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Bagatelle

THERE WAS A BOMB onthe Leystrasse, level forty-five, right outsde the Bagatelle Flower and
Gift Shoppe, about a hundred meters down the promenade from Prosperity Plaza.

"l am abomb," the bomb said to passersby. "I will explodein four hours, five minutes, and
seventeen seconds. | have aforce equd to fifty thousand English tons of trinitrololuene.”

A small knot of people gathered to look &t it.
"I will go off infour hours, four minutes, and thirty-seven seconds.”

A few people became worried as the bomb talked on. They remembered business e sewhere
and hurried away, often toward the tube trainsto King City. Eventudly, the trains became
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overcrowded and there was some pushing and shoving.

The bomb wasametd cylinder, ameter high, two meterslong, mounted on four Steerable
whesels. Therewas an array of four television cameras mounted on top of the cylinder, dowly scanning
through ninety degrees. No one could recdl how it cameto be there. It looked alittle like the
municipa street-cleaning machines; perhaps no one had noticed it because of that.

"l am rated at fifty kilotons,” the bomb said, with atrace of pride.

The police were called.

"A nuclear bomb, you say?* Municipa Police Chief Anna-Louise Bach felt sournessin the pit of
her somach and reached for abox of medicated candy. She was overdue for a new stomach, but the
rate she went through them on her job coupled with the size of her paycheck had caused her to rely
more and more on these stopgap measures. And the cost of cloned transplants was going up.

"It saysfifty kilotons," said the man on the screen. "'l don't seewhat elseit could be. Unlessit's
just faking, of course. Werre moving in radiation detectors.”

"You sad it says.' Are you speaking of anote, or phone cal, or what?"!

"No. It'staking to us. Seemsfriendly enough, too, but we haven't gotten around to asking it to
disarmitsdlf. It could be that its friendlinesswon't extend thet far.”

"No doubt." She ate another candy. "Cal in the bomb squad, of course. Then tell them to do
nothing until | arrive, other than look the Situation over. I'm going to make afew cals, then I'll be there.
No more than thirty minutes.”

"All right. Will do."

Therewas nothing for it but to look for help. No nuclear bomb had ever been used on Luna
Bach had no experience with them, nor did her bomb crew. She brought her computer on line.

Roger Birkson liked hisjob. It wasn't so much the working conditions—which were
appdling—but the fringe benefits. He was on call for thirty days, twenty-four hoursaday, at asday
that was nearly astronomica. Then he got eeven months paid vacation. He was paid for the entire
year whether or not he ever had to exercise his specia talents during histhirty days duty. In that way,
hewaslike afirefighter. In away, he was afirefighter.

He spent hislong vacationsin Luna No one had ever asked Birkson why he did so; had they
asked, he would not have known. But the reason was a subconscious conviction that one day the
entire planet Earth would blow up in one gloriousfirebal. He didn't want to be therewhen it

happened.

Birkson'sjob was bomb disarming for the geopolitica administrative unit caled CommEcon
Europe. On abusy shift he might save thelives of twenty million CE Europeans.

Of the thirty-five Terran bomb experts vacationing on Lunaat the time of the Leystrasse bomb



scare, Birkson happened to be closest to the projected epicenter of the blast. The Central Computer
found him twenty-five seconds after Chief Bach rang off from her initid report. He waslining up a putt
on the seventeenth green of the Burning Tree underground golf course, ahalf kilometer from
Prosperity Plaza, when his bag of clubs began to ring. Birkson was wedlthy. He employed a human
caddy instead of the mechanical sort. The caddy dropped the flag he had been holding and went to
answer it. Birkson took afew practice swings, but found that his concentration had been broken. He
relaxed, and took the call.

"l need your advice," Bach said, without preamble. "I'm the Chief of Municipa Policefor New
Dresden, Anna-Louise Bach. I've had areport on anuclear bomb on the Leystrasse, and | don't have
anyone with your experience in these matters. Could you meet me at the tube station in ten minutes?'

"Areyou crazy? I'm shooting for a seventy-five with two holes to go, an easy three-footer on
seventeen and facing a par five on the last hole, and you expect me to go chasing after ahoax?"

"Do you know it to be ahoax?' Bach asked, wishing he would say yes.
"Well, no, | just now heard about it, myself. But ninety percent of them are, you know."

"Fine. | suggest you continue your game. And since you're So sure, I'm going to have Burning
Tree seded off for the duration of the emergency. | want you right there."

Birkson consdered this. "About how far away isthis'Leystrasse?"

"About six hundred meters. Five levels up from you, and one sector over. Don't worry. There
must be dozens of stedl plates between you and the hoax. Y ou just sit tight, dl right?' Birkson said
nothing.

"I'll be & the tube ation in ten minutes," Bach said.
"I'll bein aspecid capsule. It bethelast onefor five hours.” She hung up.

Birkson contemplated the wall of the underground enclosure. Then he knelt on the green and
lined up his putt. He addressed the ball, tapped it, and heard the satisfying rattle as it sank into the cup.

Helooked longingly at the elghteenth tee, then jogged off to the clubhouse.

"I'll beright back," he called over his shoulder.

Bach's capsule was two minutes late, but she had to wait another minute for Birkson to show up.
She fumed, trying not to glance at the timepiece embedded in her wrist.

Hegot in, till carrying his putter, and their heads were jerked back as the capsule was launched.
They moved for only a short distance, then cameto ahalt. The door didn't open.

"The system's probably tied up,” Bach said, squirming. She didn't like to see the municipa
sarvicesfall inthe company of this Terran.

"Ah," Birkson said, flashing agrin with an impossble number of squareteeth. "A panic
evacuation, no doubt. Y ou didn't have the tube system closed down, | suppose?



"No," shesaid. "I... wdll, | thought there might be a chance to get alarge number of people away
from the arealin case this thing does go off."

He shook his head, and grinned again. He put this grin after every sentence he spoke, like
punctuation.

"You'd better sed off the city. If it'sahoax, you're going to have hundreds of dead and injured
from the panic. It'salost causetrying to evacuate. At most, you might save afew thousand.”

"But.."

"Keep them gationary. If it goes off, it's no use anyway. Y ou'l lose thewhole city. And no one's
going to question your judgment because you'll be dead. If it doesn't go off, you'll be sitting pretty for
having prevented apanic. Doit. | know."

Bach began to redly didike thisman right then, but decided to follow hisadvice. And histhinking
did have acertain cold logic. She phoned the station and had the lid clamped on the city. Now the
carsin the cross-tube ahead would be cleared, leaving only her priority capsule moving.

They used the few minutes delay while the order was implemented to size each other up. Bach
saw ablonde, square-jawed young man in a checkered sweater and gold knickers. He had afriendly
face, and that was what puzzled her. There was no trace of worry on his smooth features. His hands
were steady, clasped camly around the stedl shaft of his putter. She wouldn't have caled his manner
cocky or assured, but he did manage to look cheerful.

She had just redlized that he was looking her over, and was wondering what he saw, when he put
his hand on her knee. He might as well have dapped her. She was stunned.

"What areyou... get your hand off me you... you groundhog.”

Birkson's hand had been moving upward. He was apparently unfazed by the insult. Heturned in
his seat and reached for her hand. His smile was dazzling.

"| just thought that since we're staled here with nothing else to do, we might start getting to know
each other. No harm in that, isthere? | just hate to waste any time, that'sal.”

She wrenched free of his grasp and assumed a defensive posture, feeling trapped in anightmare.
But he relented, having no interest in pursuing the matter when he had been rebuffed.

"All right. Well wait. But I'd like to have adrink with you, or maybe dinner. After thisthing's
wrapped up, of course."

" Thisthing... How can you think of something likethat...?"

"At atimelikethis. | know. I've heard it. Bombs get me horny, isdl. So okay, so I'll leave you
aone" Hegrinned again. "But maybe you'll fed different when thisisover.”

For amoment she thought she was going to throw up from a combination of revulsion and feer.
Fear of the bomb, not thisawful man. Her somach was twisted into a pretzdl, and here he sat, thinking
of sex. What was he, anyway?

The capsule lurched again, and they were on their way.



The deserted L eystrasse made a gleaming frame of stainless stedl storefronts and fluorescent
ceiling for theimprobable pair hurrying from the tube sation in the Plaza: Birkson in hisanachronistic
golf togs, cleats rasping on the polished rock floor, and Bach, half ameter taler than him, thinlikea
Lunarian. She wore the regulation uniform of the Municipa Police, which was ablue armband and cap
with her rank of chief emblazoned on them, a shoulder holster, an equipment belt around her waist
from which dangled the shining and letha-looking tools of her trade, cloth dippers, and afew scraps of
clothing in arbitrary places. In the benign environment of Lunar corridors, modesty had died out ages

ago.

They reached the cordon which had been established around the bomb, and Bach conferred with
the officer in charge. The hdl was echoing with off-key music.

"What's that?' Birkson asked.

Officer Wdlters, the man to whom Bach had been speaking, looked Birkson over, weighing just
how far he had to go in deference to this grinning weirdo. He was obvioudy the bomb expert Bach
had referred to in an earlier cal, but he was a Terran, and not amember of the force. Should he be
addressed as 'sir'? He couldn't decide.

"It'sthe bomb. It's been Singing to usfor the last five minutes. Ran out of thingsto say, | guess.”

"Interesting.” Swinging the putter lazily from sSdeto side, he walked to the barrier of painted sted!
crowd-control sections. He started diding one of them to the side.

"Holdit... ah, gr," Walters said.

"Wait aminute, Birkson," Bach confirmed, running to the man and dmost grabbing hisdeeve.
She backed away at the last moment.

"It said no one'sto crossthat barrier,” Walters supplied to Bach's questioning glance. " Saysitlll
blow usdl to the Farsde."

"What isthat damn thing, anyway?' Bach asked, plaintively.

Birkson withdrew from the barrier and took Bach aside with atactful touch onthearm. He
spoke to her with hisvoice just low enough for Waltersto hear.

"It'sa cyborged human connected to abomb, probably auranium device" he said. "I've seen the
design. It'sjust like one that went off in Johannesburg three years ago. | didn't know they were till
meking them.”

"I heard about it," Bach said, feding cold and done. "Then you think it's really abomb? How do
you know it's a cyborg? Couldn't it be tape recordings, or a computer?”

Birkson rolled his eyes dightly, and Bach reddened. Damn it, they were reasonable questions.
And to her surprise, he could not defend his opinion logicaly. She wondered what she was stuck with.
Was this man really the expert she took him to be, or a plaid-swestered imposter?

"You can cdl it ahunch. I'm going to talk to thisfellow, and | want you to roll up an industria
X-ray unit on the level beow thiswhile I'm doing it. On the leve above, photographic film. Y ou get the



ides?"
"Y ou want to take a picture of theinsde of thisthing. Won't that be dangerous?'
"Y eah. Areyour insurance premiums paid up?'

Bach said nothing, but gave the orders. A million questions were spinning through her head, but
shedidn't want to make afool of hersdf by asking astupid one. Such as: how much radiation did abig
industrial X-ray machine produce when beamed through arock and stedl floor? She had afedling she
wouldn't like the answer. She sighed, and decided to let Birkson have his head until she felt he couldn't
handleit. He was about the only hope she had.

And hewas grolling casudly around the perimeter, swinging his goddamn putter behind him,
whistling bad harmony with the tune coming from the bomb. What was a career police officer to do?
Back him up on the harmonica?

The scanning cameras atop the bomb stopped their back and forth motion. One of them began to
track Birkson. He grinned hisflashiest, and waved to it. The music stopped.

"l am afifty kiloton nuclear bomb of the uranium-235 type,” it said. "Y ou must stay behind the
perimeter | have caused to be erected here. Y ou must not disobey this order.”

Birkson held up his hands, till grinning, and splayed out hisfingers.

"Y ou got me, bud. | won't bother you. | wasjust admiring your casing. Pretty nicejob, there. It
seemsashameto blow it up.”

"Thank you," the bomb said, cordidly. "But that ismy purpose. Y ou cannot divert me fromiit.”
"Never entered my mind. Promise.”

"Very well. You may continueto admire me, if you wish, but from a safe distance. Do not
attempt to rush me. All my vita wiring is safely protected, and | have aresponsetime of three
milliseconds. | can ignite long before you can reach me, but | do not wish to do so until the dlotted
timehascome.”

Birkson whistled. "That's pretty fast, brother. Much faster than me, I'm sure. It must be nice,
being ableto move likethat after blundering along dl your life with neurd speeds.”

"Yes, | find it very gratifying. It was aquite unexpected benefit of becoming abomb.”

Thiswas morelikeit, Bach thought. Her didike of Birkson had not blinded her to the fact that he
had been checking out his hunch. And her questions had been answered: no tape array could answer
questions like that, and the machine had as much as admitted that it had been ahuman being at one
time

Birkson completed acircuit, back to where Bach and Walters were standing. He paused, and
sadinalow voice, "Check out thet time."

"Whet time?'

"Whét time did you say you were going to explode?' heydled.



"In three hours, twenty-one minutes, and eighteen seconds,” the bomb supplied.

"That time," he whispered. "Get your computersto work onit. Seeif it'sthe anniversary of any
politica group, or the time something happened that someone might have agrudge about.” He Started
to turn away, then thought of something. "But most important, check the birth records.”

"May | ask why?"

He seemed to be dreaming, but came back to them. "I'm just fedling this character out. I've got a
feding thismight be his birthday. Find out who was born &t that time—it can't be too many, down to
the second—and try to locate them al. The one you can't find will be our guy. I'm betting oniit.”

"What are you betting? And how do you know for sureit'saman?'

That look again, and again she blushed. But, damn it, she had to ask questions. Why should he
make her fed defensve about it?

"Because he's chosen amale voice to put over his speakers. | know that's not conclusive, but
you get hunches after awhile. Asto what I'm betting... no, it'snot my life. I'm sure | can get thisone.
How about dinner tonight if I'm right?" The smile was ingenuous, without the trace of lechery she
thought she had seen before. But her somach was il crawling. She turned away without answering.

For the next twenty minutes, nothing much happened. Birkson continued his dow stroll around
the machine, stopping from time to time to shake his head in admiration. The thirty men and women of
Chief Bach's police detail stood around nervoudy with nothing to do, asfar awvay from the machine as
pride would allow. There was no sensein taking cover.

Bach hersdlf was kept busy coordinating the behind-the-scenes maneuvering from a command
post that had been set up around the corner, inthe Elysian Travel Agency. It had phonesand a
computer output printer. She sensed the dropping morale among her officers, who could see nothing
going on. Had they known that surveying lasers were poking their noses around treesin the Plaza,
taking bearingsto within athousandth of amillimeter, they might have fdt alittle better. And onthe
floor below, the X-ray had arrived.

Ten minutes later, the output began to chatter. Bach could heer it in the silent, echoing corridor
from her position hafway between the travel agency and the bomb. She turned, and met ayoung
officer with the green armband of arookie. The woman's hand wasice-cold as she handed Bach the
sheet of yellow printout paper. There were three names printed on it, and bel ow that, some dates and
eventslised.

"This bottom information was from the fourth expansion of the problem,” the officer explained.
"Very low probability stuff. The three people were dl born either on the second or withina
three-second margin of error, in three different years. Everyone el se has been contacted.”

"Keep looking for these three, too," Bach said. As she turned away, she noticed that the young
officer was pregnant, about in her fifth month. She thought briefly of sending her away from the scene,
but what was the use?

Birkson saw her coming, and broke off hisdow circuits of the bomb. He took the paper from
her and scanned it. He tore off the bottom part without being told it waslow probability, crumpled it,
and let it drop to the floor. Scratching his head, he walked dowly back to the bomb.



"Hans?' he cdled out.
"How did you know my name?" the bomb asked.

"Ah, Hans, my boy, credit uswith some sense. Y ou can't have got into this without knowing that
the MuniPol can do very fast investigations. Unless I've been underestimating you. Have | ?"

"No," the bomb conceded. "I knew you would find out who | was. But it doesn't alter the
Stuaion.”

"Of course not. But it makes for easier conversation. How haslife been treeting you, my friend?!

"Terrible mourned the man who had become afifty kiloton nuclear weapon.

Every morning Hans Leiter rolled out of bed and padded into his cozy water closet. It was not
the standard model for residentia gpartment modules, but a specia one he had installed after he
moved in. Hanslived done, and it was the one luxury he alowed himsdlf. In hislittle padace, hesatina
chair that massaged him into wakefulness, washed him, shaved him, powdered him, cleaned hisnalls,
gplashed him with scent, them made love to him with arubber imitation that was agood facsimile of
thered thing. Hans was awkward with women.

Hewould dress, walk down three hundred meters of corridor, and surrender himself to a
pedestrian dideway which took him asfar as the Cross-Crisum Tube. There, he allowed himself to be
fired like a projectile through atunnel below the Lunar surface.

Hansworked in the Crisum Heavy Machinery Foundry. His job there was repairing dmost
anything that broke down. He was good &t it; he was much more comfortable with machines than with

people.

Oneday he made adip and got hisleg caught in amassiveroller. It was not a serious accident,
because the fail safe systems turned off the machine before his body or head could be damaged, but it
hurt terribly and completed ruined the leg. It had to be taken off. While he was waiting for the cloned
replacement limb to be grown, Hans had been fitted with a prosthetic.

It had been arevedation to him. It worked like adream, as good as his old leg and perhaps
better. It was connected to his severed leg nerve, but was equipped with athreshold cut-off circuit,
and one day when he barked his artificial shin he saw that it had caused him no pain. Herecdled the
way that same injury had felt with hisflesh and blood leg, and again he wasimpressed. He thought,
too, of the agony when hisleg had been caught in the machine.

When the new leg was ready for transplanting, Hans had elected to retain the prosthetic. It was
unusud, but not unprecedented.

From that time on, Hans, who had never been known to his co-workers astakative or socid,
withdrew even more from hisfellow humans. He would speak only when spoken to. But people had
observed him talking to the stamping press, and the water cooler, and the robot sweeper.

At night, it was Hans habit to sit on hisvibrating bed and watch the holovision until one o'clock.
At that time, his kitchen would prepare him alate snack, roll it to himin his bed, and he would retire
for the night.



For the last three years Hans had been neglecting to turn the set on before getting into bed.
Nevertheess, he continued to sit quietly on the bed taring at the empty screen.

When she finished reading the persona data printout, Bach was struck once more at the
efficiency of the machinesin her control. This man was amost a cipher, yet there were nine thousand
wordsin storage concerning his uneventful life, ready to be called up and printed into an excruciatingly

boring biography.

"...30 you cameto fed that you were being controlled at every step in your life by machines,”
Birkson was saying. He was Sitting on one of the barriers, swinging hislegs back and forth. Bach
joined him and offered thelong sheet of printout. He waved it away. She could hardly blame him.

"Butit'struel” the bomb said. "Weall are, you know. Were part of this huge machine that's
caled New Dresden. It moves us around like parts on an assembly line, washes us, feeds us, puts us
to bed and singsusto deep.”

"Ah," Birkson said, agreegbly. "Are you a L uddite, Hans?'

"No!" the bomb said in ashocked voice. "Roger, you've missed the whole point. | don't want to
destroy the machines. | want to serve them better. | wanted to become amachine, like my new leg.
Don't you see? We're part of the machine, but we're the most inefficient part.”

Thetwo talked on, and Bach wiped the swesat from her pams. She couldn't see where dl this
was going, unless Birkson serioudy hoped to talk Hans Leiter out of what he was going to do in—she
glanced at the clock—two hours and forty-three minutes. It was maddening. On the one hand, she
recognized the skill he was using in establishing arapport with the cyborg. They were on afirst-name
bass, and at |east the damn machine cared enough to argue its position. On the other hand, so what?
What good wasit doing?

Waters approached and whispered into her ear. She nodded, and tapped Birkson on the
shoulder.

"They're ready to take the picture whenever you are," she said. He waved her off.

"Dont bother me," hesaid, loudly. "Thisis getting interesting. So if what you say istrue," he went
on to Hans, getting up and pacing intently back and forth, thistime insde theline of barriers, "maybe |
ought to look into thismysdlf. Y ou redly like being cyborged better than being human??”’

"Infinitely s0," the bomb said. He sounded enthusiastic. "1 need no deep now, and | no longer
have to bother with elimination or eating. | have atank for nutrients, which are fed into the housing
where my brain and central nervous system arelocated.” He paused. "I tried to diminate the ups and
downs of hormone flow and the emotiona reactionsthat followed," he confided.

"No dice, huh?"

"No. Something always distracted me. So when | heard of this place where they would cyborg
me and get rid of al that, | jumped at the chance.”

Inectivity was making Bach impulsive. She had to say or do something.



"Where did you get the work done, Hans?" she ventured. The bomb started to say something,
but Birkson laughed loudly and dapped Bach hard on the back. "Oh, no, Chief. That's pretty tricky,
right Hans? She'strying to get you to rat. That's not done, Chief. There'sapoint of honor involved.”

"Whoisthat?' the bomb asked, suspicioudy.
"Let meintroduce Chief Anna-L ouise Bach, of the New Dresden Police. Ann, meet Hans."

"Police?' Hans asked, and Bach felt goose-pimples when she detected a note of fright in the
voice. What was this maniac trying to do, frightening the guy like that? She was close to pulling
Birkson off the case. She held off because she thought she could see afamiliar patterninit, something
she could use asaway to participate, even if ignominoudly. It was the good guy-bad guy routine, one
of the oldest police maneuversin the book.

"Aw, don't belikethat,” Birkson said to Hans. "Not al cops are brutes. Ann here, she'sanice
person. Give her a chance. She's only doing her job."

"Oh, | have no objection to police," the bomb said. "They are necessary to keep the socid
machine functioning. Law and order isabasic precept of the coming new Mechanical Society. I'm
pleased to meet you, Chief Bach. | wish the circumstances didn't make us enemies.”

"Pleased to meet you, Hans." She thought carefully before she phrased her next question. She
wouldn't have to take the hardline approach to contrast herself with affable, buddy-buddy Birkson.
She needn't be an antagonist, but it wouldn't hurt if she asked questions that probed at his motives.

"Tell me, Hans. Y ou say you're not aLuddite. Y ou say you like machines. Do you know how
many machinesyou'l destroy if you set yoursdlf off? And even more important, what you'l do to this
socid machine you've been talking about? Y ou'll wipe out the whole city.”

The bomb seemed to be groping for words. He hesitated, and Bach fdlt the first glimmer of hope
sincethisinsanity began.

"Y ou don't understand. Y ou're speaking from an organic viewpoint. Life isimportant to you. A
machineis not concerned with life. Damage to amachine, even the socid machine, issmply something
to berepaired. In away, | hope to set an example. | wanted to become amachine—"

"And the best, the very ultimate machine," Birkson put in, "isthe atomic bomb. It'sthe end point
of dl mechanicd thinking."

"Exactly," said the bomb, sounding very pleased. It was nice to be understood. "1 wanted to be
the very best machine| could possibly be, and it had to be this.”

"Beautiful, Hans," Birkson breathed. "I see what you're talking about. So if we go on with that
line of thought welogicaly cometo the concluson...” and he was off into an exploration of thefine
points of the new Mechanistic world view.

Bach wastrying to decide which wasthe crazier of the two, when she was handed another
message. Sheread it, then tried to find a place to break into the conversation. But therewas no
convenient place. Birkson was more and more animated, amost frothing at the mouth as he
discovered points of agreement between the two of them. Bach noticed her officers standing around
nervoudy, following the conversation. It was clear from their expressonsthat they feared they were
being sold out, that when zero hour arrived they would gtill be here watching intellectud ping-pong.



But long before that, she could have amutiny on her hands. Severd of them were fingering their
wegpons, probably without even knowing it.

She touched Birkson on the deeve, but he waved her away. Damn it, thiswas too much. She
grabbed him and nearly pulled him from hisfeet, swung him around until her mouth was closeto hisear
and growled.

"Listen to me, you idiot, they're going to take the picture. Y ou'll have to stand back some. It's
better if we'red| shielded.”

"Leaveme alone," he shot back, and pulled from her grasp. But he was still smiling. "Thisisjust
getting interesting,” he said, in anormal tone of voice.

Birkson came near to dying in that moment. Three guns were trained on him from the circle of
officers, awaiting only the order to fire. They didn't like seeing their Chief treated that way.

Bach hersdlf was damn near to giving the order. The only thing that stayed her hand wasthe
knowledge that with Birkson dead, the machine might go off ahead of schedule. The only thing to do
now wasto get him out of the way and go on as best she could, knowing that she was doomed to
failure. No one could say she hadn't given the expert a chance.

"But what | was wondering about," Birkson was saying, "was why today? What happened
today? Isthisthe day Cyrus McCormick invented the combine harvester, or something?!

"It'smy birthday," Hans said, somewhat shyly.

"Your birthday?' Birkson managed to ook totally amazed to learn what he aready knew. "Y our
birthday. That's great, Hans. Many happy returns of the day, my friend." Heturned and took in al of
the officerswith an expansive sweep of hishands. "Let's sng, people. Come on, it's hisbirthday, for
heaven's sake. Happy birthday to you, happy birthday to you, happy birthday dear Hans..."

He bdlowed, he was off-key, he swept his handsin grand circles with no sense of rhythm. But so
infectiouswas his maniathat severd of the officersfound themsdavesjoining in. Heran around the
circle, pulling the words out of them with great scooping motions of his hands.

Bach bit down hard on the insde of her cheek to keep hersdlf steady. She had been singing,
too. The scenewas o ridiculous, so blackly improbable...

She was not the only one who was struck the same way. One of her officers, abrave man who
she knew persondly to have shown courage under fire, fell on hisfacein adead faint. A woman
officer covered her face with her hands and fled down the corridor, making hel pless coughing sounds.
Shefound an acove and vomited.

And still Birkson capered. Bach had her gun halfway out of the shoulder holster, when he
shouted.

"What's abirthday without aparty?' he asked. "L et'shave abig party." Helooked around, fixed
on the flower shop. He started for it, and as he passed Bach he whispered, "Take the picture now."

It galvanized her. She desperately wanted to believe he knew what he was doing, and just &t the
moment when his madness seemed total he had shown her the method. A distraction. Please, let it be
adigtraction. She turned and gave the prearranged signd to the officer stlanding at the edge of



Prosperity Plaza.

She turned back in time to see Birkson smash in the window of the flower shop with his puitter. It
made adesfening crash.

"Goodness," said Hans, who sounded truly shocked. "Did you have to do that? That's private
property.”

"What does it matter?' Birkson yelled. "Hell, man, you're going to do much worse real soon. I'm
just getting things started.” He reached in and pulled out an armload of flowers, signaling to othersto
give him ahand. The policedidn't likeit, but soon were looting the shop and building a huge wregth
just outsdetheline of barriers.

"I guessyoureright,” said Hans, alittle breathlesdy. A taste of violence had excited him, whetted
his appetite for more to come. "But you sartled me. | fdt aredl thrill, like | haven't felt sncel was
humen.”

"Then let'sdo it somemore." And Birkson ran up and down one Side of the street, breaking out
every window he could reach. He picked up smadll articles he found inside the shops and threw them.
Some of them shattered when they hit.

Hefinally stopped. Leystrasse had been transformed. No longer the scrubbed and
air-conditioned Lunar environment, it had become as shattered, as chaotic and uncertain asthe
tension-filled emotiona atmosphere it contained. Bach shuddered and swallowed the rising taste of
bile. It was aprecursor of things to come, shewas sure. It hit her deeply to see the staid and
respectable L eystrasse ravaged.

"A cake," Birkson said. "We haveto have acake. Hold on aminute, I'll be right back.” He
strode quickly toward Bach, took her elbow and turned her, pulled her ins stently away with him. ™Y ou
have to get those officers away from here," he said, conversationaly. "They're tense. They could
explode at any minute. In fact," and he favored her with hisimbecile grin, "they're probably more
dangerous right now than the bomb."

"Y ou mean you think it'safake?'

"No. It'sfor red. | know the psychologica pattern. After this much trouble, he won't want to be
adud. Other types, they'rein it for the attention and they'd just as soon fakeit. Not Hans. But what |
meanis, | have him. | can get him. But | can't count on your officers. Pull them back and leave only
two or three of your most trusted people.”

"All right." She had decided again, more from a sense of hel plessfutility than anything else, to
trust him. He had pulled a negt diversion with the flower shop and the X-ray.

"We may have him already,” he went on, as they reached the end of the street and turned the
corner. "Often, the X-ray isenough. It cooks some of the circuitry and makesit unreliable. I'd hopeto
kill him outright, but he's shielded. Oh, he's probably got aletha dosage, but it'd take him daysto die.
That doesn't do usany good. And if hiscircuitry is knocked out, the only way to find out isto wait.
We have to do better than that. Heré'swhat | want you to do.”

He stopped abruptly and relaxed, leaning againgt the wall and gazing out over the treesand
artificia sunlight of the Plaza. Bach could hear songbirds. They had aways made her fed good before.
Now dl she could think of wasincinerated corpses. Birkson ticked off points on hisfingers.



She listened to him carefully. Some of it was strange, but no worse than she had aready
witnessed. And heredly did have aplan. Heredly did. The sense of relief was so tremendousthat it
threatened to create amood of euphoriain her, one not yet justified by the circumstances. She nodded
curtly to each of his suggestions, then again to the officer who stood beside her, confirming what
Birkson had said and turning it into orders. The young man rushed off to carry them out and Birkson
started to return to the bomb. Bach grabbed him.

"Why wouldn't you let Hans answer my question about who did the surgical work on him? Was
that part of your plan?' The question was half belligerent.

"Oh. Yeah, itwas, inaway. | just grabbed the opportunity to make him fed closer to me. But it
wouldn't have done you any good. Hell have ablock against telling that, for sure. It could even be set
to explode the bomb if he triesto answer that question. Hansisamaniac, but don't underestimate the
people who helped him get where heisnow. They'll be protected.”

"Who arethey?'
Birkson shrugged. It was such a casud, uncaring gesture that Bach was annoyed again.

"I have noidea. I'm not palitical, Ann. | don't know the Antiabortion Movement from the
Freedom for Mauretania League. They build 'em, | take 'em apart. It'sassmple asthat. Your jobisto
find out how it happened. | guess you ought to get sarted on that.”

"Wedready have," she conceded. "l just thought that... well, coming from Earth, where this sort
of thing happensdl thetime, that you might know... damn it, Birkson. Why?Why isthis hgppening?'

He laughed, while Bach turned red and went into adow boil. Any of her officers, seeing her
expression, would have headed for the nearest blast shelter. But Birkson laughed on. Didn't he givea
damn about anything?

"Sorry," heforced out. "I've heard that question before, from other police chiefs. It'sagood
question." He waited, a half-smile on hisface. When she didn't say anything, he went on. "Y ou don't
have the right perspective on this, Ann."

"That's Chief Bach to you, damn you."

"Okay," hesad, easlly. "What you don't seeisthat thisthing is no different from ahand grenade
tossed into acrowd, or abomb sent through the mail. It'saform of communication. It'sjust that today,
with so many people, you have to shout alittle louder to get any attention.”

"But... who? They haven't even identified themselves. Y ou're saying that Hansisatool of these
people. He's been wired into the bomb, with his own motives for exploding. Obvioudy he didn't have
the resourcesto do thishimsdlf, | can seethat.”

"Oh, you'll hear from them. | don't think they expect him to be successful. HEésawarning. If they
were really seriousthey could find the sort of person they want, one who's palitically committed and
will diefor the cause. Of course, they don't care if the bomb goes off; they'll be pleasantly surprised if
it does. Then they can stand up and pound their chests for awhile. They'll be famous.”

"But where did they get the uranium? The security is..."

For thefirgt time, Birkson showed atrace of annoyance. "Don't be silly. The path leading to



today wasirrevocably set in 1945. There was never any way to avoid it. The presence of atool
impliesthat it will be used. Y ou can try your best to keep it in the hands of what you think of as
responsible people, but it'll never work. And it's no different, that'swhat I'm saying. Thisbombisjust
another wegpon. It's a cherry bomb in an anthill. It's gonna cause one hill of antsahell of alot of
trouble, but it's no threat to the race of ants."

Bach could not seeit that way. Shetried, but it was fill anightmare of entirely new proportions
to her. How could he equate the killing of millions of people with arandom act of violence where three
or four might be hurt? She was familiar with that. Bombswent off every day in her city, asin every
human city. People were aways dissatisfied.

"I could walk down... no, it'sup here, isn'tit?" Birkson mused for amoment on cultural
differences. "Anyway, give me enough money and I'll bet | could go up to your dum neighborhoods
right this minute and buy you as many kilos of uranium or plutonium as you want. Which is something
you ought to be doing, by the way. Anything can be bought. Anything. For the right price, you could
have bought wespons-grade material on the black market as early as 1960 or so. It would have been
very expensive; there wasn't much of it. Y ou'd have had to buy a lot of people. But now... well, you
think it out." He stopped, and seemed embarrassed by his outburst.

"I'veread alittle about this," he apologized. Shedid think it out as she followed him back to the
cordon. What he said was true. When controlled fusion proved too costly for wide-scale use,
humanity had opted for fast breeder reactors. There had been no other choice. And from that moment,
nuclear bombsin the hands of terrorists had been the price humanity accepted. And the price they
would continueto pay.

"I wanted to ask you one more question,” she said. He stopped and turned to face her. His smile
was dazzling.

"Ask away. But are you going to take me up on that bet?"

She was momentarily unsure of what he meant. "Oh. Are you saying you'd help uslocate the
underground uranium ring? 1'd be grateful..."

"No, no. Oh, I'll help you. I'm sure | can make a contact. | used to do that before | got into this
game. What | meant was, are you going to bet | can't find some? We could bet... say, adinner
together as soon asI've found it. Timelimit of seven days. How about it?"

She thought she had only two dternatives. walk away from him, or kill him. But shefound athird.

"You're abetting man. | guess| can see why. But that'swhat | wanted to ask you. How canyou
stay so calm? Why doesn't this get to you like it doesto me and my people? Y ou can't tel meit's
smply that youreused to it."

He thought about it. "And why not? Y ou can get used to anything, you know. Now what about
that bet?'

"If you don't stop talking about that,” she said, quietly, "I'm going to break your arm.”

"All right." He said nothing further, and she asked no further questions.



Thefirebdl grew in millisecondsinto an inferno that could scarcely be described interms
comprehensgble to humans. Everything in ahdf-kilometer radius smply vanished into super-heated
gases and plasma: buttresses, plate-glasswindows, floors and cellings, pipes, wires, tanks, machines,
gewgaws and trinkets by the million, books, tapes, apartments, furniture, household pets, men,
women, and children. They were the lucky ones. Theforce of the expanding blast compressed two
hundred levelsbelow it like agiant Sitting on a Dagwood sandwich, making holes through plate stedl
turned to putty by the heat as easily as a punch pressthrough tinfoil. Upwards, the surface bulged into
the soundless Lunar night and split to reveal awhite hell benesth. Chunksflew away, chunks aslarge
as city sectors, before the center collapsed back on itsdlf to leave a crater whose walls were amaze of
compartments and ant-tunnel sthat dripped and flowed like warm gelatin. No trace was | eft of human
bodies within two kilometers of the explosion. They had died after only the shortest period of suffering,
their bodies consumed or spread into an invisible layer of organic film by the combination of heat and
pressure that passed through walls, entered rooms where the doors were firmly shut. Further away,
the sound was enough to congeal the bodies of amillion people before the heat roasted them, the blast
stripped flesh from bones to leave shrunken stick figures. Still the effects attenuated asthe blast was
channdled into corridors that were structuraly strong enough to remain intact, and thet very strength
wasthe downfall of the inhabitants of the maze. Twenty kilometers from the epicenter, pressure doors
popped through sted! flanges like squeezed watermelon seeds.

What was |eft was five million burnt, blasted corpses, and ten million injured so hideoudy that
they would diein hours or days. But Bach had been miraculoudly thrown clear by somefreak of the
exploson. She hurtled through the void with fifteen million ghosts following her, and each carried a
birthday cake. They weresinging. Shejoinedin.

"Happy birthday to you, happy birthday..."
"Chief Bach."

"Huh?' Shefdt acold chill passover her body. For amoment she could only stare down into the
face of Roger Birkson.

"You al right now?" he asked. He looked concerned.
"I'm... what happened?”
He patted her on both arms, then shook her heartily.

"Nothing. Y ou drifted off for amoment.” He narrowed hiseyes. "I think you were daydreaming. |
want to be diplomatic about this... ah, what | mean... I've seen it happen before. | think you were
trying to get away from us"

She rubbed her hands over her face.

"I think | was. But | surewent in thewrong direction. I'm dl right now." She could remember it
now, and knew she had not passed out or become totally detached from what was going on. She had
watched it al. Her memories of the explosion, so raw and real amoment before, were aready the Stuff
of nightmares

Too bad she hadn't come awake into a better world. It was so damn unfair. That was the reward
at the end of anightmare, wasn't it? Y ou woke up to find everything was dl right.

Instead, herewas along line of uniformed officers, bearing birthday cakesto afifty kiloton



aomic bomb.

Birkson had ordered the lights turned off in the Leystrasse. When his order had not been carried
out, he broke out the lightswith his putter. Soon, he had some of the officers helping him.

Now the beautiful Leystrasse, the pride of New Dresden, was aflickering tunnel through hell.
Thelight of athousand tiny birthday candles on five hundred cakes turned everything red-orange and
made people into shadowed demons. Officers kept arriving with hastily wrapped presents, flowers,
balloons. Hans, thelittle man who was now nothing but abrain and nerve network floating in alead
container; Hans, the cause of dl this, the birthday boy himsdlf, watched it al in unconceaed ddight
from hisbattery of roving televison cameras. He sang loudly.

"I amabomb! | am abomb!" he ydled. He had never had so much fun.

Bach and Birkson retreated from the scene into the darkened recess of the Bagatelle Flower
Shoppe. There, astereo viewing tank had been set up.

The X-ray picture had been taken with amoving plate technique that alowed a computer to
generate athree dimensional model. They leaned over the tank now and studied it. They had been
joined by Sergeant McCoy, Bach's resident bomb expert, and another man from the Lunar Radiation
Laboratory.

"ThisisHans," said Birkson, moving ared dot in the tank by means of adia onthesde. It
flicked over and around avague gray shape that trailed dozens of wires. Bach wondered again at the
pressures that would allow aman to like having his body stripped from him. There was nothing in that
lead flask but the core of the man, the brain and centra nervous system.

"Here'sthe body of the bomb. The two sub-critical masses. The H.E. charge, thetimer, the
arming barrier, which is now withdrawn. It'san old design, ladies and gentlemen. Old, but reliable. As
basic asthe bow and arrow. It's very much like the first one dropped on the Nippon Empire at
Hiroshima."

"Youresureit'll go off, then?' Bach put in.

"Sure astaxes. Hell, akid could build one of these in the bathroom, given only the uranium and
some shielding equipment. Now let me see.” He pored over the phantom in the tank, tracing out wiring
paths with the experts. They debated possibilities, lines of attack, drawbacks. At last they seemed to
reach a consensus.

