taxpayers."”

"Stupid," | repeated, "and inhospitable. Hospitality counts high with the Monks. You see, we're
cooked either way. Either we're dunb aninals, or we're guilty of a crimnal breach of hospitality.
And the Monk ship still needs nore light 'for its light-sail than the sun can put out."

" So?"

"So the captain uses a gadget that makes the sun expl ode."

"The," said Mrris, and "Sun," and "Expl ode?" He didn't know what to do. Then suddenly he burst
out in great |oud cheery guffas, so that the wonen cl eaning the Long Spoon turned wi th answering
smles. He'd decided not to believe ne.

| reached across and gently pushed his drink into his |ap

It was two-thirds enpty, but it cut his laughter off in an instant. Before he could start
swearing, | said, "I amnot playing games. The Monks will make our sun explode if we don't build
them a | aunching | aser. Now go call your boss and tell himso."

The wonen were staring at us in horror. Louise started toward us, then stopped, uncertain.

Morris sounded al nost calm "Wy the drink in, ny |ap?"

"Shock treatment. And | wanted your full attention. Are you going to call New York?"

"Not yet." Morris swallowed. He | ooked down once at the spreading stain on his pants, then sonehow
put it out of his mnd. "Renenber, |I'd have to convince him | don't believe it nyself. Nobody and
not hi ng woul d bl ow up a sun for a breach of hospitality!"

"No, no, Morris, They have to blow up the sun to get to the next system It's a serious thing,
refusing to build the launching laser! It could weck the ship!"

"Screw the ship! Wat about a whole planet?"

"You're just not looking at it right-"

"Hold it. Your ship is a trading ship, isn't it? Wat kind of idiots would the Monks be, to
exterm nate one market just to get on to the next?"

"If we can't build a launching | aser, we aren't a market."

"But we might be a nmarket on the next circuit!"

"What next circuit? You don't seemto grasp the size of the Monks' marketpl ace. The comuni cati ons
gap between Center and the nearest Mnk colony is about-" | stopped to transpose. "-sixty-four
thousand years! By the tine a ship finishes one circuit, nost of the worlds she's visited have

al ready forgotten her. And then what? The colony world that built her may have failed, or refitted
the spaceport to service a different style of ship, or reverted to aninal; even Monks do that.
She' d have to go on to the next systemfor refitting.

"When you trade anpng the stars, there is no repeat business."

"Ch," said Mrris.

Loui se had gotten the wonen back to work. Wth a corner of nmy mind | heard their giggling

di scussion as to whether Mrris would fight, whether he could whip ne, etc.

Morris asked, "How does it work? How do you nake a sun go nova?"

"There's a gadget the size of a loconotive fixed to the main supporting strut, | guess you'd call
it. It points straight astern, and it can swi ng sixteen degrees or so in any direction. You turn
it on when you make departure orbit. The math man works out the intensity. You beamthe sun for
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the first year or so, and when it blows, you're just far enough away to use the push wi thout
getting burned."

"But how does it work?"

"You just turn it on. The power cones fromthe fusion tube that feeds the attitude jet system -
Oh, you want to know why does it make a sun explode. | don't know that. Wiy should [?"

"Big as a loconotive. And it nakes suns explode." Morris sounded slightly hysterical. Poor
bastard, he was beginning to believe nme. The shock had hardly touched me, because truly | had
known it since |ast night.

He said, "Wen we first saw the Monk light-sail, it was just to one side of a recent nova in
Sagittarius. By any wild chance, was that star a nmarket that didn't work out?"

"I haven't the vaguest idea."

That convinced him If 1'd been making it up, |1'd have said yes. Morris stood up and wal ked away
wi thout a word. He stopped to pick up a bar towel on his way to the phone boot h.

I went behind the bar to nake a fresh drink. Cutty over ice, splash of soda; | wanted to taste the
burni ng power of it.

Through the glass door | saw Louise getting out of her car with her arnms full of packages. |
poured soda over ice; squeezed a line in it, and had it ready when she wal ked in.

She dunped the |load on the bar top. "Irish coffee makings,"” she said. | held the glass out, to her
and she said, "No thanks, Ed. One's enough.™

"Taste it."

She gave me a funny | ook, but she tasted what | handed her. "Soda water. Well, you caught ne."
"Back on the diet?"

"Yes. "

"You never said yes to that question in your life. Don't you want to tell me all the details?"

She sipped at her drink. "Details of soneone else's diet are boring. |I should have known that a
long tine ago. To work! You'll notice we've only got twenty m nutes,”

| opened one of her paper bags' and fed the refrigerator with cartons of whipping cream Another
bag held fresh ground coffee. The flat, square package had to be a pizza.

"Pizza. Sone diet," | said.

She was setting out the gl ass cof fee-makers. "That's for you and Bill."

| tore open the paper and bit into a pie-shaped slice. It was a del uxe, covered with everything
fromanchovies to salam. It was crisp and hot, and | was starving.

| snatched bites as | worked.

There aren't many bars that will keep the makings for Irish coffee handy. It's too much trouble.
You' need nmassive quantities of whipping creamand ground coffee, a refrigerator, a blender, a
supply of those glass figure-eight-shaped coffee-makers, a line of hot plates, and-npbst expensive
of all-roombehind the bar for all of that. You learn to keep a line of glasses ready, which neans
putting the sugar in themat spare nonents to save tine later. Those spare nonents are your
snmoking time, so you give that up. You learn not to wave your arns around because there are hot
things that can burn you. You learn to half-whip the cream a nere spin of the blender, because
you have to do it over and over again, and if you overdo it the creamturns to butter

There aren't many bars that will go to all that trouble. That's why it pays off., Your average
Irish coffee addict will drive an extra twenty mnutes to reach the Long Spoon. He'll also down
the drink in about five minutes, because otherwise it gets cold. He'd have spent half an hour over
a 'Scotch and soda.

While we were getting the coffee ready, | found tine to ask, "Have you renmenbered anythi ng?"
"Yes," she said.

"Tell me."

"l don't nean | know what was in the pill. Just ... | can do things | couldn't do before. | think
my way of thinking has changed. Ed, |'mworried-"

"Worried?"

She got the words out in a rush. "It feels like |I've been falling in love with you for a very |ong
time. But | haven't. Wiy should | feel that way so suddenly?"

The bottom dropped out of ny stomach. |I'd had thoughts like this ... and put themout of ny m nd
and when they canme back | did it again. | couldn't afford to fall in love. It would cost too much.
It would hurt too rnuch.

"It's been like this all day. It scares ne, Ed. Suppose | feel like this about every man? Wat if

the Monk thought |'d nmake a good call girl?"
I laughed rmuch harder than | should have. Louise was getting really angry before | was able to
st op.
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"Wait a minute," | said. "Are you in love with Bill Mrris too?"

"No, of course not!"

"Then forget the call girl bit. He's got nore noney than I do. Acall girl would I ove himnore, if
she | oved anyone, which she wouldn't, because call girls are generally frigid."

"How do you know?" she demanded

"I read it in a magazine."

Loui se began to relax. | began to see how tense she really had been. "All right," she said, "but
that means | really amin love with you."

| pushed the crisis away fromus. "Wy didn't you ever get married?"

"Ch . . ." She was going to pass it off, but she changed her nmind. "Every man | dated wanted to
sleep with ne. | thought that was wong, so-"

She | ooked puzzled. "Wiy did | think that was w ong?"

"Way you were brought up."

"Yes, but.. ." She trailed off.
"How do you feel about it flow?"
"Well, | wouldn't sleep with anyone, but if a man was worth dating he m ght be worth marryi ng, and

if he was worth narrying he'd certainly be worth sleeping with, wouldn't he? And |I'd be crazy to
marry soneone | hadn't slept with, wouldn't |?"

"I did."
"And | ook how that turned out! Ch, Ed, |I'msorry. But you did bring it up."
"Yah," | said, breathing shallow

"But | used to feel that way too. Sonething s changed?’

We hadn't been talking fast. There had been pauses, gaps, and we had worked through them | had
had tinme to eat three slices of pizza. Louise had had time to westle with her conscience, |ose,
and eat one.

Only she hadn't done it. There was the pizza, staring at her, and she hadn't given it a |l ook or a
snell. For Louise, that was unusual

Hal f-joking, | said, "Try this as a theory. Years ago you nust have sublimted your sex urge into
an urge for food. Either that or the rest of us sublimted our appetites into a sex urge, and you
didn't."

"Then the pill un-sublimted ne, hm®" She | ooked thoughtfully at the pizza. Cearly its lure was
gone. "That's what | nean. | didn't used to be able to outstare a pizza."

"Those olive eyes."

"Hypnotic, they were."

"A good call girl should be able to keep herself in shape." Imediately | regretted saying it. It
wasn't funny. "Sorry," | said.

"I't's all right." She picked up a tray of candles in red glass vases and noved away, depositing
the candl es on the small square tables. She noved with grace and beauty through the twilight of
the Long Spoon, her hips swaying just enough to avoid the sharp corners of tables.

I'"d hurt her. But she'd known ne | ong enough; she nmust know I had foot-in-nouth disease..

| had seen Louise before and known that she was beautiful. But it seened to nme that she had never
been beautiful with so little excuse.

She noved back by the same route, lighting the candles as she went. Finally she put the tray down,
| eaned across the bar and said, "I'msorry. | can't joke about it when | don't know. "

"Stop worrying, will you? \Watever the Monk fed you, he was trying to help you."

"1 love you."

"What ?"

"I love you."

"Ckay. | love you too." | use those words so seldomthat they clog in nmy throat, as if |I'mlying,
even when it's the truth. "Listen, | want to marry you. Don't shake your head. | want to narry
you. "

Qur voices had dropped to whispers. 'In a tornented whi sper, then, she said, "Not until | find out
what | do, what was in the pill. Ed, | can't trust nyself until then!"

"Me too," | said with great reluctance. "But we can't wait. We don't, have tine."

"What ?"

"That's right, you weren't in earshot. Sometine between three and ten years from now, the Monks
may bl ow up our sun."

Loui se said nothing. Her forehead wrinkl ed.

"I't depends on how nuch tine they spend trading. If we can't build themthe | aunching |aser, we
can still con them into waiting for awhile. Mnk expeditions have waited as |long as-"

"CGood Lord. You nean it. Is that what you and Bill were fighting over?"
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"Yah."

Loui se shuddered. Even in the di mess | saw how pal e she had beconme. And she said a strange thing.
She said, "All right, 1I'lIl marry you."

"Good," | said. But | was suddenly shaking. Married. Again. Me. Louise stepped up and put her
hands on ny shoul ders, and | ki ssed her

I'd been wanting to do that for ... five years? She fitted wonderfully into ny arms. Her hands

cl osed hard on the nuscles of my shoul ders, massagi ng. The tension went out of me, drained away
somewhere. Married. Us. At |least we could have three to ten years.

"Morris,"” | said.

She drew back a little. "He can't hold you. You haven't done anything. Ch, | wi sh I knew what was
inthat pill | took! Suppose I'mthe trained assassin?"

"Suppose | an? W'll have to be careful of each other."

"Ch, we know all about you. You're a starship comrander, an alien teleport and a translator for
Monks. "

"And one thing nore. There was a fourth profession. | took four pills last night, not three."
"Ch? Wiy didn't you tell Bill?"
"Are you kidding? Dizzy as | was last night, | probably took a course in howto |lead a successfu

revol ution, God help ne if Mrris found that out."

She sniled. "Do you really think that was what it was?"

"No, of course not."

"Wy did we do it? Wiy did we swall ow those pills? W should have known better."

"Maybe the Monk took a pill hinmself. Maybe there's a pill that teaches a Monk how to | ook
trustworthy to a generalized alien."

"I did trust him" said Louise. "I renenber. He seened so synpathetic. Wuld he really bl ow up our
sun?"

"He really would."

"That fourth pill. Maybe it taught you a way to stop him™"

"Let's see. W know | took a linguistics course, a course in teleportation for martians, and a
course in howto fly a lightsail ship. On that basis ... | probably changed ny m nd and took a
karate course for worns."

"I't wouldn't hurt you, at least. Relax.... Ed, if you renmenber taking the pills, why don't you
renenber what was in thenf"

"But | don't. | don't renmenber anything."

"How do you know you took four, then?"

"Here." | reached in ny pocket and pulled out the scrap of Mnk cell ophane. And knew i medi ately

that there was sonmething in it. Something hard and round.
We were staring at it when Mrris cane back

"I must have cleverly put it in nmy pocket," | told them "Sonetine |ast night, when | was feeling
sneaky enough to steal froma Mnk."

Morris turned the pill like a precious jewel in his fingers. Pale blue it was, marked on one side
with a burnt orange triangle. "I don't know whether to get it analyzed or take it myself, now W
need a mracle. Maybe this will tell us-"

"Forget it. | wasn't clever enough to remenber how fast a Monk pill deteriorates. The w apping's
torn. That pill has been bad for at |east twelve hours."

Morris said a dirty thing.

"Analyze it," | said. "You'll find RNA, and you may even be able to tell what the Mnks use as a
matri x. Most of the nenories are probably intact. But don't swallow the damm thing. It'll scranble

your brains. Al it takes is a few random changes in a tiny percentage of the RNA. "

"W don't have tinme to send it to Douglass tonight. Can we put it in the freezer?"

"Cood. Gve it here."

| dunped the pill in a sandw ch-size plastic Baggy, sucked the air out the top, tied the end, and
dropped it in the freezer. Vacuum and cold would help preserve the thing. It was sonething

shoul d have done | ast night.

"So nmuch for mracles," Mirris said bitterly. "Let's get down to business. W' Il have several nen
outside the place tonight, and a few nore in here. You won't know who they are, but go ahead and
guess if you like. A lot of your customers will be turned away tonight. They'll be told to watch
the newspapers if they want to know why. | hope it won't cost you too nuch business."