"As| seeit, we have only one option,” Birkson said. "We haveto go for hisvalitiond control
over the bomb. I'm pretty sure we've isolated the main cable that goes from him to the detonator.
Knock that out, and he can't do athing. We can pry that tin can open by conventional means and
disarm that way. McCoy?"

"l agree," said McCoy. "Wed have afull hour, and I'm sure we can get in there with no trouble.
When they cyborged this one, they put dl their cards on the human operator. They didn't bother with
entry blocks, snce Hans could presumably blow it up before we could get close enough to do
anything. With his control out, we only have to open it up with atorch and drop the damper into place.

The LRL man nodded his agreement. "Though I'm not quite as convinced as Mr. Birkson that



he's got the right cable in mind for what he wantsto do. If we had moretime..."

"Weve wasted enough time dready," Bach said, decisvey. She had swung rapidly from near
terror of Roger Birkson to totd trust. It was her only defense. She knew she could do nothing at all
about the bomb, and had to trust someone.

"Thenwe go for it. Isyour crew in place? Do they know what to do? And above all, are they
good? Redly good? There won't be a second chance.”

"Yes, yes, and yes," Bach said. "They'll do it. We know how to cut rock on Luna.”

"Then give them the coordinates, and go." Birkson seemed to relax abit. Bach saw that he had
been under some form of tension, even if it was only excitement at the challenge. He had just given his
last order. It was no longer in his hands. Hisfatalistic gambler'singtinct cameinto play and the restless,
churning energy he had brought to the enterprise vanished. There was nothing to do about it but wait.
Birkson was good at waiting. He had lived through twenty-one of these final countdowns.

He faced Bach and started to say something to her, then thought better of it. She saw doubt in his
facefor thefirst time, and it made her skin crawl. Damn it, she had thought hewas sure.

"Chief," hesaid, quietly, "I want to gpologize for theway | treated you these last few hours. It's
not something | can control when I'monthejob. I..."

Thistimeit was Bach'sturn to laugh, and the release of tension it brought with it was dmost
orgasmic. Shefdt like she hadn't laughed for amillion years.

"Forgiveme," she said. "l saw you wereworried, and thought it was about the bomb. It wasjust
such arelief."

"Oh, yeah," he said, dismissing it. "No point in worrying now. Either your people hit it or they
don't. Wewon't know if they don't. What | was saying, it just sort of comes over me. Honestly. | get
horny, | get manic, | totally forget about other people except as objects to be manipulated. So | just
wanted to say | like you. I'm glad you put up with me. And | won't pester you anymore.”

She came over and put her hand on his shoulder. "Can | cal you Roger? Thanks. Ligten, if this
thing works, I'll have dinner with you. I'll give you the key to the city, aticker tape parade, and ahuge
bonusfor a consultant fee... and my eterna friendship. We've been tense, okay? Let'sforget about
these lagt few hours.

"All right." Hissmilewas quite different thistime.

Outside, it happened very quickly. The crew on the laser drill were positioned beneath the bomb,
working from ranging reports and calculationsto aim their brute at precisdy the right spot.

The beam took less than atenth of a second to eat through the layer of rock in the ceiling and
emergeintheair abovethe Leystrasse. It ate through the meta sheath of the bomb's underside, the
critical wire, the other sde of the bomb, and part of the ceiling like they weren't even there. It had
penetrated into the level above beforeit could be shut off.

There was a shower of sparks, aquick diding sound, then amuffled thud. The whole structure of
the bomb trembled, and smoke screeched from the two drilled holesin the top and bottom. Bach
didn't understand it, but could see that she was aive and assumed it was over. She turned to Birkson,



and the shock of seeing him nearly stopped her heart.

Hisface wasagray mask, drained of blood. His mouth hung open. He swayed, and dmost fell
over. Bach caught him and eased him to the floor.

"Roger... what isit?Isit dill... will it go off? Answer me, answer me. What should | so?"

He waved weakly, pawed a her hands. She redlized he was trying to give her areassuring pat. It
was feebleindeed.

"No danger," he wheezed, trying to get his breath back. "No danger. The wrong wire. We hit the
wrong wire. Just luck, isdl, nothing but luck.”

She remembered. They had been trying to remove Hans control over the bomb. Was he il in
control? Birkson answered before she could spesk.

"He's dead. That explosion. That was the detonator going off. He reacted just too late. We hit
the disarming switch. The shield dropped into place so the masses couldn't come together even if the
bomb was set off. Which he did. He set it off. That sound, that mmmmmmwooooph! " He was not
with her. His eyes stared back into atime and place that held horror for him.

"I heard that sound—the detonator—once before, over the telephone. | was coaching this
woman, no more than twenty-five, because | couldn't get there in time. She had only three more
minutes. | heard that sound, then nothing, nothing.”

She sat near him on the floor as her crew began to sort out the mess, haul the bomb away for
disposd, laugh and joke in hysterical relief. At last Birkson regained control of himsalf. Therewasno
trace of the bomb except adistant hollownessin hiseyes.

"Comeon," hesad, getting to hisfeet with alittle help from her. "Y ou're going on
twenty-four-hour leave. Y ou've earned it. We're going back to Burning Tree and you're going to
watch me make a par five on the eighteenth. Then we've got adate for dinner. What placeis nice?"

The Funhouse Effect

"DID YOU SEE WHAT'S playing at the theater tonight, Mr. Quester?’ The stewardess was holding a
printed program in her hand.

"No, and | haven't the time now. Wheré's the captain? There are some things he should—"

"Two old flat movies," shewent on, obliviousto his protests. "Have you ever seen one? They're
very interesting and entertaining. A Night to Remember and The Poseidon Adventure. I'll makea
reservation for you."

Quester called out to her as she was leaving.
"I'm trying to tell you, there's something badly wrong on this ship. Won't anybody listen”?”

But she was gone, vanished into the crowd of merrymakers. She was busy enough without taking
timeto listen to the wild tales of a nervous passenger.



Quester was not quiteright in thinking of Hell's Showball asaship. The officid welcoming
pamphlet referred to it as an asterite, but that was advertising jargon. Anyone e sewould have called it
acomet.

Icarus Lines, Inc., the owners, had found it drifting along at a distance of 500 AU. It had been
axty kilometersin diameter, weighing in a about one hundred trillion tons.

Fortunately, it was made up of frozen liquidsrich in hydrogen. Moving it was only amatter of
ingaling avery large fusion motor, then stting back for five years until it wastimeto dow it down for
orbit in the umbraof Mercury.

The company knew they would not get many passengers on abare snowbal. They tunneled into
the comet, digging out staterooms and pantries and crew's quarters as they went. The ship-fitters went
in and paneled the bareice wallsin metal and plastic, then filled the roomswith furniture. There was
room to spare, power to spare. They worked on agrand scale, and they had agrand vison. They
intended to use the captive comet for Sightseeing excursionsto the sun.

Thingswent well for fifty years. The engine would shove the Showball out of the protective
shadow and, with the expenditure of ten million tons of ice and ammoniafor reaction mass, inject it
into ahyperbolic orbit that would actualy brush the fringes of the solar corona. Business was good.
Héell's Showball became the vacation bonanza of the system, more popular than Saturn's Rings. But it
had to end. Thiswasto bethelast trip. Huge asit is, there comes atime when a comet has boiled off
too much of its massto remain stable in a close approach to the sun. Hell's Showball was robbed of a
hundred million tonswith each trip. The engineers had caculated it was good for only one more pass
beforeit cracked apart from internal heating. But Quester was beginning to wonder. Therewasthe
matter of the engines. Early on the fourth day of the excursion, Quester had gone on aguided tour of
the farsde of the comet to see the fusion engines. The guide had quoted statistics dl the way through
the tunnel, priming the tourists for the mind-wrenching sight of them. They were the largest rocket
engines ever constructed. Quester and everyone el se had been prepared to be impressed.

He had been impressed; first at the Sze of the pits that showed where the engines had been, then
at thelook of utter amazement on the face of the tour guide. Also impressive had been the speed with
which the expression had been masked. The guide sputtered for only amoment, then quickly filled in
with agtory that amost sounded logical.

"l wish they'd tell methesethings," he laughed. Did the laugh sound hollow? Quester couldn't tell
for sure. "The engines weren't due for removal until tomorrow. It's part of our accelerated salvage
program, you see, whereby we remove everything that can be of usein fitting-out the Icarus, which
you al saw near Mercury when you boarded. It's been decided not to dow Hell's Showball whenwe
complete this pass, but to let it coast on out whereit came from. Naturally, we need to strip it asfast
aspossible. So equipment not actualy needed for thistrip has been removed dready. Therest of it
will be taken off on the other side of the sun, along with the passengers. I'm not a physicist, but
evidently thereisasaving in fuel. No need to worry about it; our courseis set and well have no further
need of the engines." He quickly shepherded the buzzing group of passengers back into the tunndl.

Quester was no physicigt, ether, but he could work smple equations. Hewas unable to find a
way whereby Icarus Lineswould save anything by removing the engines. Thefud wasfree; by their
own admission whatever was left on the comet was to be discarded anyway. So why did it matter if
they burned some more? Further, ships removing passengers and furnishings from the Showball on the
other sde would have to match with its considerably velocity, then expend even more to ow down to
solar system speeds. It sounded wasteful.



He managed to put thisout of hismind. Hewas aong for theride, to have fun, and hewasn't a
worrier. He had probably dropped a decimal point somewherein his calculations, or wasforgetting a
little-known fact of balitics. Certainly no one else seemed worried.

When he discovered that the lifeboats were missing, he was more angry than frightened.

"What are they doing to us?' he asked the steward who had come when he pressed the service
bell. "Just because thisisthe last trip, does that mean we're not entitled to full protection?1'd like to
know what's going on.”

The steward, who was an affable man, scratched his head in bewilderment as he once more
examined the empty lifeboat cradle.

"Beatsme," he said, with afriendly grin. "Part of the salvage operation, | guess. But weve never
had a spot of trouble in over fifty years. | hear the Icarus won't even carry lifeboats.”

Quester fumed. If, sometime in the past, an engineer had decided Hell's Showball needed
lifeboats, he'd have fet adamn sight better if the ship till had lifeboats.

"I'd like to talk to someone who knows something about it.”

"Y ou might try the purser,” the steward ventured, then quickly shook his head. "No, | forgot. The
purser didn't makethistrip. Thefirst mate... no, she's... | guessthat leaves the captain. Y ou might talk
tohim."

Quester grumbled as he swam down the corridor toward the bridge. The company had no right
to gtrip the ship beforeitsfina cruise. On the way there, he heard an announcement over the public
address system.

"Attention. All passengers areto report to A Deck at 1300 hoursfor lifeboat drill. The purser...
correction, the second officer will cal theroll. Attendanceisrequired of al passengers. That isdl.”

The announcement failed to moallify him, though he was puzzled.

The door to the bridge was gar. There was a string spanning the open doorway with a
hand-lettered sSign hanging fromiit.

"The captain can be found at the temporary bridge," it read, "located on F Deck &ft of the
dispensary.” Insde the room, awork crew was removing the last of the éectronic equipment. There
was the smell of ozone and ail, and the purple crackle of sparks. The room was little more than an
icewadled shell.

"What...?7" Quester began.

"Seethe captain,” the boss said tiredly, pulling out one of the last memory banksin a shower of
shorting wires. "l just work here. Salvage crew.”

Quester was reminded more of awrecking crew. He started back toward F Deck.

"Correction on that last announcement,” the PA said. "Lifeboat drill has been cancelled. The
socid director wishesto announce that heisno longer taking reservations for tours of the engine room.
The second officer... correction, the third officer has requested dl personnel to stay clear of the



reactor room. There has been adight spillage during the salvage program. Passengers are not to
worry; thisincident presents no danger to them. The power requirements of the ship are being taken
over by the auxiliary reactor. The socid director wishes to announce that tours of the auxiliary reactor
are suspended. That isal.”

"Isit just me?' Quester asked himself as he drifted by the groups of other passengers, none of
whom seemed upset by any of this.

He located the temporary bridge, at the end of alittle-used corridor that was stacked high with
plastic crates marked "Immediate Remova—Rush, Urgent, Highest Priority." Heinsinuated hisway
past them with difficulty and was about to knock on the door when he was stopped by the sound of
voices on the other sde. The voiceswere angry.

" tell you, we should abort thistrip at once. I'velost the capability to maneuver the shipinthe
event of an emergency. | told you | wanted the attitude thrusters to remain in place until after
perindenion.”

"Captain, thereis no use protesting now," said another voice. "Maybe | agree with you; maybe
don't. In any case, the engines are gone now, and there's no chance of ingalling them again. Thereisto
be no argument with these orders. The company'sin bad shape, what with outfitting the new agterite.
Can you picture what it would cost to abort thistrip and refund the fares to seven thousand

passengers?’

"Hang the company!" the captain exploded. "Thisship is unsafe! What about those new
cdculaions| gave you—the onesfrom Lewiston? Have you |ooked them over?'

The other voice was conciliatory. " Captain, Captain, you're wasting energy worrying about that
crackpot. He's been laughed out of the Lunar Academy; his equations Ssmply do not work."

"They look sound enough to me."

"Takeit from me, Captain, the best mindsin the system have assured us that the Showbal | will
hold together. Why, this old hunk of junk is good for adozen moretrips, and you know it. Weve
ered, if a dl, on the consarvative sde.”

"Well, maybe," the captain grumbled. "I till don't like that lifeboat Stuation, though. How many
did you say we had |ft?"

"Twenty-eight,” the other soothed.

Quester felt the hair stand up on the back of his neck. He peeked into the room, not knowing
what hewould say. But there was no one there. The voices were coming from a speaker on thewall.
Evidently the captain wasin another part of the ship. He considered going to his cabin and getting
drunk, then decided it was a bad idea. He would go to the casino and get drunk. On theway he
passed alifeboat cradle that was not empty. It wasthe Site of bustling activity, with crews hurrying up
and down ramps into the ship. He stuck his head in, saw that the seets had been stripped and the
interior was piled high with plagtic crates. More were being added every minute.

He stopped one of the workers and asked her what was going on.

"Ask the captain,” she shrugged. "They told me to stack these boxesin here, that'sal | know."



He stood back and watched until the loading was complete, then was told to stand clear asthe
nullfield was turned off to allow the boat to drift clear of the Showball. At adistance of two
kilometers, the engines fired and the boat was away, blasting back toward the inner planets.

"Twenty-seven,” Quester mumbled to himsdf and headed for the casino.
"Twenty-seven?' the woman asked.
"Probably less by now," Quester said with abroad shrug. "And they only hold fifty people.”

They were ditting together at the roul ette table, pressed into close company by the random
currents of humanity that ebbed and flowed through the room. Quester was not gambling; hislegs had
just happened to give out, and the nearest place to collgpse had been the chair hewas sitting in. The
woman had materidized out of hisacoholic mig.

It was niceto get back to gravity after the weightlesslevels of the Showball. But, he discovered,
getting drunk in aweightless state was | ess hazardous. One needn't worry about one's balance. Herein
the casino there was the problem of standing. It was too much of a problem for Quester.

The casino was|ocated a one end of adowly rotating arm, which was mounted horizontally on a
pivoted mast that extended straight up from Hell's Showball . On the other end of the arm were the
restaurants that served the passengers. Both modules were spherica; the structure resembled an
anemometer with silver ballsinstead of cups on the ends. The view was tremendous. Overhead was
the slver sphere that contained the restaurants. To one Sde was the dowly moving surface of the
comet, adirty gray even in the searing sunlight. To the other Ssde were the stars and the main
attraction: Sol itsdlf, blemished with a choice collection of spots. The viewing was going to be good
thistrip. If anyonewasdiveto view it, Quester added to himsdlf.

"Twenty-seven, you say?"' the woman asked again.
"That'sright, twenty-seven.”

"One hundred Marks on number twenty-seven,” she said and placed her bet. Quester looked up,
wondering how many times he would have to repeat himsdlf before she understood him.

The bal clattered to astop, on number twenty-seven, and the croupier shoveled atottering stack
of chipsto the woman. Quester looked around him again at the huge edifice hewas stting in, the
incal culable tonnage of the spinning structure, and laughed.

"I wondered why they built thisplace," he said. "Who needs gravity?"
"Why did they build it?" she asked him, picking up the chips.

"For him," he said, pointing to the croupier. "Thet little ball would just hang there ontherim
without gravity." Hefelt himsdlf being lifted to hisfeet, and stood in precarious balance. He threw his
amswide.

"For that matter, that'swhat dl the gravity in the system'sfor. To bring thoselittle bals down to
the number, the old whed! of fortune; and when they've got your number, there's nothing you can do
because your number's up, that's al thereis, twenty-seven, that's al..."

He was sobbing and mumbling philosophica truths as sheled him from the room.



Theridein the eevator to the hub of the rotating structure sobered Quester considerably. The
gradudly decreasing weight combined with the Coriolis effect that tended to push him against onewall
was more than an abused stcomach could take. The management knew that and had provided facilities
for it. Quester vomited until hislegswere shaky. Luckily, by then he was weightless and didn't need
them.

The woman towed him down the passageway like atoy balloon. They ended up in the grand
ba lroom.

The balroom was a hemisphere of nullfied stting on the surface of the Showball . From insdeit
wasinvisible. The dance area was crowded with couplestrying out free-fall dances. Most of them had
the easy grace of asomersaulting giraffe.

Quester sobered a bit in the near-zero gee. Part of it was the effect of the antinauseadrugs he
had taken for free-fal; they also tended to reduce the effects of acohol.

"What's your name?" he asked the woman.
"Solace. You?'
"I'm Quester. From Thargs, Mars. I'm... I'm confused about alot of things.”

Shefloated over to atable, ill towing Quester, and fastened him to one of the chairs. He turned
his attention from the twisting bodies in the dance areato his companion.

Solace wastdl, much taler than aman or awoman would naturaly grow. He estimated she was
two and a half meters from head to toe, though she had no toes. Her feet had been replaced with
peds, oversized hands popular with spacers. They were useful in free-fal, and for other things, ashe
discovered when she reached across the table with one dender leg and cupped his cheek with her
ped. Her legswere aslimber and flexible as her arms.

"Thanks," she said, with asmile. "For theluck, | mean."

"Hmmm? Oh, you mean the bet." Quester had to drag his attention back from the delightful
sensation on his cheek. She was beautiful. "But | wasn't advising you on abet. | wastrying to tell
you..."

"l know. Y ou were saying something about the lifeboats.”

"Yes. It'sastounding, |..." He stopped, redlizing that he couldn't remember what was astounding.
He was having trouble focusing on her. She was wearing akaeidoholo suit, which meant she was
naked but for acongtantly shifting pattern of projections. There seemed to befifty or sixty different
suits contained in it, none persisting for longer than afew seconds. It would melt smoothly from asilver
shesth dress to an dmost military uniform with gold braid and buttons to agarland of flowersto Lady
Godiva. He rubbed his eyes and went on.

"They're sdvaging the ship,” hesaid. "Thelast | heard there were only twenty-seven lifeboats | eft.
And more are leaving every hour. They're taking the e ectronic equipment with them. And the
furnishings and the machinery and who knowswhat else. | overheard the captain talking to a company
representative. HE's worried, the captain! But no one dse seemsto be. Am | worrying over nothing,
or what?'



Solace looked down at her folded hands for amoment, then brought her eyes back up to his.

"I've been uneasy, too," she said in alow voice. She leaned closer to him. "I've shared my
apprehensions with agroup of friends. We... get together and share what we have learned. Our friends
laugh at uswhen wetedll them of our suspicions, but..." She paused and looked suspicioudy around
her.

Evenin his befuddled state Quester had to smile. "Go on," he said.
She seemed to make up her mind about him and leaned even closer.

"WEell be meeting again soon. Severa of us have been scouting around—I was covering the
casino when we met—and well share our findings and try to come to a consensus on what to do. Are
you with us?'

Quester fought off the fegling, quite strong Since his suspicions began to haunt him, that he was
somehow trapped in an adventure movie. But if he was, he was just getting to the good part. ™Y ou can
count mein."

With no further ado, she grabbed hisarm in one of her peds and began towing him dong, using
her hands to grab onto whatever was handy. He thought of objecting, but she was much better than he
at weightless maneuvering. "May | have your attention, please?

Quester looked around and spotted the captain standing in the center of the stage, in front of the
band. He was not alone. On each side of him were women dressed in black jumpsuits, their eyes
dertly scanning the audience. They were armed.

"Please, please.” The captain held up hisarmsfor quiet and eventually got it. He wiped his brow
with ahandkerchief.

"Thereisno cause for darm. No matter what you may have been hearing, the shipisinno
danger. The stories about the main engines having been removed are lies, pure and smple. We are
looking for the people who planted these rumors and will soon have all of them in custody. The chief
engineer wishes to announce that tours of the engine room will be resumed—"

One of the women shot the captain a glance. He mopped his brow again and consulted adip of
paper in his hand. The hand was shaking.

"Ah, acorrection. The engineer announcesthat tourswill not be resumed. Thereis, ah... that is,
they are being overhauled, or... or something.” The woman relaxed dightly.

"The rumor that the main reactor has been shut down is unfounded. The surgeon hastold me that
there has been no spillage of radioactive materid, and even if there had been, the amount was
inggnificant and would only have been adanger to those passengers with high cumulative exposures.
The surgeon will be collecting dosmeters at 1400 hours tomorrow.

"Let me repest: thereis no cause for darm. Ascaptain of thisship, | takeavery dim view of
rumormongering. Anyone caught disseminating stories about the ungpaceworthiness of thisvessd inthe
futurewill be dedt with gernly.”

"Lifeboat drill will be held tomorrow on A Deck, as scheduled. Anyone who has not as yet been
checked out on hislife jacket will do so by noon tomorrow, ship'stime. That is... isthat al?' Thislast



was addressed to the woman to hisleft, in awhisper. She nodded curtly, and the three of them walked
off the stage, their magnetized shoes sticking to the deck like flypaper.

Solace nudged Quester intheribs.
" Are those women bodyguards?' she whispered. "Do you think hislifeisin danger?'

Quester looked at the way the women gripped the captain’'s e bows. Not bodyguards, but
guards, certainly...

"Say, | just remembered | till have some unpacking to do,” he said. "Maybe | can join you and
your friendslater on. I'll just nose around, see what | can pick up, you know, and—"

But he couldn't squirm free of her grip. Those pedswere strong.

"May | have your attention, please? Lifeboat drill for tomorrow has been canceled. Repest,
canceled. Passengers showing up at the cradlesfor lifeboat drill will beinterrogated, by order of the
captain. That isal.”

On theway to Solace's room, the two were shoved out of the way by a group of peoplein
uniform. Their faces were determined, and some of them carried clubs.

"Where doesthat corridor lead?' he asked.

"Tothe bridge. But they won't find anything there, it's been—"
"I know."

"| think were being followed."

"Wha?' He looked behind him as he bounced along in her wake. There was someone back
there, dl right. They turned a corner and Solace hauled Quester into adimly lit alcove, bumping his
head roughly againgt the wall. He was getting fed up with this business of being dragged. If thiswasan
adventure, he was Winnie-the-Pooh following Christopher Robin up the stairs. He started to object,
but she clapped a hand around his mouth, holding him close.

"Shhh," she hissed.

A finething, Quester grumbled to himself. Can't even speak my mind. He thought he was better
off before, done and puzzled, then he was with this mysterious giantess towing him around.

Of course, things could have been worse, he reflected. She was warm and naked to the touch no
matter what hiseyestold him. And tall. Floating therein the hal, she extended above and below him
by athird of ameter.

"How can | think of something likethat at atime like this?" he began, but she hushed him again
and her arms tightened around him. He realized she was redly scared, and he began to be so himsdlf.
Theliquor and the sheer unlikelihood of recent events had detached him; he was drifting along,
rudderless. Nothing in hislife had prepared him to cope with things like the black-suited man who now
eased dowly around the corner in shadowy pursuit of them.

They watched him from the concealment of the acove. Many of the lightsin the corridor were



not working or were mere empty sockets. Earlier, Quester had been darmed at this, adding it to his
list of ways not to run a spaceship. Now, hewas grateful.

"He doesn't look much likeaman at dl," Solace whispered. And sure enough, hedidn't. Nor a
woman. He didn't look too human.

"Humanoid, I'd say," Quester whispered back. "Pity no onetold us. Obvioudy the system's been
invaded by thefirst intelligent race of humanoids.”

"Don't talk nonsense. And be quiet." The man, or whatever it was, was very close now. They
could seetheill-fitting pink mask, the lumps and nodulesin odd places under his swegter and pants.
He passed them by, leaving a pungent odor of hydrogen sulfide.

Quegter found himsdf laughing. To his surprise, Solace laughed dong with him. The Stuation was
S0 grotesque that he had to either laugh or scream.

"Ligten," hesaid, "I don't believe in Sniger humanoid inveders.”

"No? But you believe in superhuman heavy-planet Invaderslike the ones that have occupied the
Earth, don't you? And you haven't even seen them.”

"Areyou telling me you do believe that thing was an... an dien?"

"I'm not saying anything. But I'm wondering what those people were doing, earlier, armed with
clubs. Do you bdievein mutiny?"

"Solace, I'd welcome amutiny, I'd throw a party, give away dl my worldly wedth to charity if
only such anormd, everyday thing would happen. But | don't think it will. I think weve fdlen through
thelooking glass."

"Y ou think you're crazy?' Shelooked a him skepticaly.

"Yep. I'm going to turn myself in right now. Y ou're obvioudy not even here. Maybe thisship isn't
even here"

Shetwisted dightly in theair, bringing her legs up closeto his chest.
"I'll proveto you I'm here," she said, working with al four hands and peds at unbuttoning him.

"Hold it. What are you... how can you think of that at atimelike..." It sounded familiar. She
laughed, holding hiswristswith her hands as her peds quickly stripped him.

"Y ou've never been in danger before,” she said. "I have. It's acommon reaction to get aroused in
atight spot, especiadly when the danger's not immediate. And you are, and soam |."

It wastrue. Hewas, but didn't like doing it in the hallway.
"Theres not room here," he protested. "Another of those critters could come dong.”

"Yes, isntit exciting?' Her eyeswere dight by now, and her bresth wasfast and shdlow. "And if
you think thereisn't room, you haven't doneit in free-fal yet. Ever tried the Hermesian Hyperbola?'

Quester Sighed, and submitted. Soon he was doing more than submitting. He decided shewas as



crazy aseveryone ese, or, dternatively, he was crazy and she was as sane as everybody else. But she
was right about the free-fal. There was plenty of room.

They were interrupted by acrackle of static from the public address. They paused to listen toit.

"Attention, your attention please. Thisisthe provisona captain spesking. Thetraitor running-dog
lackey ex-captain isnow in chains. Long Live the Revolutionary Committee, who will now lead uson
the true path of Procreetive Anti-Abortionism.”

"Free-Birthers" Quester yel ped. "Weve been hijacked by Free-Birthers!”

The new captain, who sounded like awoman, started to go on, but her voice was cut shortin a
hideousgurgle.

"Long Livethe Loyaist Faction of the Glorious Siblings of the—" anew voice began, but it, too,
was cut short. Voices shouted in rapid succession.

"The counterrevolution has been suppressed,” shouted yet another captain. "Liberate our wombs!
Our gonads—our Freedom! Attention, attention! All female persons aboard this ship are ordered to
report at onceto theinfirmary for artificia insemination. Shirkerswill be obliterated. That isdl.”

Neither of them said anything for along time. At last Solace eased herself away abit and let him
dip out of her. Shelet out adeep bresth.

"I wonder if | could plead double jeopardy?*

"Insanity four, redity nothing," Quester giggled. Hewasin high spirits asthey skulked their way
down the dim corridors.

"Areyou gill onthat?* Solace shot back. She sounded abit tired of him. She kept having to hang
back as he struggled to keep up with her supple quadridexterous pace. "Listen, if you want to get
fitted for adtraitjacket, the tailor'sin the other direction. Me, | don't care how ridiculous the Situation
gets. I'll keep coping.”

"I can't helpit,” he admitted. "I keep feeling that | wrote this story severd yearsago. Maybein
another life. | dunno.”

She peered around ancther corner. They were on their way to the temporary bridge. They had
stopped three times already to watch black-suited figures drift by. Everyone else they had seen—
those dressed in holiday clothes—had ducked into doorways as quickly asthey themselves. At least it
seemed that the passengers were no longer in the holiday mood, were aware that there was something
wrong.

"You awriter?' she asked.

"Yes. | write scientifiction. Maybe you've heard of it. There'sacult following, but we don't reach
the generd public.”

"What'sit about?'

"Scientifiction dealswith life on Earth. It's set in the future— each of us creates our own
hypothetica future with our own ground rules and set of assumptions. The basic assumption isthat we



figure out away to fight the Invaders and reclaim the Earth, or at least abeachhead. In my stories
we've managed to rout the Invaders, but the dolphins and whaes are till around, and they want their
aliesback, so humansfight them. It's adventure Stuff, purdly for thrills. | have ahero caled the Panama
Kid."

She glanced back at him, and he couldn't read the expression. He was used to taking the
defensive about hisvocation.

"Istherealivingin that?'

"l managed to get aboard the Showball for thefind trip, didn't I? That wasn't cheap, but then
you know that. Say, what do you do for aliving?'

"Nothing. My mother was a holehunter. She made a strike in '45 and got rich. She went out again
and left the money to me. She's due back in about fifty years, unless she gets swalowed by ahole”

"So you were born on Pluto?’

"No. | was born in free-fal, about one hundred AU from the sun. | think that's arecord so far."
Shegrinned back at him, looking pleased with hersdlf. ™Y ou made up your mind yet?'

"Huh?'

"Have you decided if you're the author or acharacter? If you redly think you're crazy, you can
shove off. What can you do but accept the reality of your senses?!

He paused and redlly thought about it for the first time since he met her.
"l do," hesaid firmly. "It'sdl happening. Holy Cetacean, it really is happening.”

"Glad to have you with us. | told you you couldn't experience the Hermesian Hyperbolaand till
doubt your senses.

It hadn't been the love-making, Quester knew. That could be asillusory as anything ese; he had
the stained sheetsto proveit. But he believed in her, even if there was something decidedly illogica
about the goings-on around her.

"Attention, attention.”
"Oh, shit. What now?' They dowed near aspeaker so they could listen without distortion.

"Glad tidingd Thisisthe provisona captain, spesking for the ad hoc steering committee. We
have decided to steer this comet into anew, closer approach to the sun, thus gaining speed for afaster
departure from solar space. It has been decided to convert this vessal heresfter to be referred to as
the Spermatozoa, into an interstellar colony ship to spread the seed of humanity to the stars. Al
passengers are hereby inducted into the Proletarian Echelon of the Church of Unlimited Population.
Conversion of dl resourcesinto a closed-ecology system will begin at once. Save your feces! Breathe
shallowly until thiscrisisis past. Correction, correction, thereisno crisis. Do not panic. Anyone found
panicking will be shot. The steering committee has determined that thereis no crigis. All surviving
officerswith knowledge of how to work these little gadgets on the bridge are ordered to report
immediady."



Quester looked narrowly at Solace.
"Do you know anything about them?"

"l can pilot aship, if that's what you mean. I've never flown anything quitethis... enormous... but
the principles are the same. Y ou aren't suggesting that we help them, are you?”

"l don't know," he admitted. "I didn't redly think in terms of plans until afew minutes ago. What
was your plan? Why are we headed for the bridge?’

She shrugged. " Just to see what the hell's going on, | guess. But maybe we ought to make some
preparations. Let's get some life jackets.”

They found alocker in the hall containing emergency equipment. Inside were twenty of the
nullfield devices cdled life jackets. More accuratdly, they were emergency spacesuit generators, with
attached water recyclers and oxygen supply. Each of them was ared cylinder about thirty centimeters
long and fifteen in diameter with shoulder straps and asingle flexible tube with ameta connector on
the end. They were worn strapped to the back with the tube reaching over the shoulder.

In operation, the life jackets generated a nullfield that conformed closely to the contours of the
wearer's body. Thefield oscillated between one and one and a haf millimeters from the skin, and the
resulting bellows action forced waste air through the exhaust nozzle. The device attached itsdlf to atiny
metal vavethat was surgically implanted in al the passengers. The valve's externa connection was
located under Quester's left collarbone. He had amost forgotten it wasthere. It wasjust a
brass-colored flower that might be mistaken for jewelry but was actudly part of a plumbing system
that could route venous blood from his pulmonary artery to the oxygenator on hisback. It then
returned through aparalel pipeto hisleft auricle and on to his body.

Solace helped him get into it and showed him the few manua controls. Most of it was automatic.
It would switch on thefidld around him if the temperature or pressure changed suddenly.

Then they were off again through the silent corridors to confront the hijackers.

At thelast turn in the corridor before reaching the temporary bridge, they stopped to manualy
switch on their suit fidlds. Solace ingtantly became amirror in the shgpe of awoman. Thefied
reflected all eectromagnetic radiation except through pupil-sized discontinuities over her eyeswhich let
in controlled quantaof visible light. It was disquieting. The funhouse effect, it was called, and it [ooked
asif her body had been twisted through another spatia dimension. She dmost disappeared, except for
apatern of distortions that hurt Quester's eyes when he looked t it.

They reached the door leading to the bridge and stopped for amoment. It was a perfectly
ordinary door. Quester wondered why he was here with thisimpulsive woman.

"Do we knock first, or what?' she mused. "What do you think, Quester? What would the
PanamaKid do?'

"He'd knock it down,” Quester said without hesitation. "But he wouldn't have gotten here without
histrusty laser. Say, do you think we ought to go back and..."

"No. Wed better do it now before we think about it too hard. These suits are protections against
any wespon | know of. The most they can do is capture us.”



"Thenwhat?"
"Then you can talk usout of it. You're the one who's fast with words, aren't you?"

Quester remained slent as she backed up and planted hersdlf against the opposite wall, coiled
and ready to hit the door with her shoulder. He didn't want to point out that skill with atyper and skill
at oratory are not necessarily related. Besides, if she wanted to risk forcibleinsemination, it was her
business.

Just on the off chance, he touched the door plate with his palm. It clicked, and the door opened.
It wastoo late. Solace howled and barreled end-over-end into the room, reaching out with al four
limbslike ahuge silver starfish to grab onto something. Quester rushed after her, then stopped short as
soon as hewas into the room. Therewasno oneiniit.

"Tak about your anticlimax,” Solace breathed, getting hersalf sorted out from apile of crates at
thefar end of the room. "I... never mind. It was my fault. Who'd have thought it'd be unlocked?”

"I did," Quester pointed out. "Hold it aminute. We're sort of, well, we're being pretty hasty,
arent we? | haven't redly had time to stop and think since we got going, but | think we're going at this
the wrong way, | redly do. Damn it, thisisn't an adventure, where everything goes according to aset
pattern. I've written enough of them, | ought to know. Thisislife, and that meanstheres got to be a
rationd explanation.”

"Sowhat isit?"

"l don't know. But | don't think well find it thisway. Things have been happening... well, think
about the announcements over the PA, for instance. They are crazy! No one's that crazy, not even
Free-Birthers"

Quester's chain of thought was interrupted by the noisy entrance of four peoplein life jackets. He
and Solace jumped up, banged their heads on the celling, and were quickly captured.

"All right, which one of you isthe provisond captain?'
There was a short silence, then Solace broke it with alaugh.
"Lincoln?" she asked.

"Solace?"

The four were part of Solace's short-lived cabal. It seemed the ship was crawling with people
who were concerned enough about the Situation to try and do something about it. Before Quester
caught al the names, they were surprised by another group of four, with three more close on their
hedls. The Situation threatened to degenerate into a pitched battle of confused identities until someone
had asuggestion.

"Why don't we hang asign on the door? Anybody who comesin here thinks we're the hijackers.”
They did, and the Sign said the provisiond captain was dead. While new arrivals were pondering that
and wondering what to do next, someone had time to explain the Situation.

Someone arrived with atray of drinks, and soon the would-be liberators were releasing their
tensonsin liquor and argument. There werefifteen pet theories expounded in as many minutes.



Now that he felt he had hisfeet under him, Quester adopted await-and-see attitude. The data
wasill insufficient.

" 'When you have diminated theimpossible " he quoted, " ‘whatever isleft, however
improbable, must be thetruth." "

"So what does that gain us?' Solace asked.

"Only aviewpoint. Me, | think well haveto wait until we get back to Mercury to find out what's
been happening. Unlessyou bring me alive dien, or Free-Birther, or... some physical evidence."

"Then let'sgo look for it," Solace said.

"Attention, attention. Thisisthe ship's computer speaking. | have grave newsfor al passengers.
The entire crew has been assassinated. Until now, | have been blocked by arogue program inserted
by the revol utionaries which has prevented me from regaining control of operations. Luckily, this
Stuation has been remedied. Unluckily, the bridgeis till in the hands of the pirates! They have access
to dl my manua controlsfrom their position, and I'm afraid there is but one course open to those of
you who wish to avoid a catastrophe. We are on atrgjectory that will soon intersect with the solar
chromosphere, and | am powerlessto correct it until the bridgeisregained. Raly to me! Risein
righteous fury and repulse the evil usurpersl Storm the bridge! Long live the counterrevolution!™

There was a short silence as the implications sank in, then a babble of near panic. Severa people
headed for the door, only to come back and bolt it. There was an ominous roar from outside.

"...chromosphere? Where the hell are we? Has anyone been out on the surface lately?!
"...some pleasure cruise. | haven't even seen the sun and now they say we're abot to..."
"...piraes, revolutions, counterrevolutions, Free-Birthers, aliens, for heaven's sake..."

Solace looked helplesdy around her, listened to the pounding on the door. She located Quester
hunkered down beside an instrument console and crouched beside him.

"Tak your way out of this one, PanamaKid," sheydledinhisear.

"My dear, I'm much too busy to talk. If | can get the back off thisthing..." Heworked at it and
findly pulled off ametd cover. "Therewas aclick from here when the computer came on theline”

There was arecorder inside, with along red of tape strung between playback heads. He
punched a button that said rewind, watched the tape cycle briefly through, and hit the play button.

"Attention, atention. Thisisthe ship's computer speaking. | have grave newsfor dl passengers.”

"Weve heard that one dready,” someone shouted. Quester held hishead in hishandsfor a
moment, then looked up a Solace. She opened her mouth to say something, then bit her lip, her
eyebrows amost touched in alook of puzzlement so funny that Quester would have laughed out loud.
But the roof of the bridge evaporated.

It took only afew seconds. There was ablinding white light and aterrible roaring sound; then he
was whisked into the air and pulled toward the outside. In an instant, everyone was coveredin a
nullfield and milling around the hole in the roof like aschool of siverfish. Intwo's and thregsthey were



sucked through. Then the room was empty and Quester was till init. He looked down and saw
Solace's hand around his ankle. She was grasping the firmly anchored computer console with one ped.
She hauled him down to her and held him close as he found handholds. His teeth were chattering.

The door burst open, and there was another flurry of astonished passengers sucked through the
roof. It didn't take aslong thistime; the hole in the roof was much larger. Beyond the hole was
blackness.

Quester was surprised to see how cam he was once hisinitia shock had dissipated. He thanked
Solace for saving him, then went on with what he had been about to say before the blowout.

"Did you talk to anyone who actualy saw amutineer, or a Free-Birther, or whatever?'
"Huh?Isthisthetimeto...? No, | guess| didn't. But we saw those diens, or whatever they—"

"Exactly. Whatever they were. They could have been anything. Someoneis playing an awfully
complicated trick on us. Something's happening, but it isn't what we've been led to bdieve."

"We've been led to believe something?'

"Weve been given clues. Sometimes contradictory, sometimes absolutely insane, and
encouraged to think amutiny isgoing on; and this recorder provesit isn't hgppening. Listen." And he
played back the recordings of various announcements they had heard earlier. It sounded tinny in their
middle-ear receivers.

"But what doesthat prove?' Solace wanted to know. "Maybe thisthing just taped them asthey
happened.”

Quester was dumfounded for amoment. The theory of avast conspiracy had appeaed to him,
evenif hedidn't know the reason for it.

He played past the point of the computer's announcement and sighed with relief when he heard
that there was more. They et it natter on to no one about crisesin the engine room, spillage in the
second auxiliary reactor, and so on. It was obvious that it was playing a scenario that could no longer
happen. Because the ship had aready broken down completely and they were headed directly for...

They seemed to reach that thought s multaneoudy and scrambled up toward aholein the celling
to see what was going on. Quester forgot, as usud, to hang onto something and would have drifted
straight up at near-escape velocity but for Solace's grasping hands.

The sun had eaten up the sky. It was huge, huge.

"That'swhat we paid to see," Solace said, weakly.

"Yeah. But | thought we'd seeit from the ballroom. It's sort of ... big, ian't it?’
"Do you think were...?'

"I don't know. | never thought we'd get this close. Something the captain said—no, walt, it wasn't
the captain, wasit? But one of the recordings said something abot..."

The ground heaved under them.



Quester saw the revolving casino complex off to hisright. It swayed, danced, and came apart.
Thetwin bals broke open, Hill rotating, and spilled tables and roulette whedls and playing cards and
dishes and walls and carpetsto the waiting stars. The debrisformed a glittering double spird of gecta,
like droplets of water spraying from the tips of alawn sprinkler. Bits of it twisted in the sunlight,
cartwheding, caroming, semaphoring, kicking.

"Those are people.”
"Arethey...?' Quester couldn't ask it.

"No," Solace answered. "Those suitswill protect them. Maybe they can be picked up later. You
see, when you hit something wearing one of these suits, you—"

Shedidn't have timeto finish, but Quester soon had a demonstration of what she wastaking
about. The ground opened afew meters from them. They were swept off their feet and tumbled
helplesdy acrossthe dirty white surface until they hung suspended over the pit.

Quester hit thefar Side of therift and bounced. He fdt little of the impact, though he hit quite
hard, because the suit field automaticaly stiffened when struck by afast-moving object. He had cause
to be thankful for that fact, because therift began to close. He clawed hisway aong the surface
toward the sunlight, but the walls of ice closed on him like abook snapped shuit.

For abrief moment he was frozen while theice and rock around him shook and vaporized under
theincredible pressures of shearing force. He saw nothing but white heet as frozen methane and water
became gasin an ingtant without an intermediate liquid stage. Then he was shot free as the masses

came gpart again.

Hewas Hill frozen into a climbing position, but now he could see. He was surrounded by chunks
of debris, ranging from fist-sized rocks glowing bright red to giant icebergs that sublimated and
disappeared before his eyes. Each time the suit began to loseitsrigidity he was hit by another object
and frozen into anew position as the suit soaked up the kinetic energy.

Inasurprisingly short time, everything had vanished. Every particle of the exploson wasimpelled
away from every other particle by the pressures of expanding superheated steam.

But Solace was il clinging to hisankle. Shewasthe only thing left in his universe apart from a
few tiny flashing Sars of debrisfar in the distance, tumbling, tumbling.

And thesun.

He could look directly &t it asit swung past hisfield of vision once every ten seconds. It could
barely be seen as a sphere; each second it looked more like aflat, boiling plane. The mgjedtic,
crushing presence of it flattened his ego with aweight he could barely tolerate. He found Solacein his
arms. Helooked at her face, which was endless mirrors showing avanishing series of sunsrebounding
from hisface to hers and back to infinity. The funhouse effect, so disconcerting only an hour ago,
seemed familiar and reassuring now in comparison to the chaos below him. He hugged her and closed
hiseyes.

"Arewegoing to hit it?" he asked.

"I can't tell. If wedo, it'll be the hardest test these suits have ever had. | don't know if they have
limits"



Hewas astounded. "Y ou mean we might actualy...?"

"I tell you, | don't know. Theoreticaly, yes, we could graze the chromosphere and not fed a
thing, not from the heat, anyway. But it would be bound to dow us down pretty quickly. The
deceleration could kill us. The suits protect us from outside forces dmost completely, but interna
accelerations can break bones and rupture organs. This suit doesn't stop gravity or inertiafrom
working."

There was no use thinking too long on that possibility.

They were hurtling through the corona now, building up awake of ionized particlesthat trailed
after them likethetail of atiny comet. They looked around them for other survivors but could find
nothing. Soon, they could seelittle but aflickering haze asthe dectricd potentid they had built up
began discharging in furry festhers of hot plasma. It couldn't have lasted longer than afew minutes,
then it began to fade dowly away.

There came atime when the sun could be seen to have shrunk dightly. They didn't speak of it,
just held onto each other.

"What are our chances of pickup?' Quester wanted to know. The sun was now much smaller,
receding amost visibly behind them. They were concerned only for the next twenty hours, which was
the length of their oxygen reserves.

"How should | know? Someone must know by now that something's happened, but | don't know
if any shipscan get to usin time. It would depend on where they were a the time of the disaster.”

Quester scanned the stars as they swept past hisfield of vision. They had no way to dow their
rotation; so the stars still went around them every ten seconds.

He didn't expect to see anything but was not surprised when he did. It wasthe next-to-lastina
long series of incongruities. There was aship closing in on them. A voice over the radio told them to
stand by to come aboard and asked them how they enjoyed the trip.

Quester was winding up for areply, but the speaker said one word, dowly and clearly:

"Hightfulness"
And everything changed.

| woke up and found out it had dl been adream.

Thevery first story | wrote, back when | wasfive years old, ended with words very much like
that last sentence. I'm not ashamed of it. The thought was not new, but it was origina with me. It was
only later that | learned it's not afair way to end astory, that the reader deserves more than that.

So herés more.

| woke up and found out it had almost dl been adream. The word, "frightfulness,” wasa
posthypnotic trigger that caused me to remember dl the things which had been blocked from me by
earlier suggestion.



| don't know why I'm bothering to explain dl this. | guess old writing habits die hard. No matter
that thisisbeing written for aboard of psychists, mediartists, and flacks; | haveto preserve the
narrative thread. I've broken the rules by changing to first person at the end, but | found | could not
write the account Icarus Lines requested of me unless| did it in the third person.

"I'" am Quester, though that's not my real name. | am ascientifiction writer, but I have no
character named the PanamaKid. Solace's name is something else. It was suggested that | change the
names.

| signed aboard Hell's Showball knowing that it was going to break apart dong the way. That's
why so much of it had been stripped. They retained only enough to preserve atenuousillusion that the
trip wasanorma one, then threw in everything they could think of to scare the daylights out of us.

We knew they would. We agreed to and submitted to a hypnotic trestment that would fool us
into thinking we were on anorma trip and were released into the crazy world they cooked up for us.
It'sthefirgt timethey had ever tried it, and so they threw in everything in the book: diens, accidents,
mutiny, confusion, crackpots, and | didn't even seeit al. The experienceisdifferent for each
passenger, but the basic themeisto put usinto a scary Situation with evident peril of lifeand limb;
shake wdll, and then let us come through the experience safe and sound.

There was no danger, not from the firgt to the last. We were on astable, carefully calculated
orbit. The life jackets were enough to keep us absolutely safe against anything we would encounter,
and we were conditioned to have them on at the right time. As proof of this, not asingle passenger
wasinjured.

We were all nearly scared to deeth.

It says here you want to know the motive. | remember it clearly now, though | remembered an
entirely different one a thetime. | went on the Disaster Express because | had just sold anove and
wanted to do something wild, out of character. That was the wildest thing | could think of, and | could
wish | had gone to a museum instead. Because the next question you want meto answer ishow | fed
about it now that it's over, and you won't likeit. I hope I'min the mgjority and you people a Icarus
will givethisthing up and never run ancther likeit.

There used to be something caled a"haunted house." One wasled blindfolded through it and
encountered various horrors, the effect being heightened by the unknown nature of the things one
touched and was touched by. People have done things like that for aslong aswe have history. We go
to moviesto be scared, ride on roller coagters, read books, go to funhouses. Thrills are never cheap,
no matter what they say. It takes skill to produce them, and art, and a knowledge of what will be
genuindy thrilling and what will be only amusing.

Y ou people had mixed success. Part of it was the kitchen-sink gpproach you took on thisfirst
trip. If you unified your theme the next time, stuck to amutiny or an invasion, for instance, instead of
mucking it up with al the other insanity you put in... but what am | saying? | don't want you to improve
it. It'struethat | wasalittle bemused by the unredlity of the opener, but it was Sark terror al the way
when we approached the sun. My stomach il tightensjust to think about it.

But—and | mugt cry it from the rooftops—you have gonetoo far. I'm basicdly conservative, as
ared| scientifiction writers, being concerned as we are with the past on Earth rather than the futurein
the stars. But | can't avoid thinking how frivolousit dl was. Have we come to this? While our precious
home planet remains under the three-hundred-year Occupation, do we devote ourselves to more and



more e aborate ways of finding thrills?
| hope not.

Thereisasecond consderation, onethat | find it difficult to put into words. Y ou hear of the
"shipboard romance,” when passengers become involved with each other only to part forever at their
destination. Something of the sort happened to me and to Solace. We grew close on that loop through
the corona. | didn't write about it. It's ftill painful. We clung to each other for two days. We made love
with the stars at our feet.

We might even have remained involved, if our minds had been our own. But upon the utterance
of that magic word we suddenly found that we were not the people we had been presenting ourselves
as being. It'sdifficult enough to find out that one you care for is not the person she seemed to be; how
much harder when it is you who are not what you thought you were?

It isatremendous identity crids, onethat | am only now getting over. |, Quester, would not have
behaved as| did aboard the Showball if | had been in possession of al my faculties. We were tested,
desiructively tested in away, to seeif theinjunction againgt discovering the underlying facts was strong
enough to hold. It was, though | was beginning to see through the veils at the end. With amore
consgtent emergency I'm sure | would have had no inkling that it was anything but redl. And that
would be much worse. Asit was, | was ableto retain a degree of detachment, to entertain the notion
that | might beinsane. | was right.

Thetrip to the sunisthrill enough. Leaveit at that, please, o that we may be sure of our loves
and fears and not cometo think that al might beillusion. I'll aways have the memory of the way
Solace |ooked when she woke from the dream she shared with me. The dream was gone; Solace was
not the person | thought she might be. I'll have to look for solace esawhere.

The Barbie Murders

THE BODY CAME TO the morgue at 2246 hours. No one paid much attention to it. It was a
Saturday night, and the bodies were piling up like logsin amillpond. A harried attendant working her
way down the row of stainless sted! tables picked up the sheaf of papersthat came with the body,
pedling back the sheet over the face. Shetook a card from her pocket and scrawled on it, copying
from the reportsfiled by the investigating officer and the hospital staff:

Ingraham, Leah Petrie. Female. Age: 35. Length: 2.1 meters. Mass: 59 kilograms. Dead
on arrival, Crisium Emergency Terminal. Cause of death: homicide. Next of kin: unknown.

She wrapped the wire attached to the card around the left big toe, did the dead weight from the
table and onto the whedled carrier, took it to cubicle 659A, and rolled out the long tray.

The door dammed shut, and the attendant placed the paperwork in the out tray, never noticing
that, in hisreport, the investigating officer had not specified the sex of the corpse.

Lieutenant Anna-Louise Bach had moved into her new office three days ago and aready the
paper on her desk was threatening to avalanche onto the floor.



Tocdl it an office was dmost a perverson of theterm. It had afile cabinet for pending cases;
she could open it only at severerisk to life and limb. The drawers had atendency to spring out at her,
pinning her in her chair in the corner. To reach A" she had to stand on her chair; "Z" required her
either to it on her desk or to straddle the bottom drawer with one foot in the legwell and the other
agang thewal.

But the office had adoor. True, it could only be opened if no one was occupying the single chair
infront of the desk.

Bach wasin no mood to gripe. She loved the place. It was ten times better than the squadroom,
where she had spent ten years elbow-to-el bow with the other sergeants and corporals.

Jorge Well stuck hishead in the door.
"Hi. We'retaking bids on anew case. What am | offered?’

"Put me down for half aMark," Bach said, without looking up from the report she was writing.
"Can't you see I'm busy?'

"Not asbusy asyou're going to be." Weil camein without an invitation and settled himself in the
chair. Bach looked up, opened her mouth, then said nothing. She had the authority to order him to get
hisbig feet out of her "cases completed” tray, but not the experiencein exercising it. And she and
Jorge had worked together for three years. Why should a stripe of gold paint on her shoulder change
their relationship? She supposed the informality was Well'sway of saying he wouldn't et her
promotion bother him aslong as she didn't get snotty about it.

Weil deposited afolder on top of the teetering pile marked "For Immediate Action,” then leaned
back again. Bach eyed the stack of paper—and the circular file mounted in the wall not half a meter
fromit, leading to the incinerator—and thought about having an accident. Just a careless nudge with an
elbow...

"Aren't you even going to open it?" Waeil asked, sounding disappointed. "It's not every day I'm
going to hand-ddliver acase.”

"Youtel meabout it, Snce you want to so badly.”

"All right. We've got abody, which is cut up pretty bad. Weve got the murder weapon, whichis
aknife. Weve got thirteen eyewitnesses who can describe the killer, but we don't really need them
snce the murder was committed in front of atelevison camera. Weve got the tape.”

"Y ou're talking about a case which has to have been solved ten minutes after the first report,
untouched by human hands. Give it to the computer, idiot." But shelooked up. Shedidn't like the smdll
of it. "Why giveit to me?'

"Because of the other thing we know. The scene of the crime. The murder was committed at the
barbie colony."

"Oh, sweset Jesus."

The Temple of the Standardized Church in Lunawasin the center of the Standardist Commune,



Anytown, North Crisum. The best way to reach it, they found, was aloca tube line which paraleled
the Cross-Crisum Express Tube.

She and Weil checked out a blue-and-white police capsule with a priority sorting code and
surrendered themsalves to the New Dresden municipa trangport system—the pill sorter, asthe New
Dresdenites called it. They were whisked through the precinct chute to the main nexus, where
thousands of capsules were stacked awaiting arouting order to clear the computer. On the big
conveyer which should have taken them to a holding cubby, they were snatched by a grapple—the
copscaled it thelong arm of the law—and moved ahead to the multiple maws of the Cross-Crisum
while peoplein other capsules glared at them. The cagpsule was inserted, and Bach and Well were
pressed hard into the backs of their seets.

In seconds they emerged from the tube and out onto the plain of Crisum, speeding along through
the vacuum, magnetically suspended afew millimeters above the induction rail. Bach glanced up at the
Earth, then stared out the window at the featurel ess landscape rushing by. She brooded.

It had taken alook at the map to convince her that the barbie colony was indeed in the New
Dresden jurisdiction—a case of blatant gerrymandering if ever there was one. Anytown wasfifty
kilometers from what she thought of as the boundaries of New Dresden, but was joined to the city by
adotted line that represented a strip of land one meter wide.

A roar built up asthey entered atunnd and air was injected into the tube ahead of them. The car
shook briefly as the shock wave built up, then they popped through pressure doors into the tube
gtation of Anytown. The capsule doors hissed and they climbed out onto the platform.

The tube station at Anytown was primarily aloading dock and warehouse. It was alarge space
with plastic crates stacked againgt dl thewalls, and about fifty people working to load them into freight

capsules.

Bach and Weil stood on the platform for amoment, uncertain where to go. The murder had
happened at a spot not twenty metersin front of them, right here in the tube station.

"This place gives methe cregps,” Well volunteered.
"Me, too."

Every one of thefifty people Bach could see wasidentical to every other. All appeared to be
femae, though only faces, feet, and hands were visble, everything el se concedled by |oose white
pajamas belted at the waist. They were adl blonde; al had hair cut off at the shoulder and parted in the
middle, blue eyes, high foreheads, short noses, and small mouths.

Thework dowly stopped as the barbies became aware of them. They eyed Bach and Well
suspicioudy. Bach picked one at random and approached her.

"Whao'sin charge here?' she asked.

"Weare," the barbie said. Bach took it to mean the woman hersdlf, recalling something about
barbies never using the sngular pronoun.

"We're supposed to meet someone a the temple,” she said. "How do we get there?"

"Through that doorway," the woman said. "It leadsto Main Street. Follow the sireet to the



temple. But you really should cover yourselves."

"Huh?What do you mean?' Bach was not aware of anything wrong with the way she and Well
were dressed. True, neither of them wore as much as the barbies did. Bach wore her usual blue nylon
briefsin addition to aregulation uniform cap, arm and thigh bands, and cloth-soled dippers. Her
wegpon, communicator, and handcuffs were fastened to aleather equipment belt.

"Cover yoursdf," the barbie said, with apained look. ™Y ou're flaunting your differentness. And
you, with al that hair..." There were giggles and afew shouts from the other barbies.

"Police business," Weil snapped.

"Uh, yes," Bach said, feding annoyed that the barbie had put her on the defensive. After dl, this
was New Dresden, it was a public thoroughfare—even though by tradition and usage a Standardist
enclave—and they were entitled to dress asthey wished.

Main Street was a narrow, mean little place. Bach had expected a promenade like those in the
shopping digtricts of New Dresden; what she found was indistinguishable from aresdentid corridor.
They drew curious stares and quite afew frowns from the identical people they met.

There was amodest plaza at the end of the street. It had alow roof of bare metal, afew trees,
and ablocky stone building in the center of aradiating network of walks.

A barbiewho looked just like dl the others met them at the entrance. Bach asked if she wasthe
one Weil had spoken to on the phone, and she said she was. Bach wanted to know if they could go
insdeto tak. The barbie said the temple was off limitsto outsiders and suggested they sit on abench
outsdethe building.

When they were settled, Bach started her questioning. "First, | need to know your name, and
your title. | assumethat you are... what wasit?" She consulted her notes, taken hastily from adisplay
she had called up on the computer termind in her office. "I don't seem to have found atitle for you."

"We have none," the barbie said. "If you must think of atitle, consder us as the keeper of
records.”

"All right. And your name?"'
"We have no name."

Bach sghed. "Yes, | understand that you forsake names when you come here. But you had one
before. Y ou were given one a birth. I'm going to have to haveit for my investigation.”

The woman looked pained. "No, you don't understand. It istrue that this body had aname at
onetime. But it has been wiped from this ones mind. It would cause this one agreat dedl of painto be
reminded of it." She sumbled verbaly every time she said "thisone." Evidently even apolite
circumlocution of the personal pronoun was distressing.

"I'll try to get it from another angle, then." Thiswas dready getting hard to ded with, Bach saw,
and knew it could only get tougher. "Y ou say you are the keeper of records.”

"We are. We keep records because the law says we must. Each citizen must be recorded, or so
we have been told."



"For avery good reason,” Bach said. "We're going to need access to those records. For the
investigation. Y ou understand? | assume an officer has aready been through them, or the deceased
couldn't have been identified as Leah P. Ingraham.”

"That'strue. But it won't be necessary for you to go through the records again. We are hereto
confess. We murdered L. P. Ingraham, seria number 11005. We are surrendering peacefully. Y ou
may take usto your prison." She held out her hands, wrists close together, ready to be shackled.

Weil was startled, reached tentatively for his handcuffs, then looked to Bach for guidance.
"L et meget thisstraight. Y ou're saying you're the onewho did it? Y ou, persondly.”

"That's correct. We did it. We have never defied temporad authority, and we are willing to pay
the pendty.”

"Once more." Bach reached out and grasped the barbie's writ, forced the hand open, pam up. "
This isthe person, thisis the body that committed the murder? This hand, this one right here, held the
knife and killed Ingraham? This hand, as opposed to ‘your' thousands of other hands?'

The barbie frowned.

"Put that way, no. This hand did not grasp the murder weapon. But our hand did. What's the
difference?’

"Quite ahit, inthe eyes of thelaw." Bach sighed, and let go of the woman's hand. Woman? She
wondered if the term gpplied. She redized she needed to know more about Standardists. But it was
convenient to think of them as such, Snce their faceswerefeminine.

"Let'stry again. I'll need you—and the eyewitnesses to the crime—to study the tape of the
murder. | can't tell the difference between the murderer, the victim, or any of the bystanders. But
surely you must be ableto. | assumethat... well, like the old saying went, 'al Chinamen look dike.’
That wasto Caucasian races, of course. Orientals had no trouble telling each other apart. So | thought
that you... that you peoplewould..." Shetrailed off at thelook of blank incomprehension on the
barbiesface.

"We don't know what you're talking about."
Bach's shoulders dumped.
"Y ou mean you cant... not even if you saw her again...?"

The woman shrugged. "We dl look the sameto thisone."

Anna-Louise Bach sprawled out on her flotation bed later that night, surrounded by scraps of
paper. Untidy asit was, her thought processes were hel ped by actualy scribbling facts on paper rather
than filing them in her datalink. And she did her best work late at night, at home, in bed, after taking a
bath or making love. Tonight she had done both and found she needed every bit of theinvigorating
clarity it gave her.

Standardists.



They were an off-best rdligious sect founded ninety years earlier by someone whose name had
not survived. That was not surprising, since Standardists gave up their names when they joined the
order, made every effort consstent with the laws of the land to obliterate the name and person asif he
or she had never existed. The epithet "barbi€" had quickly been attached to them by the press. The
origin of theword was apopular children'stoy of the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, a
plastic, sexless, mass-produced "girl" doll with an e aborate wardrobe.

The barbies had done surprisingly well for agroup which did not reproduce, which relied entirely
on new members from the outside world to replenish their numbers. They had grown for twenty years,
then reached a population stability where degths equalled new members—which they call
"components.” They had suffered moderatdly from religiousintolerance, moving from country to
country until the mgjority had cometo Lunasixty years ago.

They drew new components from the walking wounded of society, the people who had not done
well in aworld which preached conformity, passvity, and tolerance of your billions of neighbors, yet
rewarded only those who were individuaist and aggressive enough to stand apart from the herd. The
barbies had opted out of a system where one had to be at once aface in the crowd and a proud
individua with hopes and dreams and desires. They were the inheritors of along tradition of ascetic
withdrawal, surrendering their names, their bodies, and their tempord aspirationsto alife that was
ordered and easy to understand.

Bach redlized she might be doing some of them adisservicein that evaluation. They were not
necessaxily al losers. There must be those among them who were attracted smply by thereligious
idess of the sect, though Bach felt there wasllittle in the teachings that made sense.

She skimmed through the dogma, taking notes. The Standardists preached the commonality of
humanity, denigrated free will, and elevated the group and the consensus to demi-god status. Nothing
too unusud in the theory; it was the practice of it that made people queasy.

There was a creation theory and a godhead, who was not worshipped but contempl ated.
Creation happened when the Goddess—a prototypical earth-mother who had no name—gave birth to
the universe. She put peopleinit, dl dike, samped from the same universal mold.

Sin entered the picture. One of the people began to wonder. This person had aname, given to
him or her after the origina sin as part of the punishment, but Bach could not find it written down
anywhere. She decided that it was adirty word which Standardists never told an outsider.

This person asked Goddess what it was dl for. What had been wrong with the void, that
Goddess had seen fit tofill it with people who didn't seem to have areason for existing?

That was too much. For reasons unexplained—and impolite to even ask about—Goddess had
punished humans by introducing differentnessinto the world. Warts, big noses, kinky hair, white skin,
tall people and fat people and deformed people, blue eyes, body hair, freckles, testicles, and |abia. A
billion faces and fingerprints, each soul trapped in abody digtinct from al others, with the heavy
burden of trying to establish an identity in aperpetua shouting match.

But the faith held that peace was achieved in striving to regain that lost Eden. When al humans
were again the same person, Goddess would wel come them back. Life was atesting, atrid.

Bach certainly agreed with that. She gathered her notes and shuffled them together, then picked
up the book she had brought back from Anytown. The barbie had given it to her when Bach asked for



apicture of the murdered woman.
It was ablueprint for ahuman being.

Thetitle was The Book of Specifications. The Specs, for short. Each barbie carried one, tied to
her waist with atape measure. It gave tolerances in engineering terms, defining what abarbie could
look like. It was profusdly illustrated with drawings of parts of the body in minute detail, giving
measurementsin millimeters,

She closed the book and sat up, propping her head on a pillow. She reached for her viewpad
and propped it on her knees, punched the retrieval code for the murder tape. For the twentieth time
that night, she watched afigure spring forward from a crowd of identica figuresin the tube station,
dash a Leah Ingraham, and melt back into the crowd as her victim lay bleeding and eviscerated on the
floor.

She dowed it down, concentrating on the killer, trying to spot something different about her.
Anything at all would do. The knife struck. Blood spurted. Barbies milled about in consternation. A
few belatedly ran after the killer, not reacting fast enough. People seldom reacted quickly enough. But
the killer had blood on her hand. Make a note to ask about that.

Bach viewed the film once more, saw nothing useful, and decided to cdl it anight.

The room waslong and tall, brightly lit from strips high above. Bach followed the attendant down
the rows of square locker doors which lined onewall. The air was cool and humid, the floor wet from
arecent hosing.

The man consulted the card in his hand and pulled the meta handle on locker 659A, making a
noise that echoed through the bare room. He did the drawer out and lifted the sheet from the corpse.

It was not the first mutilated corpse Bach had seen, but it was the first nude barbie. She
immediately noted the lack of nipples on the two hills of flesh that pretended to be breasts, and the
smooth, unmarked skin in the crotch. The attendant was frowning, consulting the card on the corpse's
foot.

"Some mistake here," he muttered. "Geez, the headaches. What do you do with athing like that?'
He scratched his head, then scribbled through the large letter "F* on the card, replacing it with aneat
"N." Helooked at Bach and grinned sheepishly. "What do you do?" he repested.

Bach didn't much carewhat he did. She studied L. P. Ingraham’s remains, hoping that something
on the body would show her why abarbie had decided she must die.

Therewaslittle difficulty seeing how she had died. The knife had entered her abdomen, going
deep, and the wound extended upward from there in a dash that ended beneath the breastbone. Part
of the bone was cut through. The knife had been sharp, but it would have taken a powerful am to
dicethrough that much mest.

The attendant watched curioudy as Bach pulled the dead woman's legs apart and studied what
she saw there. She found the tiny dit of the urethra set back around the curve, just anterior to the anus.

Bach opened her copy of The Specs, took out atape measure, and started to work.



"Mr. Atlas, | got your name from the Morphology Guide'sfiles as a practitioner who'shad alot
of dedingswith the Standardist Church.”

The man frowned, then shrugged. " So? Y ou may not gpprove of them, but they're legal. And my
recordsarein order. | don't do any work on anybody until the police have checked for acrimina
record.” He sat on the edge of the desk in the gpacious consulting room, facing Bach. Mr. Rock
Atlas—surdy a nom de métier—had shoulders carved from granite, teeth like flashing pearls, and the
face of ayoung god. He was awaking, flexing advertisement for his profession. Bach crossed her legs
nervoudy. She had dways had ataste for beef.

"I'm not investigating you, Mr. Atlas. Thisisamurder case, and I'd appreciate your cooperation.”
"Cdl meRock," hesad, with awinning amile.

"Must 1?Very well. | cameto ask you what you would do, how long the work would take, if |
asked to be converted to abarbie."

Hisfacefdl. "Oh, no, what atragedy! | can't dlow it. My dear, it would beacrime." Hereached
over to her and touched her chin lightly, turning her head. "No, Lieutenant, for you I'd build up the
hollowsin the cheeks just the dightest bit—maybe tighten up the muscles behind them—then drift the
orbital bones out alittle bit farther from the nose to set your eyeswider. More attention-getting, you
understand. That touch of mystery. Then of course theré's your nose."

She pushed his hand away and shook her head. "No, I'm not coming to you for the operation. |
just want to know. How much work would it entail, and how close can you come to the specs of the
church?' Then she frowned and looked a him suspicioudy. "What's wrong with my nose?"'

"Well, my dear, | didn't mean to imply therewas anything wrong; infact, it hasacertain
overbearing power that must be useful to you oncein awhile, in the circlesyou movein. Eventhelean
to theleft could bejudtified, aestheticaly—"

"Never mind,” shesaid, angry at hersdlf for having falen into his saes pitch. " Just answer my
question.”

He studied her carefully, asked her to stand up and turn around. She was about to object that
she had not necessarily meant hersdlf persondly asthe surgicd candidate, just awoman in generd,
when he seemed to loseinterest in her.

"It wouldn't be much of ajob," hesaid. "Y our height isjust dightly over the parameters; | could
take that out of your thighs and lower legs, maybe shave some vertebrae. Take out somefat here and
put it back there. Take off those nipples and dig out your uterus and ovaries, sew up your crotch. With
aman, chop off the penis. I'd have to break up your skull alittle and shift the bones around, then build
up the face from there. Say two dayswork, one overnight and one outpatient.”

"And when you were through, what would be lft to identify me?!
"Say that agan?"

Bach briefly explained her Stuation, and Atlas ponderediit.



"You've got aproblem. | take off the fingerprints and footprints. | don't leave any externa scars,
not even microscopic ones. No moles, freckles, warts or birthmarks; they al haveto go. A blood test
would work, and so would aretina print. An X-ray of the skull. A voiceprint would be questionable. |
even that out asmuch aspossible. | can't think of anything else.”

"Nothing that could be seen from apurely visua exan?'
"That'sthe whole point of the operation, isn't it?'

"I know. | was just hoping you might know something even the barbies were not aware of.
Thank you, anyway."

He got up, took her hand, and kissed it. "No trouble. And if you ever decide to get that nose
taken care of ..."

She met Jorge Well a the temple gate in the middle of Anytown. He had spent his morning there,
going through the records, and she could see the work didn't agree with him. He took her back to the
amall office where the records were kept in battered file cabinets. There was a barbie waiting for them
there. She spoke without preamble.

"We decided at equdization last night to help you as much as possible.”
"Oh, yeah? Thanks. | wondered if you would, considering what happened fifty years ago.”

Wl looked puzzled. "What wasthat?' Bach waited for the barbie to speak, but she evidently
wasn't going to.

"All right. | found it last night. The Standardists were involved in murder once before, not long
after they cameto Luna. Y ou notice you never see one of them in New Dresden?”

Well shrugged. "So what? They keep to themselves.™

"They were ordered to keep to themsalves. At first, they could move fredly like any other
citizens. Then one of them killed somebody—not a Standardist thistime. It was known the murderer
was a barbie; there were witnesses. The police started looking for the killer. Y ou guesswhat

happened.”
"They ran into the problems we're having.” Well grimaced. "It doesn't [ook so good, doesit?’

"It'shard to be optimigtic," Bach conceded. "The killer was never found. The barbies offered to
surrender one of their number a random, thinking the law would be satisfied with that. But of courseit
wouldn't do. There was apublic outcry, and alot of pressure to force them to adopt some kind of
digtinguishing characterigtic, like anumber tattooed on their foreheads. | don't think that would have
worked, either. It could have been covered.

"The fact isthat the barbies were seen asamenace to society. They could kill at will and blend
back into their community like grains of sand on abeach. We would be powerlessto punish aguilty
party. Therewas no provison in the law for dedling with them.”

"So what happened?'



"The caseis marked closed, but there's no arrest, no conviction, and no suspect. A dea was
made whereby the Standardists could practice their religion aslong as they never mixed with other
citizens. They had to stay in Anytown. Am [ right?' Shelooked at the barbie.

"Y es. Weve adhered to the agreement.”

"I don't doubt it. Most people are barely aware you exist out here. But now we've got this. One
barbie kills another barbie, and under atelevison camera...” Bach stopped, and looked thoughtful.
"Say, it occursto me... wait aminute. Wait a minute.” She didn't like thelook of it.

"I wonder. This murder took place in the tube station. It'sthe only place in Anytown that's
scanned by the municipa security system. And fifty yearsisalong time between murders, evenina
town assmdl as... how many people did you say live here, Jorge?'

"About seven thousand. | fed | know them dl intimately." Weil had spent the day sorting barbies.
According to measurements made from the tape, the killer was at the top end of permissible height.

"How about it?' Bach said to the barbie. "Is there anything | ought to know?"
Thewoman bit her lip, looked uncertain.
"Come on, you said you were going to help me."

"Very well. There have been three other killingsin the last month. Y ou would not have heard of
this one except it took place with outsiders present. Purchasing agents were there on the loading
platform. They madetheinitid report. There was nothing we could do to hush it up.”

"But why would you want to?"

"lan't it obvious? We exist with the possibility of persecution awayswith us. We don't wish to
appear athreat to others. We wish to appear peaceful—which we are—and prefer to handle the
problems of the group within the group itself. By divine consensus.”

Bach knew she would get nowhere pursuing that line of reasoning. She decided to take the
conversation back to the previous murders.

"Tell mewhat you know. Who waskilled, and do you have any ideawhy? Or should | betaking
to someone e se?' Something occurred to her then, and she wondered why she hadn't asked it before.
"You are the person | was speaking to yesterday, aren't you? Let me rephrase that. Y ou're the body ...
that is, thisbody before me..."

"We know what you're talking about,” the barbie said. "Uh, yes, you are correct. We are... | an
the one you spoketo." She had to choke the word out, blushing furioudy. "We have been... | have
been sdlected as the component to deal with you, sinceit was perceived at equalization that this matter
must be dedlt with. This onewas chosen as... | was chosen as punishment.”

"You don't haveto say 'I' if you don't want to."
"Oh, thank you."

" Punishment for what?"



"For... for individualistic tendencies. We spoke up too persondly at equdization, in favor of
cooperation with you. Asapolitical necessity. The conservatives wish to stick to our sacred principles
no matter what the cost. We are divided; this makes for bad feglings within the organism, for sickness.
This one spoke out, and was punished by having her own way, by being appointed... individually... to
dedl with you." The woman could not meet Bach's eyes. Her face burned with shame.

"This one has been ingtructed to reved her serid number to you. In the future, when you come
here you are to ask for 23900."

Bach made anote of it.

"All right. What can you tell me about a possible motive? Do you think al the killings were done
by the same... component?”’

"We do not know. We are no more equipped to select an... individua from the group than you
are. But thereisgreat congternation. We arefearful.”

"I would think so. Do you have reason to believe that the victims were... does this make
sense?... known to thekiller? Or were they random killings?* Bach hoped not. Random killerswere
the hardest to catch; without motive, it was hard to tie killer to victim, or to sift one person out of
thousands with the opportunity. With the barbies, the problem would be squared and cubed.

"Agan, wedon't know."
Bach sghed. "l want to seethe witnessesto the crime. | might aswell start interviewing them.”

In short order, thirteen barbies were brought. Bach intended to question them thoroughly to seeif
their stories were congstent, and if they had changed.

She sat them down and took them one at atime, and amost immediately ran into astonewall. It
took her severd minutes to see the problem, frustrating minutes spent trying to establish which of the
barbies had spoken to the officer firgt, which second, and so forth.

"Hold it. Listen carefully. Wasthis body physicaly present at the time of the crime? Did these
eyes seeit happen?'

The barbie's brow furrowed. "Why, no. But doesit matter?’

"It doesto me, babe. Hey, twenty-three thousand!"

The barbie stuck her head in the door. Bach looked pained.

"l need the actua people who were there. Not thirteen picked at random."”
"Thegory isknowntodl."

Bach spent five minutes explaining that it made adifference to her, then waited an hour as 23900
located the people who were actua witnesses.

And again she hit astone wall. The stories were absolutely identical, which she knew to be
impossible. Observers always report events differently. They make themsdvesthe hero, invent things
before and after they first began observing, rearrange and edit and interpret. But not the barbies. Bach



struggled for an hour, trying to shake one of them, and got nowhere. She was facing a consensus,
something that had been discussed among the barbies until an account of the event had emerged and
then been accepted as truth. 1t was probably a close approximation, but it did Bach no good. She
needed discrepanciesto gnaw at, and there were none.

Worst of dl, shewas convinced no onewas lying to her. Had she questioned the thirteen random
choices she would have gotten the same answers. They would have thought of themselves as having
been there, since some of them had been and they had been told about it. What happened to one,
happened to all.

Her options were evaporating fast. She dismissed the witnesses, called 23900 back in, and sat
her down. Bach ticked off points on her fingers.

"One. Do you have the persond effects of the deceased?’

"We have no private property.”

Bach nodded. "Two. Can you take me to her room?”

"We each degp in any room wefind available at night. Thereisno—"

"Right. Three. Any friends or co-workers| might..." Bach rubbed her forehead with one hand.
"Right. Skipit. Four. What was her job? Where did she work?'

"All jobs are interchangeable here. We work at what needs—"

"Right!" Bach exploded. She got up and paced the floor. "What the hell do you expect meto do
with astuation like this? | don't have anything to work with, not one snuffin' thing. No way of telling
why she waskilled, no way to pick out the killer, no way... ah, shit. What do you expect meto do?'

"We don't expect you to do anything,” the barbie said, quietly. "We didn't ask you to come here.
Wed likeit very muchif you just went away."

In her anger Bach had forgotten that. She was stopped, unable to move in any direction. Finaly,
she caught Well's eye and jerked her head toward the door.

"Let'sget out of here.” Well said nothing. He followed Bach out the door and hurried to catch up.

They reached the tube station, and Bach stopped outside their waiting capsule. She sat down
heavily on abench, put her chin on her pam, and watched the ant-like mass of barbiesworking at the
loading dock. "Any ideas?"

Well shook his head, sitting beside her and removing his cap to wipe swesat from hisforehead.

"They keep it too hot in here" he said. Bach nodded, not redlly hearing him. She watched the
group of barbies as two separated themsalves from the crowd and came afew stepsin her direction.
Both were laughing, asif a some private joke, looking right at Bach. One of them reached under her
blouse and withdrew along, gleaming sted knife. In one smooth motion she plunged it into the other
barbi€e's stomach and lifted, bringing her up on the bals of her feet. The one who had been stabbed
looked surprised for amoment, staring down at hersalf, her mouth open asthe knife gutted her likea
fish. Then her eyeswidened and she stared horror-gtricken a her companion, and dowly went to her
knees, holding the knife to her as blood gushed out and soaked her white uniform.