"I't may make our fortune. W'll be fanpbus. Were you maybe doing the same thing | ast night?"

"Yes. W didn't want the place too crowded. The Mnks night not |ike autograph hounds."
"So that's why the place was hal f enpty."
Morris | ooked at his watch. "Opening tine. Are we ready?"
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"Take a seat at the bar. And | ook nonchal ant, dammit."

Loui se went to turn on the |ights.

Morris took a seat to one side of the mddle. One big square hand was cl osed very tightly on the
bar edge. "Another gin and tonic. Wak. After that one, |leave out the gin."

"Ri ght."

"Nonchal ant. Why should | be nonchalant? Frazer, | had to tell the President of the United States
of Anmerica that the end of the world is coming unless he does sonething. | had to talk to him
mysel f1"

"Did he buy it?"

"I hope so. He was so goddam cal mand reassuring, | wanted to screamat him God, Frazer, what if

we can't build the laser? What if we try and fail ?"

| gave hima very old and classic answer. "Stupidity is always a capital crine."

He screaned in ny face. "Dam you and your supercilious attitude and your nurdering nonsters too!"
The next second he was ice-water calm "Never mind, Frazer. You're thinking Iike a starship
captain.”

"' m what ?"

"A starship captain has to be able to nmake a sun go nova to save the ship. You can't help it. It
was in the pill."

Damm, he was right. | could feel that he was right. The pill had warped nmy way of thinking.

Bl owi ng up the sun that warns another race had to be imoral. Didn't it?

I couldn't trust ny own sense of right and wong! Four nen tane in and took one of the bigger
tables. Mrris's nen? No. Real estate nen, here to do business.

"Somet hing' s been bothering nme," said Morris. He grinaced. "Anong all the things that have been
ruining ny conposure, such as the inpending end of the world, there was one thing that kept
naggi ng at ne."

| set his gin-and-tonic in front of him He tasted it and said, "Fine. And | finally realized what
it was, waiting there in the phone booth for a chain of human snails to put the President on
Frazer, are you a coll ege nman?"

"No. Webster High."

"See, you don't really talk like a bartender. You use big words."

"l do?"

"Sonetines. And you tal ked about 'suns exploding,' but you knew what | nmeant when | said 'nova.'
You tal ked about 'H bonmb power,' but' you knew what fusion was."

"Sure."

"I got the possibly silly inpression that you were learning the words the instant | said them
Parl ez-vous francai s?"

"No. | don't speak any foreign | anguages."

"None at all?"

"Nope. What do you think they teach at Webster Hi gh?"

"Je parle la | angue un peu, Frazer. Et tu?"

"Merde de cochon! Mrris, je vous dit-oops."

He didn't give ne a chance to think it over. He said, "Wuat's fanac?"

My head had that clogged feeling again. | said, "Mght be anything. Putting out a sine, witing to
the lettercol, helping put on a Con-Mirris, what is this?"

"That | anguage course was nore extensive than we thought."

"Sure as hell, it was. | just renmenbered. Those wonen on the cl eaning team were speaki ng spani sh,
but | understood them™"

"Spani sh, French, Monkish, technical |anguages, even Fannish. Wat you got was a generalized
course in how to understand | anguages the instant you hear them | don't see bowit could work
wi t hout telepathy.”

"Readi ng mi nds? Maybe." Several tines today, it had felt like | was guessing with too nuch
certainty at sonebody's private thoughts.

"Can you read nmy m nd?"

"That's not quite it. | get the feel of how you think, not what you're thinking. Mrris, | don't
like the idea of being a political prisoner."
"Vell, we can talk that over later." Wen ny bargaining position is better, Mrris nmeant. \Wen

don't need the bartender's good will to con the Monk. "What's inportant is that you night be able
to read a Monk's mind. That could be crucial."

"And maybe he can read mne. And yours."

I let Morris sweat over that one while | set drinks on Louise's tray. Already there were custoners
at four tables. The Long Spoon was filling rapidly and only two of them were Secret Service.
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Morris said, "Any ideas on what Louise Schu ate last night? W' ve got your professions pretty well
pegged down. Finally."

"l"ve got an idea. It's kind of vague." | |ooked around. Louise was taking nore orders. "Sheer
guesswork, in fact. WIIl you keep it to yourself for awhile?"

"Don't tell Louise? Sure-for awhile."

| made four drinks, and Louise took themaway. | told Murris, "I have a profession in mind. It
doesn't have a sinple one or two word nanme, like teleport or starship captain or translator
There's no reason why it should, is there? We're dealing with aliens.”

Morris sipped at his drink. Witing.

"Being a wonan," | said, "can be a profession, in a way that being a man can never be. The word is
housewi fe, but it doesn't cover all of it. Not nearly."

"Housewi fe. You're putting ne on."

"No. You wouldn't notice the change. You never saw her before |last night."

"Just what kind of change have you got in mnd? Aside fromthe fact that she's beautiful, which
did notice."

"Yes, she is, Mrris. But |ast night she was twenty pounds overweight. Do you think she lost it
all this norning?"

"She was too heavy. Pretty, but also pretty well padded." Morris turned to | ook over his shoul der

casual |y turned back. "Damm. She's still well padded. Wy didn't | notice before?"
"There's another thing.-By the way. Have sone pizza."
"Thanks." He bit into a slice. "Cood, it's still hot. Wel|?"

"She's been staring at that pizza for half an hour. She bought it. But she hasn't tasted it. She
couldn't possibly have done that yesterday."

"She may have had a big breakfast."

"Yah." 1 knew she hadn't. She'd eaten diet food. For years she'd kept a growi ng collection of diet
food, but she'd never actively tried to survive on it before. But how could | nmake such a claimto
Morris? I'd never even been in Louise's apartnent.

"Anyt hi ng el se?"

"She's gotten good at nonverbal comrunication. It's a very womanly skill. She can say things just
by the tone of her voice or the way she | eans on an el bow or-"

"But if mind reading is one of your new skills..."

"Dam. Well. . . it used to make Loui se nervous if someone touched her. And she never touched
anyone else.” | felt nyself flushing. | don't talk easily of personal things.

Morris radiated skepticism "It all sounds very subjective. In fact, it sounds |like you' re making
yoursel f believe it. Frazer, why would Louise Schu want such a capsul e course? Because you haven't
described a housewife at all. You've described a wonman | ooking to persuade a man to nany her."

He saw ny face change. "What's wong?"

"Ten m nutes ago we decided to get married."

"Congratul ations,” Mrris said, and waited.

"All right, you win. Until ten mnutes ago we'd never even kissed. |I'd never nade a pass, or vice
versa. No, damm it, | don't believe it! | know she loves ne; | ought to!"

"I don't deny it," Mrris said quietly. "That would be why she took the pill. it nust have been
strong stuff; too, Frazer. We | ooked up sone of your history. You're marriage-shy."

It was true enough. | said, "If she loved nme before, | never knewit. | wonder how a Monk coul d
know. "

"How woul d he know about such a skill at all? Wiy would he have the pill on hin Cone on, Frazer
you're the Monk expert!"

"He'd have to learn from human beings. Maybe by interviews, maybe by-well, the Mnks can nmap an
alien nenmory into a conputer space, then interview that. They may have done that with some of your
di pl omats. "

"Ch, great."

Loui se appeared with an order. | made the drinks and set themop her tray. She wi nked and wal ked

away, swaying deliciously, followed by many eyes.

"Morris. Most of your diplomats, the ones who, deal with the Monks; they're nen, aren't they?"
"Most of them Why?"

"Just a thought." It was a difficult thought, hard to grasp. It was only that the changes in

Loui se had been all to the good froma man's point of view The Mnks must have interviewed many
men. Well, why not? It would nmake her nore valuable to the man she caught-or to the | ucky man who
caught her- "Got it."

Morris | ooked up quickly. "Well?"

"Falling in love with me was part of her pill learning. A set. They nade a guinea pig of her."
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"I wondered what she saw in you." Mrris's grin faded. "You're serious. Frazer, that still doesn't
answer - "

"It's a slave indoctrination course. It makes a woman | ove the first man she sees, permanently,
and it trains her to be valuable to him The Mnks were going to nake themin quantity and sell
themto men."

Morris thought it over. Presently he said, "That's awful. Wat'll we do?"

"Well, we can't tell her she's been nmade into a donmestic slave! Mrris, I'lIl try to get a nenory
eraser pill. If I can't I'll marry her, | guess. Don't |look at nme that way," | said, |ow and
fierce. "l didn't doit. And | can't desert her now"

"I know. It's just-oh, put gin in the next one."

"Don't ook now, " | said.

In the glass' of the door there was darkness and notion. A hooded shape, shadow on-shadow,
supernatural, a human sil houette twi sted out of true...

He cane gliding in with the hemof his robe just brushing the floor. Nothing was to be seen of him
but his flowing gray robe, the darkness in the hood and the shadow where his robe parted. The real
estate nen broke off their talk of Iand and stared, popeyed, and one of themreached for his heart
attack pills.

The Monk drifted toward nme |like a vengeful ghost. He took the stool we had saved himat one end of
t he bar.

It wasn't the same Monk.

In all respects he matched the Monk who had been here these |last two nights. Louise and Mrris.
must have been fool ed conpletely. But it wasn't the sanme Mnk.

"Good evening," | said.
He gave an equivalent greeting in the whi spered Monk | anguage. Hi s translator was half on,
translating ny words into a Monk whisper, but letting his owm speech alone. He said,, "I believe

we shoul d begin with the Rock and Rye."
| turned to pour. The small of my back itched with danger.
When | turned back with the shot glass in ny hand, he was holding a fist-sized tool that nust have

conme out of his robe. It looked Iike a flattened softball, grooved deeply for five Mnk cl aws,
with two parallel tubes poking out in ny direction. Lenses glinted in the ends of the tubes.
"Do you know this tool? It is a"_ ", and he naned it. | knew the nane. It was a beaning tool, a

mul ti-frequency laser. One tube |ocked on the target; thereafter the aimwas maintai ned by tiny
flywheel s in the body of the device.

Morris had seen it. He didn't recognize it, and he didn't know what to do about it, and | had no
way to signal him

"l know that tool," | confirnmed.
"You nust take two of these pills.” The Monk had themready in another hand. They were small and
pink and. triangular. He said, "I nust be convinced that you have taken them Oherw se you nust

take nmore than two. An overdose may affect your natural nenory. Cone closer.”

I canme closer. Every man and woman in the Long Spoon was staring at us, and each was afraid to
nmove. Any kind of signal would have trained four guns on the Monk. And |I'd be fried dead by a
narr ow beam of X-rays.

The Monk reached out with a third hand/foot/claw. He dosed the fingers/toes around ny throat, not
hand enough to strangle ne, but hard enough.

Morris was cursing silently, helplessly. | could feel the agony in his soul.

The Monk whi spered, "You know of the trigger nechanism |f ny hand should relax now, the device
will fire. Its target is yourself. If you can prevent four government agents from attacking ne,
you should do so."

I nmade a pal mup gesture toward Morris. Don't do anything. He caught it and nodded very slightly
wi t hout | ooking at ne.

"You can read minds," | said.

"Yes," said the Monk-and | knew instantly what he was hiding. He could read everybody's nind,
except nine.

So much for Morris's little ganes of deceit. But the Monk could not read ny mind, and | could see
into his own soul.

And, reading his alien soul, | sawthat | would die if I did not swallow the pills.

| placed the pink pills on ny tongue, one at a tinme, and swallowed themdry. They went down hard.
Morris watched it happen and could do nothing. The Monk felt them going down ny throat, little

| unps noving past his finger.

And when the pills had passed across the Monk's finger, | worked a niracle.
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"Your pill-induced nenmories and skills will be gone within two hours,"” said the Monk. He picked up
the shot glass of Rock' and Rye and noved it into his hood. Wen it reappeared it was half enpty.

| asked. "Why have you robbed inc of nmy know edge?”

"You never paid for it."

"But it was freely given."

"I't was given by one who had no right," said the Monk. He was thinking about [eaving. | had to do
sonet hing. | knew now, because | had reasoned it out with great care, that the Monk was invol ved
in an evil enterprise. But he nust stay to hear me or | could not convince him

Even then, it wouldn't be easy. He was a Monk crewnan. His ethical attitudes had entered his brain

through an RNA pill, along with his professional skills.

"You have spoken of rights,"” | said. In Mnk. "Let us discuss rights." The whi spery words buzzed
oddly in ny throat; they tickled; but my ears told ne they were coning out right.

The Monk was startled. "I was told that you had been taught our speech, but not that you cbuld
speak it."

"Were you told what pill | was given?"

"A language pill. | had not known that he carried one in his case."

"He did not finish his tasting of the alcohols of Earth. WII| you have another drink?"

I felt himguess at my notives, and guess wong. He thought | was taking advantage of his
curiosity to sell himnm wares for cash. And what had he to fear from ne? Whatever nmental powers
had | earned from Monk pills, they would be gone in two hours.

| set a shot glass before him | asked him "How do you feel about |aunching | asers?"

The di scussi on becanme highly technical. "Let us take a special case,” | renenber saying. "Suppose
a culture has been capable of starlight for some sixty-fours of years-or even for eights of tines
that long. Then an asteroid slans into a maj or ocean, precipitates an ice age ..." It had happened
once, and well he knewit. "A natural disaster can't spell the difference between sentience and
nonsentience, can it? Not unless it affects brain tissue directly."

At first it was his curiosity that held him Later it was me. He couldn't tear hinself |oose. He
never thought of it. He was a sailship crewman, and he was col d sober, and he argued with the
frenzy of an evangeli st.

"Then take the general case," | renenber saying. "A world that cannot build a launching |laser is a
worl d of aninmals, yes? And Monks thensel ves can revert to aninmals."