"Sop her!" Bach shouted. She was on her feet and running, after amoment of horrified pardyss.
It had looked so much like the tape.

She was about forty metersfrom the killer, who moved with deliberate speed, jogging rather than
running. She passed the barbie who had been attacked—and who was now on her side, ill holding
the knife hilt dmost tenderly to hersalf, wrapping her body around the pain. Bach thumbed the panic
button on her communicator, glanced over her shoulder to see Weil kneeling beside the stricken
barbie, then looked back—

—to aconfuson of running figures. Which onewasit? Which one?

She grabbed the one that seemed to be in the same place and moving in the same direction asthe
killer had been before she looked away. She swung the barbie around and hit her hard on the side of
the neck with the edge of her palm, waiched her fal while trying to look at al the other barbies at the
sametime. They were running in both directions, sometrying to get away, others entering the loading
dock to see what was going on. It was a madhouse scene with shrieks and shouts and baffling
movement.

Bach spotted something bloody lying on the floor, then knelt by the inert figure and clapped the
handcuffs on her.

She looked up into asea of faces, dl aike.

The commissioner dimmed the lights, and he, Bach, and Waeil faced the big screen &t the end of
the room. Beside the screen was a department photoanayst with a pointer in her hand. The tape
beganto run.

"Herethey are," the woman said, indicating two barbieswith the tip of thelong stick. They were
just faces on the edge of the crowd, beginning to move. "Victim right here, the suspect to her right.”
Everyone watched as the stabbing was re-created. Bach winced when she saw how long she had
taken to react. In her favor, it had taken Weil afraction of a second longer.

"Lieutenant Bach beginsto move here. The suspect moves back toward the crowd. If you'll
notice, sheiswatching Bach over her shoulder. Now. Here" Shefroze aframe. "Bach loseseye
contact. The suspect peds off the plastic glove which prevented blood from staining her hand. She
dropsit, moves lateraly. By the time Bach |ooks back, we can see she is after the wrong suspect.”

Bach watched in sick fascination as her image assaulted the wrong barbie, the actua killer only a
meter to her left. The tape resumed normal speed, and Bach watched the killer until her eyes began to
hurt from not blinking. Shewould not lose her thistime. " She'sincredibly brazen. She does not leave
the room for another twenty minutes." Bach saw hersdf knedl and help the medica team load the
wounded barbie into the capsule. Thekiller had been at her elbow, amost touching her. She felt her
arm break out in goose pimples.

She remembered the sick fear that had come over her as she knelt by the injured woman. It
could be any of them. The one behind me, for instance...

She had drawn her wesgpon then, backed against the wall, and not moved until the reinforcements
arrived afew minuteslater. At amotion from the commissioner, the lights came back on. "Let's hear
what you have" he said.



Bach glanced a Wéil, then read from her notebook. " 'Sergeant Well was able to communicate
with the victim shortly before medica help arrived. He asked her if she knew anything pertinent asto
theidentity of her assailant. She answered no, saying only that it was"the wrath." She could not
elaborate.” | quote now from the account Sergeant Weil wrote down immediately after the interview. '
"It hurts, it hurts” "I'm dying, I'm dying." | told her help was on the way. She responded: "I'm dying."
Victim became incoherent, and | attempted to get a shirt from the onlookersto stop the flow of blood.
No cooperation was forthcoming.' "

"It wastheword 'I'," Wl supplied. "When she said that, they all started to drift away."

" 'She became rational once more,' " Bach resumed, " 'long enough to whisper anumber to me.
The number was twelve-fifteen, which | wrote down as one-two-one-five. She roused hersdlf once
more, said"I'm dying." ' " Bach closed the notebook and looked up. "Of course, shewasright.” She
coughed nervoudy.

"Weinvoked section 35b of the New Dresden Unified Code, 'Hot Pursuit,’ suspending civil
liberties locally for the duration of the search. We located component 1215 by the simple expedient of
lining up al the barbies and having them pull their pants down. Each has a serid number in the smal of
her back. Component 1215, one Sylvester J. Cronhausen, isin custody at this moment.

"While the search was going on, we went to deeping cubicle 1215 with ateam of criminologigts.
In aconceded compartment beneath the bunk we found theseitems." Bach got up, opened the
evidence bag, and spread the items on the table.

There was a carved wooden mask. It had a huge nose with a hooked end, a mustache, and a
fringe of black hair around it. Beside the mask were severd jars of powders and creams, greasepaint
and cologne. One black nylon swester, one pair black trousers, one pair black sneakers. A stack of
pictures clipped from magazines, showing ordinary people, many of them wearing more clothesthan
was norma in Luna. Therewas ablack wig and amerkin of the same color.

"What wasthet last?' the commissioner asked.
"A merkin, gr," Bach supplied. "A pubic wig."
"Ah." He contemplated the assortment, leaned back in his chair. " Somebody liked to dress up.”

"Evidently, sir." Bach stood at ease with her hands clasped behind her back, her face passive.
Shefdt an acute sense of failure, and a cold determination to get the woman with the gall to stand at
her elbow after committing murder before her eyes. She was sure the time and place had been chosen
deiberately, that the barbie had been executed for Bach's benefit.

"Do you think these items belonged to the deceased?’
"We have no reason to Sate that, Sir,” Bach said. "However, the circumstances are suggestive.”
"Of what?'

"l can't be sure. These things might have belonged to the victim. A random search of other
cubiclesturned up nothing like this. We showed the items to component 23900, our liaison. She
professed not to know their purpose.” She stopped, then added, "I believe she was lying. She looked
quite disgusted.”



"Did you arrest her?"
"No, gr. | didn't think it wise. She'sthe only connection we have, such assheis."

The commissoner frowned, and laced hisfingerstogether. "I'll leaveit up to you, Lieutenant
Bach. Frankly, wed like to be shut of this mess as soon as possible.”

"| couldn't agree with you more, Sr."

"Perhaps you don't understand me. We have to have awarm body to indict. We have to have
one soon."

"Sir, I'm doing the best | can. Candidly, I'm beginning to wonder if therésanything | can do."

"You dill don't understand me." He looked around the office. The stenographer and photoanayst
had left. He was done with Bach and Well. He flipped a switch on his desk, turning arecorder off,
Bach redlized.

"The newsis picking up on this story. We're beginning to get some heat. On the one hand,
people are afraid of these barbies. They're hearing about the murder fifty years ago, and the informal
agreement. They don't likeit much. On the other hand, theresthe civil libertarians. They'll fight hard to
prevent anything happening to the barbies, on principle. The government doesn't want to get into a
messlikethat. | can hardly blame them.”

Bach said nothing, and the commissioner |ooked pained.

"I seel haveto spdl it out. We have asuspect in custody,” he said.
"Areyou referring to component 1215, Sylvester Cronhausen?!
"No. I'm speaking of the one you captured.”

"Sir, the tape clearly shows sheis not the guilty party. She was an innocent bystander.” Shefelt
her face heat up as she said it. Damn it; she had tried her best.

"Takealook at this." He pressed a button and the tape began to play again. But the quality was
much impaired. There were bursts of snow, moments when the picture faded out entirely. It wasa
very good imitation of acamerafailing. Bach watched hersalf running through the crowd—therewas a
flash of white— and she had hit the woman. The lights came back on in the room.

"I've checked with the andlyst. Shelll go along. Therésabonusin this, for both of you." He
looked from Wil to Bach.

"l don't think | can go through with that, Sir.”

Helooked like held tasted alemon. "1 didn't say we were doing thistoday. It'san option. Buit |
ask youtolook at it thisway, just ook at it, and I'll say no more. Thisisthe way they themselves
want it. They offered you the same dedl the first time you were there. Close the case with a confession,
no mess. Welve aready got this prisoner. Shejust says shekilled her, shekilled dl of them. | want you
to ask yoursdlf, is shewrong? By her own lights and mord vaues? She believes she shares
respong bility for the murders, and society demands a cul prit. What's wrong with accepting their
compromise and letting thisal blow over?



"Sir, it doesn't fed right to me. Thisisnot in the oath | took. I'm supposed to protect the
innocent, and she'sinnocent. She'sthe only barbie | know to beinnocent.”

The commissoner Sghed. "Bach, you've got four days. Y ou give me an dternative by then.”

"Yes, gr. If | cant, I'll tell you now that | won't interfere with what you plan. But you'll haveto
accept my resignation.”

Anna-Louise Bach reclined in the bathtub with her head pillowed on afolded towd. Only her
neck, nipples, and knees stuck out above the placid surface of the water, tinted purple with agenerous
helping of bath sdts. She clenched athin cheroot in her teeth. A ribbon of lavender smoke curled from
the end of it, rising to join the cloud near the celling.

She reached up with one foot and turned on the taps, letting out cooled water and refilling with
hot until the sweat broke out on her brow. She had been in the tub for severd hours. Thetips of her
fingerswere like washboards.

There seemed to be few aternatives. The barbies were foreign to her, and to anyone she could
assign tointerview them. They didn't want her help in solving the crimes. All theold rulesand
procedures were usel ess. Witnesses meant nothing; one could not tell one from the next, nor separate
their stories. Opportunity? Severa thousand individuas had it. Motive was ablank. She had aphysica
description in minute detail, even tapes of the actuad murders. Both were usdless.

There was one course of action that might show results. She had been soaking for hoursin the
hope of determining just how important her job wasto her.

Hdl, what e se did she want to do?

She got out of the tub quickly, bringing alot of water with her to drip onto the floor. She hurried
into her bedroom, pulled the sheets off the bed and dapped the nude mal e figure on the buttocks.

"Comeon, Svengdi," she said. "Heré's your chance to do something about my nose."

She usad every minute while her eyeswere functioning to read al she could find about
Standardists. When Atlas worked on her eyes, the computer droned into an earphone. She
memorized most of the Book of Standards.

Ten hours of surgery, followed by eight hoursflat on her back, pardyzed, her body undergoing
forced regeneration, her eyes scanning the words that flew by on an overhead screen.

Three hours of practice, getting used to shorter legs and arms. Another hour to assemble her
equipment.

When she l€eft the Atlas clinic, shefelt she would passfor abarbie aslong as she kept her clothes
on. She hadn't gone that far.



People tended to forget about access locks that led to the surface. Bach had used the fact more
than once to show up in places where no one expected her.

She parked her rented crawler by thelock and left it there. Moving awkwardly in her pressure
auit, she entered and started it cycling, then stepped through the inner door into an equipment roomin
Anytown. She stowed the suit, checked hersdlf quickly in awashroom mirror, straightened the tape
measure that belted her loose white jJumpsuit, and entered the darkened corridors.

What shewas doing was not illegal in any sense, but she was on edge. She didn't expect the
barbies to take kindly to her masquerade if they discovered it, and she knew how easy it wasfor a
barbie to vanish forever. Three had done so before Bach ever got the case.

The place seemed deserted. It waslate evening by the arbitrary day cycle of New Dresden.
Timefor the nightly equdization. Bach hurried down the silent halwaysto the main mesting roomin the
temple.

It wasfull of barbies and avast roar of conversation. Bach had no trouble dipping in, andina
few minutes she knew her facial work was as good as Atlas had promised.

Equalization was the barbiesway of standardizing experience. They had been unable to smplify
their livesto the point where each member of the community experienced the same things every day;
the Book of Standards said it was agod to be aimed for, but probably unattainable this side of Holy
Reassmilation with Goddess. They tried to keep the available jobs easy enough that each member
could do them al. The commune did not seek to make a profit; but air, water, and food had to be
purchased, aong with replacement parts and services to keep things running. The community had to
produce thingsto trade with the outside.

They sold luxury items: hand-carved religious statues, illuminated holy books, painted crockery,
and embroidered tapestries. None of the items were Standardist. The barbies had no rdligious symbols
except their uniformity and the tape measure, but nothing in their dogma prevented them from sdlling
objects of reverence to people of other faiths.

Bach had seen the products for sale in the better shops. They were meticuloudy produced, but
suffered from the fact that each item looked too much like every other. People buying hand-produced
luxuriesin atechnologica agetend to want the differences that non-machine production entalls,
whereas the barbies wanted everything to look exactly dike. It was an ironic Situation, but the barbies
willingly sacrificed value by adhering to their Sandards.

Each barbie did things during the day that were as close as possible to what everyone €lse had
done. But someone had to cook meals, tend the air machines, load the freight. Each component had a
different job each day. At equaization, they got together and tried to even that out.

It was boring. Everyone talked at once, to anyone that happened to be around. Each woman told
what she had done that day. Bach heard the same group of stories ahundred times before the night
was over, and repeated them to anyone who would listen.

Anything unusua was related over aloudspeaker so everyone could be aware of it and thus
spread out the intolerable burden of anomaly. No barbie wanted to keep a unique experience to
hersdlf; it made her soiled, unclean, until it was shared by al.

Bach was getting very tired of it—she was short on degp— when the lights went out. The buzz
of conversation shut off asif atape had broken.



"All catsare dikein the dark," someone muttered, quite near Bach. Then asingle voice was
raised. It was solemn; almost a chant.

"We are the wrath. Thereisblood on our hands, but it isthe holy blood of cleansing. We have
told you of the cancer eating at the heart of the body, and yet still you cower away from what must be
done. The filth must be removed from us!"

Bach wastrying to tdl which direction the words were coming from in the tota darkness. Then
she became aware of movement, people brushing againg her, al going in the same direction. She
began to buck the tide when she redlized everyone was moving away from the voice.

"Y ou think you can use our holy uniformity to hide among us, but the vengeful hand of Goddess
will not be stayed. The mark is upon you, our one-time ssters. Y our Sins have set you gpart, and
retribution will strike swiftly.

"There are five of you left. Goddess knowswho you are, and will not tolerate your perversion
of her holy truth. Death will strike you when you least expect it. Goddess sees the differentness within
you, the differentness you seek but hope to hide from your upright Ssters.”

People were moving more swiftly now, and ascuffle had devel oped ahead of her. She struggled
free of people who were bresthing panic from every pore, until she stood in aclear space. The
speaker was shouting to be heard over the sound of whimpering and the shuffling of bare feet. Bach
moved forward, swinging her outstretched hands. But another hand brushed her firgt.

The punch was not centered on her ssomach, but it drove the air from her lungs and sent her
sprawling. Someone tripped over her, and she redlized things would get pretty bad if shedidn't get to
her feet. She was struggling up when the lights came back on.

There was amass sigh of relief as each barbie examined her neighbor. Bach half expected
another body to be found, but that didn't seem to bethe case. Thekiller had vanished again.

She dipped away from the equalization before it began to break up, and hurried down the
deserted corridors to room 1215.

She sat in the room—little more than a cell, with abunk, achair, and alight on atable—for more
than two hours before the door opened, as she had hoped it would. A barbie stepped inside, breathing
hard, closed the door, and leaned againgt it.

"Wewondered if you would come," Bach said, tentatively.
The woman ran to Bach and collapsed at her knees, sobbing.

"Forgive us, please forgive us, our darling. We didn't dare come last night. We were afraid that...
that if... that it might have been you who was murdered, and that the wrath would be waiting for us
here. Forgive us, forgive us."

"It'sdl right,” Bach said, for lack of anything better. Suddenly, the barbie was on top of her,
kissing her with a desperate passion. Bach was startled, though she had expected something of the
sort. She responded as best she could. The barbiefinaly began to talk again.

"We must stop this, we just have to stop. We're so frightened of the wrath, but... but the
longing! We can't stop ourselves. We need to see you so badly that we can hardly get through the



day, not knowing if you are across town or working a our elbow. It builds al day, and at night, we
cannot stop ourselves from sinning yet again.” She was crying, more softly thistime, not from
happiness at seeing the woman she took Bach to be, but from a depth of desperation. "What's going
to become of us?' she asked, helplesdy.

"Shhh," Bach soothed. "It'sgoing to bedl right.”

She comforted the barbie for awhile, then saw her lift her head. Her eyes seemed to glow with a
grangelight.

"l can't wait any longer," she said. She stood up, and began taking off her clothes. Bach could
see her hands shaking.

Beneath her clothing the barbie had concedled afew thingsthat looked familiar. Bach could see
that the merkin was already in place between her legs. There was awooden mask much like the one
that had been found in the secret pandl, and ajar. The barbie unscrewed the top of it and used her
middlefinger to smear dabs of brown onto her breasts, making stylized nipples.

"Look what | got," she said, coming down hard on the pronoun, her voice trembling. She pulled a
flimsy yelow blouse from the pile of clothing on thefloor, and dipped it over her shoulders. She struck
apose, then strutted up and down the tiny room.

"Comeon, darling,” shesaid. "Tdl me how beautiful | am. Tl mel'mlovely. Tdl mel'mtheonly
one for you. The only one. What's the matter ? Are you dill frightened? I'm not. I'll dare anything for
you, my one and only love." But now she stopped walking and looked suspicioudy a Bach. "Why
aren't you getting dressed?”

"We...uh, | can't," Bach said, extemporizing. "They, uh, someone found the things. They'redl
gone." Shedidn't dare remove her clothes because her nipples and pubic hair would look too redl,
eveninthedimlight.

The barbie was backing away. She picked up her mask and held it protectively to her. "What do
you mean? Was she here? The wrath? Are they after us? It'strue, isn't it? They can seeus." Shewas
on the edge of crying again, near panic.

"No, no, | think it wasthe police—" Buit it was doing no good. The barbie was at the door now,
and had it haf open.

"You're her! What have you doneto... no, no, you stay away." She reached into the clothing that
she now held in her hand, and Bach hesitated for amoment, expecting aknife. It was enough time for
the barbie to dart quickly through the door, damming it behind her.

When Bach reached the door, the woman was gone.

Bach kept reminding herself that she was not here to find the other potentia victims—of whom
her visitor was certainly one— buit to caich the killer. The fact remained that she wished she could
have detained her, to question her further.

The woman was a pervert, by the only definition that made any sense among the Standardists.
She, and presumably the other dead barbies, had an individudity fetish. When Bach had redlized that,



her first thought had been to wonder why they didn't smply leave the colony and become whatever
they wished. But then why did a Christian seek out prostitutes? For the taste of Sin. Inthe larger
world, what these barbies did would have had little meaning. Here, it was sin of the worst and tastiest
kind.

And somebody didn't likeit at al.

The door opened again, and the woman stood there facing Bach, her hair disheveled, breathing
hard.

"We had to come back,” she said. "We're so sorry that we panicked like that. Can you forgive
us?' She was coming toward Bach now, her arms out. She looked so vulnerable and contrite that
Bach was astonished when the fist connected with her cheek.

Bach thudded againgt the wal, then found hersalf pinned under the woman's knees, with
something sharp and cool againgt her throat. She swallowed very carefully, and said nothing. Her
throat itched unbearably.

"She'sdead,” the barbie said. "And you're next." But there was something in her face that Bach
didn't understand. The barbie brushed at her eyes afew times, and squinted down &t her.

"Ligten, I'm not who you think | am. If you kill me, you'l be bringing more trouble on your ssters
than you canimagine.”

The barbie hesitated, then roughly thrust her hand down into Bach's pants. Her eyes widened
when shefelt the genitas, but the knife didn't move. Bach knew she had to talk fast, and say dl the

right things

"Y ou understand what I'm talking about, don't you?' She looked for aresponse, but saw none.
"You're aware of the politica pressuresthat are coming down. Y ou know thiswhole colony could be
wiped out if you look like athreat to the outside. Y ou don't want that."

"If it must be, it will be," the barbie said. "The purity isthe important thing. If we die, we shdl die
pure. The blasphemers must be killed.”

"I don't care about that anymore,”" Bach said, and findly got aripple of interest from the barbie. "I
have my principles, too. Maybe I'm not as fanatical about them asyou are about yours. But they're
important to me. Oneisthat the guilty be brought to justice.”

"Y ou have the guilty party. Try her. Execute her. She will not protest.”
"You arethe guilty party.”
Thewoman smiled. "So arrest us.”

"All right, al right. | can't, obvioudy. Evenif you don't kill me, you'll walk out that door and I'll
never be ableto find you. I've given up on that. | just don't have the time. Thiswas my last chance,
and it lookslikeit didn't work."

"Wedidn' think you could do it, even with more time. But why should we let you live?'

"Because we can help each other.” She fdlt the pressure ease up alittle, and managed to swallow



again. "You don't want to kill me, because it could destroy your community. Mysdif... | need to be
able to salvage some self-respect out of thismess. I'm willing to accept your definition of mordity and
let you be the [aw in your own community. Maybe you're even right. Maybe you are one being. But |
can't et that woman be convicted, when | know shedidnt kill anyone.”

The knife was not touching her neck now, but it was still being held so that the barbie could
plungeit into her throat at the dightest movement.

"And if welet you live? What do you get out of it? How do you free your ‘innocent' prisoner?"

"Tel mewhereto find the body of the woman you just killed. I'll take care of the rest.”

The pathology team had gone and Anytown was settling down once again. Bach sat on the edge
of the bed with Jorge Weil. Shewas astired as she ever remembered being. How long had it been
snce shedept?

"Il tell you," Well said, "I honestly didn't think thisthing would work. | guess| waswrong.”

Bach sighed. "I wanted to take her dive, Jorge. | thought | could. But when she came at me with
theknife..." Shelet him finish the thought, not caring to lieto him. She'd dready done that to the
interviewer. In her story, she had taken the knife from her assailant and tried to disable her, but was
forced inthe end to kill her. Luckily, she had the bump on the back of her head from being thrown
againgt thewall. It made a blackout period plausible. Otherwise, someone would have wondered why
shewaited so long to call for police and an ambulance. The barbie had been dead for an hour when
they arrived.

"Wel, I'll hand it to you. Y ou sure pulled thisout. I'll admit it, | was having ahard time deciding if
I'd do as you were going to do and resign, or if | could have stayed on. Now I'll never know."

"Maybeit'sbest that way. | don't really know, either.”
Jorge grinned & her. "1 can't get used to thinking of you being behind that godawful face."

"Neither can |, and | don't want to see any mirrors. I'm going straight to Atlas and get it changed
back." She got wearily to her feet and walked toward the tube station with Well.

She had not quite told him the truth. She did intend to get her own face back as soon as
possible—nose and al—but there was one thing Ieft to do.

From thefirgt, a problem that had bothered her had been the question of how the killer identified
her victims.

Presumably the perverts had arranged times and places to meet for their strange rites. That would
have been easy enough. Any one barbie could easily shirk her duties. She could say shewas sick, and
no one would know it was the same barbie who had been sick yesterday, and for aweek or month
before. She need not work; she could wander the halls acting asif she was on her way from onejob
to another. No one could challenge her. Likewise, while 23900 had said no barbie spent consecutive
nightsin the same room, there was no way for her to know that. Evidently room 1215 had been taken
over permanently by the perverts.



And the perverts would have no scruples about identifying each other by seria number at their
clandestine meetings, though they could do it in the streets. Thekiller didn't even have that.

But someone had known how to identify them, to pick them out of acrowd. Bach thought she
must have infiltrated meetings, marked the participantsin some way. One could lead her to another,
until she knew them dl and was ready to strike.

She kept recdling the strange way the killer had looked at her, the way she had squinted. The
mere fact that she had not killed Bach ingtantly in a case of mistaken identity meant she had been
expecting to see something that had not been there.

And she had an idea about that.

She meant to go to the morgue first, and to examine the corpses under different wavelengths of
lights, with variousfilters. She was betting some kind of mark would become visible on thefaces, a
mark the killer had been looking for with her contact lenses.

It had to be something that was visible only with the right kind of equipment, or under the right
circumstances. If she kept at it long enough, she would find it.

If it wasaninvisbleink, it brought up another interesting question. How had it been gpplied?
With abrush or spray gun? Unlikely. But such anink on the killer's hands might look and fedl like
water.

Once she had marked her victims, the killer would have to be confident the mark would stay in
place for areasonable time. The murders had stretched over amonth. So she was|ooking for an
indelible, invisbleink, one that soaked into pores.

Andif itwasinddible...

There was no use thinking further about it. She was right, or she was wrong. When she struck the
bargain with the killer she had faced up to the possibility that she might haveto live with it. Certainly
she could not now bring akiller into court, not after what she had just said.

No, if she came back to Anytown and found a barbie whose hands were stained with guilt, she
would haveto do the job herself.

Equinoctial

PARAMETER KNEW SHE WAS being followed. They had been behind her for days, dwaysfar
enough behind that they couldn't get a permanent fix on her, but never so far that she could lose them.
Shewasin danger, but now was not the time to worry aboui it.

Now was one of the big momentsin her life. She proposed to savor it to the full and refused to
be distracted by the hunters. She was giving birth to quintupl ets.

Uni, Duo, Tri, Quad... Hopdesdy trite. Doc, Happy, Sheezy, Grumpy—no, there were seven
of those. Army, Navy, Marine, Airforce, Coastguard? That was a pentagon, for an interesting pun.
But who wanted to be called Coastguard? What was a Coastguard, anyway?



She put the naming ordeal out of her mind. It wasn't important; they would pick their own names
when the time came. She just thought it might be nice with five to have something to tag them with, if
only for bookkeeping purposes.

"They just got another Sighting,” she thought, but it wasn't her own thought. It was the voice of
Equinox. Equinox was Parameter's companion, her environment, her space suit, her ater ego; her
Symb. Shelooked in the direction she had come from.

She looked back on the most spectacular scenein the solar system. She was 230,000 kilometers
from the center of Saturn, according to the figuresfloating in the upper |eft corner of her field of vison.
To one sde of her wasthe yellow bulk of the giant planet, and al around her was agolden line that
bisected the universe. She was ingde the second and brightest of the Rings.

But Saturn and the Rings was not al she saw. About ten degrees away from Saturn and in the
plane of the Ringswas a hazy thing like the bell of atrumpet. It wastrangparent. The wide end of the
bell was facing her. Within this shape were four lines of red that were sharp and well-defined far away
but became fuzzy asthey neared her. These were the hunters. All around her, but concentrated in the
plane of the Rings, were dowly moving lines of dl colors, each with an arrow at one end, each shifting
perspectivein adazzling 3-D balet.

None of it—the lines, the bdlls, the "hunters," even Saturn itself—none of it was any morered
than theimagein apicture tube. Some of it was even lessred than that. The shifting lines, for instance,
were vector representations of the large chunks of rock and ice within radar range of Equinox.

The bell was closer than it had been for days. That was bad news, because the space-time event
it represented was the gpproach of the hunters and their possible locations projected from the time of
thelast fix. The fuzzy part was amost touching her. That meant they could be very closeindeed,
though it wasn't too likely. They were probably back in the slem where the projection looked almost
solid, and dmost certainly within thefour linesthat were their most probable location. But it was il
too close.

"Since they know wherewe are, let's get afix on them,”" Parameter decided, and as she thought
it the bell disappeared, to be replaced by four red pointsthat grew tails even as she watched.

"Too close. Way too close.” Now they had two fixes on her: one of their own, and the one she
had given them by bouncing asigna off them. From this, their Symbs could plot acourse; therefore, it
wastimeto dter it.

She couldn't afford to change course in the usua way, by bouncing off arock. The hunterswere
close enough that they would detect the change in the rock's velocity and get a better idea of where
shewas. It wastime for thrusters, though she could ill afford the wasted mass.

"Which way?' she asked.

"l suggest you move out of the plane. They won't expect that yet. They don't know you'rein
labor.”

"That's pretty dangerous. There's nothing to hidein out there."

Equinox consdered it. "I they get any closer, you'll have to do something at least that drastic,
with less chance of success. But | only advise."



"Sure. All right, do it, my green pasture.”

Theworld around her jerked, and al the colored lines started moving down around her, bending
asther relative velocity changed. There was a gentle pressure at the smal of her back.

"Keep an eye on them. I'm going back to the business of giving birth. How are they doing, by the
way?'

"No swest. One of the girlsisin the tube right now—you can fed her—"
"You cantel me that threetimes..."

"—and she's alittle puzzled by the pressure. But she'staking it well. She tells you not to worry,
shelll bedl right."

"Can | tak to her yet?'
"Not for another few hours. Be patient.”
"Right. It shouldn't be long now."

And that was very true. She felt the wave of sensation as her uterus contracted again. She looked
down at hersdlf, absently expecting to see the first head coming out. But she could no longer see that
far; her belly stuck out.

Nothing that Parameter saw wasred; al wasilluson. Her head was completely enclosed in the
thick, opaque substance of Equinox, and al the sensory data she received was through the direct
connection from Equinox's sensesinto her own brain. Much of thisinformation was edited and
embellished in waysthat made it easier for Parameter to interpret.

So it was that when she looked down at hersdlf she saw not the dark-green surface of Equinox,
but her own brown skin. She had asked for that illuson long ago, when it had become amatter of
some importance to her to believe she ill had her own body. Theillusion was flawless. She could see
the fingerprints on her hand, the mole on her knee, the color of her nipples, the sentimenta scar on her
forearm, dl illuminated by the soft diffusion of light from the Rings. But if shetried to touch hersdlf, her
hand would be stopped while still agood distance from what she saw asthe surface of her body.
Equinox wasinvisbleto her, but she was certainly there.

She watched as the contraction caused her somach to writhe and flow like putty. Thiswas more
likeit. She remembered her other ddliveries, before she married Equinox. One had been "natural” and
it hadn't worked dl that well. She didn't regret it, but it had been painful, not something she would
want to repeat. The other had been under anesthetic, and no fun at al. She might aswell not have
bothered; there had been no pain, no pleasure, no sensation. It waslike reading about it in the
newspaper. But thisone, her third birth, was different. It wasintense, so intense she had difficulty
concentrating on euding the hunters. But there was no pain. All she felt was a series of waves of
pleasure-pain that didn't hurt, and could be related to no other sensation humans had ever
experienced.

One of thelines ahead seemed to point dmost directly at her. It was athick red line, meaning it
was seventy percent ice and about amillion kilogramsin mass. The vector was short. It was moving
dowly enough that rendezvouswould be easy.



She took the opportunity and atered course dightly with the sure instinct she had developed. The
line swung, foreshortened even more, then flashed brighter and began to pulse. Thiswasthe collison
warning from Equinox's plotting sector.

When the rock was close enough to see as an object rather than asimulated projection, she
rotated until her legs pointed at it. She soaked up the shock of the landing, then began to scuttle over
the surface in amanner quite astonishing, and with a speed not to be believed. She moved with the
coordinated complexity of aspider, dl four limbs grasping at therock and ice.

To an observer, shewasacomica sight. Shelooked like abarbell with aamsand legsand a
bulge at the top that just might be a head. There were no creases or sharp lines anywhere on the outer
surface of Equinox; al was gentle curves, absolutdly featureess except for short claws on the hands
and feet. At the ends of her legs were grasping appendages more like oversized hands than feet. And
her legs bent the wrong way. Her knees were hinged to bend away from each other.

But she swarmed over the rock with effortless ease, not even hampered by her pregnancy,
though the labor "pains’ were getting intense.

When she was where she wanted to be, she pushed off with both hands and peds, rising rapidly.
She was now on a course about ninety degrees away from her pursuers. She hoped they would not be
expecting this. Now she had to rely on the screening effect of the billions of tiny rocks and ice crystals
around her. For the next few hours she would be vulnerable if they beamed in her direction, but she
didnt think it likely they would. Their Symbs would be plotting acourse for her dmost oppositeto the
one shewas actudly taking. If she had continued that way they would certainly have caught her later
when she was burdened with five infants. Now was the time for audacity.

Having done that, she put the matter out of her mind again, and none too soon. Thefirst baby
hed arrived.

The head wasjust emerging as she pushed off the rock. She savored the delicious agony asthe
head forced its way through her body, struggling to reach the air. It would never reach it. There was
no air out here, just another womb that Equinox had prepared, awomb the baby would livein for the
rest of itslife. No first breath for Parameter's children; no breath at all.

The babies were not full-term. Each had been growing only seven months and would not be able
to survive without extensive care. But Equinox was the world's best incubator. She had counseled, and
Parameter had agreed, that it would be best to birth them while they were till small and get them out
where Equinox could keep a closer eye on them.

Parameter moved her strangely articulated legs, bringing the hand-like peds up to the baby. She
pressed dowly and fdlt the peds sink in as Equinox absorbed the outer covering. Then shefdlt the
head with her own nerve endings. Sheran her long fingers over the wet ball. There was another
contraction and the baby was out. She was holding it in her peds. She couldn't see much of it, and
suddenly she wanted to.

"Thisisoneof thegirls, right?'

"Yes. And so are two, three, and five. Navy, Marine, and Coastguard, if you want to get more
persond.”

"Thosewerejust tags,” shelaughed. "'l didn't even like them.”



"Until you think of something else, they'll do.”
"They won't want them."

"Perhgps not. Anyway, I'm thinking of shifting the boy around to fifth pogtion. Therésalittle
tangling of the cords."

"Whatever you want. I'd like to see her. 'Army," | mean."
"Do you want apicture, or should | move her?'

"Move her." She knew it was only a semantic quibble asto whether she would actualy "see" her
child. The projection Equinox could provide would look just asredl, hanging in space. But she wanted
the picture to coincide with the fed she was getting of the baby against her skin.

By undulating the inner surface of her body, Equinox was able to move the infant around the
curve of Parameter's belly until shewasvisible. She was wet, but there was no blood; Equinox had
aready absorbed it dll.

"l want to touch her with my hands" Parameter thought.
"Go ahead. But don't forget there's another coming in afew minutes.”
"Hold it up. | want to enjoy thisonefirst."

She put her hands on the invisible surface of Equinox and they sank in until she was holding the
child. It stirred and opened its mouth, but no sound came. There seemed to be no traumainvolved for
the brand-new human being; she moved her arms and legs dowly but seemed content to lie ill for the
most part. Compared to most human children, she hadn't redlly been born at al. Parameter tried to
interest her inanipple, but she didn't want it. She was the prettiest thing Parameter had ever seen.

"Let'sget the next oneout,” shesad. "Thisis so extravagant | ill can't believeit. Fivel"

She drifted into awonderful haze as the others arrived, each as pretty asthe last. Soon shewas
covered with tiny bodies, each il tied to an umbilicus. The cordswould be l€ft in place until Equinox
hed finished her childbirth and had five semiautonomous baby Symbsto receive the children. Until
then, the children were still apart of her. It was afeding Parameter loved; she would never be closer
to her children.

"Can you hear them yet?' Equinox asked.
"No, not yet."

"You'l haveto wait awhilelonger for mind contact. I'm tuning out. Areyou al right? | shouldn't
be longer than about two hours.”

"Don't worry about me. I'll befine. In fact, I've never been happier.” She stopped verbaizing and
let awave of intense love flood over her; lovefor her invisble mate. It was answered by such an
outpouring of affection that Parameter wasin tears. "'l love you, earthmother,” she said.

"And you, sunshine.”

"l hopeitll be asgood for you asit wasfor me."



"I wish | could shareit with you. But back to business. | redly think weve shaken the hunters.
Ther€'s been no sgnd from them for an hour, and their projected path iswell away from us. | think
welll be safe, at least for afew hours.”

"l hope so0. But don't worry about me. I'll get long while you're away. I'm not scared of the
dark."

"l know. It won't befor long. Seeyou later.”

Parameter felt her mate dipping away. For amoment she was afraid, but not of the dark. She
was afraid of thelondliness. Equinox would be unavailable to her for thetime it took to give birth to
her children, and that meant she would be cut off from the outside. That didn't matter, but the absence
of Equinox from Parameter's mind was alittle frightening. It recalled an unpleasant incident in her past.

But asthe lights faded she redlized she was not done. Cut off from sight, sound, smell, and taste
by the shutdown of Equinox's interpretative faculties, she ill had touch, and that was enough.

Shefloated in total darkness and fdlt the sharp tingle as amouth found a nipple and began to
suck. Imperceptibly, she drifted into deep.

She awoketo avague feding of discomfort. It was smal and nagging, and impossble to ignore.
Shefdt in her mind for Equinox, and couldn't find her. So she was till in the process of giving birth.

But thefeding perssted. Shefdt hdplessin the dark, then sheredized it wasn't totaly dark.
Therewas afaint pinkness, like looking into closed eyelids. She could not account for it. Then she
knew what was wrong, and it was worse than she could have imagined. The babies were gone.

Shefdt over her body with increasing panic, but they were nowhere to be found. Before her
panic overwhelmed her, shetried to think of what could have happened that would have separated
them, and al she could come up with was the hunters. But why would they take the babies? Then she
lost control; there was nothing she could do in the darkness without Equinox to creste the universe for
her.

She was drawn back to rationaity by a thought so black she could hardly credit it. In torment,
she opened her eyes.

She could see.

She wasfloating in the center of aroom hollowed out of bare rock. There was another personin
the room, or rather another symbiote; all she could see was the dark-green, curved form of the Symb.

"Equinox!" sheyedled, and heard hersdf. In adream, shelooked down at her body and felt the
bare redlity of it. She touched hersdlf; there was no resistance. She was aone. Half of her was gone.

Her mind was dissolving; She watched it go, and knew it to be preferable to facing life without
Equinox. She said good-bye to the last shreds of redlity, rolled her eyes up into her head, and
swallowed her tongue.



The figure looked like a cartoon of ahuman drawn by athree-year-old, one who was confused
about sex. The broad shoulders and bullish neck were [udicroudy like the build of aweightlifter, and
the narrowing waist and bulbous ass were amoron'sidea of awell-built woman. He was green, and
featureless except for an ova opening where his mouth should have been.

"Just why do you want to become a Ringer?' The sound issued from the holein his"face."

Parameter sghed and leaned back in her chair. The operation at Titan was anything but efficient.
She had spent three days talking to people who had been no help at al and finally found this man, who
seemed to have the authority to give her a Symb. Her patience—never very long—was at an end.

"| should make atape,” she said. "Y ou're the fourth bastard who's asked me that today.”

"Nevertheless, | must have your answer. And why don't you keep the smart remarksto yoursalf?
| don't need them. For two cents I'd walk out of here and forget about you."

"Why don't you? | don't think you can even get out of that chair, much lesswalk out of here. |
never expected anything like this. | thought you Consers wanted new people, so why are you giving
me such arunaround? | might get up and walk out myself. Y ou people aren't the only Ringers.”

He proved her wrong by rising from the chair. He was awkward but steady, and, even more
interesting, there was something in his hand that could only be agun. She was amazed. Hewas Sitting
in abare room, and had been empty-handed. Suddenly there was this gun, out of nowhere.

"If you mean that you're thinking of going over to the Engineers, it'smy duty to blow your brains
out. Y ou have ten seconds to explain yourself." There was no trace of anger. The gun never wavered.

She swallowed hard, keeping very dill.
"Uh, no, that's not what | meant."
The gun dropped dightly.

"It was afoolish remark," she said, her ears burning with shame and anger. "'I'm committed to the
Consarvationigts.”

The gun vanished into the Symb he was wearing. It could gill bein hishand for al she could tell.
"Now you can answer my question.”

Keeping her anger rigidly in check, she started her story. She was quite good at it by now, and
had it condensed nicely. Sherecited it in asingsong tone that the interrogator didn't seem to notice.

"l am seventy-seven Earth years old, | was born on Mercury, the Helios Enclave, the child of an
extremely wedlthy energy magnate. | grew up in therigid, confining atmosphere that has aways existed
in Mercury, and | hated it. When | turned twelve, my mother gave me twenty percent of her fortune
and said she hoped I'd use it wisaly. Luckily for me, | was an adult and beyond her reach, because |
disappointed her badly.

"I bought passage on the firgt ship leaving the planet, which happened to be going to Mars. For
the next sixty years| devoted mysdlf to experiencing everything the human organism can experience
and il survive.



"It would be tedious and overlong to tell you everything | did, but so you won't think I'm hiding
something, | can give you arandom sample.

"Drugs: | tried them al. Some only once. Othersfor yearsat atime. | had to have my persondity
rebuilt three times and lost alot of memory in the process.

"Sex: with two, three, four partners; seven partners, thirty partners; three hundred partners.
All-week orgies. Men, women, girls, boys. Infants. Elephants. Pythons. Corpses. | changed sex so
many times|I'm not sureif | grew up asamaeor afemade.

"I killed aman. | got away withit. | killed awoman and got away again. | got caught the third
time and spent seven yearsin rehabilitation.

"I traveled. | went to the Bdlt, to Luna, to the moons of Saturn, Uranus, Neptune. | went to
Pluto, and beyond with a holehunter.

"| tried surgery. | joined up with a pair-cult and was connected for ayear to another woman asa
Samesetwin. | tried out weird new organs and sex systems. | tried on extralimbs.

"A few yearsago | joined apassvity cult. They believed al action was meaningless, and
demongtrated it by having their arms and legs amputated and relying on the mercy of random strangers
to feed them and keep them dive. | lay for monthsin the public square beneath Coprates. Sometimes |
went hungry and thirsty. Sometimes | stlewed in my own filth; then someone would clean me up,
usudly with agtern lecture to quit thisway of lifeand go straight. | didn't care.

"But the second time adog used mefor aurind, | gaveit up. | asked someoneto carry meto a
doctor, and walked out a changed woman. | decided | had done everything and had better start
looking for an elaborate and original suicide. | was so bored, so jaded, that breathing seemed like too
much of abother.

"Then | thought of two places|'d never been: the sun and the Rings. The sunisthefancy suicidel
told you about. The only way to get to the Ringsisin aSymb. | tend to sympathize with you people
over the Engineers. So herel am.”

She settled back in her chair. She was not optimistic about being dlowed to join the
Conservationist Church, and was dready planning waysto get over to the Engineers. If there was ever
an unprepossessing story, it was hers, and she knew it. These Consers were supposed to be
dedicated people, and she knew she couldn't present avery convincing line. In point of fact, she didn't
give any thought at dl to the Grand Design of the Engineers. Why should she careif aband of rdligious
fanatics weretrying to paint one of Saturn's Rings?

"The next to the last satement wasalie" the man informed her.

"Right," she spat. "Y ou self-righteous bagtards. It's the custom in polite society to inform
someone when they're undergoing alie-detector test. Even ask their consent.” She got up to go.

"Please st down, Parameter.” She hesitated, then did so.

"It'stime some fase impressons were cleared up. Firg, thisis not ‘polite society,’ thisiswar.
Reigiouswar, which isthe dirtiest kind. We do what we haveto in theinterest of security. The sole
purpose of thisinterview wasto determineif your story was true. We don't care what you have done,
aslong asyou haven't been consorting with our enemy. Have you?"



"No."

"That isatrue statement. Now for the other mistake. We are not saf-righteous bastards. Were
pragmatists. And we're not religious fanatics, not redlly, though we dl come to believe deeply in what
we're doing out here. And that brings usto the third mistake. The primary reasons we're out here have
little to do with defeating the Engineers. Were al out here for our own personal reasons, too."

"And what arethey?'

"They're persond. Each of us had adifferent reason for coming. Y ou are out here to satisfy the
last dregs of ajaded appetite; that's a common reason. Y ou have some surprises coming up, but you'l
say. Youll haveto. Y ouwon't be ableto bear leaving. And you'll likeit. Y ou might even help usfight
the Enginears.”

Shelooked at him with sugpicion.

"We don't care why you're out here. Y our story doesn't impress me one way or the other. You
probably expected condemnation or contempt. Don't flatter yourself. Aslong asyou're not hereto
help paint Ring Betared, we don't care.”

"Thenwhendo | get aSymb?

"As soon as you can undergo abit of surgery.” For thefirst time he unbent alittle. The corners of
the dit that covered his mouth bent up in asilly attempt at asmile. "I must confessthat | was interested
by one thing you said. How do you have sex with an e ephant?’

Parameter kept a perfectly straight face.

"Y ou don't have sex with an elephant. The best you can do is have sex at an dephant.”

The Symb was a soft-looking greenish lump in the center of the room. With the best will inthe
world, Parameter could not seethat it resembled anything so much asapile of green cow manure. It
was smaller than she had expected, but that was because it had no occupant. She was about to
remedy that.

She stumped over to it and looked down dubioudy. She had no choice but to walk awkwardly;
her legs were no longer built for walking. They had been surgicaly atered so that the best she could
do was a grotesgue bowlegged prancing, stepping high so her long fingerswould clear the floor. She
was now idedlly suited for awelghtless exisence. In agravitationd field, she was clumsy beyond
belief.

The man who had interviewed her, whom she now knew by the name of Bushwacker, wasthe
only other occupant of the room. He handled himsdlf better than she did, but only dightly. Hewas
itching to get back to the Rings; this base duty galled him. Gravity was for poor flatfoots.

"Just touchit, that'sdl?' she said. Now that it had cometo it, she was having second thoughts.

"That'sright. The Symb will do the rest. It won't be easy. Y ou'll have between six weeks and
three months of sensory deprivation while the persondity develops. Y ou'd go crazy in two days, but
you won't be adone. All you'll have to hang on to will be the mind of the Symb. And it'll be ababy,



hard to get along with. Y ou'll grow up together.”

Shetook a deep breath, wondering why she was so reluctant. She had done things easily that
were much more repulsive than this. Perhgps it was the dawning redlization that thiswould be much
morethan asmplelark. It could last along time.

"Here goes." She lifted her leg and touched one of her ped-fingersto the blob. It stuck. The
Symb dowly began irring.

The Symb was... warm? No, at first she thought so, but it would be more accurate to say it was
no temperature at al. It was thirty-seven degrees: blood temperature. It oozed up her leg, spreading
itsdlf thinner asit came. In ashort time it wasinching up her neck.

"Inhde" Bushwacker advised. "It hdp alittle.”

She did 50, just asthe Symb moved over her chin. It moved over her mouth and nose, then her
eyes.

There was amoment of near-panic when part of her brain told her she must take a breath, and
shedutifully tried to. Nothing happened, and she wanted to scream. But it was dl right. She didn't
need to breathe. When she opened her mouth the Symb flowed down her throat and trachea. Soon
her lungs werefilled with the interface tissue whose function it was to put oxygen in her blood and
remove carbon dioxide. It filled her nasal passages, dithered up the eustachian tubeto her inner ear.
At that point shelost her balance and fdll to the floor. Or she thought she did; she could no longer be
sure. She had felt no impact. A wave of dizziness swept over her; she wondered what a Symb would
do about vomiting. But it didn't happen, and she suspected it never would.

It was a shock, even though she had expected it, when the Symb entered her anus and vagina.
Not a bad shock. Rather athrill, actualy. It filled the spacesin her uterus, wound into the urethra to fill
the bladder, then up the ureter to mingle with the kidneys. Meanwhile another tendril had filled the
large and small intestine, consuming the nutrientsit found there, and joined with the tendril coming from
her mouth. When it was done, she was threaded like the eye of a serpentine needle, and was reveaded
to any that could see asatopologica example of atorus.

The silence closed in. It was absolutely quiet for aperiod of time she was powerless to measure,
but couldn't have been longer than five minutes.

The obvious place where the human brain is accessible without violating any solid membranesis
aongside the eyeball and through the supraorbita foramen. But the Symb would not be ableto get a
very substantia tendril through in the tight confines of the eye. So the genetic engineers, eaborating on
the basic design for oxygen breathers received over the Ophiuchi Hotline, had given the Symb the
capability of forcing an entry through the top of the skull.

Parameter felt atwinge of pain as atwo-centimeter hole was eaten in the top of her head. But it
subsided as the Symb began to fedl out the proper places to make connections. The Symb was still a
mindlessthing, but was guided infdlibly by the carefully designed ingtinct built intoit.

Suddenly she was surrounded by fear; childish, inconsolable fear that frightened her out of her
wits but did not come from her mind. Shefought it, but it only became moreingstent. In the end, she
abandoned hersdlf to it and cried like ababy. She became an infant, doughing off her seventy-odd
yearsthere in the impal pable darkness like they had never happened.



There was nothing; nothing but two very lost voices, crying in the void.

There had been adebate raging for centuries as to whether the Symbiotic Space-Environment
Organismswereredly aform of artificid intelligence. (Or dienintelligence, depending on your
definition.) The people who lived in them were unanimoudy of the opinion that they were. But the
other sde—who were mostly psychol ogists—pointed out that the people who actualy lived inthem
were in the worst possible place to judge. Whatever one's opinion on the subject, it was based on
personal prejudice, because there could be no objective facts.

The Symbswere geneticaly tailored organismsthat could provide acomplete, self-contained
environment for asingle human being in space. They thrived on human waste products. urine, feces,
hest, and carbon dioxide.

They contained severa chlorophyll-like enzymes and could accomplish photosynthesis utilizing
the human's body heat, though at alow efficiency. For the rest of the energy needs of the pair, the
Symb could use sunlight. They were very good a storing energy in chemical compounds that could be
broken down later at need. Together with a human, a Symb made a self-contained heat engine. They
were aclosed ecology, neither host nor parasite: asymbioss.

To the human being, the Symb was a green pasture, arunning brook, afruit tree, an ocean to
swimin. To the Symb, the human wasrich soil, sunshine, gentlerain, fertilizer, apollinating bee. It was
an ided team. Without the other, each was at the mercy of elaborate mechanicd aidsto survive.
Humans were adapted to an environment that no longer existed for their usein anatural sate;
wherever humans lived since the occupation of the Earth, they had to make their own environment.
Now the Symbswere to provide that environment free of charge.

But it hadn't worked that way.

The Symbs were more complicated than they looked. Humans were used to taking from their
surroundings, bending or breaking them until they fit human needs. The Symbs required more of
humanity; they made it necessary to give.

When ingde a Symb, ahuman was cut off entirely from the externd universe. The human
component of the symbiosis had to rely on the Symb'sfaculties. And the sensory datawere received in
anunusua way.

The Symb extended a connection directly into the human brain and fed datainto it. In the
process, it had to get tied up in the brain in such away that it could be difficult to say where human left
off and Symb began. The Symb reorganized certain portions of the human brain, freeing its
tremendous potentia for computation and integration, and using those abilities to trand ate the sensory
datainto pictures, sounds, tastes, smells, and touches, going directly through the sensorium. Inthe
process, amind was generated.

The Symb had no brain of itsown, it merdly was able to utilize the human brain on atime-sharing
bas's, and utilize it better than its origind owner had been ableto. So it would seem impossible that it
could haveamind of itsown. But every Ringer in the system would sweer it had. And that wasthe
crux of the debate: Wasit actudly an independent mind, parasitically using the human brain asits
vehiclefor sentient thought, or wasit merely schizophrenia, induced by isolation and projection?

It wasimpossible to decide. Without a human insdeit, thereis nothing more helplessthan a



Symb. Without the human brain in combination with the genetic information and enzymatically coded
procedures, the Symb can do no more than lie there inert like the green turd it so closely resembles. It
has only rudimentary musculature, and doesn't even use that when alone. Thereis no good analogy for
a Symb without ahuman; nothing else is SO dependent on anything else.

Once combined with ahuman, the pair is transformed, becoming much more than the sum of its
parts. The human is protected againgt the harshest environment imaginable. Thelivablerangewith a
Symb extends from just outside the orbit of Earth (radiation limit) to the orbit of Neptune (sunlight
limit). The pair feed each other, water each other, and respirate each other. The human brainis
converted into a supercomputer. The Symb hasradio and radar sender and receiver organs, in
addition to sensorsfor radiation and the e ectromagnetic spectrum from one thousand to sixteen
thousand angstroms. The systemn can gain mass by ingesting rock and ice and the Symb can retain the
vauable minerals and water and discard therest. About al the pair cannot do is change velocity
without a chunk of rock to push againgt. But it isa small matter to carry arocket thruster instead of the
whole apparatus of a space suit. In the Rings, they didn't even do that. The Symb could manufacture
enough gas for attitude control. For mgjor velocity changes, the Ringers carried smdll bottles of
compressed gas.

So why weren't dl humansin spaceingdled in Symbs?

The reason was that the Symbs needed more than most people were willing to give. It wasn't a
sample matter of putting it on when you needed it and taking it off later. When you took off your Symb,
the Symb ceased to exigt.

It was probably the heaviest obligation a human ever had to face. Once mated with a Symb, you
were mated for life. There had never been a closer rdationship; the Symb lived inside your mind, was
with you even when you dept, moving independently through your dreams. Compared with thet,
Samese twinswere utter strangers who passin the night.

It wastrue that dl the humanswho had ever tried it swore they hadn't even been dive before
they joined their Symb. It looked attractive in some ways, but for most people the imagined liabilities
outweighed the gains. Few people are able to make a commitment they know will be permanent, not
when permanent could mean five or Sx hundred years.

After aninitid rush of popularity the Symb craze had died down. Now dl the Symbsin the
system werein the Rings, where they had made possible a nomadic existence never before known.

Ringers areloners by definition. Humans meet a long intervas, mateif they are of amind to, and
go their separate ways. Ringers seldom see the same person twicein alifetime,

They arelonerswho are never alone.

"Areyou there?'

"I can sense you. We have to do something. | can't and this darkness, can you? Listen: Let
there be light!"



"Oh, you're hopeless. Why don't you get logt?"

Sorrow. Deegp and childish sorrow. Parameter was drawn into it, curang hersdf and the infantile
thing she was caught with. Shetried for the thousandth time to thrash her legs, to let someone out there
know she wanted out. But she had lost her legs. She could no longer tell if she was moving them.

From the depths of the Symb's sorrow, she drew hersalf up and tried to stand away fromit. It
was no use. With amenta sob, she was swallowed up again and was no longer able to distinguish
hersdf from theinfant dien.

Her chest wasrising and faling. There was an unpleasant smell in her nogtrils. She opened her
eyes.

Shewas il in the same room, but now there was arespirator clamped to her face, forcing air in
and out of her lungs. Sherolled her eyes and saw the grotesgue shape of the other person in the room
with her. It floated, bandy legs drawn up, hands and peds clasped together.

A holeformed in thefront of the blank face.
"Feding any better?'

She screamed and screamed until she thankfully faded back into her dream world.

"You're getting it. Keep trying. No, that's the wrong direction; whatever you were doing just
then, do the opposite.”

It was tentative; Parameter hadn't the foggiest idea of what opposite was, because she hadn't the
foggiest idea of what thelittle Symb was doing in thefirst place. But it was progress. There waslight.
Faint, wavering, tentative; but light.

The undefined luminance flickered like a candle, shimmered, blew out. But shefdt good. Not half
as good as the Symb felt; she was flooded by a proud fedling of accomplishment that was not her
own. But, she reflected, what does it matter if it's my own or not? It was getting to where she no
longer cared to haggle about whether it was she who felt something or the Symb. If they both had to
experienceit, what difference did it make?

"That was good. We're getting there. Y ou and me, kid. Well go places. Well get out of this
messyet."

Go? Fear. Go? Sorrow. Go? Anger?
The emotions were coming labeled with words now, and they were extending in range.

"Anger? Anger, did you say? What's this? Of course, | want to get out of here, why do you think
we're going through this? It ain't easy, kid. | don't remember anything so hard to get agrip on sincel
tried to control my alphawaves, years ago. Now wait aminute..." Fear, fear, fear. "Don't do that, kid,
you scare me, Wait. | didn't meanit..." Fear, fear loneliness, fear, FEAR! "Stop! Stop, you're scaring
meto death, you're..." Parameter was shivering, becoming achild again.



Black, endless fear. Parameter dipped away from her mind; fused with the other mind; chided
hersdlf; consoled hersdlf; comforted herself; loved hersdlf.

"Here, take some water, it'll make you fed better.”

“Gogggwwwey.”

What?"

"Goway. Gway. Goaway. GO. A. WAY!"

"You'l haveto drink somewater first. | won't go away until you do."

"Go ‘way. Murder. Murder'r.”

Parameter was at aloss.

"Why, why won't you do it? For me. Do it for Parameter.”
Negation.

"Y ou mean 'no." Where do you get those fancy words?*

Y our memory. No. Will not doit.

Parameter sghed, but she had acquired patience, infinite patience. And something else,
something that was very likelove. At least it was a profound admiration for this spunky kid. But she
was dtill scared, because the Symb was beginning to win her over and it was only with increasing
desperation that she hung onto her idea of getting the child to open the outside world so she could tell
someone she wanted out.

And the desperation only made matters worse. She couldn't concedl it from the Symb, and the
act of experiencing communicated it in al itsraw, naked panic.

"Listen to me. Weve got to get off this merry-go-round. How can we talk something over
intelligently if | kegp communicating my fear to you, which makes you scared, which scares me, which
makes you panicky, which scares me more, which... now stop that!"

Not my fault. Love, love. Y ou need me. Y ou are incomplete without me. | need commitment
before I'll cooperate.

"But | can't. Can't you see | have to be me?| can't beyou. And it's you who'sincomplete
without me, not the way you said.”

Wrong. Both incomplete without the other. 1t's too late for you. Y ou are no longer you. You are
me, | am you.

"l won't believe that. We've been here for centuries, for eons. If | haven't accepted you yet, |
never will. | want to be free, in time to see the sun burn out.”



Wrong. Here for two months. The sunistill burning.

"Aha Tricked you, didn't 1?'Y ou can see out, you're further along than you told me. Why did
you trick melike that? Why didn't you tell me you knew what time it was? 1've been aching to know
that. Why didn't you tell me?"

Youdidn't ask.

"What kind of answer isthat?"

An honest one.

Parameter smmered. She knew it was honest. She knew she was belaboring the child, who
couldn't tell alie any more than she could. But she clung to her anger with the sinking fedling that it was
al shehad left of hersdf.

Y ou hurt me. Y ou are angry. I've done nothing to you. Why do you hate me? Why? 772?721 love
you. I'm afraid you'll leave me.

"l... I loveyou. | love you, godhelpme, | really do. But that's not me. No! It's something else. |
don't know what yet, but I'll hang on. Hang onto it. Hang on to it.”

Where are you?
Parameter?

"I'm here. Go away."

"Go away."
"Y ou haveto eat something. Please, try this. It'sgood for you. Redly itis. Try it."

"Eat!" Sheturned in the ar with sudden cramps of hunger and revulsion. Sheretched up stdeair
and thinfluid. "Get away from me. Don't touch me. Equinox! Equinox!"

The figure touched her with its hand. The hand was hard and cold.
"Your breasts," he said. "They've been oozing milk. | waswondering..."

"Gone. All gone”

Parameter.
"What isit? Areyou ready to try again with that picture?"
No. No need. You can go.

"Huh?'



You can go. | can't keep you. You think you are self-sufficient; maybe you're right. Y ou can go.
Parameter was confused.
"Why?Why so sudden?"

I've been looking into some of the conceptsin your memory. Freedom. Self-determination.
Independence. Y ou are freeto go.

"Y ou know what | think, what | really think about those concepts, too. Unproven at best.
Fantasesa wors."

You arecynicd. | recognize that they may indeed be real, so you should befree. | am detaining
you againgt your will. Thisis contrary to most ethical codes, including the ones you accept more than
any others. You arefreeto go.

It was an awvkward moment. It hurt more than she would have thought possible. And shewas
unsure of whose hurt she was fedling. Not that it mattered.

What was she saying? Here was what might be her one and only chance, and shewas
acknowledging what the kid had said dll dong, that they were dready fused. And the kid had heard it,
like she heard everything.

Yes, | heardit. It doesn't matter. | can hear your doubts about many things. | can fedl your
uncertainty. It will bewith you aways.

"Yes. | guessit will. But you. | can't fed much from you. Not that | can distinguish.”

Y ou fed my desth.

"No, no. It isn't that bad. They'll give you another human. Y ou'll get dong. Sureyou will."
Perhgps. Despair. Dishelief.

Parameter kicked hersdlf in the menta buitt, told hersdlf thet if she didn't get out now, she never
would.

"Okay. Let meout."

Fade. A gradua withdrawa that was painful and dow asthe tendril began to disengage. And
Parameter fdt her mind being drawn in two.

It would always be like that. It would never get any better.

"Wait, kid. Wait!"

Thewithdrawa continued.

"Ligtento me. Redly! Nokidding, | redlly want to discussthiswith you. Don't go."
It'sfor the best. Youl'l get dong.

"No! No morethan you will. I'll die."



No you won't. It'slike you said; if you don't get out now, you never will. Youll... dl right... bye...

"No! You don't understand. | don't want to go anymore. I'm afraid. Don't leave melikethis. You
cantleaveme

Hestation.

"Lisgten to me. Ligten. Fed me. Love. Love. Commitment, pure and honest
commitment-forever-and-ever-till-desth-us-do-part. Fed me."

"| fed you. We are one.”

She had eaten, only to bring it back up. But her jailer was persistent. He was not going to let her
die

"Would it be any better if you got insde with me?’

"No. | can't. I'm haf gone. It would be no good. Where is Equinox?"

"| told you | don't know. And | don't know where your children are. But you won't believe me."
"That'sright. | don't believe you. Murderer.”

She listened groggily as he explained how she cameto be in thisroom with him. Shedidn't
believe him, not for aminute.

He said he had found her by following aradio beacon signaling from a point outside the plane of
the Rings. He had found a pseudosymb there; asmplified Symb created by budding anorma one
without first going through the conjugation process. A pseudo can only do what any other plant can
do: that is, ingest carbon dioxide and give out oxygen from itsinner surface. It cannot contract into
contact with ahuman body. It remainsin the spherica configuration. A human can say diveina
pseudosymb, but will soon die of thirdt.

Parameter had been inside the pseudo, bruised and bleeding from the top of her head and from
her genitas. But she had been dive. Even more remarkable, she had lived the five daysit had taken to
get her to the Conser emergency station. The Consers didn't maintain many of the stations. The ones
they had were widdly separated.

"Y ou were robbed by Engineers” he said. "There's no other explanation. How long have you
beeninthe Rings?'

After thethird repeet of the question, Parameter muttered, "Five years."

"| thought s0. A new one. That'swhy you don't believe me. Y ou don't know much about
Engineers, do you? Y ou can't understand why they would take your Symb and leave you dive, with a
beacon to guide help to you. It doesn't make sense, right?”

"I.... no, | don't know. | can't understand. They should have killed me. What they did was more
crud.”

No emotion could be read on the man's "face," but he was optimistic for the first time that she



might pull through. At least shewastaking, if fitfully.

"Y ou should have learned more. I've been fighting for a century, and | ill don't know dl 1'd like
to know. They robbed you for your children, don't you see? To raise them as Engineers. That's what
theredl battleisabout: population. The sidethat can produce the most offspring is the one that gains
the advantage.”

"l don't want to talk.”
"l undergtand. Will you just listen?!
Hetook her lack of response to mean she would.

"Y ou'vejust been drifting through your life. It's easy to do out here; we dl just drift from timeto
time. When you think about the Engineersat dl, it'sjust aquestion of evading them. That isn't too
hard. Considering the cubic kilometers out here, the hunted always has the advantage over the hunter.
There are so many placesto hide; so many waysto dodge.

"But you've drifted into a rough neighborhood. The Engineers have concentrated alot of people
in this sector. Maybe you've noticed the high percentage of red rocks. They hunt in teams, which isnot
something we Consers have ever done. We're too loose agroup to get together much, and we al
know our red fight doesn't begin for another thousand years.

"We arethe loosest army in the history of humanity. Were volunteers on both sides, and on our
Sde, we don't require that individuas do anything at all to combat the Engineers. So you don't know
anything about them, beyond the fact that they've vowed to paint Ring Betared within twenty-five
thousand years."

Heat last got arise out of her.

"I know alittle more than that. I know they are followers of Ringpainter the Grest. | know he
lived dmost two hundred years ago. | know he founded the Church of Cosmic Engineering.”

"You read dl that in abook. Do you know that Ringpainter is till aive? Do you know how they
plan to paint the Ring? Do you know what they do to Consersthey catch?'

Hewas sdlectivein hisinterpretations. Thistime he took her slence to mean she didn't know.

"Heisalive. Only he'sashe now. Her 'Population Edict’ of fifty years ago decreed that each
Engineer shall spend ninety percent of her time asafemae, and bear three children every year. If they
redly do that, we haven't got achance. The Ringswould be solid Engineersin afew centuries.”

Shewasdightly interested for thefirst timein weeks.
"I didn't know it was such along-term project.”

"Thelongest ever undertaken by humans. At the present rate of coloring, it would take three
million yearsto paint the entire Ring. But the rate is accelerating.”

Hewaited, trying to draw her out again, but she lgpsed back into listlessness. He went on.

"The one aspect of their reigion you don't seem to know about istheir ban on killing. They won't



take ahuman or Symb life.”
That got her attention.
"Equinox! Where..." she Started shaking again.
"Shesdmog cartainly dive.”
"How could they keep her dive?'

"Y oureforgetting your children. Five of them.”

The last thing anyone said to Parameter for two yearswas, "Take this, you might want to useit.
Just pressit to ared rock and forget about it. It lastsforever.”

Shetook the object, athin tube with ayellow bulb on each end. It was a Bacteriophage
Applicator, filled with the tailored DNA that attacked and broke down the deposits of red dust left by
the Engineers Ringvirus. Touching the end of it to a coated rock would begin a chain reaction that
would end only when dl the surface of the rock was restored to its origind color.

Parameter absently touched it to her Side, where it sank without atrace in the tough integument of
Equinox's outer hide. Then she shoved out the airlock and into fairyland.

"I never saw anything likethis, Equinox,” shesaid.
"No, you certainly haven't.” The Symb had only Parameter's experiences to draw on.
"Where should we go? What's that line around the sky? Which way isit to the Ring?"

Affectionate laughter. "Silly plantester. We're in the Ring. That'swhy it stretches al around us.
All except over inthat direction. The sunisbehind that part of the Ring, so the particlesareilluminated
primarily from the other Sde. Y ou can seeit faintly, by reflected light."

"Wheredid you learn dl that?"

"From your head. The facts are there, and the deductive powers. Y ou just never thought about
it

"I'm going to start thinking alot more. Thisisamost frightening. | repest: Where do we go from
here?'

"Anywhereat dl, aslong asit's away from thisawful place. | don't think | want to come back to
the Ringmarket for about a decade.”

"Now, now," Parameter chided her. "Surely well haveto go back before that. Aren't you fedling
the least bit poetic?'

The Ringmarket was the clearinghouse for the wildly variant and irresistibly beautiful art that was
the byproduct of living asolitary lifein the Rings. Art brokers, musicmongers, poetry sellers, editors,
moodmusic vendors... al the people who made aliving by standing between the artist and the
audience and raking off a profit asworks of art passed through their hands; they dl gathered at the



Ringmarket bazaar and bought exquisite works for the equivaent of pretty-colored beads. The
Ringers had no need of money. All exchanges were straight barter: afresh gas bottle for a symphony
that would crash through the mind with unique rhythms and harmonies. A handful of the minerd pellets
the Ringers needed every decade to supply trace e ementsthat were rarein the Rings could buy a
painting that would bring millions back in civilization. 1t was a gpecul ative business. No one could
know which of the thousands of workswould catch the public taste at high tide and run away withiit.
All the buyers knew was that for unknown reasons the art of the Rings had consistently captured the
highest prices and the wildest reviews. It was different. It was from awhole new viewpoint.

"| can't fed poetic back there. Besides, didn't you know that when we start to create, it will be

"l didn't know that. How do you know?"
"Because theré'sasong in my heart. Off-key. Let's get out of here."

They left the metallic sphere of the market and soon it was only ablue vector line, pointed away
from them.

They spent two yearsjust getting used to their environment. The wonder never wore off. When
they met others, they avoided them. Neither was ready for companionship; they had dl they needed.

Shewas snking, and glad of it. Every day without Equinox was torture. She had cometo hate
her jaler, evenif his story wastrue. He was keeping her dive, which was the crueest thing he could
do. But even her hatred was aweak and fitful thing.

She gared into the imaginary distance and seldom noticed his comings and goings.

Then one day there were two of them. She noted it dispassionately, watched as they embraced
each other and began to flow. So the other person was afemae; they were going to mate. She turned
away and didn't see, asthe two Symbs merged in their conjugation process and dowly expanded into
afeatureess green sphere within which the humans would couple silently and then part, probably
forever.

But something nagged at her, and she looked back. A bulge was forming on the sde of the
sphere that wasfacing her. It grew outward and began to form another, smaller sphere. A pink line
formed the boundary between the two globes.

She looked away again, unableto retain an interest as the Symbs gave birth. But something was
dill nagging.

"Parameter.”

The man (or wasit the woman?) was floating beside her, holding the baby Symb.
Shefroze. Her eyesfilled with horror.

"You'reout of your mind."

"Maybe. | can't forceit on you. But it's here. I'm going now, and you'll never sseme again. You



can live or die, whichever you choose. I'vedoneadl | can.”

It was awarm day in the Upper Half. But then it was dways awarm day, though some were
warmer than others.

Ringography isan easy subject to learn. There arethe Rings: Alpha, Beta, and the thin Gamma
Thedivisonsare called Cassini and Encke, each having been created by the gravitationa tug-of-war
between Saturn and the larger moons for possession of the particles that make up the Rings. Beyond
that, thereisonly the Upper Half and the Lower Half, above and below the plane, and Inspace and
Outspace. The Ringers never visited Inspace because it included the intense Van Allen-type radiation
belts that circle Saturn. Outspace was far from the traveled parts of the Rings, but was anice placeto
visit because the Ringswere dl in one part of the sky from that vantage point. An odd experience for
children, accustomed from birth to see the sky cut in half by the Rings.

Parameter was in the Upper Half to feed on the sunlight that was so much more powerful there
than in the Rings. Equinox wasin her extended configuration. The pair looked like agauzy parabolic
dish, two hundred meters across. The dish was trangparent, with veinsthat made it look like a spider
web. Theilluson was heightened by the small figure soread-eagled in the center of it, likeafly. Thefly
was Parameter.

It was ddliciousto float there. Shelooked directly at the sun, which was bright even thisfar away
and would have burned her eyes quickly if she had been redlly looking at it. But she saw only a
projection. Equinox's visual senses were not nearly as delicate as human eyes.

The front of her body was bathed in radiance. It was highly sensua, but in anew way. It wasthe
mindlessjoy of aflower unfolding to the sun that Parameter experienced, not the hotter animal
passions she was used to. Energy coursed through her body and out into the light-gathering sheets that
Equinox had extended. Her mind was disconnected more completely than she would have believed
possible. Her thoughts came hours apart, and were concerned with duggish, vegetable pleasures. She
saw hersdlf as naked, exposed to the light and the wind, floating in the center of aslver circle of life.
She could fedl thewind on her body in thisairless place and wondered vacantly how Equinox could be
0 utterly convincing in the webs of illusion she spun.

There was asudden gust.

"Parameter. Wake up, my darling.”

T—

"Therésastorm coming up. We've got to furl the sailsand head into port.”
Parameter fdlt other gusts as she swam through the warm waters back to aertness.
"How far arewefromthe Ring?'

"We'reall right. We can betherein ten minutesif | tack for abit and then use afew seconds of
thrug.”

In her extended configuration, Equinox was amoderately efficient solar sail. By controlling the
angle she presented to the incoming sunlight she could dowly ater velocity. All Parameter had to do



was push off above or below the Ringsin ashalow arc. Equinox could bring them back into the Rings
inafew days, usng solar pressure. But the storm was adanger they had alwaysto keep in mind.

It was the solar wind that Equinox felt, acloud of particlesthrust out from the sun by ssorms
beneath the surface. Her radiation sensors had detected the first speed-of-light gusts of it, and the
dangerous stuff would not be far behind.

Radiation wasthe chief danger of lifein the Rings. The outer surface of a Symb was proof against
much of the radiation the symbiotic pair would encounter in space. What got through was not enough
to worry about, certainly never enough to cause sickness. But stray high-energy particles could cause
mutations of the egg and sperm cells of the humans.

Theintensty of thewind wasincreasing asthey furled their sails and gpplied the gas thrusters.
"Did we get moving intime?" Parameter asked.

"Theresagood margin. But we can't avoid getting alittle hard stuff. Don't worry about it."
"What about children?If | want to have some later, couldn't that be a problem?”

"Naturdly. But you'll never give birth to amutation. I'll be able to see any deviationsin thefirst
few weeks and abort it and not even haveto tell you."

"But you would tel me, wouldn't you?"

"If you want meto. But it isn't important. No more than the daily control | exert over any of your
other bodily processes."

"If you say 0."

"l say s0. Don't worry; | said. Y ou just handle the motor control and leave the busy work to me.
Things don't seem quite redl to me unlessthey're on the molecular leve."

Parameter trusted Equinox utterly. So much so that when the really hard wind began buffeting
them, she didn't worry for a second. She spread her arms to it, embraced it. It was strange that the
"wind" didn't blow her around like aleaf. She would have liked that. All she redlly missed was her hair
streaming around her shoulders. She no longer had any hair at dl. It got in the way of the sed between
the two of them.

As soon as she thought it, long black hair whipped out behind her, curling into her face and
tickling her eyes. She could seeit and fed it againgt her skin, but she couldn't touch it. That didn't
surprise her, because it wasn't there.

"Thank you," shelaughed. And then shelaughed even harder as she looked down at herself. She
was covered with hair; long, flowing hair that grew as she watched it.

They reentered the Ring, preceded by atwisting, imaginary train of hair akilometer long.

Three dayslater she was Hill staring at the floating ball.

On thefifth day her hand twitched toward it.



"No. No. Equinox. Where are you?'

The Symb wasin its dormant state. Only an infant Symb could exist without a human to feed and
water it; once it had become attached to a human, it would die very quickly without one. But in
dormancy, they could live for weeks a alow energy levd. It only needed the touch of her hand to be
triggered into action.

The hunger was esting its way through her body; sheignored it completely. It had become afact
of life, something she clutched to her to forget about the real hunger that wasin her brain. She would
never be forced to accept the Symb from hunger. It didn't even enter the question.

On the ninth day her hand began moving. She watched it, crying for Equinox to stop the
movement, to give her strength.

Shetouched it.

"I think it'stime wetried out the new uterus."
" think youreright."

"If that thing out thereisamae, well doit." Equinox had in her complex of capabilities the knack
of producing anodulewithin her body that could take acloned cdll and nurtureit until it grew into a
complete organ; any organ she wished. She had done that with one of Parameter's cells. She removed
it, cloned it, and let it grow into anew uterus. Parameter's old one had run out of eggslong ago and
was usdless for procreation, but the new one was brimming with life.

She had operated on her mate, taking out the old one and putting in the new. It had been painless
and quick; Parameter had not even felt it.

Now they were ready to have aseed planted init. "Mae," came the voice of the other figure.
Before, Parameter would have answered by saying, " Solitude," and he would have gone on hisway.

Now shesad, "Female."
"Wilderness," heintroduced himsdf.
"Parameter."

The mating ritua over, they fell slent asthey drifted closer. She had computed it well, if alittle
fast. They hit and clung together with al their limbs. Slowly the Symbs melted into each other.

A sensation of pleasure came over Parameter. "What isit?"

"What do you think? It's heaven. Did you think that becauise we're sexless, we wouldn't get any
pleasure out of conjugation?”’

"l guess| hadn't thought about it. It's... different. Not bad at dl. But nothing like an orgasm.”

"Stick around. Were just getting Sarted.” There was a moment of insecurity as Equinox
withdrew her connections, leaving only the oneinto her brain. She shuddered as an unfamiliar feding
passed over her, then realized she was holding her bresth. She had to Start respirating again. Her chest



crackled as she brought long-unused musclesinto play, but once the reflex was sarted shewas able to
forget about it and let her hindbrain handle the chore.

Theinner surface started to phosphoresce, and she made out a shadowy figure floating in front of
her. Thelight got brighter until it reached theleve of bright moonlight. She could see him now.

"Hello," she said. He seemed surprised she wanted to talk, but grinned at her.
"Hdlo. Y ou must be new."
"How did you know?"'

"It shows. Y ou want to talk. Y ou probably expect me to go through an elaborate ritua.” And
with that he reached for her and pulled her toward him.

"Hold onthere," shesaid. "I'd like to know you alittle better first."

He sighed, but let her go. "I'm sorry. Y ou don't know yet. All right, what would you like to know
about me?*

Shelooked him over. Hewas small, dightly smaler than her. He was completely hairless, aswas
she. Theredidn't seem to be any way to guess his age; dl the proper clueswere missing. Growing out
of thetop of his head was a snaky umbilicus.

Shediscovered therewasredlly little to ask him, but having made apoint of it, shethrew ina
token question.

"How old are you?"'
"Old enough. Fourteen.”
"All right, let'sdo it your way." She touched him and shifted in space to accommodate his entry.

To her pleasant surprise, it lasted longer than the thirty seconds she had expected. Hewas an
accomplished lover; he seemed to know al the right moves. She was warming delicioudy when she
heard him in her head.

"Now you know," he said, and her head wasfilled with hislaughter.

Everything before that, good as it was, had been just awarm-up.

Parameter and the baby Symb howled with pain.

"I didn't want you," she cried, hurling waves of regjection at the child and at hersdlf. "All | want is
Equinox."

That went on for an endlesstime. The stars burnt out around them. The galaxy turned like a
whirligig. The universe contracted; exploded; contracted again. Exploded. Contracted and gaveit up
asawagte of time. Time ended as al events cameto an end. The two of them floated, howling at each
other.



Wilderness drifted away againgt the swirling background of stars. He didn't look back, and
neither did Parameter. They knew each other too well to need good-byes. They might never meet
again, but that didn't matter either, because each carried al they needed of the other.

"Inalifefull of chegpthrills, | never had anything like that."

Equinox seemed absorbed. She quietly acknowledged that it had, indeed, been superduper, but
there was something else. There was a new knowledge.

"I'd liketo try something,” she said.
"Shoot."

Parameter's body was suddenly caressed by athousand tiny, wet tongues. They searched out
every cranny, al a the same time. They were hot, at least athousand billion degrees, but they didn't
burn; they soothed.