Yes, he knew t hat.

"Then build your own | aunching laser. If you cannot, then your ship is captained and crewed by
animals."

At the end | was doing all the talking. Al in the whispery Monk tongue, whose sounds are so
easily distinguished that even I, warping a human throat to my will, need only whisper. It was a
good thing. | seermed to have been eating used razor bl ades.

Morris guessed right. He did not interfere. | could tell himnothing, not if |I had had the power,
not by word or gesture or nmental contact. The Monk would read Mrris's mnd. But Mrris sat
quietly drinking his tonic-and-tonics, waiting for sonething to happen. While | argued in whispers
with the Monk.

"But the ship!" he whispered. "What of the ship?" H s agony was mine; for the ship nust be

pr ot ect ed.

At one fifteen the Monk was hal fway across the bottomrow of bottles. He slid fromthe stool, paid
for his drinks in one dollar bills, and drifted to the door and out.

Al'l he needed was a scythe and hour glass, | thought, watching himgo. And what | needed was a
long norning's sleep. And | wasn't going to get it.

"Be sure nobody stops him" | told Morris.

"Nobody will. But he'll be followed."

"No point. The Garnment to Wear Anpng Strangers is a lot of things. It's bracing; it hel ps the Mnk
hol d human shape. It's a shield and an air filter. And it's a cloak of invisibility."

" Cho"

"Il tell you about it if | have tinme. That's how he got out here, probably. One of the crewren
di vided, and then one stayed and one wal ked. He had two weeks."

Morris stood up and tore off his sport jacket. H s shirt was wet through. He said, "Wat about a
stomach punp for you?" "No good. Mst of the RNA-enzyme must be in ny blood by now You'll be
better off if you spend your time getting down everything | can renenber about Mnks, while | can
remenber anything at all. It'll be nine or ten hours before everything goes."” Wich was a fl at-out
lie, of course

"Ckay. Let ne get the dictaphone going agai n?'

"I't'll cost you noney."
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Morris suddenly had a hard | ook. "Oh? How nmuch?" |'d thought about that nost carefully. "One
hundred t housand dollars. And if you're thinking of' arguing nme down, renmenber whose tine we're

wasting."

"I wasn't." He was, but he'd changed his mnd

"Good. W'Il transfer the noney now, while | can still read your nind."
"Al right."

He offered to make roomfor me in the booth, but | declined. The glass wouldn't stop nme from
readi ng Morris's soul

He came out silent; for there was sonething he was afraid to know. Then: "Wat about the Monks?
What about our sun?"

"I tal ked that one around. That's why | don't want himnolested. He'll convince others."

"Tal ked hi m around? How?"

"I't wasn't easy." And suddenly | would have given ny soul to sleep. "The profession pill put it in
his genes; he nmust protect the ship. It's in me too. | know how strong it is."

"Then-"

"Don't be an ass, Morris. The ship's perfectly safe where it is, in orbit around the Mon. A
sailship's only in danger when it's between stars, far from help."

" oh. "

"Not that that convinced him It only let himconsider the ethics of the situation rationally."
" Suppose soneone el se unconvi nces hi n?"

"I't could happen. That's why we'd better build the [ aunching |aser."

Morri s nodded unhappily.

The next twelve hours were rough.

In the first four hours | gave themeverything | could renmenber about the Mnk tel eport system
Monk technol ogy, Monk family life, Monk ethics, relations between Monks and aliens, details on
aliens, directions of various inhabited and uninhabited worlds . . . everything. Mrris and the
Secret Service nmen who had been posing as custonmers sat around ne |ike boys around a canpfire,
listening to stories. But Louise made us fresh coffee, then went to sleep in one of the booths.
Then | let nyself slack off.

By nine in the norning | was flat on my back, staring at the ceiling, dictating a random usel ess
bit of information every thirty seconds or so. By eleven there was a great black pool of |ukewarm
coffee inside nme, ny eyes ached narginally nore than the rest of ne, and | was produci ng not hi ng.
| was convincing, and | knew it.

But Morris wouldn't let it go at that. He believed me. | felt himbelieving me. But he was goi ng
through the routine anyway, because it couldn't hurt. If |I was useless to him if | knew not hing,
there was no point in playing soft. What could he | ose?

He accused nme of making everything up. He accused ne of faking the pills. He made ne sit up, and
damm near caught nme that way. He used obscure words and phrases from mathematics and Latin and Fan
vocabul ary. He got nowhere. There wasn't any way to trick ne.

At two in the afternoon he had soneone drive ne hone.

Every muscle in me ached; but | had to fight to maintain ny exhausted slunp. Else ny hindbrain
woul d have lifted me onto ny toes and poi sed ne against a possible shift in artificial gravity.
The strain was double, and it hurt. It had hurt for hours, sitting with ny shoul ders hunched and
my head hanging. But now, if Morris saw nme wal king like a tranpoline perforner...

Morris's man got ne to nmy roomand |eft ne.

I woke in darkness and sensed soneone in nmy room Soneone who neant me no harm In fact, Louise.
went back to sl eep.

I woke again at dawn. Louise was in ny easy chair, her feet propped on a corner of. the bed. Her
eyes were open. She said, "Breakfast?"

| said, "Yah. There isn't nuch in the fridge."

"I brought things."

"All right? | closed ny eyes.

Five mnutes later | decided | was all slept out. | got up and went to see how she was doi ng.
There was bacon frying, there was bread already buttered for toasting in the Toast-R-Oven, there
was a pan hot for eggs, and the eggs scranbled in a bow . Louise was filling the percol ator

"Gve that here a minute," | said. It only bad water init. | held the pot in ny hands, closed ny
eyes and tried to renenber.

Ah.

I knew |'d done it right even before the heat touched ny bands. The pot held hot, fragrant coffee.
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"W were wong about the first pill,” | told Louise. She was |ooking at ne very curiously. "What
happened that second night was this. The Monk had a transl ator gadget, but he wasn't too happy
with it. It kept screaming in his ear. Scream ng Engli sh.

"He could turn off the part that was shouting English at ne, and it would still whisper a Mnk
translation of what | was saying. But first be bad to teach ne the Monk | anguage. He didn't have a
pill to do that. He didn't have a generalized | anguage | earning course either, if there is one,

whi ch | doubt.

"He was pretty drunk, but he found sonething that would serve. The profession it taught nme was
sonmething like yours. | nmean, it's an old one, and it doesn't have a one-or-two-word nane. But if
it did, the word would be prophet."

"Prophet," said Louise. "Prophet?" She was doing a renarkable thing. She was listening with al
her concentration, and scranbling eggs at the sane tine.

"Or disciple. Maybe apostle comes closer. Anyway, it included the G ft of Tongues, which was what
the Monk was after. But it included other talents too."

"Like turning cold water into hot coffee?"

"Mracles, right. | used the sanme talent to nmake the little pink amesia pills di sappear before
they hit ny stomach. But an apostle's nmjor talent is persuasion

"Last night | convinced a Monk crewnan that blowi ng up suns is an evil thing.

"Mrris is afraid that someone mnight convert himback. | don't think that's possible. The nind
readi ng tal ent that goes with the prophet pill goes deeper than just reading ninds; | read souls.
The Monk is ny apostle. Maybe he'll convince the whole crew that |I'mright.

"Or he may just curse the hachiroph shisp, the little old nova nmaker. Which is what | intend to
do."

"Curse it?"

"Do you think I'mkidding or somnething?"

"Ch, no!' She poured our coffee. "WIIl that stop it working?"

"Yes."

"Good," said Louise. And | felt the power of her own faith, her faith in ne. It gave her the
serenity of an idealized nun

When she turned back to serve the eggs, | dropped a pink triangular pill in her coffee.

She finished setting breakfast and we sat down. Louise said, "Then that's it. It's all over."
"Al'l over." | swallowed sone orange juice. Whnderful, what fourteen hours' sleep will do for a
man's appetite. "All over. | can go back to nmy fourth profession, the only one that counts."
She | ooked up qui ckly.

"Bartender. First, last, and forenost, |'ma bartender. You're going to marry a bartender."

"CGood, " she said, relaxing.
In two hours or so the slave sets would be gone fromher mind. She woul d be herself again: free,
i ndependent, unable to diet, and sonewhat shy.

But the pink pill would not destroy real nenories. Two hours from now, Louise would still know
that | |loved her, and perhaps she would marry ne after all
| said, "We'll have to hire an assistant. And raise our prices. They' |l be fighting their way in

when the story gets out."

Loui se had pursued her own thoughts. "Bill Mrris | ooked awful when | left. You ought to tell him
he can stop worrying."
"Ch, no. | want himscared. Morris has got to talk the rest of the world into building a |aunching

| aser, instead of just throwi ng bonbs at the Monk ship. And we need the |aunching | aser."

"My That's good cof fee. Wiy do we need a | aunching | aser?"

"To get to the stars."

"That's Mdrris's bag. You' re a bartender, renmenber? The fourth profession.”

I shook ny head. "You and Morris. You don't see how big the Monk marketplace is, or how thin the
Monks are scattered. How nany novas have you seen in your |ifetine?"

"Damm few," | said. "There are damm few trading ships in a godawful ot of sky. There arc things
out there besides Mnks. Things the Monks are afraid of, and probably others they don't know
about .

"Things so dangerous that the only protection is to be sonewhere else, circling sone other star
when it happens here! The Monk drive is our lifeline and our immrtality. It would be cheap at any

price-"
"Your eyes are glow ng," she breathed. She |ooked half hypnotized, and utterly convinced. And
knew that for the rest of my life, | would have to keep a tight rein on nmy tendency to preach
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Usually I know the ending of a story before | wite it. Sonetines | just start witing...and wite
a few pages, and throw it away. Sonetinmes | keep witing.

Through nmost of "The Fourth Profession” | didn't even know how many pills Frazer had taken! And
when | understood the fourth pill, | knew an inportant truth: you can always rewite the opening.

I want to thank Marilyn Hacker for pointing out an inportant aspect of that fourth pill. At her
suggestion, | did considerable rewiting.

A grendel head popped through the hole, Inverted, looking at themw th fixed, mlky, dead eyes.
Cadmann sank a baling hook into its neck and dragged it through the opening.

Rick said quietly, "You wouldn't want to do that to a live and curious grendel. Wack the tai
with a stick first and see if It wiggles.™

THE LEGACY OF HECOROT (with Jerry Pournelle and Steven Barnes), 1987

"SHALL WE | NDULGE | N RI SHATHRA?"

LETTER TO SCI ENCE FI CTI ON
REVI EW NOVEMBER 1978

Encl osed are five cartoons and a possibly cryptic list, and this letter. They all relate to the
word "rishathra."

"Rishathra" is a word used extensively in THE RINGAORLD ENG NEERS, a sequel to RI NGAORLD, now two-
thirds finished. It is one of the few words common to all of the R ngworld | anguages.

The word neans "Sex outside of one's species, but within the horninids." Sonetinmes rishathra
applies to intelligent hom nids only, and sonetines not, depending on who (and what) you're
talking to. A given species' attitude toward rishathra, whether determ ned by customor by

bi ol ogy, can be very inportant in trading, in treaties, in war

Qobvi ously, what Louis Wi was doing with Halrloprillalar was "rishathra."

I was having lunch with Bill Rotsler and Sharman Di Vono a year ago, and | broached this subject.
had been jotting down a list of possible replies to the question. "Shall we do rishathra?" Bil

| ooked it over. Then he started drawi ng cartoons. He's given ne perm ssion to send themto you for
publicati on.

Sone of what's on the list of replies will go into the book. Sone are usel ess. of course. "You do
not have sufficient openings" would surely not apply to the homi nids!
"SHALL WE | NDULCGE | N RI SHATHRA?"

1) Sur e.

2) You're too big/small

3) If that's what it takes to nake a trade dea

4) It is not my season. Can you wait around, or cone back in a falen or so?

5) Taboo!

6) Qur species cannot. Please do not be angry/insulted.

7) Only during our nenstrual period. Day after tonorrow?

8) Only with sentient beings. Wuld you mind taking a short intelligence test?

9) Only with nonsentient beings. It lets us avoid becom ng invol ved.

10) Does your conpanion indul ge? (This would require |ong explanation, given that Louis WI's
conpanion is a kzin.)

11) Yes. W will choose you a conpanion if you will state your sex.

12) May ny family watch?

13) My fam ly insists on watching.

14) We have certain practices to be used as a substitute

15) W nust eat together first.

16) Qur formof foreplay nay be dangerous to you

17) Can you function underwater?

18) No! You have the odor of a neat eater

19) May we watch you with your conpanion? W will reciprocate . . (Sorry, Chneee is male.)
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20) You do not have sufficient openings.

21) Negotiate first! Then discuss rishathra

22) No, but we like to talk about it.

23) We would Iike to nake tape recordi ngs for our communal archives.

24) Only during our fertile period, as a neans of birth control

I could have taken a transfer booth straight to the hotel, | decided to walk a little first.
Everyone on Earth had nade the sanme decision. No two | ooked alike. There were reds and bl ues and
greens, yellows and oranges, plaids and stripes. |I'mtalking about hair, you understand, and skin.

"Fl at| ander," 1967

MAN OF STEEL,
WOVAN OF KLEENEX

At the ripe old age of thirty-one (*Superman first appeared in Action Com cs, June 1938*), Kal-El
(alias Superman, alias Cark Kent) is still unmarried. Al nost certainly he is still a virgin.
This is a serious matter. The species itself is in danger

An unwed Supernman is a nobile Superman. Thus it has been all eged that those who chronicle the Man
of Steel's adventures are responsible for his condition. But the cartoonists are not to bl ane.

Nor is Supernman handi capped by psychol ogi cal problens.

Granted that the poor oaf is not entirely sane. How could he be? He is an orphan, a refugee, and
an alien. His honeland no |onger exists in any form save for gigatons upon gi gatons of dangerous,
prettily col ored rocks.

As a child and young adult, Kal-El nust have been hard put to find an adequate father figure. Wat
human could control his antisocial behavior? Wat human woul d dare try to punish hin? H's actual

hi ghly social behavior during this period indicates an i nhuman self-restraint.

What wonder if Supernan drifted gradually into schizophrenia? Torn between his hunan and
kryptonian identities, he chose to be both, keeping his split personalities rigidly separate. A
psychotic desperation is evident in his defense of his "secret identity."

But Superman's sex problens are strictly physiological, and quite real

The purpose of this article is to point out some nedi cal drawbacks to being a kryptonian anmong
human bei ngs, and to suggest possible solutions. The kryptoni an humanoi d nust not be allowed to go
the way of the pterodactyl and the passenger pigeon

What turns on a kryptonian?

Superman is an alien, an extraterrestrial. H's humanoid franme is doubtless the result of parallel
evol ution, as the marsupials of Australia resenble their rmammalian counterparts. A specific niche
in the ecology calls for a certain shape, a certain size, certain capabilities, certain eating
habi t s.

Be not deceived by appearances. Supernman is no relative to honb sapiens.

What arouses Kal-El's mating urge? Did kryptonian wonmen carry sone subtle nmating cue at
appropriate times of the year? Whatever it is, Lois Lane probably didn't have it. W may specul ate
that she snells wong, less |ike a kryptonian worman than like a terrestrial nonkey. A mating

bet ween Supernman and Lois Lane would feel |ike sodony-and would be, or course, by church and
conmon | aw.

Assunme a nating between Superman and a human wonan desi gnated LL for convenience. Either Superman
has gone conpletely schizo and believes hinself to be Cark Kent; or he knows what he's doing, but
no | onger gives a dam.

Thirty-one years is a long tinme. For Supernman it has been even longer. He has X-ray vision; he
knows just what he's mssing. (*One should not think of Superman as a Peeping Tom A biol ogica
ability nmust be used. As a child Superman may never have known that things had surfaces, until he
| earned to suppress his X-ray vision. If nillions of people tend shanelessly to wear clothing with
no lead in the weave, that is hardly Superman's fault.*)
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The problemis this. El ectroencephal ograns taken of men and wonen during sexual intercourse show
that orgasmresenbles "a kind of pleasurable epileptic attack." One | oses control over one's

muscl es.

Super nan has been known to | eave his fingerprints in steel and in hardened concrete, accidentally.
What woul d he do to the woman in his arns during what anobunts to an epileptic fit?

Consi der the driving urge between a man and a woman, the nononmani acal urge to achi eve greater and
greater penetration. Renenber also that we are dealing with kryptonian nuscl es.

Superman would literally crush LL's body in his arms, while sinultaneously ripping her open from
crotch to sternum gqutting her like a trout.

IV

Lastly, he'd blow off the top of her head. Ejaculation of senmen is entirely involuntary in the
human male, and in all other fornms of terrestrial life. It would be unreasonable to assune
otherwi se for a kryptonian. But with kryptonian nuscles behind it, Kal-El's semen would energe
with the nuzzle velocity of a machine gun bullet. (*One can inmagine that the Kent hone in
Smallville was riddled with holes during Superboy's puberty. And why did Lana Lang never notice
t hat ?*)

In view of the foregoing, normal sex is inpossible between LL and Super nan.

Artificial insem nation nmay give us better results.

Vv

First we must collect the senen. The globules will energe at transsonic speeds. Supernan mnust
first ejaculate, then fly frantically after the stuff to catch it in a test tube. W assune that
he is on the Mon, both for privacy and to prevent the semen from exploding into vapor on hitting
the air at such speeds.

He can catch the senen, of course, before it evaporates in vacuum He's faster than a speeding
bul | et.

But can he keep it? Al known forns of kryptonian |life have superpowers. The sane nust hold true
of living kryptonian sperm W nmay reasonably assune that kryptonian spermare vulnerable only to
starvation and to green kryptonite; that they can travel with equal ease through water, air,
vacuum gl ass, brick, boiling steel, solid steel, liquid helium or the core of a star; and that
they are capable of translight velocities.

VWhat kind of a test tube will hold such beasties? Kryptonian spermand their unusual powers wl |
give us further trouble. For the noment we will assune (because we nust) that they tend to stay in
the semnal fluid, which tends to stay in a sinple glass tube. Thus Superman and LL can perform
artificial insem nation. At |least there will be another generation of kryptonians.

O will there?

Vi

A ripened but unfertilized egg | eaves LL's ovary, begins its voyage down her Fall opi an tube.

Sone tine later, tens of millions of sperm released froma test tube, begin their own voyage up
LL's Fallopian tube. The nmagi c nmoment approaches. .

Can human breed wi th kryptoni an? Do we even use the sane genetic code? On the face of it, LL could
nmore easily breed with an ear of corn than with Kal-El. But coincidence does happen. If the genes
mat ch. .

One spermarrives before the others. It penetrates the egg, forns a lunp on its surface, the cel
wal | now thickens to prevent other spermfromentering. Wthin the nowfertilized egg, changes
take pl ace..

And ten million kryptonian spermarrive slightly late.

Were they human sperm they would be out of luck. But these tiny blind things are nore powerfu
than a | oconotive. A thickened cell wall won't stop them They will all enter the egg,
obliterating it entirely in an orgy of mcroscopic gang rape. So nuch for artificial insemnation
But LL's problens are just beginning.
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VI |

Wthin her body there are still tens of mllions of frustrated kryptonian sperm The single egg is
now too diffuse to be a target. The sperm scatter
They scatter without regard to what is in their path. They | eave curved channels, mcroscopically

small. Presently all will have found their way to the open air.
That leaves LL with several mllion mcroscopic perforations all |eading deep into her abdomnen.
Most of the channels will intersect one or nore | oops of intestine.

Peritonitis is inevitable. LL beconmes desperately ill.
Meanwhile, tens of mllions of spermswarmin the air over Metropolis.

VI

This is nore serious than it |ooks.

Consider: these spermare virtually indestructible. Wthin days or weeks they will die for |ack of
nouri shnent .

Meanwhi | e they cannot be affected by heat, cold, vacuum toxins, or anything short of green
kryptonite. (*And other forns of kryptonite. For instance, there are chunks of red kryptonite that
make giants of kryptonians. lmagine ten mllion earthworm size spermatozoa swarm ng over a
Metropolis beach, diving to fertilize the beach balls...but | digress.*)
There they are, mnuscul e but dangerous; for each has supernornmal powers.

Metropolis is shaken by tiny sonic boons. Wrmnhol es, charred by neteoric heat, sprout nagically in
all kinds of things: plate glass, masonry, antique ceram cs, electric mxers, wood, household
pets, and citizens. Sonme of the spermw |l crack |ightspeed. The Metropolis night comes alive with
a network of narrow, eerie blue Iines of Cherenkov radiation.
And wonen whom Supernman has never net find thenselves in a delicate condition.

Consider: LL won't get pregnant because there were too many of the blind mndl ess beasts. But
whenever one sperm approaches an unfertilized human egg in its panic flight, it will attack.

How cl ose is close enough? A few centineters? Are spermattracted by chenical cues? It seens
likely. Metropolis had a population of mllions; and kryptonian spermcould travel a |ong and
crooked path, billions of mles, before it gives up and dies.

Several thousand bl essed events seemnot unlikely. (*If the pubescent Superboy plays with hinself,
we have the sane problemover Snallville.*)

Several thousand lawsuits would follow. Not that Superman can't afford to pay. There's a trick
where you squeeze a lunp of coal into its allotropic dianond form..

I X

The above anal ysis gives us part of the answer. In our experinent in artificial insenination, we
must use a single sperm This presents no difficulty. Superman nay use his nicroscopic vision and
a pair of tiny tweezers to pluck a spermfromthe swarm

X

In its eagerness the single spermmay crash through LL's abdonen at transsoni c speeds, w eaking
havoc. |Is there any way to slow it down?
There is. W can expose it to gold kryptonite.
CGol d kryptonite, we renmenber, robs a kryptonian of all of his supernormal powers, pernmanently.
Were we to expose Superman hinself to gold kryptonite, we would solve all his sex problens, but he
woul d be Cark Kent forever. We may regard this solution as sonewhat drastic.

But we can expose the test tube of semnal fluid to gold kryptonite, then use standard
techniques for artificial insemnation

By any of these methods we can get LL pregnant, without killing her. Are we out of the woods yet?
X
Though exposed to gold kryptonite, the spermstill carries kryptonian genes. |f these are
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recessive, then LL carries a devel opi ng human foetus. There will be no nore Supernen; but at |east
we need not worry about the nother's health.
But if some or all of the kryptonian genes are dom nant. .

Can the infant use his X-ray vision before birth? After all, with such a power he can probably see
t hrough he own cl osed eyelids. That would |eave LL sterile. |If the kid starts using heat vision

t hi ngs get even worse.

But when he starts to kick, it's all over. He will kick his way out into open air, killing hinself

and hi s not her.

Xl

I's there a solution?

There are several. Each has drawbacks.

We can make LL wear a kryptonite (*For our purposes, all fornms of kryptonite are available in
unlimted quantities. It has been estimated, formthe startling tonnage of kryptonite fallen to
Earth since the explosion of Krypton, that the planet nust have outwei ghed our entire solar
system Doubtless the "planet" Krypton was a cooling black dwarf star, one of a binary pair, the
ot her nmenmber being a red giant.*) belt around her waist. But too little kryptonite may allow the
child to danage her, while too nuch may danmage or kill the child. Internmediate anounts may do
both! And there is no safe way to experinment.

A better solution is to find a host-nother

We have not yet considered the existence of a Supergirl. (*She can't mate with Superman because
she's his first cousin. And only a cad woul d suggest differently.*) She could carry the child

wi t hout harm But Supergirl has a secret identity, and her secret identity is no nmore married than
Supergirl herself. If she turned up pregnant, she would probably be thrown out of school

A better solution may be to inplant the growing foetus in Superman hinmself. There are places in a
man' s abdomen where a foetus could draw adequate nouri shment, growing as a parasite, and where it
woul d not cause undue harmto surroundi ng organs. Presumably C ark Kent can take a | eave of
absence nore easily than Supergirl's schoolgirl alter ego.

When the tine conmes, the child would be renpbved by Caesarian section. It would have to be renpved
early, but there would be no problemwi th incubators as long as it was fed. | |eave the probl em of
cutting through Superman's invul nerable skin as an exercise for the alert reader

The m nd boggles at the i mage of a pregnant Superman cruising the skies of Metropolis. Batnan
woul d refuse to be seen with hiny strange new jokes would circulate the prisons...and the race of
Krypton woul d be safe at |ast.

Surely every child who ever read a com ¢ book has wondered about these matters? But ny venture
into xenofertilily was only party conversation until Bjo Trinble nade nme type it up

It's generated trenmendous |evels of feedback, and nore damed fun

There's a dramatizati on: an underground com c that |ooks very like a DC treatnment except for being
bl ack and white. It begins as Supernman drops and smashes the Kandor bottle, and ends as The Atom
(the little one) inmplants a fertilized egg.

People read the article to their friends over the phone.

Kirk Alyn is a wedge-shaped old nan, |ooks like you' d want to | ook at that age. He played Superman
in the serials. He read "Man of Steel. because a young | ady recogni zed himon an airplane; she
handed hima copy of ALL THE MYRIAD WAYS with the article marked, He says he's al ways wondered
what she had in nind

When the Supernman novi e was about to happen, a Brit videotaped sonme interviews at the Giffith
Park Planetarium At his behest | described, on videotape, the problens a Kryptonian would face

living a normal life on Earth. He held his straight face until he had what he wanted, then cracked
up. A real pro.
And Ben Bova bought reprint rights for Omi magazine. | altered and signed the contract, cashed

the check, and waited. Nothing. At Omi's first anniversary party at Giffith Cbservatory, | asked
Ben, "Wen will you publish 'Man of Steel

He woul dn't.

Why not ?

Wel |, the Superman novi e people and the DC Conics people all know about "Man of Steel." They
wouldn't let Ben illustrate the article, and Omi is such a visual nagazine.

In June of '88 Superman's 50th birthday was cel ebrated with a convention in Ceveland, his true
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birthplace. They'd promi sed a statue; it never happened. A panel on crossbreedi ng of humans and
aliens turned out to be just ne! | managed to hold the audi ence by reading this article, then

di scussi ng Reed and Sue Richards, M. Spock, V-for-Visitors, rishathra . . Sex with aliens seens
to fasci nate people.

Up fromthe Pl ateau on Mount Lookltthat came Dougl as Hooker, rising like a star
"The Ethics of Midness," 1967

I NCONSTANT MOON

I was watching the news when the change cane, like a flicker of notion at the corner of ny eye. |
turned toward the bal cony wi ndow. Watever it was, | was too late to catch it

The nmoon was very bright tonight.

| saw that, and snmiled, and turned back. Johnny Carson was just starting his nonol ogue.

When the first conmercials came on | got up to reheat sone coffee. Comercials canme in strings of
three and four, going on mdnight. |I'd have tine.

The noonl i ght caught nme com ng back. If it had been bright before, it was brighter now Hypnotic
| opened the sliding glass door and stepped out onto the bal cony.

The bal cony wasn't much nore than a railed | edge, with standing roomfor a nan and a woman and a
port abl e barbecue set. These past nonths the view had been |l ovely, especially around sunset. The
Power and Li ght Conpany had been putting up a glass-slab style office building. So far it was only
a steel framework of open girders. Shadow bl ackened agai nst a red sunset sky, it tended to | ook
stark and surrealistic and hellishly inpressive.