"Where were you keeping that 7' Parameter quavered when it stopped. "And why did you
Sop?!

"l just learned it. | was watching while | was experiencing. | picked up afew tricks."
"You'vegot more?"

"Sure. | didn't want to start out with the intense ones until | saw how you liked that one. | thought
it wasvery nice. Y ou shuddered beautifully; the detawaves were fascinating.”

Parameter broke up with laughter. "Don't give methat clinical stuff. You liked it so much you
scared yoursdlf.”

"That comes as close as you can come to describing my reaction. But | was serious about having
things| think well like even better. | can combine sensationsin anovel way. Did you appreciate the
subtle way the 'heet’ blended into the sensation of featherswith an eectric current through them?”

"It sounds hideous when you say it in words. But that waswhat it was, al right. Electric feathers.
But pain had nothing to do withit.”

Equinox considered it. "'I'm not sure about that. | was deep into the pain-sensation center of you.
But | wastickling it in anew way, the sameway Wildernesstickled you. Thereis something I'm
discovering. It hasto do with the redlity of pain. All you experienceis more afunction of your brain
than of your nerve endings. Painis no exception. What | do is connect the two centers—pain and
pleasure—and route them through other sensorium pathways, resultingin...”

"Equinox.”
"Makeloveto me"

Shewasin the center of the sun, every atom of her body fusing in heat so hot it wasicy. She
swam to the surface, taking her time through the plastic waves of ionized gas, where she grew until she



could hold the whole sputtering ball in her hand and rub it around her bodly. It flicked and fumed and
smoked, gigantic prominences responding to her will, wreathing her infire and smoke that bit and
tickled. Flares snaked into her, reaming nerves with needle-sharp pins of gas that were soft asakiss.
She was swallowed whole by something pink that had no name, and did down the dippery innardsto
glashinapooal of sweet-smdling sulfur.

It melted her; she melted it. EQuinox was there; she picked her up and hurled her and hersdlf ina
wave of water, agigantic wave that was gigatons of pent-up energy, rearing itself into atowering
breaker athousand kilometers high. She crashed on a beach of rubbery skin, which became aforest
of snakesthat squeezed her until the top of her head blew off and tiny flowers showered around her,
dl of them Equinox.

She was drawn back together from the far corners of the solar system and put into aform that
cdleditsef "Parameter” but would answer to anything at al. Then shewasrisng on arocket that thrust
deep into her vaging, into recesses that weren't even there but felt like mirrors that showed her own
face. Shewas afusion warhead of sensation; primed to blow. Sparks whipped around her, and each
was akiss of dectric feathers. She was reaching orbital velocity; solar escape velocity; the speed of
light. She turned herself insde out and contained the universe. The speed of light was a crawl dower
than any snail; shetranscended it.

There was an explosion; an implosion. She drew away from hersdf and fdll into hersdf, and the
fragments of her body drifted down to the beach, where she and Equinox gathered them and put them
inapileof quivering parts, each smdler than an atom.

It wasalong job. They took their time.

"Next time," Parameter suggested, "try to work in some e ephants.”

Someone had invented aclock. It ticked.
Parameter woke up.

"Did you do that?"

No answer.

" Shut the damn thing off."

Theticking stopped. Sherolled over and went back to deep. Around her, atrillion years passed.

It was no good; she couldn't deep. "Areyou there?' Yes.

"What do you think we ought to do?' Despair. We've lost Equinox. ™Y ou never knew her.”
Part of her will aways be with you. Enough to hurt you. We will dways hurt.

"l wanttoliveagan.”

Livewith hurt?



"If therés no other way. Come on. Let's start. Try to make alight. Come on, you candoiit. |
can't tdl you how; you haveto do that yoursdf. | love you. Blend with me, wash me clean, wipe out
the memory."

Impossible. We cannot ater ourselves. | want Equinox.

"Damn you, you never knew her."

Know her as good asyou. Better. Inaway, | am Equinox. But in another way, | can never be.
"Dont tak in riddies. Merge with me."

Cannot. Y ou do not love me yet.

"Y ou want to deep on it another few thousand years?

Y es. Y ou are much nicer when you are adeep.

"Isthat an insult?"'

No. You haveloved mein your deep. Y ou have taked to me, you have taught me, given me
love and guidance, grown me up to an adult. But you still think I'm Equinox. I'm not. | am me.

"Who isthat?"
No name. | will have aname when you start redly taking to me.
"Go to deep. You confuse me.”

Love. Affection. Rockabye, rockabye, rockabye.

"You have anameyet?'
"Yes. My nameis Solgtice.

Parameter cried, loud and long, and washed hersdlf clean in her own tears.

It took them four yearsto work their way around to Ringmarket. They traded a song, one that
had taken three years to produce, a sweet-sad dirge that somehow rang with hope, orchestrated for
three lutes and synthesizer; traded it and a promise of four more over the next century to atinpan
aleycat for an ephant gun. Then they went out on atrail that was four years cold to stalk the memory
of those long-ago pachyderm days.

In the way that an earlier generation of humans had known the shape of ahill, the placement of
treesand flowerson it, the smell and fed of it; and another generation could remember at aglance
what a street corner looked like; or still another the details of astretch of corridor benegth the surface
of the moon; in that same way, Parameter knew rocks. She would know the rock she had pushed off
from on that final day just before Equinox was taken from her, the rock she now knew to have been
an Engineer way-gation. She knew where it had been going on that day, and how fast, and for how



long. She knew where it would be now, and that was where she and Solstice were headed. The
neighborhood would be different, but she could find that rock.

They found it, in only three years of search. She knew it ingtantly, knew every crevice and pit on
the side she had landed on. The door was on the other side. They picked alikely rock afew
kilometers away and settled down for along wait.

Seventy-six times Saturn turned below them while they used the telescopic sight of the gunto
survey thetraffic at the station. By the end of that time, they knew the routine of the place better than
the resdents did. When the time came for action they had worked over each detail until it was amost
areflex.

A figure came out of the rock and started off in the proper direction. Parameter squinted down
the barrel of the gun and drew a bead. The range was extreme, but she had no doubt of ahit. The
reason for her confidence was the long red imaginary line that she saw growing from the end of the
barrdl. It represented the distance the bullet would travel in one-thousandth of a second. The figure she
was shooting at adso had aline extending in front of it, not nearly so long. All she had to do was bring
the ends of the two lines together and squeeze the trigger.

It went as planned. The gun wasfiring stunbullets, tiny harmonic generators that would knock out
the pair for six hours. The outer hide of a Symb was proof against the kinetic energy contained in most
projectiles, natural or artificid. She didn't dare use abeam stunner because the Engineersin the station
would detect it.

They set out in pursuit of the unconscious pair. There was no hurry; the longer it took to
rendezvous, the farther they would be from danger.

It took five hours to reach them. Oncein contact, Solstice took over. She had assured Parameter
that it would be possible to fuse with an unconscious Symb, and she was right. Soon Parameter was
floating in the dark cavity with the Engineer, afemale. She put the barrel of the gun under the other's
chin and waited.

"l don't know if | cando it, Solstice" she said.

"It won't be something you'll ever be proud of, but you know the reasons aswell as 1. Just keep
thinking of Equinox.”

"I wonder if that'sagood idea? I'd rather do something for her that | would be proud of."

"Want to back out? We can still get away. But if she wakes up and sees us, it could get
awkward if welet her live"

"l know. | havetodoit. | just don't likeit."
The Engineer was ftirring. Parameter tightened her grip on therifle,

She opened her eyes, looked around, and seemed to be listening. Solstice was keeping the other
Symb from caling for help.

"l won't give you any trouble," the woman said. "But isit asking too much to dlow meafew
minutesfor my death ritud?"



"Y ou can have that and moreif you're afast talker. | don't want to kill you, but I confess| think
I'll haveto. | want to tell you somethings, and to doiit, I'll need your cooperation. If you don't
cooperate, | can takewhat | need from you anyway. What I'm hoping isthat therell be some way you
can show methat will make your desth unnecessary. Will you open your mind to me?"

A light came into the woman's eyes, then was velled. Parameter wasinstantly suspicious.

"Don't be nervous," the Engineer said, "I'll do asyou ask. It was just something of asurprise.”
She relaxed, and Parameter eased hersdf into the arms of Solstice, who took over as go-between.

They had alot staked on the outcome of this mutud revelation.

It camein arush, theimpal pable weight of the rligiousfervor and dedication. And aboveit al,
the Great Cause, the project that would go on long after everyone now aive was dead. The audacity
of it! Thevision of Humanity the mover, the contraller, the artist; the Engineer. The universe would
acknowledge the sway of Humanity when it gazed at the wonder that was being wrought in the Rings
of Saturn.

Ringpainter the Great was a Utopian on agrand scale. He had been bitterly disappointed in the
manner in which humanity had invaded the solar system. He thought in terms of terraforming and of
shifting planetsin their courses. What he saw was burrows in rock.

So he preached, and spoke of Dyson spheres and space arks, of turning stars on and off at will,
of remodeling galaxies. To him and hisfollowers, the universe was an immensaly complex toy that they
could do beautiful thingswith. They wanted to unscrew ablack hole and see what madeit tick. They
wanted to unshift the red shift. They believed in continuous creation, because the big bang implied an
endto dl their efforts.

Parameter and Solstice reded under the force of it; the conviction that this admittedly symbolic
act could get humanity moving in the direction Ringpainter wanted. He had an idea that there were
beings out there keeping score, and they could be impressed by the Grand Gesture. When they saw
what a pretty thing Ring Beta had become, they would step in and give the forces of Ring-painter a
hand.

The woman they had captured, whose name they learned was Rosy-Red-Ring 3351, was
convinced of the truth of these ideas. She had devoted her life to the furtherance of the Design. But
they saw her faith waver as she beheld what they had to show her. She cringed away from the
shrunken, hardened, protectively encased memory of the days after the theft of Equinox. They held it
up and made her ook at it, peeling away the layers of forgetfulness they had protected themselves with
and thrudting it a her.

At last they let her go. She crouched, quivering, intheair.
"Y ou've seen what we've been.”
"Yes" Shewas sobbing.

"And you know what we have to do to find Equinox. Y ou saw that in my mind. What | want to
know is, can this cup pass from us? Do you know another way? Tell me quick.”



"l didn't know," she cried. "It'swhat we do to al the Consers we capture. We can't kill them. It's
againgt the Law. So we separate them, keep the Symb, leave the human to be found. We know most
of them are never found, but it's the best we can do. But | didn't know it was so bad. | never thought
of it. | dmogt think—"

"No need to think. Y ou'reright. It would be more merciful to kill the human. | don't know about
the Symb. I'll haveto talk to Equinox about that. At first | wanted to kill al the Engineersinthe Rings,
with alot of care put into the project so they didn't die too quick. | can't do that any more. I'm not a
Conser. | never was. I'm not anything but a seeker, looking for my friend. | don't careif you paint the
Ring; go ahead. But | have to find Equinox, and | haveto find my children. Y ou have to answer my
question now. Can you think of away | can let you live and still do what | haveto do?'

"No. There's no other way."
Parameter sghed. "All right. Get on with your ritud.”
"I'm not sureif | want to any more."

"Y ou'd probably better. Y our faith has been shaken, but you might be right about the
scorekeepers. If you are, I'd hate to be the cause of you going out the wrong way." She was aready
putting her distance between hersdlf and thiswoman she would kill. She was becoming an object,
something she was going to do something unpleasant to; not aperson with aright tolive.

Rosy-Red-Ring 3351 gradudly camed as she went through the motions of her auto-extreme
unction. By the time she had finished she was as composed as she had been at the Start of her ordedl.

"I've experienced the fullness of it," she said quietly. "The Engineers do not claim to know
everything. We were wrong about our policy of separating symbiotic pairs. My only regret isthat |
can't tell anyone about our mistake." She looked doubtfully at Parameter, but knew it was useless. "l
forgiveyou. | love you, my killer. Do the deed.” She presented her white neck and closed her eyes.

"Umm," Parameter said. She had not heard her victim's last words; she had cut hersdlf off and
could see only the neck. She let Solstice guide her hands. They found the pressure points asif by
ingtinct, pressed hard, and it was just like Solstice had said it would be. The woman was unconscious
in seconds. Now she must be kept aive for afew minutes while Solstice did what she had to do.

"Got it," came Solgtice's shaken thought.
"Wasit hard?' Parameter had kept away fromit.

"Let'sdon't talk about it. I'll show it to you in about a decade and we can cry for ayear. But |
haveit."

So the other Symb was dready dead, and Solstice had been with it asit died. Parameter'sjob
would not be nearly so hard.

She put her thumbs on the woman's neck again, bent her ear to the chest. She pressed, harder
thistime. Soon the heartbest fluttered, raced briefly. There was a convulsion, then she was dead.

"Let'sget out of here.”



What they had acquired was the Symb-Engineer frequency organ. It wasthe one way the
inhabitants of the Rings had of telling friend from foe. The radio organs of the Symbs were tuned from
birth to send on a specific frequency, and the Engineers used one band exclusively. The Consers
employed another, because they had a stake in identifying friends and foes, too. But Parameter no
longer identified with either side, and now had the physical resourcesto back up her lack of
conviction. She could send on either band now, according to the needs of the moment, and so could
move freely from one society to the other. If caught, she would be seen asaspy by either side, but she
didn't think of hersdlf asone.

It had been necessary to kill the Engineer pair because the organ could not be removed without
causing the death of the Symb. The organ could be cloned, and that was the escape Parameter had
offered the other two. But it had been refused. So now Solstice had two voices; her own, and the one
from the other organ which she had aready implanted in herself.

In addition to the double voice, they had picked up information about the life of the Engineers
without which it would be impossible to function without immediate exposure. They knew the customs
and bdiefs of the Engineers and could fit in with them aslong asthey didn't go into sexua rapport.
That could get sticky, but they had adodge. The most reliable way to avoid intercourse wasto be
pregnant, and that was what they set out to do.

It didn't seem too important, but his name was Appoggiatura. They had encountered him during
the third week after the murder. It was arisk—asmdl one, but arisk al the same. He had been easy
about it. Helearned dl about Parameter's deeds and plans during their intercourse and remained
unperturbed. Fanatic dedication was rare among Consers; the only real fanatic Parameter had met was
Bushwhacker, who had offered to shoot her at the hint of treason. Parameter and Solstice were aware
that what they were doing was treason to the Conser cause. Appoggiaturadidn't seem to care, or if he
did, hethought it wasjustified after what they had been through.

"But have you thought about what you'll do if you find Equinox? 1 don't know what you think, but
it soundslike athorny problem to me."

"It'sthorny, dl right," Solstice agreed. "To me, especidly. Don't talk to me about problems until
you've gone through the insecurity I've felt when | think about that day.”

"It's my insecurity, too," Parameter said. "We don't know. But we do know we haveto find her.
And the children, though that isn't so strong. | only saw them for afew minutes, and they'll be seven
yearsold now. | can't expect much there.”

"I wouldn't expect much from Equinox, either,” he said. "I know something about what happens
to a Symb when it's separated from a human. Something dies; | don't know what. But it hasto Sart
over again from the beginning. Shelll be apart of one of your children now, whichever one of them she
took over when she was separated from you. Y ou won't know her, and she won't know you."

"Still, we haveto do this. | want to leave you now."

For six monthsthey drifted, allowing Parameter's body to swell to the point that it would be
obvious she was pregnant and not available for sex. During that time they thought.



Countless times they decided they were being foolish; that to complete their search would beto
finish their life's mission and be faced with what to do with the next thousand years. But they could not
just go through the motions. Perhaps one person could do that, but it wouldn't work with two. There
was dwaysthat adter ego telling you by her very presence that you wereliving alie.

And there was Rosy-Red-Ring 3351. If they quit, her murder would have been for no purpose.
That would have been too much to bear. They had her in their memory, dways cherishing her, dways
ashamed of what they had done. And the Symb, whose name Sol stice had not yet been ableto
mention. One day Parameter would have to go through that killing again, but closer. Solstice was, if
anything, even more determined than Parameter to verify the necessity of that terrible act.

So they started back to the Engineer-infested sector where so long ago Equinox had been made
aprisoner of war.

There was a nervous moment the firgt time they used the stolen transmitter organ, but it went off
smoothly. After that, they were able to move fredy in Engineer society. It was astrange world,
steeped inritua that would have ingtantly confounded anovice. But they had received an instant
coursein reigion and fdl back on the memories of Rosy-Red-Ring that were burned into their minds.

They took the name Earth-Revenger 9954f, acommon name attached to arandom number with
the"f" added asamark of status. Only Engineers who had borne a hundred children were supposed
to add the | etter to their names. Theoreticaly, births were supposed to be recorded at Ringpainter
Temple, clear across the Ring from them, where what recordsit was possible to keep in Ring society
were stored. But there was no danger once they had verified that their stolen transmitter would fool the
Engineers. Even in Engineer society, where socid contact was more important than among Consers,
the chance of meeting the same person twice was smdl. The chance of Parameter and Solstice
meeting the real Earth-Revenger 9954f was not even worth thinking abot.

The place they stayed around was the very rock she had pushed off from on the day of her
capture, the rock from which Rosy-Red-Ring had left on her fina day. It was acommunications
center, asocid hal, agossp rendezvous; the means by which the Engineers were able to keep their
cohesveness againgt the formidable odds of empty space.

Shetook over thejob of station manager, alargely informal, voluntary post that meant you
stayed in the station and loosely coordinated the activities there. These consisted of posting in written
form information that was too important to entrust to word of mouth, and generaly trying to pump
each incoming Engineer for that type of information. Assuch, it wasidedly suited for what she wanted
to do.

There was the problem of her pregnancy. Pregnant women needed alot of sunshine and rock
and ice, and generaly didn't take the job. She faced alot of questions about it, but got away with her
story about just plain liking the job so much she didn't want to give it up.

But the problem of getting enough sunlight wasredl. The location of the station was degp enough
ingde the Rings by now that the incident sunlight waslow. She should have gone above the planeto
where the light wasn't scattered off so many rocks, but she couldntt.

She compromised by spending al her free time outside the station with Soltice in her extended
configuration.

The primetopic of conversation was the failure of the Pop Edict, and it wasthisthat led her to



information about Equinox.

Under the Edict, each Engineer was to undergo a sex change and spend nineyearsasafemale
for every year asamale. Three children were to be borne each of those years. Thefigurestold a
different story.

It wasthe firgt resstance to an Edict; unorganized, but still disturbing. There was much debate
about it, and much solemn rededication. Everyone vowed to bear as many children as she could, but
Parameter wondered how sincere it was. Her own sampling of Engineersreveded that femaesdid
outnumber males, but only by three to one, not nineto one.

There were severd causes discussed for it. One, and the most obvious, was smple preference.
Statigticdly, 90 percent of al people had apreferred sex, and of those, it was evenly divided asto
which sex was the preferred one. For the target percentagesto bein effect, 35 percent of the
Engineerswould have to be living as the sex they did not prefer. The actua figuresindicated that not
many of them were doing s0. They were remaining defiantly mae.

Then there was the logistica problem. To gain enough useful massto produce one baby, a
Symb-human pair had to ingest dmost athousand kilograms of rock and ice. Only atiny fraction of it
was the chemicals needed to produce a baby. Then, to convert the massto useful form, energy was
required. The pair had to spend long hoursin the sunlight. After dl that, there waslittletimefor
painting the Ring, and that was what most Engineers saw astheir prime misson, not becoming baby
factories.

It was said that Ringpainter was in meditation, and had been for the past ten years, trying to find
away out of the dilemma. She saw her Grand Gesture being dowed down to the point where it was
actualy in jeopardy. If, in the far future, the Engineer birthrate didn't outstrip the Conser birthrate, it
would mean trouble. Thetime of the great Conser effort was yet to come. Asthings now stood, a
Conser might not even see a painted rock in three or four days, they weretoo far gpart. But asthe
number of painted rocks grew, the rate of recoloring would aso grow. Then the Engineerswould have
to depend on the sheer rate of repainting to overpower the negative effect of the Consers. If their
populations were nearly equd, it would be a stalemate, and only the Consers could win a stalemate.
To accomplish the Grand Design, 90 percent of the rock in Ring Betamust be painted. To reach this
figure, the Engineers must outnumber the Consers by ten to one, otherwise the number of painted
rocks would stabilize below the target figure. It was acrisis of the first magnitude, though no one dive
would see the outcome.

In discussing thiswith one of the Engineers, awoman named Glorious-Red-Ring 43f, the bresk
came. Shewas one of the early followers of Ringpainter, had been in the Ring for two hundred years.
She had birthed 389 children, and acknowledged it was below her quota. She wasliving proof that the
gods of Ringpainter were unredigtic, but she had unshakable faith that it was the right policy. She
blamed hersdlf that she had not had six hundred children, and had dedicated hersdalf to meeting her
quotawithin the next century. To do that, she must bear five hundred children. Parameter thought she
was pathetic. She was pregnant with septuplets.

"| see these young ones coming in here with twinsin their wombs and wonder how they can call
themsdves Engineers" she complained. "Only last month | saw onewith asingle child onthe way.
One! Can you imagine? How many do you have there?"

"Three. Maybe it should have been more." Parameter tried to sound guilty about it.



"That'sdl right. Threeisthe right number. | won't ask if you had three last year.

"And the number of males| see makes meweep. | makeit 7.43t0 2.57, femdeto male" She
lapsed into abrooding silence.

"If that wasn't bad enough,” Parameter prompted, "I understand the Conser birthrate has
equdled ours”

"Hasit?" Shewas concerned at thisbit of news, and would have been relieved to learn it was
totally spurious. Parameter used that line frequently to lead someone into a discussion of Conser
women in general and one Conser in particular who had been captured around here several years ago
whilebirthing quints.

"But it shouldn't surpriseme," the Engineer said. " So many of the Conserswe've taken lately have
been pregnant with three, four, even five."

Thiswas morelikeit. Parameter consdered remarks that might draw the woman out.

"l recal, dmost ten years ago... or wasit five? | get confused. There was this Conser some of
our peopletook. Five children she had just borne.”

Parameter was so surprised she amost |et the opportunity dip by.
"Five?' she managed to croak. It was enough.

"That's right. How long has it been since you saw one of ours give birth to five? And those
anarchists don't even have aPop Edict to tell them to do it. Shewas doing it for fun.”

"Were you there when it happened? When they captured the woman?'

"I heard about it later. They had the pups around here for afew days. Didn't know what to do
with them. No one had heard about the creche.”

"Creche?'

"Y ou, too. The newsmongering around here has falen down. It should have been posted and
circulated.”

"I'll surely seethat it'sdoneif you'll tell me about it."

"Theresacreche for POW children about fifty thousand kilometers forward from here. That's
where we're supposed to take captured Conser children for indoctrination.”

They digested that, didn't like the taste of it.
"Theindoctrination's pretty successful, isit?"

"Grest Red Ring, | hope so. Haven't been there mysdlf. But we need everything we can get these
days”

"Just whereisthis créche? | should post the orbital elements around here.”



Thetriplets were afailure. During the tenth month, on the way to the créche, Solstice notified
Parameter that it was hopeless; they hadn't gotten enough energy and raw materials during their Say at
the way-gtation. It was no longer possible to hold their development back, and it wastoo late to
amass the necessary minerasto do the job.

Solstice aborted them and reabsorbed the dead bodies. With the extra energy from the abortion,
they were able to make good time to the créche. It only took two years.

The créche was deserted; an empty shell. Newstraveled dowly in the Ring. Inquiring around,
Parameter discovered that it had not been operating for fifteen years. So her children had never
arrived, though they had set out.

Thiswasthetime for despair, but they were beyond despair. Somewhere on the way to the
créche they had stopped believing it was possible to do what they weretrying to do. So it wasn't a
blow to find the créche deserted. Still, it was hard to accept that their search ended here; they had
been on thetrall for nineyears.

But the figures were unimpeachable. The volume of Ring Betawas seventy hillion cubic
kilometers, and any one of them could hide athousand children.

They hung around the créche for afew weeks, questioning Engineers, trying to find an angle that
would enable them to defeet the statistics. Without aknown destination for their children, therewasno
way out; they could be anywhere, and that was so vast it didn't bear thinking about.

In the end they left, and didn't know where they were bound.

Three days later they encountered another Conser, amae, and mated with him. He was
sympathetic to ther plight, but agreed with them that there was no chance of finding their children.
Solstice carefully saw to it that Parameter was not fertilized. They had had enough of pregnancy for the
next century or o.

And after they left the Conser, they found themsdvesfalling adeep. Only they knew it wasn't
deep.

Before she even opened her eyes, Parameter reached frantically for the top of her head.
"Soldtice.."

"I'm here. Don't make any sudden moves. We've been captured. | don't know by whom, but he's
amed.”

She opened her eyes. She wasin a conjugation sphere and the tendril from Solstice was il
firmly planted in her head. There was another person with her, asmal person. He waved hisgun at her
and she nodded.

"Don't bedarmed," hesaid. "If you can answer afew questions you'll probably come out of this
dive"

"You can set your mind at ease. | won't cause any trouble.”



She redlized he was achild, about eleven years old. But he seemed to know about stunners.

"Weve been watching you for about aweek," he said. "Y ou talked to Engineers, so we naturaly
assumed you were one. But just now you spoke to a Conser, and on the Conser frequency. | want an
explandtion.”

"l was originaly aConser. Recently | killed an Engineer and stole her transmitter organ.” She
knew she couldn't think of aconvincing lie quickly enough to be safe from his stunner. She wasn't sure
there was aconvincing lieto cover her situation.

"Which sde do you identify with now?"
"Nether sde. | want to be independent if anyonewill alow that.”
He looked thoughtful. "That may be easer than you know. Why did you kill the Engineer?'

"l hadto do it so | could movein Engineer society, so | could hunt for my children and the Symb
who was taken from me severa years ago. | have been—"

"What'syour name?"
"Parameter, and Solstice.”

"Right. I've got amessage for you, Parameter. It'sfrom your children. They'redl right, and
looking for you around here. We should be able to find them in afew days search.”

The children recognized the awkwardness of the situation. Asthey joined the group conjugation,
emerging from thewals of the dowly enlarging sphere, they limited themsavesto abrief kiss, then
withdrew into atangle of smal bodies.

Parameter and Solstice were 0 jittery they could hardly think. The five children they could get to
know, but Equinox? What about her?

They got the digtinct feding that the children recognized Parameter, then realized it was possible.
Equinox had been talking to them while till in the womb, urging their minds to develop with pictures
and sounds. Some of the pictures would have been of Parameter.

Ring children are not like other human children. They are born dready knowing most of what
they need to survivein the Rings. Then they are ableto join with an infant Symb and help guideits
development into an adult in afew weeks. From there, the Symb takes over for three years, teaching
them and leading them to the places they need to go to grow up strong and hedthy. For al practica
purposes they are mature at three years. They must be; they cannot count on being with their mother
more than the few weeks it takes them to acquire an adult Symb. From that time, they are on their
own. Infant physical shortcomings are made up by the guidance and control of the Symb.

Parameter looked at these strange children, these youngsters whose backyard was billions of
cubic kilometers wide and whose toys were stars and comets. What did she know of them? They
might aswell be another species. But that shouldn't matter; so was Solstice.

Solgtice was amogt hysterical. She was gripped in fear that in some way she couldn't understand



shewas going to lose Parameter. She wasin danger of losing her mind. One part of her loved Equinox
as hopeesdy as Parameter did; another part knew there was room for only one Symb for any one
human. What if it cameto a choice? How would they faceit?

"Equinox?'
There was a soundless scream from Solgtice. "Equinox?’

"|sthat you, Equinox?'

The answer was very faint, very far away. They could not heer it.
"It'sme. Parameter."

"And Solstice. Y ou don't know me—"

| know you. You are me. | used to be you. | remember both of you. Interesting.
But the voice didn't sound interested. It was cool.

"l don't understand.” No one was surewho said it.

But you do. | am gone. Thereisanew me. Thereisanew you. It isover.
"Weloveyou."

Y es. Of course you do. But thereisno meleft to love.

"Weé're confused.”

Youwill get over it.

The children floated together: quietly, respectfully; waiting for their mother to cometo gripswith
her new redlity. At last she tirred.

"Maybe well understand it some day,” Parameter said.
One of the girls spoke.

"Equinox isno more, Mother," shesaid. "And yet she's still with us. She made a choice when she
knew we were going to be captured. She reabsorbed her children and fissioned into five parts. None
of usgot dl of her, but wedl got enough.”

Parameter shook her head and tried to make sense out of it. The child who had brought her here
had not been willing to tell her anything, preferring to wait until her children could be with her.

"I don't understand how you cameto find me."

"All it took was patience. We never reached the créche; we were liberated on the way here by



Alphans. They killed dl the Engineers who were guarding us and adopted usthemsalves.”
"What'san Alphan?'

"Alphans are the Ringerswho livein Ring Alpha, who are neither Conser nor Engineer. They are
renegades from both sides who have opted out of the conflict. They took care of us, and helped us
when we said we wanted to find you. We knew where we had been going, and knew it was only a
matter of time until you showed up here, if you were il dive. So we waited. And you got herein only
nineyears. Y ou're very resourceful.”

"Perhaps." She waslooking at her children'slegs. They were oddly deformed. And what were
those blunt ingtruments at the ends of them? How odd.

"Feet, Mother," the child said. "There are surgeonsin Alpha, but we could never afford to go
there until we had found you. Now well go. We hope you'll go with us."

"Huh? Ah, | guess| should. That's acrossthe Cassini Division, isn't it? And theré's no war there?

Nokilling?"

"That'sright. We don't careif they paint Ring Beta with stripes and polka dots. They're fregks:
Conser and Engineers. We are the true Ringers.”

"Soltice?"

"Why not?'

"Well go with you. Say, what are your names?"
"Army," said one of thegirls.

"Navy," said another.

"Marine"

"Airforce”

"And Elephant," said the boy.

Manikins
"YOU'RE SURE SHE'SNOT dangerous?'
"Not at dl. Not to you, anyway."

Evelyn closed the diding window in the door and made an effort to control the misgivings that
tugged at her. It was alittle late to discover in hersalf aqueasiness about crazy people.

She looked around and discovered with relief that it wasn't the patients she feared. It wasthe
fortress aimosphere of the Bedford Ingtitution. The place was a nightmare of barred windows, padded
rooms, canvas sheets and straightjackets and hypodermics and burly attendants. It was a prison. With
al the precautionsit was only naturd that she should fedl nervous about the peopleit was built to



contain.

She peeked into the room again. The woman insde was so smdll, so quiet and composed to be
the cause of dl thisfuss.

Doctor Burroughs closed the thick file he had been scanning. Barbara Endicott. Age: 28.
Height: 5' 3". Weight: 101. Diagnosis: Paranoid Schizophrenic. Remarks: Subject isto be
considered dangerous. Remanded for observation from criminal court, Commonwealth of
Massachusetts, murder. Intense hostility to men. There was more, much more. Evelyn had read
someof it.

"She's got amassively defended psychosis. Asusud, granting theillogica assumptions, the
ddusond sysemiscarefully worked out and interndly consistent.”

"I know," Evelyn sad.

"Doyou? Yes, | suppose you do, from books and films." He closed the file and handed it to her.
"Youll findit'salittle different actudly taking to one of them. They're sure of thethingsthey say ina
way that no sane person isever likely to be. Wedl live with our little doubts, you know. They dontt.
They've seen the truth, and nothing will convince them otherwise. It takes astrong grip on redlity to
dedl with them. Y ou'relikely to be a bit shaken when you're through with her.”

Evelyn wished he'd finish and open the door. She had no worries about her sense of redlity. Did
he redly worry that the woman would unsettle her with the kind of rubbish that was down in that file?

"Weve had her on dectroshock trestments for the last week," he said. He shrugged, helplesdy.
"I know what your teachers have said about that. It wasn't my decision. There'sjust no way to reach
these people. When we run out of reason and persuasion, we try the shocks. It's not doing her any
good. Her psychosisis as defended asit ever was." He rocked back on his hedls, frowning.

"l guessyou might aswell go onin. You're perfectly safe. Her hodtility isdirected only at men.”
He gestured to the white-suited attendant, who looked like an NFL lineman, and the man turned akey
inthe lock. He opened the door, standing back to let her pass.

Barbara Endicott sat in achair by the window. The sunlight streamed through and the bars made
across-hatched pattern over her face. She turned, but did not get up.

"Hello, I'm... I'm Evelyn Winters." The woman had turned away as soon as she Sarted talking.
Evelyn's confidence, feeble enough in thisforbidding place, threatened to leave her entirely.

"I'd liketo talk to you, if you don't mind. I'm not adoctor, Barbara."
The woman turned back and looked at her.

"Then what are you doing in that white coat?"

Evelyn looked down at thelab smock. Shefdt slly inthe damn thing.
"They told me | had to wear it."

"Whois'they? " Barbaraasked, with the hint of achuckle. ™Y ou sound paranoid, my dear."



Evelyn relaxed alittle. "Now that should have been my question. They' are the staff of this...
place" Damnit, relax! The woman seemed friendly enough now that she saw Evelyn wasn't adoctor.
"| guessthey want to know if I'm apatient.”

"Right. They'd give you one of these blue outfitsif you were."
"I'mastudent. They said | could interview you."

"Shoot." Then she smiled, and it was such afriendly, sane smile that Evelyn smiled back and
extended her hand. But Barbara was shaking her head.

"That'saman thing," she said, indicating the hand. " 'See? | have no wegpons. I'm not going to
kill you." We don't need that, Evelyn. We're women."

"Oh, of course." She awkwardly stuffed the hand into the pocket of the lab coat, clenched. "May
| gt down?'

"Sure. There'sjust the bed, but it's hard enough to sit on.”

Evelyn sat on the edge of the bed, the file and notebook in her 1ap. She poised there, and found
that her weight was gill on the balls of her feet, ready to leap away. The bleakness of the room
assaulted her. She saw flaking gray paint, yellow window glass set in awell behind amesh screen,
gun-meta bolts securing it to thewall. The floor was concrete, damp and unfriendly. The room echoed
faintly. The only furniture was the chair and the bed with gray sheets and blanket.

Barbara Endicott was smdll, dark-haired, with the smooth perfection of features that reminded
Evelyn of an oriental. Shelooked pale, probably from two monthsin the cell. Under it, she had robust
hedth. She sat in acheckerboard of sunlight, soaking up what rays passed through the glass. She wore
ablue bathrobe with nothing undernegth, belted at the waist, and cloth dippers.

"So I'm your assgnment for the day. Did you pick me, or someone else?"
"They told me you'd only spesk to women.”

"That'strue, but you didn't answer my question, did you? I'm sorry. | didn't mean to make you
nervous, redly. | wont be like that again. I'm acting like a crazy woman.”

"What do you mean?"'

"Being bold, aggressive. Saying whatever | want to. That's how dl the crazy people around here
act. I'm not crazy, of course." Her eyeswere twinkling.

"l cant tell if you're putting me on," Evelyn admitted, and suddenly felt much closer tothe
woman. It was an easy trap to fdl into, thinking of deranged people as mentaly defective, lacking in
reasoning powers. There was nothing wrong with Barbara Endicott in that direction. She could be
subtle.

"Of course I'm crazy," she said. "Would they have me locked up hereif | wasn't?' She grinned,
and Evelyn relaxed. Her back loosened up; the bedspring creaked as she settled on them.

"All right. Do you want to talk about it?'



"I'm not sureif you want to hear. Y ou know | killed aman, don't you?'

"Did you?1 know the hearing thought you did, but they found you incapable of standing trid."
"I killed him, dl right. | had to find out.”

"Find out what?"

"If he could till wak with his head cut off."

And thereit was, shewas an alien again. Evelyn suppressed a shudder. The woman had said it in
such areasonable tone of voice, without any obvioustry for shock value. And indeed, it had not
affected her as strongly asit might have afew minutes ago. She was revolted, but not scared.

"And what made you think he might be ableto?’

"That's not theimportant question,” she chided. "Maybe it's not important to you, but itisto me. |
wouldn't have done athing like that unlessit was important to know."

"To know... oh. Well, did he?'

"He suredid. For two or three minutes, he blundered around that room. | saw it, and | knew |
wasright.”

"Will you tel mewhat led you to think he could?"
Barbaralooked her over.

"And why should I”? Look at you. Y ou're awoman, but you've swalowed dl thelies. You're
working for them."

"What do you mean?"

"Y ou've painted yoursalf up. Y ou've scraped the hair off your legs and covered them with nylon,
and you'rewaking inefficiently with askirt to hobble your legs and hedl's desgned to make you
sumbleif you run from them when they try to rape you. Y ou're here doing their work for them. Why
should | tel you?'Y ou wouldn't believe me."

Evelyn was not larmed by thisturn in the conversation. There was no hogtility in what Barbara
was saying. If anything, there was pity. Barbarawould not harm her, smply because shewasa
woman. Now that she understood that, she could go on with more assurance.

"That may betrue. But don't you owe it to me, asawoman, to tell me about thisthreat if it's
redlly o important?'

Barbara dapped her kneesin delight.
"Y ou got me, doc. You'reright. But that was sure tricky, turning my own delusons againg me.”

Evelyn wrotein her notebook: Can be glib when discussing her delusional-complex. Sheis
assured enough of her rightness to make jokes about it.

"What are you writing?"



"Huh?Oh..." Be honest, she'll know if you lie. Be straight with her and match her
irreverence. "...just notes on your condition. I have to make adiagnosisto my instructor. He wantsto
know what kind of crazy you are."

"That's easy. I'm paranoid schizophrenic. Y ou don't need adegree to seethat.”
"No, | guessnot. All right, tell me about it."

"Basicdly, what | believe isthat the Earth was invaded by some kind of parasite at some point
back in pre-history. Probably in cave-dwelling days. It's hard to tell for sure, since history issuch a
pack of lies. They rewriteit al thetime, you know."

Again, Eveyn didn't know if she was being played with, and the thought amused her. Thiswasa
complex, tricky woman. Sheld have to stay on her toes. That speech had been such an obvious
paranoid construction, and Barbarawas well aware of it.

"I'll play your game. Whois'they? "

" "They' isthe dl-purpose paranoid pronoun. Any group that isinvolved in aconspiracy,
conscious or not, to 'get’ you. | know that's crazy, but there are such groups.”

"Arethere?'

"Sure. | didn't say they had to be holding meetings to plot ways to bedevil you. They don't. You
can admit the existence of groups whose interests are not your own, can't you?"

"Certanly."

"The moreimportant thing isit doesn't matter if they're redlly an explicit conspiracy, or just have
the same effect because that's the way they function. It doesn't have to be personal, either. Each year,
the IRS conspiresto rob you of money that you earned, don't they? They'rein aplot with the
President and Congressto steal your money and giveit to other people, but they don't know you by
name. They sted from everybody. That'sthe kind of thing I'm talking about.”

Justifies her fear of external, inimical forces by pointing to real antagonistic groups.