Toni ght
| had never seen the nmoon so bright, not even in the desert. Bright enough to read by, | thought,
and i mredi ately, but that's an illusion. The nobon was never bigger (I had read sonewhere) than a

quarter held nine feet away. It couldn't possibly be bright enough to read by.
It was only three-quarters full
But, glowi ng high over the San Diego Freeway to the west, the noon seened to di meven the

streamnmi ng autonobile headlights. | blinked against its Iight, and thought of men wal king on the
noon, |eaving corrugated footprints. Once, for the sake of an article | was witing, | had been
all owed to pick up a bone-dry nmoon rock and hold it in my hand

| heard the show starting again, and | stepped inside. But, glancing once behind me, | caught the

moon grow ng even brighter-as if it had come frombehind a wi sp of scuddi ng cl oud.
Now its |ight was brain-searing, |unatic.

The phone rang five tinmes before she answered.

"H," | said. "Listen -"

"Hi," Leslie said sleepily, conplainingly. Dam. |'d hoped she was watching tel evision, like ne.

| said, "Don't scream and shout, because | had a reason for calling. You're in bed, right? Get up
and . . . can you get up?"

"What time is it?"
"Quarter of twelve."

"Ch, Lord."

"Go out on your balcony and | ook around."”

"Ckay. "

The phone clunked. | waited. Leslie's balcony faced north and west, like nine, but it was ten

stories higher, with a correspondingly better view Through nmy own wi ndow, the noon burned like a
textured spotlight.

"Stan? You there?"

"Yah. What do you think of it?"

"It's gorgeous. |'ve never seen anything like it. Wiat could nmake the noon light up |ike that?"

"I don't know, but isn't it gorgeous"?

"You' re supposed to be the native." Leslie had only noved out here a year ago.

"Listen, I've never seen it like this. But there's an old legend," | said. "Once every hundred
years the Los Angeles snog rolls away for a single night, leaving the air as clear as interstellar
space. That way the gods can see if Los Angeles is still there. If it is, they roll the snbg back
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so they won't have to look at it."

"l used to know all that stuff. Well, listen, I'"mglad you woke nme up to see it, but |'ve got to
get to work tonorrow. "

"Poor baby."

"That's life. "Night."

"'Night."

Afterward | sat in the dark, trying to think of someone else to call. Call a girl at midnight,
invite her to step outside and |l ook at the noonlight . . . and she may think it's romantic or she

may be furious, but she won't assume you call ed six others.

So | thought of sone nanes. But the girls who belonged to them had all dropped away over the past
year or so, after | started spending all my tinme with Leslie. One could hardly blanme them And now
Joan was in Texas and Hildy was getting narried, and if | called Louise |I'd probably get Gordie
too. The English girl?

But | couldn't renmenber her nunber. O her |ast nane.

Besi des, everyone | knew punched a tinme clock of one kind or another. Me, | worked for a living,
but as a freelance witer | picked ny hours. Anyone | woke up tonight, I'd be ruining her norning.
Ah, wel |

The Johnny Carson Show was a swirl of gray and a roar of static when | got back to the living
room | turned the set off and went back out on the bal cony. The noon was brighter than the flow
of headlights on the freeway, brighter than Westwood Village off to the right. The Santa Mbnica
Mount ai ns had a magi cal pearly glow. There were no stars near the noon. Stars could not survive
that glare.

I wote science and howto articles for a living. | ought to be able to figure out what was naking
the nmoon do that. Could the nobon be suddenly larger? . . . Inflating like a balloon? No. C oser
maybe. The noon, falling? Tides! Waves fifty feet high . . . and earthquakes! San Andreas Fault
splitting apart like the Grand Canyon! Junmp in ny car, head for the hills . . . no, too late

al ready .

Nonsense. The nobon was brighter, not bigger. | could see that. And what could possibly drop the

nmoon on our heads |ike that?
| blinked, and the noon left an afterinage on ny retinae. It was that bright. A nillion people

must be watching the noon right now, and wondering, like ne. An article on the subject would sell
big. . . if | wote it before anyone else did .

There nust be sone sinple, obvious explanation

Well, how could the noon grow brighter? Monlight reflected sunlight. Could the sun have gotten

brighter? It nust have happened after sunset, then, or it would have been noti ced.
| didn't like that idea.
Besi des, half the Earth was in direct sunlight. A thousand correspondents for Life and Time and

Newsweek and Associated Press would all be calling in from Europe, Asia, Africa . . . unless they
were all hiding in cellars. O dead. O voicel ess, because the sun was bl anketing everything with
static, radio and phone systens and television . . . television: Ch ny God. | was just barely
begi nning to be afraid.

Al right, start over. The noon had beconme very nuch brighter. Monlight, well, moonlight was
reflected sunlight; any idiot knew that. Then... sonething had happened to the sun

Il

"Hel | o?"

"H. Me," | said, and then ny throat froze solid. Panic! Wat was | going to tell her?

"I've been watching the noon," she said dreanmily. "It's wonderful. | even tried to use ny

tel escope, but | couldn't see a thing; it was too bright. It lights up the whole city. The hills
are all silver."

That's right, she kept a tel escope on her balcony. |I'd forgotten
"I haven't tried to go back to sleep, " She said, "too much light."
| got my throat working again. "Listen, Leslie love, | started thinking about how | woke you up

and how you probably couldn't get back to sleep, what with all this light. So let's go out for a
nmi dni ght snack. "

"Are you out of your nind?"

"No, I"'mserious. | mean it. Tonight isn't a night for sleeping. W may never have a night |ike
this again. To hell with your diet. Let's celebrate. Hot fudge sundaes, Irish coffee -"
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"That's different. |1'll get dressed."

“I'I'l be right over."

Leslie lived on the fourteenth floor of Building C of the Barrington Plaza. | rapped for

adm ssion, and waited.

And waiting, | wondered w thout any sense of urgency: Wiy Leslie? There nust be other ways to
spend ny last night on Earth, than with one particular girl. | could have picked a different

particular girl, or even several not too particular girls, except that that didn't really apply to
me, didit? O | could have called ny brother, or either set of parents -

Well, but brother Mke would have wanted a good reason for being haul ed out of bed at m dnight.
"But, Mke, the noon is so beautiful-" Hardly. Any of ny parents would have reacted simlarly.
Well, | had a good reason, but would they believe me?

And if they did, what then? | woul d have arranged a kind of wake. Let 'emsleep through it. What |
want ed was sonmeone who would join ny . . . farewell party wi thout asking the wong questions.

What | wanted was Leslie. | knocked again.

She opened the door just a crack for ne. She was in her underwear. A stiff, msshapen girdle in
one hand brushed ny back as she cane into ny arnms. "I was about to put this on."

"I came just in tine, then." | took the girdle away fromher and dropped it. | stooped to get ny
arns under her ribs, straightened up with effort, and wal ked us to the bedroomw th her feet
dangl i ng agai nst my ankles. Her skin was cold. She nust have been outside.

"So" she demanded. "You think you can conpete with a hot fudge sundae, do you?"

"Certainly. My pride denmands it." W were both sonewhat out of breath. Once in our lives |I had

tried to lift her cradled in my arns, in conventional novie style. |I'd damm near broken ny back
Leslie was a big girl, my height, and al nost too heavy around the hips.
| dropped us on the bed, side by side. | reached around her fromboth sides to scratch her back

knowi ng it would | eave her helpless to resist ne, ah ha hahahaha. She made sounds of pleasure to
tell me where to scratch. She pulled nmy shirt up around ny shoul ders and began scratching nmy back
We pul |l ed pieces of clothing from ourselves and each other, at random dropping them over the
edges of the bed. Leslie's skin was warmnow, alnost hot . . . Al right, now that's why

couldn't have picked another girl. 1'd have to teach her how to scratch. And there just wasn't
tinme.

Some nights | had a nervous tendency to hurry our |ovenaki ng. Tonight we were perfornming a ritual
arite of passage. | tried to slowit down, to make it last. | tried to make Leslie like it nore.
It paid off incredibly. | forgot the noon and the future when Leslie put her heels against the
backs of my knees and we noved into the ancient rhythm

But the inmage that came to ne at the clinmax was vivid and frightening. W were in a ring of blue-
hot fire that closed like a noose. If | noaned in terror and ecstasy, then she nust have thought
it was ecstasy al one

We | ay side by side, drowsy, torpid, clinging together. | was nminded to go back to sleep then
renege on my promise. Sleep and let Leslie sleep . . . but instead | whispered into her ear: "Hot
Fudge Sundae." She smled and stirred and presently rolled off the bed.

I wouldn't let her wear the girdle. "It's past nidnight. Nobody's going to pick you up. Because

I'd thrash the blackguard, right? So why not be confortable?" She | aughed and gave in. W hugged
each other, once, hard, in the elevator. It felt nmuch better w thout the girdle.

The gray-haired counter waitress was cheerful and excited. Her eyes gl owed. She spoke as if
confiding a secret. "Have you noticed the nmoonlight?"

Ship's was fairly crowded, this tine of night and this close to UCLA. Half the custonmers were

uni versity students. Tonight they tal ked in hushed voices, turning to | ook out through the glass
wal I s of the twenty-four-hour restaurant. The noon was |low in the west, |ow enough to conpete with

the street globes. "W noticed," | said. "W're celebrating. Get us two hot fudge sundaes, wll
you?" When she turned her back | slid a ten-dollar bill under the paper place nat. Not that she'd
ever spend it, but at |east she'd have the pleasure of finding it. I'd never spend it either

| felt loose, casual. A lot of problens seemed suddenly to have sol ved thensel ves.

Who woul d have believed that peace would come to Vietnam and Canbodia in a single night?

This thing had started around eleven-thirty, here in California. That woul d have put the noon sun
just over the Arabian Sea, with all but few fringes of Africa, and Australia in direct sunlight.
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Al ready Germany was reunited, the Wall nelted or smashed by shock waves. Israelis and Arabs had
laid down their arms. Apartheid was dead in Africa. And | was free. For me there were no nore
consequences. Tonight | could satisfy all nmy dark urges, rob, kill, cheat on mnmy incone tax, throw
bricks at plate glass windows, burn my credit cards. | could forget the article on explosive netal
form ng, due Thursday. Tonight | could substitute cinnamon candy for Leslie's Pills. Tonight-
"Think 1'I'l have a cigarette.™

Leslie | ooked at me oddly. "I thought you'd given that up."

"You renenber. | told nyself if | got any overpowering urges, |1'd have a cigarette. | did that
because | couldn't stand the thought of never snoking again."

"But it's been nonths!" she | aughed.

"But they keep putting cigarette ads in ny nagazi nes!"”

"It's a plot. Al right, go have a cigarette."

I put coins in the nmachine, hesitated over the choice, finally picked a mld filter. It wasn't
that | wanted a cigarette. But certain events call for chanpagne, and others for cigarettes. There
is the traditional last cigarette before a firing squad

I lit up. Here's to lung cancer

It tasted just as good as | renenbered; though there was a faint stale undertaste, |ike a nouthfu
of old cigarette butts. The third lungful hit me oddly. My eyes unfocused and everything went very
calm M heart pulsed loudly in nmy throat.

"How does it taste?"

"Strange. |'mbuzzed," | said.

Buzzed! | hadn't even heard the word in fifteen years. In high school we'd snoked to get that
buzz, that quasi-drunkenness produced by capillaries constricting in the brain. The buzz had
stopped coming after the first fewtines, but we'd kept snoking, nost of us

| put it out. The waitress was picking up our sundaes. Hot and cold, sweet and bitter: there is no
taste quite like that of a hot fudge sundae. To die without tasting it again would have been a
crying shame. But with Leslie it was a thing, a synbol of all rich living. Watching her eat was
nore fun than eating nyself.

Besides . . . 1'd killed the cigarette to taste the ice cream Now, instead of savoring the ice
cream | was anticipating Irish coffee. Too little tine.

Leslie's dish was enpty. She stage-whi spered, "Aahh!" and patted herself over the navel

A custonmer at one of the snall tables began to go nad.

I'd noticed himconming in. Alean scholarly type wearing sideburns and steel-ri med gl asses, he
had been continually twisting around to | ook out at the noon. Like others at other tables, he
seermed high on a rare and | ovely natural phenonenon

Then he got it. | saw his face changi ng, showi ng suspicion, then disbelief, then horror, horror
and hel pl essness.
"Let's go," | told Leslie. | dropped quarters on the counter and stood up

"Don't you want to finish yours?"

"Nope. W've got things to do. How about sone Irish coffee?"

"And a Pink Lady for ne? Ch, look!" She turned full around.

The schol ar was clinmbing up on a table. He bal anced, spread wide his arnms and bel | owed, "Look out
your w ndows!"

"You get down fromthere!" a waitress denanded, jerking enphatically at his pants |eg.

"The world is coming to an end! Far away on the other side of the sea, death and hellfire -
But we were out the door, laughing as we ran. Leslie panted, "W may have-escaped a religious-riot
in there!"

I thought of the ten I'd left under ny plate. Now it woul d pl ease nobody.

I nside, a prophet was shouting his nessage of doomto all who would hear. The gray-haired wonan
with the gl owing eyes would find the noney and think: They knew it too.

Bui | di ngs bl ocked the noon fromthe Red Barn's parking lot. The street lights and the indirect
moongl are were pretty much the sane color. The night only seened a bit brighter than usual

I didn't understand why Leslie stopped suddenly in the driveway. But | followed her gaze, straight
up to where a star burned very brightly just south of the zenith.