"Yes, | can seethat. But we al know the IRS is out there. Y ou're talking about a secret that only
you see. Why should | believe you?!

Her face got more serious. Perhaps she was redlizing the strengths of her opponent. Her
opponent dways had the stronger arguments, it was the nature of things. Why are you right and
everyone else wrong?

"That's the tough part. Y ou can offer me reams of 'proof’ that I'm wrong, and | can't show you
anything. If you'd been there when I'd killed that fellow, you'd know. But | can't do it again." She drew
adeep breath, and seemed to settle in for along debate.

"Let's get back to these parasites,” Evelyn said. "They're men? Isthat what you're saying?'

"No, no." Shelaughed, without humor. "Theré's no such thing as aman, the way you're thinking
about it. Only women who've been taken over at birth by these, these..." she groped inthe air for a
word hideous enough to express her distaste. She couldn't find it. "Things. Organisms. | said they



invaded the Earth, but I'm not sure. They might be from here. There's no way to know, they've taken
over too completely.”

Leavesflexibility in her rationale. Yes, that would fit with what the books said. It would be
hard to ssump her, to ask her aquestion she couldn't answer in terms of her delusion. She admitted not
knowing everything about the subject, and she was free to reject whole categories of argument as
having been tampered with, like history.

"So how isit... no, wait. Maybe you'd better tell me more about these parasites. Where do they
hide? How isit that no one but you is aware of them?"

She nodded. She now seemed totally serious. She could not joke about this subject when they
got this specific.

"They're not grictly paradites. They're sort of symbiotic. They don't kill their hosts, not quickly.
They even help the host in the short run, making them stronger and larger and more capable of
domination. But in the long run, they sap the strength of the host. They make her more susceptible to
disease, weaken her heart. Asto what they look like, you've seen them. They're blind, helpless,
immobile worms. They attach themsdvesto awoman's urinary tract, filling and covering the vaginaand
extending nervesinto the ovaries and uterus. They inject hormonesinto her body and cause her to
grow up with deformities, likefacia hair, enlarged muscles, reduced thinking capacity, and wildly
defective emotions. The host becomes aggressive and murderous. Her breasts never develop. Sheis
permanently serile”

Evelyn scribbled in her notebook to cover her emotions. She wanted to laugh; shefdt like crying.
Who could figure the human mind? She shuddered to think of the pressuresthat must have driven this
outwardly norma woman to such abizarre way of looking at the universe. Father? Lover? Was she
raped? Barbara had been unhel pful in talking about these things, maintaining that they were no one's
business but her own. Besides, they had no bearing on what she saw asthe facts of the case.

"I hardly know whereto begin,” Evelyn said.

"Yes, | know. It's not the sort of thing they'd allow you to serioudy consider, isit?It'stoo diento
what you've been led to believe. I'm sorry. | hope | can help you.”

Dam! she wrote, then scratched it out. Puts questioners on the defensive. Shows sympathy
with their inability to see things as she sees them.

"Cdll it the new biology," Barbarasaid, getting up and dowly waking back and forth inthe
confined space. Her loose dippers dipped off her heelswith each step. "1 began to suspect it severa
years ago. Theworld just didn't make sense any other way. Y ou've got to begin to doubt what you've
been told. Y ou've got to trust the evidence of your intellect. Y ou've got to alow yoursdlf to ook
through your woman's eyes as a woman would, not as an imperfect man would. They'vetrained you
to believein their values, their system. What you begin to redize isthat they areimperfect women, not
the other way around. They can't reproduce themselves, shouldn't that tell you something?'Males
live on our bodies as parasites, they use our fertility to perpetuate their species.” Sheturned to Evelyn,
and her eyeswere burning. "Can you try to look at it that way? Just try? Don't try to be aman;
redefine! Y ou don't know what you are. All your life you've struggled to be aman. They've defined the
role you should play. And you're not made for it. Y ou don't have that parasite eating at your brain.
Can you accept that?!



"I can, for the sake of argument.”
"That's good enough.”

Evelyn wastreading cautioudy. "Uh, just what do | haveto do to... 'see thingsasawoman? |
fed likeawoman right now."

"Fed! That'sit, just fed. Y ou know what ‘woman'sintuition' is? It's the human way to think.
They'velaughed & it to the point where we automatically distrust it. They had to; they'velost the
capacity to seeatruth intuitively. | can see you don't like that phrase. Y ou wouldn't. 1t's been laughed
at so much that an 'enlightened woman' like yourself doesn't believe it exigts. That's what they want
you to think. All right, don't use the word ‘intuition.’ Use something else. What I'm talking about isthe
innate capacity of ahuman being to fed the truth of amatter. We dl know we have it, but we've been
trained to distrust it. And it's gotten screwed up. Haven't you ever felt you're right for no reason you
could name except that you knew you were right?'

"Yes, | guess| have. Most people do." Rejectslogical argument as being part of her
oppression. She decided to test that.

"What I've been... trained to do, isto apply the rules of logic to andyze a question. Right? And
you say it's no good, despite thousands of years of human experience?’

"That's right. It's not human experience, though. It'satrick. It'sagame, avery complicated
game”

"What about science? Biology, in particular.”

"Scienceisthe biggest game of dl. Have you ever thought about it? Do you serioudy fed that the
big questions of the universe, the important truths that should be easily in our grasp, will be solved by
scientists haggling over how many neutrinos can dance on the head of apin? It's atail-eating snake,
relevant only to itsalf. But once you accept the basic ground rules, you're trapped. Y ou think that
counting and sorting and numbering will teach you things. Y ou haveto rgect it al and seetheworld
with new eyes. You'll be astounded at what is there, ready for you to pick up.”

"Gendtics?'

"Hogwash. The whole structure of genetics has been put there to explain an untenable position:
that there are two sexes, neither of them worthwhile alone, but together they're able to reproduce. It
doesn't hold up when you think about it. Genes and chromosomes, haf from each parent: no, no, no!
Tdl me, have you ever seen agene?'

"I've seen pictures.”

"Hah!" That seemed enough for the moment. She paced the floor, overwhelmed by the scope of
it. Sheturned again and faced Evelyn.

"I know, | know. I've thought about it enough. Theresthis... thisbasic set of assumptionswe dl
live by. We can't get dong without accepting amost dl of it, right? | mean, | could tell you that | don't
believein... Tokyo, for instance, that Tokyo doesn't exist Smply because | haven't been thereto seeit
for mysdf. The newsfilms|'ve seen were dl clever hoaxes, right? Travelogues, books, Japanese;
they'real in aconspiracy to make methink there's such aplace as Tokyo."



"Y ou could make acasefor it, | guess.”

"Surel could. Weall exig, all of us, in our own heads, looking out through the eyebd|s. Society
isn't possible unless we can believe in second-hand reports of certain things. So we've dl conspired
together to accept what other people tell us unless we can think of areason why we're being lied to.
Society can be seen as a conspiracy of unquestioning acceptance of unprovable things. We al work
together at it, we al define a set of things as needing no proof.”

She started to say more, but shut her mouth. She seemed to be considering if she should go on.
Shelooked speculatively at Evelyn.

Evelyn shifted on her cot. Outside, the sun was setting in ahaze of red and yellow. Where had
the day gone? What time had she come into this room, anyway? She was unsure. Her somach
grumbled at her, but she wasn't too uncomfortable. She was fascinated. Shefelt asort of lassitude, a
weakness that made her want to lie down on the bed.

"Where was |? Oh, the untested assumptions. Okay. If we can't accept anything that'stold us,
we can't function in society. Y ou can get away with not accepting alot. Y ou can beievetheworld is
flat, or that there are no such things as photons or black holes or genes. Or that Christ didn't rise from
the grave. Y ou can go along way from the mgjority opinion. But if you evolve an entirely new world
picture, you start to get in trouble.”

"What's most dangerous of dl," Evelyn pointed out, "is starting to live by these new assumptions.”

"Yes, yes. | should have been more careful, shouldn't 1?1 could have kept this discovery to
myself. Or | could have gone on wondering. | was sure, you see, but in my foolishness | had to have
proof. | had to seeif aman could live with his head cut off, against what al the medical books had told
me. | had to know if it was the brain that controlled him, or if it was that parasite.”

Evelyn wondered what to ask as Barbara quieted for amoment. She knew it wasn't necessary to
ask anything. The woman was off now; shewould not wind down for hours. But she felt she ought to
try and guide her.

"I waswondering," shefindly ventured, "why you didn't need a second case. A... acheck from
the other side. Why didn't you kill awoman, too, to seeif..." The hair stood up on the back of her
neck. Of al the things she should have kept her mouth shut about, and to ahomicida paranoid! She
was painfully aware of her throat. She controlled her hand, which wanted to go to her neck in feeble
protection. She has no weapons, but she could be very strong...

But Barbara didn't pick up the thought. She didn't appear to notice Evelyn's discomfort.

"Foolish!" she exploded. "I wasfoolish. Of course | should havetaken it onfaith. | felt | was
right; 1 knew | wasright. But the old scientific orientation finaly drove meto the experiment.
Experiment." She spat the word out. She paused again, calming down, and seemed to think back.

"Kill awoman?' She shook her head and gave Evelyn awry smile. "Dear, that would be murder.
I'm not akiller. These 'men’ are aready dead from my viewpoint; killing themisamercy, and a
defensive act. Anyhow, after 1'd donethefirst experiment | redlized | had redlly proved nothing. | had
only disproved the assumption that aman cannot live with his head cut off. That left awhole range of
possibilities, you see? Maybe the brain is not in the head. Maybe the brain isn't good for anything.
How do you know what'sinside you? Have you ever seen your brain? How do you know that you're
not really awired-up midget, two inchestall, sitting in acontrol room in your head? Doesnt it fed like



that sometimes?"

"Ah..." Barbarahad hit on acommon nerve. Not the midget, which was only afanciful way of
putting it, but the concept of living in one's head with eye-sockets as windows on the universe.

"Right. But you rgject the gut fedlings. | ligen to them.”

Thelight in the room wasrapidly failing. Evelyn looked at the bare bulb in the ceiling, wondering
when it would come on. She was getting deepy, so tired. But she wanted to hear more. She leaned
back farther on the cot and let her legsand arms relax.

"Maybe you should..." she yawned, wider and wider, unable to contral it. "Excuse me. Maybe
you should tell me more about the parasites.”

"Ah. All right." Shewent back to her chair and sat init. Evelyn could barely see her inthe
shadows. She heard afaint creaking, as of wooden dats on arocking chair. But the chair wasn't a
rocker. It wasn't even made of wood. Nevertheless, Barbara's shadow was moving dowly and
rhythmically, and the creaking went on.

"The parasites, I've dready told you what they do. Let metell you what 1've managed to deduce
about their life-cycle”

Evelyn grinned in the dark. Life-cycle. Of course they'd have one. Sheleaned on one e bow
and rested her head on thewall behind her. 1t would be interesting.

"They reproduce asexudly, like everything ese. They grow by budding, since the new onesare
30 much smaller than the mature ones. Then doctors implant them into women's wombs when they
know they're pregnant, and they grow up with the embryo.”

"Wait aminute," Evelyn sat up alittle straighter. "Why don't they implant them on dl children?
Why aregirlsalowed to... oh, | see™

"Yes. They need us. They can't reproduce by themselves. They need the warmth of the womb to
grow in, and we have the wombs. So they've systematically oppressed the women they've dlowed to
remain uninfested so they'll have adocile, ready supply of breeders. They've convinced usthat we
can't have children until we've been impregnated, which isthe biggest lie of dl.”

"ltis?'
"Yes Takealook."

Evelyn peered through the gloom and saw Barbara, standing in profile. Shewasilluminated by a
sort of flickering candldight. Evelyn did not wonder about it, but was bothered by astrange fedling. It
was rather like wondering why she was not curious.

But before even that ephemera fedling could concern her, Barbaraloosened the cloth belt on her
wrap and let it fal open. Therewas agentle swell in her belly, unmistakably an early pregnancy. Her
hand traced out the curve.

"See? I'm pregnant. I'm about four or five monthsaong. | can't say for sure, you see, because |
haven't had intercourse for over five years."



Hysterical pregnancy, Evelyn thought, and groped for her notebook. Why couldn't shefind it?
Her hand touched it in the dark, then the pencil. Shetried to write, but the pencil broke. Did it break,
she wondered, or wasit bending?

She heard the creaking of the floorboards again, and knew Barbarahad sat down in her rocker.
Shelooked deepily for the source of light, but could not find it.

"What about other mammals?' Evelyn asked, with another yawn.

"Uh-huh. The same. | don't know if it's only one sort of parasite which is adaptable to any
species of mammadl, or if there's one breed for each. But there are no males. Nowhere. Only females,
and infested females.”

"Birds?'

"l don't know yet," she said, smply. "I suspect that the whole concept of the sexesis part of the
game. It'ssuch an unlikely thing. Why should we need two? Oneis enough.”

Leaves flexibility, she wrote. But no, she hadn't written, had she? The notebook waslost again.
She burrowed down into the pile of blankets or furs on the cot, feding warm and secure. She heard a
diding sound.

Therein the peephole, ghostly in the candlelight, was a man'sface. It was the attendant, looking
in on them. She gasped, and started to Sit up asthe light got brighter around her. There was the sound
of akey grating in alock.

Barbarawas knedling at the side of the bed. Her robe was still open, and her belly was huge.
Shetook Evelyn's hands and held them tight.

"The biggest giveaway of dl ischildbirth," shewhispered. The light wavered for amoment and
the metallic scraping and jiggling of the doorknob lost pitch, growled and guittered like aturntable
losing speed. Barbaratook Evelyn's head in her arms and pulled her down to her breasts. Evelyn
closed her eyes and felt the taut skin and the movement of something inside the woman. It got darker.

"Pain. Why should giving birth involve pain? Why should we so often die reproducing ourselves?
It doesn't fed right. | won't say it'sillogicd; it doesn't fed right. My intuition tellsmethat it isn't so. It's
not the way it was meant to be. Do you want to know why we diein childbirth?'

"YesBarbara, tel methat.” She closed her eyes and nuzzled easily into the warmth.

"It'sthe poison they inject into us." She gently rubbed Evelyn's hair as she spoke. "The white
stuff, the waste product. They tell usit'sthe stuff that makes us pregnant, but that'salie. It warps us,
even those of usthey do not inhabit. It pollutes the womb, causes usto grow too large for the birth
cand. When it comestime for usto be born, girl and haf-girl, we must come through a passage that
has been savaged by this poison. Theresult is pain, and sometimes death.”

"Ummm." It was very quiet in the room. Outside, the crickets were starting to chirp. She opened
her eyes once more, looked for the door and the man. She couldn't find them. She saw acandle Sitting
on awooden table. Wasthat afireplace in the other room?

"But it doesn't have to be that way. It doesn't. Virgin birth isquite painless. | know. I'll know
again very soon. Do you remember now, Eve? Do you remember?”



"What?l..." Shesat up alittle, till holding to the comforting warmth of the other woman. Where
was the cdll? Where was the concrete floor and barred window? She felt her heart beating faster and
began to struggle, but Barbarawas strong. She held her tight to her belly.

"Ligen, Eve. Ligen, it's happening.”

Eve put her hand on the swollen belly and fdlt it move. Barbara shifted dightly, reached down
and cradled something wet and warm, something that moved in her hand. She brought it up to the light.
Virgin birth. A little girl, tiny, only apound or two, who didn't cry but looked around her in curiosity.

"Can| hold her?' she sniffed, and then the tears flowed over the little human. There were other
people crowding around, but she couldn't see them. She didn't care. She was home.

"Areyou fedling any better now?' Barbara asked. "Can you remember what happened?”

"Only alittle," Eve whispered. "1 was... | remember it now. | thought | was... it was awful. Oh,
Barbara, it wasterrible. | thought..."

"I know. But you're back. There's no need to be ashamed. It ill happensto al of us. Wego
crazy. We're programmed to go crazy, dl of usin theinfected generation. But not our children. You
relax and hold the baby, darling. Y ou'l forget it. It was abad dream.”

"Butitwasso real!"

"It was what you used to be. Now you're back with your friends, and were winning the struggle.
We have to win; weve got the wombs. There's more of our children every day.”

Our children. Her own, and Barbara's and... and Karen's, yes, Karen. She looked up and saw
her old friend, smiling down at her. And Clara, and there was June, and Laura. And over there with
her children was Sacha. And... who wasthat? It's...

"Hello, Mother. Do you fed better now?"

"Much better, dear. I'm all right. Barbarahelped methroughiit. | hope it won't happen again.”
She sniffed and wiped her eyes. She sat up, still cradling the tiny baby. "What are you naming her,
Barb?'

Barbara grinned, and for the last time Eve could see the ghostly outline of that cdll, the blue robe,
Doctor Burroughs. It faded out forever.

"Let'scdl her Evelyn.”

Beatnik Bayou

THE PREGNANT WOMAN HAD been following us for over an hour when Cathay did the
ungpeskablething.

At firg it had been fun. Me and Denver didn't know what it was about, just that she had some
sort of beef with Cathay. She and Cathay had gone off together and talked. The woman started
ydling, and it was not too long before Cathay was ydling, too. Findly Cathay said something | couldn't



hear and came back to join the class. That was me, Denver, Trigger, and Cathay, the last two being
the teachers, me and Denver being the students. | know, you're not supposed to be ableto tell which
iswhich, but believe me, you usudly know.

That's when the chase tarted. Thiswoman wouldn't take no for an answer, and she followed us
wherever we went. She was about as awkward an animal asyou could imagine, and | certainly wasn't
fedling sorry for her after the way she had talked to Cathay, who ismy friend. Every time she dipped
and landed on her behind, we al had agood laugh.

For awhile. After an hour, she started to seem alittle frightening. | had never seen anyone so
determined.

The reason she kept dipping was that she was chasing us through Beatnik Bayou, whichis
Trigger'shome. Trigger herself describesit as "twelve acres of mud, mosquitoes, and moonshine.”
Some of her visitors had been less poetic but more colorful. | don't know what an acreis, but the
bayou isfarly large. Trigger makesthe moonshinein acopper and duminum till inthe middle of a
canebrake. The mosguitoes don't bite, but they buzz alot. The mud isjust plain old mississippi mud,
suitable for beating your feet. Most people see the place and hate it ingtantly, but it suitsmefine.

Pretty soon the woman was covered in mud. She had three things working against her. One was
her ankle-length maternity gown, which covered al of her except for face, feet, and bulging belly and
breasts. She kept stepping on the long skirt and going down. After awhile, | winced every time she
did that.

Another handicap was her tummy, which made her walk with her weight back on her hedls.
That's not the best way to go through mud, and every so often she sat down redl hard, proving it.

Her third problem was the Birthgirdle pelvic bone, which must have just been ingtalled. It was
one of those which setsthelegsfar gpart and is hinged in the middle so when the baby comesit opens
out and gives more room. She needed it, becauise she was tdl and thin, the sort of build that might
have died in childbirth back when such things were a problem. But it made her waddle like a duck.

"Quack, quack," Denver said, with an attempt at asmile. We both looked back at the woman,
gl following, still waddling. She went down, and struggled to her feet. Denver wasn't smiling when she
met my eyes. She muttered something.

"What'sthat?' | said.
"She'sunnerving,” Denver repeated. "I wonder what the hell she wants?"
"Something pretty powerful.”

Cathay and Trigger were afew paces ahead of us, and | saw Trigger glance back. She spoke to
Cathay. | don't think | was supposed to hear it, but | did. I've got good ears.

"Thisisgtarting to upset the kids."

"l know," he said, wiping his brow with the back of hishand. All four of uswatched her asshe
toiled her way up the far side of thelast rise. Only her head and shoulders were visible.

"Damn. | thought she'd give up pretty soon." He groaned, but then his face became
expressionless. "Therésno hep for it. Well have to have a confrontation.”



"| thought you dready did,” Trigger said, lifting an eyebrow.

"Yeah. Well, it wasn't enough, apparently. Come on, people. Thisis part of your lives, too." He
meant me and Denver, and when he said that we knew this was supposed to be a"learning
experience." Cathay can turn the strangest things into learning experiences. He tarted back toward the
shalow stream we had just waded across, and the three of usfollowed him.

If I sounded hard on Cathay, | redlly shouldn't have been. Actudly, he was one damn fine
teacher. He was able to take those old saws about learning by doing, seeing is believing, one-on-one
ingtruction, integration of life experiences—all the conventional wisdom of the educationa
establishment—and make it work better than any teacher I'd ever seen. | knew he was a counterfeit
child. I had known that since | first met him, when | was seven, but it hadn't started to matter until
latdly. And that was just the natural cynicism of my age-group, as Trigger kept pointing out in that
smug way of hers.

Okay, so hewasredly forty-eight years old. Physicdly hewasjust my age, which was dmost
thirteen: ashort, dightly chubby kid with curly blond hair and an androgynousface, just starting to
grow alittlefuzz around his balls. When he turned to face that huge, threatening woman and stood
facing her calmly, | was moved.

| was aso fascinated. Mentaly, | settled back on my haunches to watch and wait and observe. |
was sure I'd be learning something about "life" real soon now. Classwasin sesson.

When she saw us coming back, the woman hesitated. She picked her footing carefully as she
came down the dight rise to stand at the edge of the water, then waited for amoment to see if Cathay
was going to join her. He wasn't. She made an awful face, lifted her skirt up around her waist, and
waded in.

The water lapped around her thighs. She nearly fell over when shetried to dodge some dangling
Spanish moss. Her |ace dress was festooned with twigs and leaves and smeared with mud.

"Why don't you turn around?" Trigger yelled, standing beside me and Denver and shaking her
fig. "It'snot going to do you any good.”

"I'll be the judge of that," she yelled back. Her voice was harsh and ugly and what had probably
been asweet face was now set in ascowl. An aligator was swimming up to look her over. She swung
at it with her figt, nearly losing her balance. "Get out of here, you dimy lizard!" she screamed. The
reptile recalled urgent business on the other side of the swamp, and hurried out of her way.

She clambered ashore and stood ankle-deep in ooze, breathing hard. She was amess, and
beneath her anger | could now seefear. Her lipstrembled for amoment. | wished shewould sit down;
just looking at her exhausted me.

"You'vegot to hdp me" shesad, smply.
"Believeme, if | could, | would,” Cathay said.
"Then tell me somebody who can.”

"| told you, if the Educational Exchange can't help you, | certainly can't. Those few peoplel
know who are available for a contract are listed on the exchange.”



"But none of them are available any sooner than three years.”
"I know. It'sthe shortage.”
"Then hdpme" shesad, miserably. "Hep me.”

Cathay dowly rubbed his eyeswith athumb and forefinger, then squared his shoulders and put
hishands on hiships

"I'll go over it once more. Somebody gave you my name and said | was availablefor aprimary
stage teaching contract. 1—"

"Hedid' Hesaid youd—"

"I never heard of thisperson,” Cathay said, raisng hisvoice. "Judging from what you're putting
me through, he gave you my name from the Teacher's Association listingsjust to get you off his back. |
guess| could do something like that, but frankly, | don't think | have the right to subject another
teacher to the sort of abuse you've heaped on me." He paused, and for once she didn't say anything.

"Right," hesaid, findly. "I'm truly sorry that the man you contracted with for your child's
education went to Pluto instead. From what you told me, what he did was legal, which is not to say
ethicd." He grimaced a the thought of ateacher who would run out on an ethica obligation. "All | can
say isyou should have had the contract analyzed, you should have had astandby contract drawn up
three yearsago... oh, hell. What's the use? That doesn't do you any good. Y ou have my sympathy, |
hope you bdieve that."

"Then help me," she whispered, and the last word turned into asob. She began to cry quietly.
Her shoulders shook and tears leaked from her eyes, but she never |looked away from Cathay.

"Therésnothing | can do.”
"You haveto."

"Oncemore. | have obligations of my own. In another month, when I've fulfilled my contract with
Argus mother," he gestured toward me, "I'll be regressing to seven again. Don't you understand? I've
aready got an intermediate contract. The child will be seven in afew months. | contracted for her
education four years ago. Therésno way | can back out of thet, legdly or mordly."

Her face wastwidting again, filling with hate.

"Why not?" she rasped. "Why the hdll not? He ran out on my contract. Why the hell should | be
the only one to suffer? Why me, huh? Listen to me, you shitsucking little son of ablowout. You'real
I've got |eft. After you, theré's nothing but the public educator. Or trying to raisehim al by mysdlf, dl
aone, with no guidance. Y ou want to be responsiblefor that? What the hdll kind of start in life does
thet givehim?*

Shewent on like that for agood ten minutes, getting moreillogical and abusive with every
sentence. I'd vacillated between a sort of queasy sympathy for her—she was in ahell of amess, even
though she had no one to blame but hersalf—and outright hostility. Just then she scared me. | couldn't
look into those tortured eyes without cringing. My gaze wandered down to her fat belly, and the glass
eye of the wombscope st into her navel. | didn't need to look into it to know she was due, and
overdue. She'd been having the labor postponed while shetried to line up ateacher. Not that it made



much sense; the kid's education didn't start until his sixth month. But it was ameasure of her
desperation, and of her illogical thinking under stress.

Cathay stood there and took it until she brokeinto tearsagain. | saw her differently thistime,
maybe alittle more like Cathay was seeing her. | was sorry for her, but the tearsfailed to move me. |
saw that she could devour usdl if we didn't harden oursalvesto her. When it cameright downtoiit,
she was the one who had to pay for her carelessness. She wastrying her best to get someone elseto
shoulder the blame, but Cathay wasn't going to doit.

"l didn't want to do this," Cathay said. He looked back at us. "Trigger?"
Trigger stepped forward and folded her arms across her chest.

"Okay," shesad. "Ligten, | didn't get your name, and | don't really want to know it. But whoever
you are, you're on my property, in my house. I'm ordering you to leave here, and | further enjoin you
never to come back.”

"l won't go," she said, stubbornly, looking down at her feet. "I'm not leaving till he promisesto
hdpme”

"My next sepisto cal thepolice" Trigger reminded her.
"I'mnot leaving."

Trigger looked at Cathay and shrugged helplesdy. | think they were both redizing that this
particular life experience was getting alittle too raw.

Cathay thought it over for amoment, eye to eye with the pregnant woman. Then he reached
down and scooped up ahandful of mud. He looked at it, hefting it experimentaly, then threw it at her.
It struck her on the left shoulder with awet plop, and began to ooze down.

"Go," hesad. "Get out of here.”
"I'm not leaving," she said.
He threw another handful. It hit her face, and she gasped and sputtered.

"Go," he said, reaching for more mud. Thistime he hit her on theleg, but by now Trigger had
joined him, and the woman was being pelted.

Before | quite knew what was happening, | was scooping mud from the ground and throwing it.
Denver was, too. | was breathing hard, and | wasn't surewhy.

When shefindly turned and fled from us, | noticed that my jaw musclesweretight asstedl. It
took me along timeto relax them, and when | did, my front teeth were sore,

There are two structures on Beatnik Bayou. Oneisan old, rotting bait shop and lunch counter
caled the Sugar Shack, complete with arusty gas pump out front, a battered Grapette machine on the
porch, and asign advertisng Rainbow Bread on the screen door. Thereésagray Dodge pickup sitting
on concrete blocks to one side of the building, near apile of rusted auto parts overgrown with weeds.



Thetruck hasno whedls. Beside it isa Toyota sedan with no windows or engine. A dirt road runsin
front of the shack, going down to the dock. In the other direction the road curves around a cypress
treeladen with moss—

—and runsinto thewal. A bit of ajolt. But though twelve acresislargefor a privately owned
disneyland, it's not big enough to sustain theillusion of redlly being there. "There)" inthiscase, is
supposed to be Louisanain 1951, old style. Trigger isfascinated by the twentieth century, which she
defines as 1903 to 1987.

But most of thetime it works. Y ou can seldom see the walls because trees are in the way.
Anyhow, | soak up the atmosphere of the place not so much with my eyes but with my nose and ears
and skin. Likethe smdl of rotting wood, the sound of afrog hitting the water or the hum of the
compressor in the soft drink machine, the silver wiggle of adozen minnows as | scoop them from the
metd tanksin back of the shack, the fedl of sun-heated wood as| St on the pier fishing for aligator

ga.

It takes alot of power to operate the "sun,” so we get alot of foggy days, and long nights. That
helpstheillusion, too. | would challenge anyoneto go for awalk in the bayou night with the crickets
chirping and the bullfrogs booming and not think they were back on Old Earth. Except for the Lunar
gravity, of course.

Trigger inherited money. Even with that and ateacher's sdary, the bayou is an expensive place to
maintain. It used to be amore conventiona environment, but she discovered early that the svamp
took less upkeep, and she likes the deazy atmosphere, anyway. She put in the bait shop, bought the
automotive mockups from artists, and got it listed with the Lunar Tourist Bureau as an authentic period
recongruction. They'd dieif they knew the truth about the Toyota, but | certainly won't tell them.

The only other structureis definitely not from Louisianaof any year. It'sategpee sitting on adight
rise, just out of sght of the Sugar Shack. Cheyenne, | think. We spend most of our time there when
we're on the bayou.

That's where we went after the episode with the pregnant woman. Thefloor is hard-packed clay
and theré's afire dways burning in the center. There'slots of pillows scattered around, and two big
waterbeds.

Wetried to talk about the incident. | think Denver was more upset than the rest of us, but from
the tense way Cathay sat while Trigger massaged his back | knew he was bothered, too. Hisvoice
was troubled.

| admitted | had been scared, but there was moreto it than that, and | was far from ready to talk
about it. Trigger and Cathay sensed it, and let it go for the time being. Trigger got the pipe and stuffed
it with dexeplant leaves.

It'salong-stemmed pipe. Shegot it lit, then leaned back with the stem in her teeth and the bowl
held between her toes. She exhaled sweet, honey-colored smoke. Asthe day ended outside, she
passed the pipe around. It tasted good, and camed me wonderfully. It made it easy to fal adeep.

But | didn't deep. Not quite. Maybe | wastoo far into puberty for the drug in the plant to act as
atranquilizer anymore. Or maybe | wastoo emotiondly stimulated. Denver fell adegp quickly enough.



Cathay and Trigger didn't. They made love on the other side of the tegpee, did it in such adow,
dreamy way that | knew the drug was affecting them. Though Cathay isin hisfortiesand Trigger is
over ahundred, both have the bodies of thirteen-year-olds, and the metabolism that goes with the
territory.

They didn't actudly finish making love; they sort of tapered off, like we used to do before
orgasms became afactor. | found that made me happy, lying on my side and watching them through
ditted eyes.

They talked for awhile. The harder | strained to hear them, the deepier | got. Somewherein
there| lost the battle to stay awake.

| became aware of awarm body closeto me. It was il dark, the only light coming from the
embersof thefire.

"Sorry, Argus," Cathay said. "I didn't mean to wake you."

"It'sokay. Put your arms around me?' He did, and | squirmed until my back fit snugly against
him. For along time | just enjoyed it. | didn't think about anything, unlessit was hiswarm breath on my
neck, or his penisdowly hardening against my back. If you can call that thinking.

How many nights had we dept like thisin the last seven years? Too many to count. We knew
each other every way possible. A year ago he had been female, and before that both of us had been.
Now we were both male, and that was nice, too. One part of me thought it didn't really matter which
sex we were, but another part was wondering what it would be like to be femae and know Cathay as
amae We hadn't tried that yet.

Thethought of it made me shiver with anticipation. It had been too long sncel'd had avagina. |
wanted Cathay between my legs, like Trigger had had him ashort while before.

"I loveyou," | mumbled.
Hekissed my ear. "l love you, too, silly. But how much do you love me?’
."What do you mean?"'

| felt him shift around to prop hishead up on one hand. Hisfingers unwound atight curl in my
hair.

"I mean, will you still love mewhen I'm no taler than your knee?"
| shook my head, suddenly fedling cold. "I don't want to talk about that.”
"I know that very well," he said. "But | can't et you forget it. It's not something that'll go away.”

| turned onto my back and looked up at him. There was afaint smile on hisface as he toyed with
my lipsand hair with his gentle fingertips, but his eyes were concerned. Cathay can't hide much from
me anymore.

"It hasto happen,” he emphasized, showing no mercy. "For the reasons you heard me tell the



woman. I'm committed to going back to age seven. There's another child waiting for me. She'salot
likeyou."

"Dontdoit,” | said, feding miserable. | felt atear in the corner of my eye, and Cathay brushed it
avay.

| was thankful that he didn't point out how unfair | was being. We both knew it; he accepted that,
and went on as best he could.

"Y ou remember our talk about sex? About two years ago, | think it was. Not too long after you
first told meyou loveme.”

"I remember. | remember it dl.”

Hekissed me. "Still, | haveto bring it up. Maybeit'll help. Y ou know we agreed that it didn't
matter what sex either of uswas. Then | pointed out that you'd be growing up, while I'd become a
child again. That wed grow further gpart sexudly.”

| nodded, knowing that if | spoke I'd start to sob.

"And we agreed that our love was deeper than that. That we didn't need sex to make it work. It
can work."

Thiswastrue. Cathay was closeto al hisformer students. They were adults now, and cameto
see him often. It was just to be close, to talk and hug. Lately sex had entered it again, but they all
understood that would be over soon.

"I don't think | have that perspective,” | said, carefully. "They know in afew years you'll mature
again. | know it too, but it fill fedslike..."

"Likewhat?'
"Like you're abandoning me. I'm sorry, that'sjust how it fedls."
He sighed, and pulled me close to him. He hugged me fiercely for awhile, and it felt so good.

"Ligen," hesad, findly. "I guessthereésno avoiding this. | could tell you that you'll get over
it—you will—but it won't do any good. | had this same problem with every child I've taught.”

"Youdid?' | hadn't known that, and it made mefed alittle better.

"l did. | don't blameyou for it. | fed it mysdf. | fed apull to stay with you. But it wouldn't work,
Argus. | love my work, or | wouldn't be doing it. There are hard times, like right now. But after afew
monthsyoull fed better."

"Maybel will." | wasfar from sure of it, but it seemed important to agree with him and get the
conversation ended.

"Inthe meantime," he said, "we gtill have afew weekstogether. | think we should make the most
of them." And he did, his hands roaming over my body. He did al the work, letting merelax and try to
get mysdlf straightened out.

So | folded my arms under my head and reclined, trying to think of nothing but the warm circle of



his mouth.

But eventudly | began to fed | should be doing something for him, and knew what was wrong.
He thought he was giving me what | wanted by making love to mein the way we had done sincewe
grew older together. But there was another way, and | redlized | didn't so much want him to stay
thirteen. What | redlly wanted was to go back with him, to be seven again.

| touched his head and he looked up, then we embraced again face to face. We began to move
againg each other as we had done since we first met, the mindless, innocent friction from atime when
it had lessto do with sex than with smply fegling good.

But the body isingstent, and can't be fooled. Soon our movements were frantic, and then a
feding of wetness between ustold me as surely as entropy that we could never go back.

On my way homethe Sgns of change wereal around me.

Y ou grow alittle, let out the arms and legs of your pressure suit until you findly haveto get anew
one. People stop thinking of you asa cutelittle kid and start talking about you being afine young
person. Alwayswith that smile, likeit'sajoke that you're not supposed to get.

Peopletreat you differently asyou grow up. At first you hardly interact at all with adults, except
your own mother and the mothers of your friends. Y ou livein akid'sworld, and adults are hardly even
obstacles because they get out of your way when you run down the corridors. Y ou go al sorts of
placesfor free; people want you around to make them happy because there are so few kids and just
about everybody would like to have more than just the one. Y ou hardly even notice the people smiling
a youdl thetime.

Butit'snot likethat at all when you're thirteen. Now there was the hesitation, just afraction of a
second before they gave me a child's privileges. Not that | blamed anybody. | was nearly astal asa
lot of the adults| met.

But now | had begun to notice the adults, to watch them. Especidly when they didn't know they
were being watched. | saw that alot of them spent alot of time frowning. Occasionaly, | would see
real pain on aface. Then he or shewould look a me, and smile. | could see that wouldn't be
happening forever. Sooner or later I'd cross someinvisible line, and the pain would stay in those faces,
and I'd have to try to understand it. I'd be an adult, and | wasn't sure | wanted to be.

It was because of this new preoccupation with facesthat | noticed the woman sitting across from
me on the Archimedestrain. | planned to be awriter, so | tended to see everything in terms of stories
and characters. | watched her and tried to make a story about her.

Shewas attractive: physicaly mid-twenties, straight black hair and brownish skin, round face
without elaborate surgery or startling features except her dark brown eyes. Sheworeasmple
thigh-length robe of thin white materid that flowed like water when she moved. She had one elbow on
the back of her seat, absently chewing aknuckle as she looked out the window.

There didn't seem to be astory in her face. She was in an unguarded moment, but | saw no pain,
no big concerns or fears. It'spossible | just missed it. | was new at the game and | didn't know much
about what was important to adults. But | kept trying.



Then sheturned to look at me, and shedidn't smile.

| mean, she smiled, but it didn't say isn't-he-cute. It was the sort of smilethat made mewishI'd
worn some clothes. Since I'd learned what erections arefor, | no longer wished to have themin public
places.

| crossed my legs. She moved to Sit beside me. She held up her palm and | touched it. She was
facing me with oneleg drawn up under her and her arm resting on the seat behind me,

“I'm Trilby," shesaid.

"Hi. I'm Argus." | found mysdlf trying to lower my voice.
"| was gitting over there watching you watch me."

"Y ou were?'

"Intheglass" sheexplained.

"Oh." | looked, and sure enough, from where she had been sitting she could appear to be looking
at the landscape while actudly studying my reflection. "1 didn't mean to berude.”

She laughed and put her hand on my shoulder, then moved it. "What about me?’ she said. "l was
being sneaky about it; you weren't. Anyhow, don't fret. | don't mind." | shifted again, and she glanced
down. "And don't worry about that, either. It happens.”

| still felt nervous but she was able to put me at ease. We tdked for the rest of theride, and |
have no memory of what we talked about. The range of subjects must have been quite narrow, asI'm
sure she never made reference to my age, my schooling, her professon—or just why she had started a
conversation with a thirteen-year-old on apublic train.

None of that mattered. | waswilling to talk about anything. If | wondered about her reasons, |
assumed she actualy wasin her twenties, and not that far from her own childhood.

"Areyouinahurry?' she asked at one point, giving her head alittle toss.

"Me?No. I'm on my way to see—" No, no, not your mother. "—afriend. She can wait. She
expects mewhen | get there.” That sounded better.

"Can | buy you adrink?' One eyebrow raised, asmall motion with the hand. Her gestureswere
economical, but seemed to say more than her words. | mentally revised her age upward afew years.
Maybe quite afew.

Thiswastimed to thetrain arriving at Archimedes; we got up and | quickly accepted.
"Good. | know anice place.”

The bartender gave me that smile and was about to give me the customary free one on the house
toward my legd limit of two. But Trilby changed dl that.