"Pretty," | said
She gave me a very odd | ook
There were no windows in the Red Barn. Dimartificial lighting, far dinmer than the queer cold

i ght outside, showed on dark wood and quietly cheerful custoners. Nobody seened aware that
toni ght was different fromother nights.
The sparse Tuesday night crowd was gat hered nostly around the piano bar. A custonmer had the nm ke

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20-%20N-Space%20v1.0.txt (97 of 283) [7/2/03 1:37:25 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20-%20N-Space%20v1.0.txt

He was singing sone half-fanmiliar song in a wavering weak voice, while the black pianist grinned
and pl ayed a schmaltzy background.

| ordered two Irish coffees and a Pink Lady. At Leslie's questioning look I only smled
myst eri ously.

How ordinary the Red Barn felt. How rel axed; how happy. W held hands across the table, and
smiled and was afraid to speak. If | broke the spell, if | said the wong thing

The drinks arrived. | raised an Irish coffee glass by the stem Sugar, Irish whiskey, and strong
bl ack coffee, with thick whipped creamfloating on top. It coursed through nme |ike a nagica
potion of strength, dark and hot and powerful.

The waitress waved back ny noney. "See that man in the turtleneck, there at the end of the piano
bar? He's buying, "she said with relish. "He came in two hours ago and handed the bartender a
hundred-dol lar bill."

So that was where all the happiness was conming from Free drinks! | |ooked over, wondering what
the guy cel ebrating.

A t hi ck- necked, w de-shouldered man in a turtleneck he sat hunched over into hinmself, with a w de
bar glass clutched tight in one hand. The pianist offered himthe m ke, and he waved it by, the
gesture giving ne a good | ook at his face.

A square, strong face, now drunk and niserable and scared. He was ready to cry from fear

So | knew what he was cel ebrating.

Leslie made a face. "They didn't nake the Pink Lady right."

There's one bar in the world that nakes a Pink Lady the way Leslie likes it, and it isn't in Los

Angel es. | passed her the other Irish coffee, grinning an I-told-you-so grin. Forcing it: The
other man's fear was contagi ous. She smled back Iifted her glass and said, "To the bl ue
nmoonl i ght . "

I lifted ny glass to her, and drank. But it wasn't the toast | woul d have chosen

The man in the turtleneck slid down fromhis stool. He noved carefully toward the door, his course
sl ow and straight as an ocean liner cruising into dock. He pulled the door w de, and turned
around, holding it open, so that the weird blue-white |light streaned past his broad bl ack

si | houette.

Bastard. He was waiting for soneone to figure it out, to shout out the truth to the rest. Fire and
doom -

"Shut the door!" someone bel | owed.

"Time to go," | said softly.

"What's the hurry?"

The hurry? He m ght speak! But | couldn't say that

Leslie put her hand over mine. "I know. | know. But we can't run away fromit, can we?"

A fist closed hard on ny heart. She'd known, and | hadn't noticed?

The door closed, |leaving the Red Barn in reddi sh dusk. The nman who had been buyi ng drinks was
gone.

"Ch, God. When did you figure it out?"

"Before you cane over," she said. "But when | tried to check it out, it didn't work."

"Check it out?"

"I went out on the balcony and turned the tel escope on Jupiter. Mars is bel ow the horizon these
nights. If the sun's gone nova, all the planets ought to be |lit up like the noon, right?"
"Right. Damm." | shoul d have thought of that nyself. But Leslie was the stargazer. | knew sone
astrophysics, but | couldn't have found Jupiter to save ny life.

"But Jupiter wasn't any brighter than usual. So then | didn't know what to think."

"But then -"' | felt hope dawning fiery hot. Then | renenbered. "That star, just overhead. The one
you stared at."

"Jupiter."

"All lit up like a fucking neon sign. Well, that tears it."

"Keep your voice down."

| had been keeping ny voice down. But for a wild nonent | wanted to stand up on a table and
screanml Fire and doom Wat right had they to be ignorant?

Leslie's hand closed tight on mne. The urge passed. It |left me shuddering.

"Let's get out of here. Let 'emthink there's going to be a dawn."

"There is." Leslie laughed a bitter, barking laugh Iike nothing |I'd ever heard from her. She

wal ked out while | was reaching for ny wallet-and renenbering that there was no need.

Poor Leslie. Finding Jupiter its normal self nust have | ooked like a reprieve-until the white
spark flared to shining glory an hour and a half late. An hour and a half, for sunlight to reach
Earth by way of Jupiter.

file:/lIF|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20-%20N-Space%20v1.0.txt (98 of 283) [7/2/03 1:37:25 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Larry%20Niven/Larry%20Niven%20-%20N-Space%20v1.0.txt

When | reached the door Leslie was hal f-running down Westwood toward Santa Mnica. | cursed and
ran to catch up, wondering if she'd suddenly gone crazy.

Then | noticed the shadows ahead of us. Al along the other side of Santa Mnica Boul evard: noon
shadows, in horizontal patterns of dark and bl ue-white bands.

| caught her at the corner

The moon was setting.

A setting noon always | ooks trenendous. Tonight it glared at us through the gap of sky beneath the
freeway, terribly bright, casting an incredible conplexity of Iines and shadows. Even the
unlighted crescent glowed pearly bright with earthshine.

Which told ne all | wanted to know about what was happening on the |ighted side of Earth.

And on the noon? The nen of Apollo N neteen nmust have died in the first few m nutes of nova
sunlight. Trapped out on a lunar plain, hiding perhaps behind a nelting boulder . . . O were they
on the night side? |I couldn't remenber. Hell, they could outlive us all. | felt a stab of envy and
hat r ed.

And pride. W'd put themthere. W reached the noon before the nova cane. Alittle longer, we'd
have reached the stars.

The disc changed oddly as it set. A done, a flying saucer, a lens, a line

CGone.

Gone. Well, that was that. Now we could forget it; now we could wal k around outside w thout being
constantly remni nded that sonething was wong. Monset had taken all the queer shadows out of the
city.

But the clouds had an odd glow to them As clouds glow after sunset, tonight the cl ouds shone
livid white at their; western edges. And they streamed too quickly across the sky. As if they
tried to run .

When | turned to Leslie, there were big tears rolling down her cheeks.

"Ch, damm." | took her arm "Now stop it. Stop it."
"I can't. You know | can't stop crying once | get started."
"This wasn't what | had in nmnd. | thought we'd do things we' ve been putting off, things we like

It's our last chance. Is this the way you want to die, crying on a street corner?"
"I don't want to die at all!"

"Tough shit!"

"Thanks a lot." Her face was all red and twisted. Leslie was crying as a baby cries, wthout
regard for dignity or appearance. | felt awful. | felt guilty, and | knew the nova wasn't ny
fault, and it nmade nme angry.

"I don't want to die either!" | snarled at her. "You show ne a way out and |I'I| take it. Where

woul d we go? The South Pole? It'd just take |longer. The npbon nust be nolten all across its day
side. Mars? When this is over Mars will be part of the sun, like the Earth. Al pha Centauri? The

accel eration we'd need, we'd be spread across a wall |ike peanut butter and jelly -"

"Ch, shut up."

"Right."

"Hawai i . Stan, we could get to the airport in twenty mnutes. W'd get two hours extra, going

west! Two hours nore before sunrise!"

She had sonething there. Two hours was worth any price! But |I'd worked this out before, staring at
the moon fromny balcony. "No. W'd die sooner. Listen, |love, we saw the noon go bright about

m dni ght. That means California was at the back of the Earth when the sun went nova."

"Yes, that's right."

"Then we nust be furthest fromthe shock wave."

She blinked. "I don't understand."

"Look at it this way. First the sun explodes. That heats the air and the oceans, all in a flash,
all across the day side. The steam and superheated air expand fast. A flaning shock wave comnes
roaring over into the night side. It's closing on us right now Like a noose. But it'll reach
Hawaii first. Hawaii is two hours closer to the sunset line."

"Then we won't see the dawn. W won't |live even that |long."

"No. "

"You explain things so well," she said bitterly. "A flam ng shock wave. So graphic."

"Sorry. |'ve been thinking about it too nuch. Wbndering what it will be like."

"Well, stop it." She cane to ne her face in my shoulder. She cried quietly. |I held her with one
arm and used the other to rub her neck, and | watched the streaning clouds, and | didn't think
about what it would be like.

Didn't think about the ring of fire closing on us.

It was the wrong picture anyway.
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I thought of how the oceans had boiled on the day side, so that the shock wave had been nostly
steamto start with. | thought of the mllions of square nmiles of ocean it had to cross. It would
be cooler and wetter when it reached us. And the Earth's rotation would spin it like the whirlpoo
in a bathtub.

Two counterrotating hurricanes of |ive steam one north, one south. That was how it would come. W
were lucky. California would be near the eye of the northern one.

A hurricane wind of live steam It would pick a man up and cook himin the air, strip the steaned
flesh fromhimand cast himaside. It was going to hurt |ike hell

We woul d never see the sunrise. In a way that was a pity. It would be spectacul ar

Thick parallel streaners of clouds were drifting across the stars, too fast, their bellies white
by city light. Jupiter dinmred, then went out. Could it be starting already? Heat |ightning junped -
"Aurora," | said.

"What ?"

"There's a shock wave fromthe sun, too. There should be an aurora |ike nothing anybody's ever
seen before.”

Leslie laughed suddenly, jarringly. "It seenms so strange, standing on a street corner talking |ike
this! Stan, are we dreaming it?"

"W could pretend -"

"No. Most of the hunman race nust be dead al ready.”

"Yah."

"And there's nowhere to go."

"Damm it, you figured that out |ong ago, all by yourself. Wiy bring it up now?"

"You could have let ne sleep," she said bitterly. "I was dropping off to sl eep when you whi spered
inny ear. "

| didn't answer. It was true

" '"Hot fudge sundae,' " she quoted. Then, "It wasn't a bad idea, actually.

Breaking my diet."

| started to giggle.

"Stop that."

"We could go back to your place now O ny place. To sleep.”

"l suppose. But we couldn't sleep, could we? No, don't say it. We take sleeping pills, and five

hours from now we wake up screanming. |'d rather stay awake. At least we'll know what's happening."
But if we took all the pills . . . but | didn't say it. | said, "Then how about a picnic?"
"Wher e?"

"The beach, maybe. Wio cares? W can decide later."

(Y

Al'l the markets were closed. But the liquor store next to the Red Barn was one |'d been using for
years. They sold us foie gras, crackers, a couple of bottles of chilled chanpagne, six kinds of
cheese and a hell of a lot of nuts-1 took one of everything-nmore crackers, a bag of ice, frozen
rumaki hors d' oeuvres, a fifth of an ancient brandy that cost twenty-five bucks, a matching fifth
of Cherry Heering for Leslie, six packs of beer and Bitter O ange .

By the time we had piled all that into a dinky store cart it was raining. Big fat drops spattered
in flurries across the acre of plate glass that fronted the store. Wnd how ed around the corners.
The sal esnan was in a fey nmood, bursting with energy. He'd been watching the noon all night. "And

now this!" he exclainmed as he packed our loot into bags. He was a small, nuscular old man with
thick arms and shoulders. "It never rains like this in California. It cones down straight and
heavy when it conmes at all. Takes days to build up.”

"I know." | wote hima check, feeling guilty about it. He'd known ne |ong enough to trust ne. But

the check was good. There were funds to cover it. Before opening hours the check woul d be ash, and
all the banks in the world woul d be bubbling in the heat of the sun. But that was hardly ny fault.

He piled our bags in the cart, set hinself at the door. "Now when the rain lets up, we'll run
these out. Ready?" | got ready to open the door. The rain cane |like soneone had thrown a bucket of
water at the window In a nonent it had stopped, though water still streamed down the gl ass.

"Now! " cried the salesman, and | threw the door open and we were off. W reached the car |aughing
i ke naniacs. The wi nd how ed around us, sweeping up spray and hurling it at us.

"W picked a good break. You know what this weather reninds nme of? Kansas," said the sal esnan
"During a tornado."
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Then suddenly the sky was full of gravel! W yel ped and ducked, and the car rang to a nmillion tiny
concussions, and | got the car door unlocked and pulled Leslie and the salesnan in after me. W
rubbed our brui sed heads and | ooked out at white gravel bouncing everywhere.

The sal esnan picked a snall white pebble out of his collar. He put it in Leslie's hand, and she
gave a startled squeak and handed it to ne, and it was cold.

"Hail," said the salesman. "Now | really don't get it."

Neither did I. | could only think that it had sonething to do with the nova. But what? How?
"I'"ve got to get back," said the salesman. The hail had expended itself in one brief flurry. He
braced hinself, then went out of the car like a marine taking a hill. W never saw hi m again.

The cl ouds were churning up there, fornmng and disappearing, sliding past each other faster than
I'd ever seen clouds nove; their bellies glowing by city light.

"I't nust be the nova," Leslie said shivering.

"But how? If the shock wave were here already, we'd be dead-or at |east deaf. Hail?"

"Who cares? Stan, we don't have tine!"

I shook nyself. "Al right. What would you like to do nost, right now?"

"Watch a basebal | gane."

"I't's two in the nmorning," | pointed out.

"That lets out a |lot of things, doesn't it?"

"Right. We've hopped our |ast bar. W' ve seen our last play, and our |last clean novie. Wat's
| ef t 2"

"Looking in jewelry store wi ndows."

"Seriously? Your |ast night on Earth?"

She consi dered, then answered. "Yes."

By damm, she neant it. | couldn't think of anything duller. "Wstwod or Beverly
Hills?"

"Bot h. "

"Now, | ook -"

"Beverly Hills, then."

We drove through another spatter of rain and hail-a capsule tenpest. W parked half a block from
the Tiffany sal esroom

The sidewal k was one continuous puddl e. Second-hand rain dripped on us fromvarious |evels of the
bui |l di ngs overhead. Leslie said, "This is great. There nust be half a dozen jewelry stores in
wal ki ng di stance."

"I was thinking of driving."

"No no no, you don't have the proper attitude. One nust w ndow shop on foot.

It's in the rules.”

"But the rain!"

"You won't die of pneunpbnia. You won't have tine," she said, too grinmy.

Tiffany's had a snall branch office in Beverly Hills, but they didn't put expensive things in the
wi ndows at night. There were a few fascinating toys, that was all.

We turned up Rodeo Drive-and struck it rich. Tibor showed an infinite selection of rings, ornate
and nodern, large and small, in all kinds of precious and sem preci ous stones. Across the street,
Van C eef & Arpels showed brooches, nen's wistwatches of el egant design, bracelets with tiny

wat ches in them and one wi ndow that was all dianonds.

"Ch, lovely," Leslie breathed, caught by the flashing dianonds. "Wat they nust look like in
daylight! . . . Wps -"

"No, that's a good thought. Inmagine themat dawn, flaming with nova Iight, while the w ndows
shatter to let raw daylight in. Want one? The neckl ace?"

"Ch, May |1? Hey, hey, | was kidding! Put that down you idiot, there nmust be alarnms in the glass."”
"Look, nobody's going to be wearing any of that stuff between now and norning.

Why shoul dn't we get sone good out of it?"

"W'd be caught!”

"Well, you said you wanted to w ndow shop . "
"I don't want to spend ny last hour in a cell. If you' d brought the car we'd have sone chance -"
"- O getting away. Right. | wanted to bring the car -" But at that point we both cracked up

entirely, and had to stagger away hol ding onto each other for bal ance.

There were a good half dozen jewelry stores on Rodeo, But there was nore. Toys, books, shirts and
ties in odd and advanced styling. In Francis Or, a huge plastic cube full of new pennies. A
coupl e of damm strange cl ocks further on

There was an extra kick in w ndow shopping, knowi ng that we could break a wi ndow and take anyt hi ng
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we want ed badly enough

We wal ked hand in hand, sw nging our arns. The sidewal ks were ours alone; all others had fled the
mad weat her. The clouds still churned overhead.

"I wish I'd known it was conming," Leslie said suddenly. "I spent the whole day fixing a nmistake in
a program Now we'll never run it."

"What woul d you have done with the tine? A baseball gane?"

"Maybe. No. The standings don't matter now. " She frowned at dresses in a store w ndow. "Wat would
you have done?"

"CGone to the Blue Sphere for cocktails,"” | said pronptly. "It's a topless place. | used to go
there all the tine. | hear they've gone full nude now. "

"I'"ve never been to one of those. How | ate are they open?"

"Forget it. It's alnpst two-thirty."

Leslie nused, looking at giant stuffed animals in a toy store window. "lIsn't there someone you
woul d have nmurdered, if you'd had the tinme?"

"Now, you know ny agent lives in New York."

"Way hi nP"
"My child, why would any witer want to nurder his agent? For the manuscripts he | oses under other
manuscripts. For his ill-gotten ten percent, and the renmi ning ninety percent that he sends me

grudgi ngly and late. For-"

Suddenly the wi nd roared and rose up agai nst us. Leslie pointed, and we ran for a deep doorway
that turned out to be CGucci's. W huddl ed agai nst the gl ass.

The wi nd was suddenly choked with hail the size of marbles. dass broke sonewhere, and al arns

lifted thin, frail voices into the wind. There was nore than hail in the wi nd! There were rocks!
| caught the snell and taste of seawater.

We clung together in the expensively wasted space in front of Qucci's. | coined a short-lived
phrase and screaned, "Nova weat her! How the blazes did it -" But |I couldn't hear nyself, and

Leslie didn't even know | was shouti ng.

Nova weat her. How did it get here so fast? Comi ng over the pole, the nova shock wave woul d have to
travel about four thousand miles-at |east a five-hour trip

No. The shock wave would travel in the stratosphere, where the speed of sound was higher, then
propagate down. Three hours was plenty of time. Still, | thought, it should not have come as a
rising wind. On the other side of the world, the exploding sun was tearing our atnosphere away and
hurling it at the stars. The shock shoul d have cone as a single vast thunderclap

For an instant the wind gentled, and | ran down the sidewalk pulling Leslie after ne. W found
anot her doorway as the wi nd picked up again. | thought | heard a siren conming to answer the alarm
At the next break we splashed across WIlshire and reached the car. W sat there panting, waiting
for the heater to warmup. My shoes felt squishy. The wet clothes stuck to ny skin

Leslie shouted, "How rmuch | onger?"

"I don't know W ought to have sone tine."

"We'll have to spend our picnic indoors!"”
"Your place or mne? Yours," | decided, and pulled away fromthe curb
Y

W shire Boul evard was flooded to the hubcaps in spots. The spurt of hail and sleet had becone a
steady, pounding rain. Fog lay flat and wai st-deep ahead of us, broke swirling over our hood,
churned in a wake behind us. Wird weat her.

Nova weat her. The shock wave of scal di ng superheated steam hadn't happened.

Instead, a nmere hot wind roaring through the stratosphere, the turbul ence eddying down to form
strange storns at ground | evel

We parked illegally on the upper parking level. My one glinpse of the |ower |evel showed it to be
flooded. | opened the trunnk and lifted two heavy paper bags.
"W nust have been crazy," Leslie said, shaking her head. "W'll never use all this."

"Let's take it up anyway."

She | aughed at ne. "But why?"

"Just a whim WIIl you help nme carry it?"

We took double arnfuls up to the fourteenth floor. That still left a couple of bags in the trunk
"Never mind them" Leslie said. "We've got the runmaki and the bottles and the nuts. What nore do
we need?"
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"The cheeses. The crackers. The foie gras."
"Forget 'em
"No. "
"You're out of your mind," she explained to ne, slowy so that | would understand. "You could be
steaned dead on the way down! We might not have nore than a few mnutes left, and you want food
for a week! Why?"
"I'd rather not say."
"Go then!" She slanmed the door with terrible force.
The el evator was an ordeal. | kept wondering if Leslie was right. The shrilling of the w nd was
muf fl ed, here at the core of the building. Perhaps it was about to rip electrical cables
sonewhere, |eave me stranded in a darkened box. But | made it down.
The upper |evel was knee-deep in water
My second surprise was that it was |ukewarm |ike old bathwater, unpleasant to wade through. Steam
curdled on the surface, then blew away on a wind that how ed through the concrete echo chanber
li ke the scream ng of the damed.
Goi ng up was anot her ordeal. If what | was thinking was wish fulfillnent, if a roaring wi nd of
live steamcaught ne now. . . |I'd feel like such an idiot

But the doors opened, and the lights hadn't even flickered.
Leslie wouldn't let me in.
"Go away!" She shouted through the | ocked door. "Go eat your cheese and crackers somewhere el se!"
"You got another date?"
That was a mistake. | got no answer at all
I could al nost see her viewpoint. The extra trip for the extra bags was no big thing to fight
about; but why did it have to be? How |l ong was our love affair going to |ast, anyway? An hour
with luck. Wiy back down on a perfectly good argunent, to preserve so epheneral a thing?

"I wasn't going to bring this up," | shouted, hoping she could hear ne through the door. The w nd
must be three tines as loud on the other side. "W may need food for a week! And a place to hide!"
Silence. | began to wonder if | could kick the door dowmn. Wuld | be better off waiting in the

hal | ? Eventually she'd have to -
The door opened. Leslie was pale. "That was cruel,’

she said quietly.

"I can't pronise anything. | wanted to wait, but you forced it. |'ve been wondering if the sun
real ly has expl oded."

"That's cruel. | was just getting used to the idea." She turned her face to the door janb. Tired,
she was tired. 1'd kept her up too late.

"Listen to ne. It was all wong," | said. "There should have been an aurora borealis to |ight up

the night sky frompole to pole. A shock wave of particles exploding out of the sun, traveling at
an inch short of the speed of light, would rip into the atnosphere |ike-why, we'd have seen bl ue
fire over every buil ding!

"Then, the stormcame too slow," | screaned, to be heard above the thunder. "A nova would rip away
the sky over half the planet. The shock wave woul d nove around the night side with a sound to
break all the glass in the world, all at

once! And crack concrete and narble-and, Leslie love, it just hasn't happened. So | started
wonderi ng. "

She said it in a munble. "Then what is it?"

"A flare. The worst -"

She shouted it at nme |ike an accusation. "A flare!l A solar flare! You think the sun could light up
like that -"

"Easy, now -"

"- could turn the noon and planets into so many torches, then fade out as if nothing had happened!
Ch, you idiot -"

"May | cone in?"

She | ooked surprised. She stepped aside, and | bent and picked up the bags and wal ked i n.

The gl ass doors rattled as if giants were trying to beat their way in. Rain had squeezed through
cracks to nake dark puddles on the rug.

| set the bags on the kitchen counter. | found bread in the refrigerator, dropped two slices in
the toaster. Wiile they were toasting | opened the foie gras.

"My tel escope's gone," she said. Sure enough, it was. The tripod was all by itself on the bal cony,
on its side.

I untwisted the wire on a chanpagne bottle. The toast popped up, and Leslie found a knife and
spread both slices with foie gras. | held the bottle near her ear, figuring to trip conditioned
refl exes.
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She did smile fleetingly as the cork popped. She said, "W should set up our picnic grounds here
Behi nd the counter. Sooner or later the wind is going to break those doors and shower glass al
over everything."

That was a good thought. | slid around the partition, swept all the pillow off the floor and the
couch and cane back with them W set up a nest for ourselves.

It was kind of cozy. The kitchen counter was three and a half feet high, just over our heads, and
the kitchen alcove itself was just w de enough to swing our el bows confortably. Now the floor was
all pillows. Leslie poured the chanpagne

into brandy snifters, all the way to the Iip.

| searched for a toast, but there were just too many possibilities, all depressing. W drank

wi t hout toasting. And then carefully set the snifters down and slid forward into each other's
arms. W could sit that way, face to face, |eaning sideways agai nst each ot her

"We're going to die," she said.

"Maybe not."

"Cet used to the idea, | have," she said. "Look at you, you're all nervous now
Afraid of dying. Hasn't it been a lovely night?"

"Unique. | wish I'd known in tinme to take you to dinner."

Thunder came in a string of six explosions. Like bonbs in an air raid. "Me too," she said when we
coul d hear again.

"I wish I'd known this afternoon."

"Pecan pralines!"”

"Farner's Market. Doubl e-roasted peanuts. Who woul d you have nurdered, if you'd had the tine?"
"There was a girl in ny sorority -"

- and she was guilty of sibling rivalry, so Leslie clainmed. | naned an editor who kept changing
his mind. Leslie naned one of my old girl friends, | naned her only old boy friend that | knew
about, and it got to be kind of fun before we ran out. My brother M ke had forgotten ny birthday
once. The fiend.

The lights flickered, then came on again.

Too casual ly, Leslie asked, "Do you really think the sun m ght go back to normal ?"

"It better be back to normal. Ot herwi se we're dead anyway. | w sh we could see
Jupiter.”

"Dammit, answer nme! Do you think it was a flare?"

"Yes."

" \N]y?ll

"Yel | ow dwarf stars don't go nova."
"What if ours did?"

"The astrononmers know a | ot about novas,” | said. "More than you' d guess. They can see them com ng
nmont hs ahead. Sol is a gee-naught yellow dwarf. They don't go nova at all. They have to wander off
the mai n sequence first, and that takes mllions of years."

She pounded a fist softly on ny back. W were cheek to cheek; | couldn't see her face. "I don't
want to believe it. | don't dare. Stan, nothing like this has ever happened before. How can you
know?"

"Sonet hing did."

"What? | don't believe it. W'd remenber."

"Do you renenber the first nmoon | anding? Al drin and Arnstrong?"

"Of course. We watched it at Earl's Lunar Landing Party."

"They | anded on the biggest, flattest place they could find on the nmoon. They sent back severa
hours of jumpy home novies, took a |ot of very clear pictures, left corrugated footprints all over
the place. And they cane honme with a bunch of rocks.

"Remenber? People said it was a long way to go for rocks. But the first thing anyone noticed about
those rocks was that they were half nelted.

"Sometine in the past, oh, say the past hundred thousand years; there's no way of marking it
closer than that-the sun flared up. It didn't stay hot enough | ong enough to | eave any marks on
the Earth. But the nmoon doesn't have an atnosphere to protect it. Al the rocks nelted on one

si de. "

The air was warm and danmp. | took off ny coat, which was heavy with rainwater. | fished the
cigarettes and matches out, lit a cigarette and exhal ed past Leslie's ear

"We'd remenber. It couldn't have been this bad."

"I'"'mnot so sure. Suppose it happened over the Pacific? It wouldn't do that nuch damage. Or over
the American continents. It would have sterilized some plants and ani mals and burned down a | ot of
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forests, and who'd know? The sun is a four percent variable star. Maybe it gets a touch nore

vari able than that, every so often.”

Sonet hi ng shattered in the bedroom A w ndow? A wet w nd touched us, and the shriek of the storm
was | ouder.

"Then we could live through this," Leslie said hesitantly.

"l believe you've put your finger on the crux of the matter. Skol!" | found ny chanmpagne and drank
deep. It was past three in the norning, with a hurricane beating at our doors.

"Then shouldn't we be doi ng sonet hi ng about it?"

"We are."

"Something like trying to get up into the hills! Stan, there're going to be floods!"

"You bet your ass there are, but they won't rise this high. Fourteen stories.

Li sten, I've thought this through. W're in a building that was desi gned to be earthquake proof.
You told nme so yourself. It'd take nore than a hurricane to knock it over

"As for heading for the hills, what hills? W won't get far tonight, not with the streets fl ooded
al ready. Suppose we could get up into the Santa Mnica Muntains; then what? Mudslides, that's
what. That area won't stand up to what's com ng. The flare nust have boil ed away enough water to
make anot her ocean. It's going to rain for forty days and forty nights! Love, this is the safest
pl ace we coul d have reached tonight."

"Suppose the polar caps nelt?"

"Yeah . . . well, we're pretty high, even for that. Hey, maybe that |ast flare was what started
Noah's Fl ood. Maybe it's happening again. Sure as hell, there's not a place on Earth that isn't
the mddle of a hurricane. Those two great counterrotating hurricanes, by now they nmust have
broken up into hundreds of little storns -"

The gl ass doors expl oded inward. We ducked, and the wind how ed about us and dropped rain and

gl ass on us.

"At |east we've got food!" | shouted. "If the floods maroon us here, we can last it out!"

"But if the power goes, we can't cook it! And the refrigerator -"

"We'll cook everything we can. Hardboil all the eggs -"

The wind rose about us. | stopped trying to talk.

Warmrain sprayed us horizontally and left us soaked. Try to cook in a hurricane? |'d been stupid;
I'"d waited too long. The wind would tip boiling water on us if we tried it. O hot grease -
Leslie screamed, "We'll have to use the oven!"

O course. The oven couldn't possibly fall on us.

W set it for 400° and put the eggs in, in a pot of water. We took all the nmeat out of the neat
drawer and shoved it on a broiling pan. Two artichokes in another pot. The other vegetables we
coul d eat raw

What else? | tried to think

Water. If the electricity went, probably the water and tel ephone lines would too. | turned on the
faucet over the sink and started filling things: pots with lids, Leslie's thiry-cup percol ator
that she used for parties, her wash bucket.

She clearly thought | was crazy, but | didn't trust the rain as a water source;

| couldn't control it.

The sound. Already we'd stopped trying to shout through it. Forty days and nights of this and we'd
be stone deaf. Cotton? Too late to reach the bat hroom

Paper towels! | tore and wadded and nade four plugs for our ears.

Sanitary facilities? Another reason for picking Leslie place over mne. Wen the plunbing stopped,
there was al ways the bal cony.

And if the flood rose higher than the fourteenth floor, there was the roof.

Twenty stories up. If it went higher than that, there would be damed few people left when it was
over.

And if it was a nova?

| held Leslie a bit nore closely, and Iit another cigarette one-handed. Al the wasted pl anning,
if it was a nova. But |I'd have been doing it anyway. You don't stop planning just because there's
no hope.

And when the hurricane turned to live steam there was always the bal cony. At a dead run, and over
the railing, in preference to being boiled alive.

But now was not the tine to nmention it.

Anyway, she'd probably thought of it herself.

The lights went out about four. | turned off the oven, in case the power should conme back. Gve it
an hour to cool down, then I'd put all the food in Baggi es.
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Leslie was asleep, sitting up in ny arms. How coul d she sleep, not knowing? | piled pillows behind
her and | et her back easy.

For sone tinme, | lay on ny back, snoking, watching the |ightning make shadows on the ceiling. W
had eaten all the foie gras and drunk one bottle of chanpagne. | thought of opening the brandy,
but decided against it, with regret.

A long tine passed. |I'mnot sure what | thought about. | didn't sleep, but certainly nmy mnd was
inide It only gradually cane to me that the ceiling, between lightning flashes, had turned
gray.

| rolled over, gingerly, soggily. Everything was wet. My watch said it was nine-thirty.

I crawl ed around the partition into the living room 1'd been ignoring the stormsounds for so
long that it took a faceful of warm whipping rain to renind ne.

There was a hurricane going on. But charcoal -gray light was filtering through the black clouds.

So. | was right to have saved the brandy. Floods, storns, intense radiation, fires lit by the
flare-if the toll of destruction was as high as | expected, then noney was about to becone

worthl ess. W woul d need trade goods.

I was hungry. | ate two eggs and sone bacon-still warmand started putting the rest of the food
away. W had food for a week, maybe . . . but hardly a bal anced diet. Maybe we could trade with
other apartnents. This was a big building. There must be enpty apartnents, too, that we could raid
for canned soup and the like. And refugees fromthe | ower doors to be taken care of, if the waters
rose high enough . . .

Dam! | m ssed the nova. Life had been sinplicity itself last night. Now

Did we have nedicines? Wre there doctors in the building? There woul d be dysentery and ot her

pl agues. And hunger. There was a supernarket near here; could we find a scuba rig in the building?
But |1'd get sone sleep first. Later we could start exploring the building. The day had becone a
Iighter charcoal -gray. Things could be worse, far worse. | thought of the radiation that nust have
sl eeted over the far side of the world, and wondered if our children would col oni ze Europe, or
Asia, or Africa.

I"mextrenely pleased with this tale. 1'"ve witten too few |ove stories. This one was for Marilyn.
The characters were our earlier selves, and the settings are in Wst Los Angel es, where we |ived.
| had written nost of the story before we narried.

But | couldn't finish it until | showed It to Jerry Pournelle. Jerry gave ne the ending: he sinmply
reminded me that | aman optinmist. | do not normally wite stories in which there is no hope.
Fromtime to tinme someone tries to turn "Inconstant Moon" into a novie. | grant that its alittle

short; we'd have to follow a few nore characters. But the |locations are easily avail able, and
there aren't any of the fantastically expensive special effects one tends to find in ny novels.
Then again, | remenber having to explain what a "nova" is to a "producer." Maybe that's the rea
probl em

"Luke, if flatlanders need thought police to keep themalive, they shouldn't stay alive. You're
trying to hold back evolution."

"W are not thought police! What we police is technol ogy .

WORLD OF PTAWS, 1966

VHAT CAN YOU SAY ABOUT
CHOCOLATE COVERED
MANHCLE COVERS?

It was the last party. Oherwise it was only one of many, so nany that they nerged in the nenory.
We all knew each other. George had invited around thirty of us, a heterogeneous group, aged from
teen to retirenent, in dress that varied fromhippie to nod to jeans and sneakers to dark suits,
and hair that varied fromcrew cut to shoul der-1Iength.

It was a divorce party.

G anted that it's been done before, still it was done well. George and Dina had planned it a year
earlier, to celebrate the night their Decree becane Final. The cake was frosted in black, and was
surnmount ed by the usual wax figures, but facing outward from opposite edges of the cake. Jack
Keenan donned a minister's reversed collar to officiate. H s nakeshift sacranent included part of
the funniest prayer in literature: the agnostic's prayer from Zel azny's Creatures of Light and
Dar kness. Ceorge and Dina kissed with obvious sincerity, for the last tine, and everybody cl apped
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i ke mad.
Afterward | got coffee and a piece of divorce cake and found a flat place to set them Wthout a
third hand to handle the plastic fork, | was as good as trapped there; and there it was that Tom

Fi ndl ay found ne.

Tom Findlay was all red hair and beard. The beard was full and thick, the hair |ong enough to tie
in back with a rubber band. Once he had gone to a costume party with his hair conbed forward over
his eyes and the bridge of his nose, and a placard around his neck that read NOT A SHEEP DOG He
general ly wore knee-length socks and | eather shorts. His legs too were thickly covered with red
hair. He spoke in a slow m dwestern drawl, and grinned constantly, as if he were watching very
funny pictures inside his head.

He was al ways part of these groups. Once a nmonth he held a BYOB party of his own. He had a
tendency to nonopolize a conversation; but even those who avoided himon that account had to adnit
that he gave fair warning. He would walk up to any friend or stranger he found standing al one and
open conversation with, "Hey. Wuld a Muslimvanpire be terrified of a copy of the Koran?" O, "It
seens to ne that anarchy would be a very unstable form of government, don't you think?" O, "Wat
about chocol ate covered nmanhol e covers?"

That one fell pretty flat, | renenber. Wat can anyone say about chocol ate covered nmanhol e covers?
Most of Findlay's ideas were at |east worth discussing. Vanpires, for instance. \Wat significance
has the vanpire's religion? O the victims blood type? Could you hold off a vanpire with a
sunlanmp, or kill himwith a stake of grained plastic wood? If a bullet won't kill a vanpire, what
about a revolver |loaded with a blank cartridge and a wooden pencil ?

And one ni ght soneone had cone running in to interrupt the poker ganme in the other room "Wat do
you think Findlay just cane up with?" And it was a new formof ice skating. You strap bl ocks of
ice to your feet, see, and you skate over a field of razor blades set on edge.

W1 d? Consider the ramifications! Straps will be cut, unless you enbed themin the ice itself. God
hel p you if you take a spill, or let the ice nelt too far. And the bl ades have to be lined up. So
how can you change directions? The only answer to that one is to lay the blades in a |oop, like a
skating rink.

That night, the night of the divorce party, Findlay perched on the edge of the table |I was using
for my cup and plate, and said, "Hey. Suppose all the Adam and Eve | egends were true?"

I could have gotten away, but it would have neant finding another flat spot. | said, "That story's
been done to death. A rocket ship crashes on Earth, see, with two people aboard-"

"No, no, you don't take ny neaning. Every big and little group in the world, past and present, has
a creation nyth." Findlay's Mdwest accent did odd things to the two-dollar words he was fond of
using. "They all involve one man and one wonan. In every case all of hunmanity sprang fromthat one
coupl e. Suppose they were all true?"

My wi fe noved up frombehind me and slid one armaround ny waist. "You mean five hundred different
Edens? That woul dn't nmake sense." She nestled agai nst nme, unobtrusively, feeling warmand silky in
a | oose, flow ng pant dress.

Findlay turned to her eagerly. "Carol, do you know anythi ng about breeding horses? O cattle?"

| said, "Dogs. My nother raises keeshonden."

We didn't see where he was going, but Findlay seened to sense we were hooked. He settled hinself
nmore confortably on the table. "There's a stock nmethod of inproving a breed. It always works, but
it takes a long tine. How |l ong depends on what you're trying to inprove, of course.

"Suppose you're working with horses, just for argument. You' ve got a hundred horses for base
stock. What you do is, you fence themoff into say twenty-five corrals of four horses each. A

| arge nunber of snmall groups. You make them breed within the group

"Pretty quick you get severe inbreeding. All the little deadly recessive traits start to come out,
and conbine. You lose a |l ot of each generation. You help it along by weeding out the traits you
don't like, like blindness or early senility.

"You keep it up for as many generations as you've got tinme for. Then you run them all together

You know how hybrid vigor works?"

"It's a mathematical thing, really," someone nuttered deprecatingly. | realized that we'd acquired
an audi ence. Four or five nale teens were standing around listening, attracted either by Findlay's
carrying voice or by ny wife, who is uncommonly pretty. They were | ooking puzzled but interested,
except for the one who had spoken

Hal Grant was a small, dark fifteen-year-old with an astonishing vocabulary. Wth his full black
beard and collar-length hair he | ooked |ike a young baron out of the Mddle Ages; but he tal ked
like a college professor. People tended to see himas an adult, and to react w th astoni shnent on
the rare occasions when he acted like a fifteen-year-old.

When nobody tried to stop him he went on. "Say you've got a strain of horses that has a dom nant
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for weak eyes, and another that has weak hindquarters. You breed a stallion fromone strain to a
mare fromthe other strain until you get four colts. In general one colt won't have either of the
bad traits, one will have the weak eyes, one will have weak hindquarters, and one will have both.
That's strai ght Mendelian genetics. Were the hybrid vigor cones in is, the one with both of the
bad traits can't conpete. He dies. That |eaves three colts, and one is an inprovenent over both
his parents. The average quality goes up."

Fi ndl ay was noddi ng his approval. "Right. That's how it works. So you run all the horses together.
A lot of the weak traits that didn't get killed off in the interbreeding phase, conbine and kil
their owners. You wind up with a superior strain of horses."”

"I't wouldn't work with dogs," said Carol. "Mngrels don't win dog shows."

"But in a fair fight they tend to kill the wi nners," Hal pointed out.

"The techni que works on just about anything," said Findlay. "Horses, dogs, cattle, chinchillas.
Split the base stock into snmall groups, nmake theminterbreed for several generations, then run
themall together. Now keep it in nmind, and we'll nake some assunpti ons.

"We assume an alien race, and we assune they've got a pet that's alnbst bright enough to nake a
good servant. Its hands can hold a serving tray. They could al nost repair nachinery-"

"Hormo habilis," said sonebody.

"Right. You have to assune the overlord race had a lot of time, and endl ess patience-"

"And cheap space travel."

"Whul dn't have to be faster than light, though. Not if they had all that endl ess patience." W
could see where Findlay was goi ng now, and everyone wanted to get there first. Hence the

i nterruptions.

Findlay said, "So they pick out about a thousand of the brightest of their aninmals, and they split
themup into pairs, nale and fenale. They find an Earthlike world and set down five hundred
couples in five hundred | ocations."

"Then t he Noah | egend-"

"Canme first," | said. "And you get five hundred Edens. Beautiful."

"Right. Now |l ook at how it works. Each of the little groups undergoes severe inbreeding. They're
all cut off fromeach other by fences of one kind or another, nountains, rivers, deserts. The
recessive traits cone out, and some of the groups die off conpletely. thers spread out.
"Rermenber, it's the nobst successful ones that are spreading. They infringe on other groups. The
genes start to mx. The quality of the mix goes up, partly because of hybrid vigor. If they're
going to develop intelligence, this is where it starts."

"Hah! They'd start inventing ways around the fences," said an older kid. Short blond hair, pale
fringe of nustache, knitted sailing cap surgically attached to his head; | forget his nane.
"Bridges across the rivers, canteens for the deserts-"

"And canels."

"Passes across the mountains. Ways to tell each other howto find them™

" Shi ps! "

"Right," said Findlay, his blue eyes glowing with pleasure. "Now notice that the nost intelligent
groups are the ones that spread their genes around the npbst, because they're the ones that do all
the traveling. Also, the nore inventions you get, the easier it is to nmx; the nore nixing you
get, the higher the intelligence goes; and that nakes for nore invent