"Two Irish whiskeys, please. Ontherocks.” Shesad it firmly, raising her voice alittle, and a
complex thing happened between her and the bartender. She gave him alook, his eyebrow twitched
and he glanced at me, seemed to understand something. His whole attitude toward me changed.



| had the fedling something had gone over my head, but didn't have time to worry about it. |
never had time to worry when Trilby was around. The drinks arrived, and we sipped them.

"I wonder why they still call it Irish?’ she sad.

We launched into adiscussion of the Invaders, or Ireland, or Occupied Earth. I'm not sure. It
was inconsequentia, and the real conversation was going on eyeto eye. Mostly it was her saying
wordless things to me, and me nodding agreement with my tongue hanging ot.

We ended up at the public baths down the corridor. Her nipples were shaped like pink vaentine
hearts. Other than that, her body was unremarkable, though wonderfully firm benesth the softness. She
was so unlike Trigger and Denver and Cathay. So unlike me. | catalogued the differences as | sat
behind her in the big pool and massaged her soapy shoulders.

On the way to the tanning room she stopped beside one of the private acoves and just stood
there, waiting, looking a me. My legs walked me into the room and she followed me. My hands
pressed againgt her back and my mouth opened when she kissed me. She lowered me to the soft floor
and took me.

What was so different about it?

| pondered that during the long walk from the dide terminusto my home. Trilby and | had made
lovefor the better part of an hour. It was nothing fancy, nothing | had not already tried with Trigger
and Denver. | had thought she would have some fantastic new tricks to show me, but that had not
been the case.

Y et she had not been like Trigger or Denver. Her body responded in adifferent way, moved in
directions| wasnot used to. | did my best. When | |€ft her, | knew she was happy, and yet felt she
expected more.

| found that | was very interested in giving her more.

| wasinloveagain.

With my hand on the doorplate, | suddenly knew that she had aready forgotten me. It was silly
to assume anything e se. | had been a pleasant diverson, an interesting novelty.

| hadn't asked for her name, her address or call number. Why not? Maybe | dready knew she
would not care to hear from me again.

| hit the plate with the hedl of my hand and brooded during the elevator ride to the surface.

My homeisunusud. Of coursg, it belongsto Darcy, my mother. She was there now, putting the
finishing touches on adiorama. She glanced up a me, smiled, and offered her cheek for akiss.

"I'll bethrough inamoment,” shesaid. "l want to finish thisbeforethe light fails™

Welivein alarge bubble on the surface. Part of it is partitioned into roomswithout ceilings, but



the bulk forms Darcy's studio. The bubble istransparent. It screens out the ultraviolet light so we don't
get burned.

It'san uncommon way to live, but it suits us. From our vantage point at the south sde of asmall
valey only three smilar bubbles can be seen. It would be impossible for an outsider to guessthat acity
teemed just bel ow the surface.

Growing up, | never gave athought to agoragphobia, but it's common among Lunarians. | felt
sorry for those not fortunate enough to grow up with aview.

Darcy likesit for thelight. She'san artist, and particular about light. She works two weeks on
and two off, resting during the night. | grew up to that schedule, leaving her donewhile sheput in
marathon sessons with her airbrushes, coming home to spend two weeks with her when the sun didn't
ghine

That had changed a bit when | reached my tenth birthday. We had lived a one before then, Darcy
cutting her work schedule drastically until | wasfour, gradudly picking it up as| atained more
independence. Shedid it so she could devote al her time to me. Then one day she sat me down and
told me two men were moving in. It wasonly later that | realized how Darcy had dtered her lifestyleto
raise me properly. Sheisaserid polyandrist, especidly attracted to fierce-faced, uncompromising,
maverick male artistsswhose work doesn't sell and who are usudly alittle hungry. Shelikes the hunger,
and the determination they al have not to pander to public tastes. She usually keepsthree or four of
them around, feeding them and giving them a place to work. She demandslittle of them other than that
they clean up after themsdlves.

| had to step around the latest of these household petsto get to the kitchen. He was sound
adeep, snoring loudly, his hands stained yellow and red and green. I'd never seen him before.

Darcy came up behind mewhile | was making a snack, hugged me, then pulled up achair and sat
down. The sun would be out another half hour or so, but there wasn't time to start another painting.

"How have you been?Y ou didn't call for three days.”
"Didn't I?1'm sorry. Weve been staying on the bayou.”
She wrinkled her nose. Darcy had seen the bayou. Once.
"That place. | wish | knew why—"

"Darcy. Let's not get into that again. Okay?"

"Done." She spread her paint-stained hands and waved themin acircle, asif erasing something,
and that wasit. Darcy isgood that way. "I've got a new roommeate.”

"l nearly sumbled over him."

She ran one hand through her hair and gave me alopsided grin. "Hell shape up. Hisname's
Thogra"

"Thogra," | said, making aface. "Listen, if he's housebroken, and stays out of my way, well—"
But | couldn't go on. We were both laughing and | was about to choke on a bite that went down
wrong. Darcy knowswhat | think of her choice in bedmates.



"What about... what's-his-name? The armpit man. The guy who kept getting arrested for body
odor."

She stuck her tongue out a me.
"Y ou know he cleaned up months ago.”

"Hah! It'sthose months before he discovered water that | remember. All my friends wondering
where we were raising sheep, the flowerslosing petals when hewaked by, the—"

"Abil didn't come back," Darcy said, quietly.

| stopped laughing. I'd known he'd been away afew weeks, but that happens. | raised one
eyebrow.

"Yeah. Wédl, you know he sold afew things. And he had some offers. But | keep expecting him
to at least stop by to pick up his bedroll.”

| didn't say anything. Darcy'slovesfollow apattern that sheis quite aware of, but it's still tough
when one breaks up. Her men would often speak with contempt of the sort of commercia art that
kept me and Darcy eating and paying the oxygen bills. Then one of three things would happen. They
would get nowhere, and leave as poor asthey had arrived, contempt intact. A few madeit on their
own terms, forcing the art world to accept their peculiar visions. Often Darcy was able to stay on
good terms with these; she was on a drop-in-and-make-love basiswith haf the artistsin Luna.

But the most common departure was when the artist decided he wastired of poverty. With just a
dight lowering of standardsthey were dl quite capable of making aliving. Then it became intolerable
to live with the woman they had ridiculed. Darcy usualy kicked them out quickly, with aminimum of
pain. They were no longer hungry, no longer fierce enough to suit her. But it ways hurt.

Darcy changed the subject.

"I made an appointment at the medico for your Change," she said. "Y ou're to be there next
Monday, in the morning."

A seriesof quick, vivid impressions raced through my mind. Trilby. Breasts tipped with hearts.
Theway it had felt when my penis entered her, and the warm exhaustion after the semen had left my

body.

"I've changed my mind about that,” | said, crossng my legs. "I'm not ready for another Change.
Maybein afew months."

Shejust sat there with her mouth open.

"Changed your mind? Last time | talked to you, you were adl set to change your sex. Infact, you
hed to talk meinto giving permisson.”

"l remember,” | said, feding uneasy about it. "l just changed my mind, that'sall.”

"But Argus. Thisjust isn't fair. | sat up two nights convincing mysdf how niceit would beto have
my daughter back again. It's been along time. Don't you think you—"



"It'sredly not your decison, Mother."

Shelooked like she was going to get angry, then her eyes narrowed. " There must be areason.
Y ou've met somebody. Right?

But | didn't want to talk about that. | had told her the first time | made love, and about every new
person I'd gone to bed with since. But | didn't want to share thiswith her.

So | told her about the incident earlier that day on the bayou. | told her about the pregnant
woman, and about the thing Cathay had done.

Darcy frowned more and more. When | got to the part about the mud, there were ridges al over
her forehead.

"l don't likethat," she said.
"l don't redly likeit, either. But | didn't see what €lse we could do.”
"| just don't think it was handled well. | think | should call Cathay and talk to him about it."

"l wish you wouldn't." | didn't say anything more, and she studied my face for along,
uncomfortable time. She and Cathay had differed before about how | should be raised.

"Thisshouldn't beignored.”
"Please, Darcy. Hell only be my teacher for another month. Let it go, okay?'
After awhile she nodded, and looked away from me.

"You're growing more every day," shesaid, sadly. | didn't know why she said that, but was glad
she was dropping the subject. To tell thetruth, | didn't want to think about the woman anymore. But |
was going to have to think about her, and very soon.

| had intended to spend the week at home, but Trigger caled the next morning to say that Mardi
Gras '56 was being presented again, and it was sarting in afew hours. She'd made reservations for
the four of us.

Trigger had seen the presentation before, but | hadn't, and neither had Denver. | told her I'd
come, went into tell Darcy, found her still adeep. She often dept for two days after alLunar Day of
working. | left her anote and hurried to catch thetrain.

It's called the Culturd Heritage Museum, and though they pay for it with their taxes, most
Lunarians never go there. They find the exhibits disturbing. | understand that lately, however, with the
rise of the Free Earth Party, it's become more popular with people searching for their roots.

Once they presented London Town 1903, and | got to see what Earth museums had been like
by touring the replica British Museum. The CHM isn't likethat at al. Only avery few art treasures,
artifacts, and hitoricd curiosties were brought to Lunain the days before the Invason. Asaresult, al
the tangible relics of Earth's past were destroyed.



On the other hand, the Lunar computer system had a capacity that was virtualy limitless even
then; everything was recorded and stored. Every book, painting, tax receipt, statistic, photograph,
government report, corporate record, film, and tape existed in the memory banks. Just asthe
disneylands are populated with animals cloned from cells stored in the Genetic Library, the CHM is
filled with cunning copies made from the old records of the way thingswere.

| met the others a the Sugar Shack, where Denver wastrying to talk Trigger into taking Tuesday
aong with us. Tuesday isthe hippopotamus thet lives on the bayou, in cheerful defiance of any sense
of authenticity. Denver had her on achain and she stood placidly watching us, blinking her piggy little

eyes.

Denver wastickled at theideaof going to Mardi Gras with a hippo named Tuesday, but Trigger
pointed out that the museum officiaswould never let usinto New Orleans with the beast. Denver
finaly conceded, and shooed her back into the swamp. The four of us went down the road and out of
the bayou, boarded the central didewalk, and soon arrived in the city center.

There are twenty-five theatersin the CHM. Usudly about half of them are operating whilethe
others are being prepared for ashowing. Mardi Gras '56 is aten-year-old show, and generally opens
twice ayear for atwo week run. It's one of the more popular environments.

We went to the orientation room and listened to the lecture on how to behave, then were given
our costumes. That'sthe part | like the least. Up until about the beginning of the twenty-first century,
clothing was designed with two main purposesin mind: modesty, and torture. If it didn't hurt, it needed
redesigning. It's no wonder they killed each other al the time. Anybody would, with high gravity and
hard shoes mutilating their feet.

"WEelIl be beatniks," Trigger said, looking over the racks of period clothing. "They were more
informal, and it's accurate enough to get by. There were beatniksin the French Quarter.”

Informality was fine with us. The girls didn't need bras, and we could choose between legther
sandds or canvas sneakersfor our feet. | can't say | cared much for something caled Levis, though.
They were scratchy, and pinched my balls. But after visiting Victorian England—I had been femae at
the time, and what those people made girlswear would shock most Lunarians silly—anything was an
improvement.

Entry to the hol otorium was through the restrooms at the back of anightclub that fronted on
Bourbon Street. Boysto theleft, girlsto theright. | think they did that to impress you right away that
you were going back into the past, when people did thingsin strange ways. Therewas athird
restroom, actudly, but it was only afase door with the word "colored” onit. It wasimpossible to sort
that out anymore.

| likethe music of 1956 New Orleans. There are many varieties, dl sounding smilar for modern
earswith their smple rhythms and blends of wind, string, and percussion. The generictermisjazz, and
the particular kind of jazz that afternoon in the tiny, smoke-filled basement was caled dixieland. It's
dominated by two instruments called a clarinet and atrumpet, each improvisng asimple melody while
the rest of the band makes as much racket asit can.

We had abrief difference of opinion. Cathay and Trigger wanted me and Denver to stay with
them, presumably so they could use any opportunity to show off their superior knowledge—



trandation: "educate" us. After dl, they were teachers. Denver didn't seem to mind, but | wanted to be
aone.

| solved the problem by walking out onto the Street, reasoning that they could follow meif they
wished. They didn't, and | wasfreeto explore on my own.

Going to a holotorium show isn't like the sensies, where you St in achair and the action comesto
you. And it's not like a disneyland, where everything isreal and you just poke around. Y ou have to be
careful not toruintheillusion.

The mgjority of the set, most of the props, and dl of the actors are holograms. Any redl people
you mest are costumed visitors, like yourself. What they did in the case of New Orleanswasto lay out
agrid of streets and surface them asthey had actualy been. Then they put up two-meter wals where
the buildings would be, and concealed them behind holos of old buildings. A few of the doorsin these
buildingswerered, and if you went in you would find the interiors authentic down to the last detall.
Most just concealed empty blocks.

Y ou don't go thereto play childish tricks with holos, that's contrary to the whole spirit of the
place. Y ou find yoursdf being careful not to shatter theillusion. Y ou don't talk to people unlessyou're
surethey'rered, and you don't touch things until you've studied them carefully. No holo can stand up
to aclose scrutiny, so you can separate the red from theilluson if you try.

The stage was alarge one. They had reproduced the French Quarter—or Vieux Carre—from
the Mississippi River to Rampart Street, and from Cana Street to a point about six blocks east.
Standing on Cand and looking across, the city seemed to teem with life for many kilometersin the
distance, though | knew therewasawadl right down theydlow linein the middle.

New Orleans 56 begins at noon on Shrove Tuesday and carries on far into the night. We had
arrived in late afternoon, with the sun starting to cast long shadows over the endless parades. | wanted
to see the place before it got dark.

| went down Cand for afew blocks, looking into the "windows." There was an old flat movie
theater with a marquee announcing From Here to Eternity, winner of something called an Oscar. |
saw that it was aredl place and thought about going in, but I'm afraid those old 2-D moviesleave me
flat, no matter how good Trigger saysthey are.

Soingtead | walked the Streets, observing, thinking about writing astory set in old New Orleans.

That'swhy | hadn't wanted to stay and listen to the music with the others. Music is not something
you can redly put into a story, beyond a bare description of what it sounds like, who is playing it, and
whereit isbeing heard. In the same way, going to the flat movie would not have been very productive.

But the streets, the streets! There was something to study.

The pattern was the same as old London, but al the details had changed. The roads werefilled
with horseless carriages, great square metal boxes that must have been the most inefficient means of
trangport ever devised. Nothing wastruly straight, nor very clean. To walk the streetswas to risk
broken toes or cuts on the soles of the feet. No wonder they wore thick shoes.

| knew wheat the red and green lights were for, and the lines painted on the road. But what about
the rows of timing devices on each side of the street? What was the red metal object that adog was
urinating on? What did the honking of the car horns signify? Why were wires suspended overhead on



wooden poles? | ignored the Mardi Gras festivities and spent a pleasant hour looking for the answers
to these and many other questions.

What achallengeto write of thistime, to makethe story adice of life, where these outlandish
things seemed norma and reasonable. | visudized one of the inhabitants of New Orleans transplanted
to Archimedes, and tried to picture her confusion.

Then | saw Trilby, and forgot about New Orleans.

She was behind the whed of a 1955 Ford station wagon. | know this because when she
motioned for meto join her, did over on the seet, and let me drive, there was agold plague on the
bulkhead just below the forward viewport.

"How do you run thisthing?' | asked, flustered and trying not to show it. Something was wrong.
MaybeI'd known it dl dong, and was only now admitting it.

"Y ou pressthat peda to go, and that one to stop. But mostly it controlsitsalf.” The car proved
her right by accelerating into the stream of holographic traffic. | put my hands on the whed, found that
| could guide the car within limits. Aslong as | wasn't going to hit anything it let me be the boss.

"What bringsyou here?" | asked, trying for alight voice.

"l went by your home," she said. "Y our mother told me where you were."
"| dont recdl telling you wherel live"

She shrugged, not seeming too happy. "It's not hard to find out.”

"l... | mean, you didn't..." | wasn't sureif | wanted to say it, but decided I'd better go on. "We
didn't meet by accident, did we?'

"No."
"And you're my new teacher."

Shedghed. "That'san overamplification. | want to be one of your new teachers. Cathay
recommended me to your mother, and when | talked to her, shewas interested. | wasjust going to get
alook at you on thetrain, but when | saw you looking at me... well, | thought I'd give you something
to remember me by."

"Thanks"

She looked away. "Darcy told metoday that it might have been amistake. | guess| judged you
wrong."

"It'sniceto hear that you can make amistake.”

"l guess| don't understand.”

"l don't liketo fed predictable. | don't like to be toyed with. Maybe it hurts my dignity. Maybe |
get enough of that from Trigger and Cathay. All the lessons.”

"l seeit now," she Sighed. "It'sacommon enough reaction, in bright children, they—"



"Dont say that."

"I'm sorry, but | must. Theré's no use hiding from you that my businessisto know people, and
especidly children. That meansthe phasesthey go through, including the phase when they liketo
imagine they don't go through phases. | didn't recognizeit in you, so | made amistake.”

| sighed. "What does it matter, anyway? Darcy likes you. That meansyou'll be my new teacher,
doesntit?'

"It does not. Not with me, anyway. I'm one of the first big choices you get to make with no adult
interference.”

"l don't get it."

"That's because you've never been interested enough to find out what's ahead of you in your
education. At the risk of offending you again, I'll say it'sacommon responsein people your age.
Y ou're only amonth from graduating away from Cathay, ready to start more goal-oriented aspects of
learning, and you haven't bothered to find what that will entail. Did you ever stop to think what's
between you and becoming awriter?’

"I'm awriter, dready,” | said, getting angry for the first time. Before that, 1'd been fedling hurt
more than anything. "I can use the language, and | watch people. Maybe | don't have much experience
yet, but I'll get it with or without you. | don't even have to have teachersat all anymore. At least |
know that much."

"You'reright, of course. But you've known your mother intended to pay for your advanced
education. Didn't you ever wonder what it would be like?"

"Why should I”? Did you ever think that I'm not interested because it just doesn't seem important?
| mean, who's asked me what | felt about any of this up to now? What kind of stakedo | haveiniit?
Everyone seemsto know what's best for me. Why should | be consulted?”

"Because you're nearly an adult now. My job, if you hire me, will be to ease the transition. When
you've madeit, you'll know, and you won't need me anymore. Thisisn't primary phase. Y our teacher's
job back then was to work with your mother to teach you the basic ways of getting along with people
and society, and to cram your little head with dl the skills a seven-year-old can learn. They taught you
language, dexterity, reasoning, responsihility, hygiene, and not to go in an airlock without your suit.
They took an ego-centered infant and turned him into amora being. It'satough job; solittle, and you
could have been a sociopath.

"Then they handed you to Cathay. Y ou didn't mind. He showed up one day, just another
playmate your own age. Y ou were hgppy and trusting. He guided you very gently, letting your natural
curiosity do most of the work. He discovered your cregtive abilities before you had any inkling of
them, and he saw to it that you had interesting things to think about, to react to, to experience.

"But lately you've been aproblem for him. Not your fault, nor his, but you no longer want anyone
to guide you. Y ou want to do it on your own. Y ou have vague fedlings of being manipulated.”

"Whichisnot surpriang,” | putin. "l am being manipulated.”

"That'strue, so far asit goes. But what would you have Cathay do? Leave everything to
chance?"



"That's beside the point. We're talking about my fedings now, and what | fed isyou were
dishonest with me. Y ou made mefed likeafool. | thought what happened was... was spontaneous,
you know?Likeafary tde"

She gave me afunny smile. "What an odd way to put it. What | intended to do was alow you to
live out awet dream.”

| guessthe easy way she admitted that threw me off my gtride. | should have told her there was
no red difference. Both fairy tales and wet dreams were visions of impossibly convenient worlds,
worlds where things go the way you want them to go. But | didn't say anything.

"I redize now that it was the wrong way to approach you. Frankly, | thought you'd enjoy it.
Wait, let me changethat. | thought you'd enjoy it even after you knew. | submit that you did enjoy it

whileit was hgppening.”
| once again said nothing, because it was the smple truth. But it wasn't the point.

Shewalited, watching me as | steered the old car through traffic. Then she sighed, and looked out
the viewport again.

"Well, it'sup to you. As| sad, thingswon't be planned for you anymore. Y ou'll haveto decide if
you want me to be your teacher.”

"Just what isit you teach?" | asked.
"Sex ispart of it."

| started to say something, but was stopped by the novel idea that someone thought she
could—or needed to—teach me about sex. | mean, what was there to learn?

| hardly noticed it when the car stopped on its own, was shaken out of my musingsonly when a
man in blue stuck hishead in the window beside me. There was awoman behind him, dressed the
sameway. | redized they were wearing 1956 police uniforms.

"Areyou Argus-Darcy-Meric?' the man asked.
"Y eah. Who areyou?'

"My nameis Jordan. I'm sorry, but you'll have to comewith me. A complaint has been filed
againg you. You are under arrest.”

Arrest. To take into custody by legal authority. Or, to stop suddenly.

Being arrested contains both meanings, it seemsto me. Y ou'rein custody, and your life comesto
atemporary hdt. Whatever you were doing isinterrupted, and suddenly only onething isimportant.

| wasn't too worried until | realized what that one thing must be. After dl, everyone gets arrested.
You can't avoid it in asociety of laws. Filing acomplaint against someoneisthe best way of keeping a
Stuation from turning violent. | had been arrested three times before, been found guilty twice. Oncel
hed filed acomplaint mysdlf, and had it sustained.



But thistime promised to be different. | doubted | was being hauled in for some petty violation |
had not even been aware of. No, this had to be the pregnant woman, and the mud. | had awhileto
think about that as | sat in the bare-walled holding cell, timeto get redlly worried. We had physically
attacked her, there was no doubt about that.

| wasfinaly summoned to the examination chamber. It waslarger than the ones | had beenin
before. Those occasions had involved just two people. Thisroom had five wedge-shaped glass
booths, each with a chair insde, arranged so that we faced each other in acircle. | was shown into the
only empty one and | looked around a Denver, Cathay, Trigger... and the woman.

It'squiet in the booths. Y ou are very much aone.

| saw Denver's mother come in and Sit behind her daughter, outside the booth. Turning around, |
saw Darcy. To my surprise, Trilby waswith her.

"Hello, Argus.” The Centra Computer's voicefilled thetiny booth, mellow as usua but without
the reassuring resonance.

"Hello, CC," | tried to keep it light, but of course the CC was not fooled.
"I'm sorry to see you in so much trouble.
"Isit red bad?’

"The charge certainly is, there's no sense denying that. | can't comment on the testimony, or on
your chances. But you know you're facing a possible mandatory death pendty, with automatic
reprieve.”

| wasaware of it. | so knew it was rarely enforced against someone my age. But what about
Cathay and Trigger?

I've never cared for that term "reprieve.” It somehow sounds like they aren't going to kill you, but
they are. Very, very dead. The catch isthat they then grow aclonefrom acell of your body, forceit
quickly to maturity, and play your recorded memories back into it. So someone very like you will go
on, but you will be dead. In my case, the last recording had been taken three years ago. | wasfacing
theloss of dmost aquarter of my life. If it was found necessary to kill me, the new Argus—not me,
but someone with my memories and my name—would start over at age ten. He would be watched
closdly, be given specia guidance to insure he didn't grow into the sociopath | had become.

The CC launched into the legdly required explanation of what was going on: my rights, the
procedures, the charges, the possible pendties, what would happen if adetermination led the CC to
believe the offense might be a capita one.

"Whew!" the CC bresthed, lapsing back into the informal speech it knew | preferred. "Now that
we havethat out of theway, | can tell you that, from the preliminary reports, | think you're going to be

okay."

"You'renot just saying that?' | was sincerdy frightened. The enormity of it had now had timeto
ankin.

"Y ou know me better than that."



The testimony began. The complainant went first, and | learned her namewas Tiona. Thefirst
round was free-form; we could say anything we wanted to, and she had some pretty nasty thingsto
say about al four of us.

The CC went around the circle asking each of uswhat had happened. | thought Cathay told it
most accuratdly, except for mysdf. During the course of the statements both Cathay and Trigger filed
counter-complaints. The CC noted them. They would be tried smultaneoudly.

There was a short pause, then the CC spokeinits"officia” voice.

"In the matters of Argus and Denver: testimony failsto establish premeditation, but neither deny
the physica description of the incident, and afinding of Assault isreturned. Mitigating factors of age
and consequent inability to combat the mob aspect of the Situation are entered, with the following
result: the chargeis reduced to Willful Deprivation of Dignity.

"Inthe case of Tionaversus Argus. guilty.
"Inthe case of Tionaversus Denver: guilty.

"Do either of you have anything to say before sentenceis entered?’

| thought about it. "I'm sorry,” | said. "It upset me quite abit, what happened. | won't do it again.

"I'm not sorry," Denver said. " She asked for it. I'm sorry for her, but I'm not sorry for what |
did."

"Comments are noted,” the CC said. "Y ou are each fined the sum of three hundred Marks,
collection deferred until you reach employable age, sum to be taken at the rate of ten percent of your
earnings until paid, haf going to Tiona, haf to the State. Find entry of sentence shall be delayed until a
further determination of matters still before the court ismade.”

"Y ou got off easy," the CC said, speaking only to me. "But stick around. Things could till
change, and you might not haveto pay the fine after dl.”

It was ahit of awrench, getting a sentence, then sympathy from the same machine. | had to
guard againgt fedling that the CC was on my side. It wasn't, not redly. It's absolutely impartid, so far
asl cantdl. Yetitisso vast anintelligence that it makes a different persondity for each citizen it deds
with. The part that had just talked to me was redlly on my side, but was powerlessto affect what the
judgmenta part of it did.

"l don't getit," | said. "What happens now?"

"Well, I've been rashomoned again. That meansyou dl told your stories from your own
viewpoints. We haven't reached deeply enough into the truth. Now I'm going to have to wireyou all,
and take another round.”

Asit spoke, | saw the probes come up behind everyone's chairs: little golden snakes with plugs
ontheend. | fdt one behind me search through my hair until it found the termindl. It plugged in.

There are two level sto wired testimony. Darcy and Trilby and Denver's mother had to leave the
room for thefirst part, when wedl told our stories without our censors working. The transcript bears
meout when | say | didn't tel any liesin thefirst round, unlike Tiona, who told alot of them. But it



doesn't sound like the same story, nevertheless. | told al sorts of things | never would have said
without being wired: fears, sefish, formless desires, infantile motivations. It'sembarrassing, and I'm
glad | don't recall any of it. I'm even happier that only Tionaand |, asinterested parties, can see my
testimony. | only wish | wasthe only one.

The second phaseis the disconnection of the subconscious. | told the story athird time, in terms
as bloodless as the stage directions of aholovision script.

Then the termina s withdrew from us and | suffered amoment of disorientation. | knew where |
was, where | had been, and yet | felt like | had been told about it rather than lived it. But that passed
quickly. | stretched.

"Is everyone ready to go on?' the CC asked, politely. We dl said that we were.

"Very wdll. In the matters of Tionaversus Argus and Denver: the guilty judgmentsremainin force
in both cases, but both fines are rescinded in view of provocetion, lessened ligbility due to immaturity,
and lack of sgnsof continuing sociopathic behavior. In place of the fines, Denver and Argus areto
report weekly for evaluation and education in mora principles until such time as adetermination can be
made, duration of such sessionsto be no less than four weeks.

"In the matter of Tionaversus Trigger: Trigger isguilty of an Assault. Tempering thisjudgment is
her motive, which was the recognition of Cathay's strategy in dealing with Tiona, and her belief that he
was doing theright thing. This court notes that he was doing the merciful thing; right isanother matter.
There can be no doubt that a physical assault occurred. It cannot be condoned, no matter what the
motive. For bad judgment, then, this court fines Trigger ten percent of her earningsfor a period of ten
years, dl of it to be paid to the injured party, Tiona"

Tionadid not look smug. She must have known by then that things were not going her way. |
was beginning to understand it, too.

"In the matter of Tionaversus Cathay," the CC went on, "Cathay isguilty of an Assault. His
motive has been determined to be the avoidance of just such a Situation as he now finds himself in, and
the knowledge that Tionawould suffer gregtly if he brought her to court. He attempted to bring the
confrontation to an end with aminimum of pain for Tiona, never dreaming that she would show the
bad judgment to bring the matter to court. She did, and now hefinds himself convicted of assault. In
view of hismotives, mercy will temper this court's decison. Heis ordered to pay the samefineashis
colleague, Trigger.

"Now to the centrd matter, that of Trigger and Cathay versus Tiona" | saw her sink alittle lower
in her chair.

"Y ou are found to be guilty by reason of insanity of the following charges. harassment,
tregpassing, verba assault, and four counts of infringement.

"Y our offense was in attempting to make others shoulder the blame for your own migudgments
and misfortunes. The court is sympathetic to your plight, realizesthat the fault for your Situation was
not entirely your own. This does not excuse your behavior, however.

"Cathay attempted to do you afavor, supposing that your aberrant state of mind would not last
long enough for thefiling of charges, that when you were aone and thought it over you would redize
how badly you had wronged him and that a court would find in hisfavor.



"The State holds you responsible for the maintenance of your own mind, does not care what
opinionsyou hold or what evauations you make of redity solong asthey do not infringe on therights
of other citizens. Y ou arefreeto think Cathay respongblefor your troubles, evenif thisopinionis
irrational, but when you assault him with this opinion the State must take notice and make ajudgment
asto the worth of the opinion.

"This court is appointed to make that judgment of right and wrong, and finds no basisin fact for
your contentions.

"This court finds you to beinsane.
"Judgment isasfollows

"Subject to the gpprova of the wronged parties, you are given the choice of death with reprieve,
or submission to a course of treatment to remove your sociopathic attitudes.

"Argus, do you demand her death?!

"Huh?' That was abig surprise to me, and not onethat | liked. But the decision gave me no
trouble,

"No, | don't demand anything. | thought | was out of this, and | fed just rotten about the whole
thing. Would you redly havekilled her if | asked you to?"

"| can't answer that, because you didn't. It's not likely that | would have, mostly because of your
age." It went on to ask the other four, and | suspect that Tionawould have been pushing up daisiesif
Cathay had wanted it that way, but he didn't. Neither did Trigger or Denver.

"Very well. How do you choose, Tiona?"

She answered in avery smdl voice that shewould be grateful for the chanceto go on living. Then
she thanked each of us. It was excruciatingly painful for me; my empathy was working overtime, and |
wastrying to imagine what it would fed like to have society's gppointed representative declare me
insane.

Therest of it was clearing up details. Tionawas fined heavily, both in court costs and taxes, and
in funds payable to Cathay and Trigger. Their fineswere absorbed in her larger ones, with the result
that she would be paying them for many years. Her child wasin cold storage; the CC ruled that he
should stay there until Tionawas declared sane, as she was now unfit to mother him. It occurred to me
that if she had considered suspending his animation while she found anew primary teacher, we dl
could have avoided thetrid.

Tionahurried away when the doors came open behind us. Darcy hugged me while Trilby stayed
in the background, then | went over to join the others, expecting a celebration.

But Trigger and Cathay were not eated. In fact, you would have thought they'd just lost the
judgment. They congratulated me and Denver, then hurried away. | looked a Darcy, and she wasn't
amiling, ather.

"l don't getit," | confessed. "Why is everyone so glum?"

"They ill have to face the Teacher's Association,” Darcy said.



"| fill don't get it. They won."

"It'snot just ameatter of winning or losng withthe TA," Trilby said. "Y ou forget, they were
judged guilty of assault. To makeit even worse, in fact as bad asit can be, you and Denver were there
when it happened. They were the cause of you two joining in the assault. I'm afraid the TA will frown
onthat."

"But if the CC thought they shouldn't be punished, why should the TA think otherwise? Isn't the
CC gmarter than people?’

Trilby grimaced. "l wish | could answer that. | wish | was even sure how | fed about it."

She found me the next day, shortly after the Teacher's Association announced itsdecision. |
didn't really want to be found, but the bayou is not so big that one can really hide there, so | hadn't
tried. | was Stting on the grass on the highest hill in Beatnik Bayou, which was a so the driest place.

She beached the canoe and came up the hill dowly, giving me plenty of timeto warn her off if |
really wanted to be alone. What the hdll. I'd have to talk to her soon enough.

For along time she just sat there. She rested her elbows on her knees and stared down at the
quiet waters, just like I'd been doing dl afternoon.

"How'shetaking it?' | said, at last.
"I don't know. He's back there, if you want to talk to him. He'd probably liketo talk to you.”
"At least Trigger got off okay." Assoon asl'd said it, it sounded hollow.

"Three years probation isn't anything to laugh about. Shelll have to close this place down for a
while. Put it in mothballs™

"Mothballs" | saw Tuesday the hippo, walowing in the deep mud acrossthe water. Tuesday in
sugpended animation? | thought of Tionaslittle baby, waiting in a bottle until his mother became sane
again. | remembered the happy years dogging around in the bayou mud, and saw the waters frozen,
icicles mixed with Spanish mossin thetree limbs. "I guessit'll cost quiteabit to start it up again in three
years, won'tit?" | had only hazy ideas of money. So far, it had never been important to me.

Trilby glanced at me, eyes narrowed. She shrugged.

"Mogt likely, Trigger will haveto sl the place. There's a buyer who wantsto expand it and turn
itinto agolf course."

"Golf course," | echoed, fedling numb. Manicured greens, pretty water hazards, sand traps, flags
whipping in the breeze. Serile. | suddenly fdt like crying, but for somereason | didn't doit.

"Y ou can't come back here, Argus. Nothing stays the same. Change is something you have to get
used to.”

"Cathay will, too." And just how much change should a person be expected to take? With a
shock, | redlized that now Cathay would be doing what | had wanted him to do. He'd be growing up



with me, getting older instead of being regressed to grow up with another child. And it was suddenly
just too much. It hadn't been my fault that this was happening to him, but having wished for it and
having it come true madeit fed likeit was. The tears came, and they didn't stop for along time.

Trilby left medone, and | was grateful for that.

Shewas il therewhen | got mysalf under control. | didn't care one way or the other. | felt
empty, with aburning in the back of my throat. Nobody had told melife was going to belikethis.

"What... what about the child Cathay contracted to teach?' | asked, finally, feeling | should say
something. "What happensto her?’

"The TA takesresponghility,” Trilby sad. "They'll find someone. For Trigger's child, too."

| looked at her. She was stretched out, both elbows behind her to prop her up. Her vaentine
nipples crinkled as | watched.

She glanced a me, smiled with one corner of her mouth. | felt alittle better. She was awfully
pretty.

"l guess he can... well, can't he ill teach older kids?!

"l suppose he can,” Trilby said, with ashrug. "I don't know if helll want to. | know Cathay. He's
not going to take thiswell.”

"Isthere anything | could do?'

"Not really. Tak to him. Show sympathy, but not too much. Y oull haveto figureit out. Seeif he
wantsto be with you."

It was too confusing. How was | supposed to know what he needed? He hadn't come to see me.
But Trilby hed.

So there was one uncomplicated thing in my life right then, onething | could do where | wouldn't
have to think. | rolled over and got on top of Trilby and started to kiss her. She responded with alazy
eroticism| found irresstible. She did know sometricks 1'd never heard of.

"How wasthat?' | said, much later.

That smile again. | got thefeding that | constantly amused her, and somehow | didn't mind it.
Maybeit wasthe fact that she made no bones about her being the adult and me being the child. That
was the way it would bewith us. | would have to grow up to her; she would not go back and imitate
me

"Areyou looking for agrade?’ she asked. "Like the twentieth century?* She got to her feet and
stretched.

"All right. I'll be honest. Y ou get an A for effort, but any thirteen-year-old would. Y ou can't help
it. In technique, maybe alow C. Not that | expected any more, for the same reason.”



"So you want to teach me to do better? That's your job?"

"Only if you hireme. And sex issuch asmadl part of it. Listen, Argus. I'm not going to be your
mother. Darcy doesthat okay. | won't be your playmate, either, like Cathay was. | won't be teaching
you mora lessons. Y ou're getting tired of that, anyway."

It wastrue. Cathay had never redlly been my contemporary, though hetried his best to look it
and act it. But theillusion had started to wear thin, and | guessit had to. | was no longer ableto ignore
the contradictions, | wastoo sophigticated and cynical for him to hide hislessonsin everyday activities.

It bothered me in the same way the CC did. The CC could befriend me one minute and sentence
me to death the next. | wanted more than that, and Trilby seemed to be offeringit.

"I won't be teaching you science or <kills, either,” shewas saying. "Y ou'll have tutorsfor thet,
when you decide just what you want to do.”

"Jugt whet isit you do, then?"

"Y ou know, I've never been ableto find agood way of describing that. | won't be around al the
time, like Cathay was. Y oull come to me when you want to, maybe when you have aproblem. I'll be
sympathetic and do what | can, but mostly I'll just point out that you have to make al the hard choices.
If you've been stupid I'll tell you so, but | won't be surprised or disgppointed if you go on being stupid
inthe same way. Y ou can use me asarole mode if youwant to, but | don't insgst onit. But | promise
I'll dwaystdl you things straight, as| seethem. | won't try to dip thingsin painlesdy. It'stimefor pain.
Think of Cathay asaprofessona child. I'm not putting him down. He turned you into acivilized being,
and when he got you you were hardly that. It's because of him that you're capable of caring about his
Stuation now, that you have loydtiesto fed divided about. And he's good enough at it to know how
you'll choose™

"Choose? What do you mean?"

"l can't tell you that." She spread her hands, and grinned. " See how helpful | can be?’
She was confusing me again. Why can't things be smpler?

"Thenif Cathay'saprofessond child, you're aprofessond adult?'

"Y ou could think of it like that. It's not redlly analogous.”

"l guess| ill don't know what Darcy would be paying you for."

"Well makelovealot. How'sthat? Simple enough for you?' She brushed dirt from her back and
frowned at the ground. "But not on dirt anymore. | don't care for dirt.”

| looked around, too. The place was messy. Not pretty at al. | wondered how | could have
liked it so much. Suddenly | wanted to get out, to go to aclean, dry place.

"Comeon," | said, getting up. "'l want to try some of those thingsagain.”
"Doesthismean | have ajob?"

"Yeah. | guessit does."



Cathay was ditting on the porch of the Sugar Shack, aline of brown beer bottles perched dong
the edge. He smiled at us as we gpproached him. He was stinking drunk.

It's strange. We'd been drunk many timestogether, the four of us. It's great fun. But when only
one personisdrunk, it'salittle disgusting. Not that | blamed him. But when you're drinking together al
the jokes make sense. When you drink aone, you just make adoppy nuisance of yoursdlf.

Trilby and | sat on either side of him. He wanted to sing. He pressed bottles on both of us, and |
Spped mine and tried to get into the spirit of it. But pretty soon hewas crying, and | felt awful. And |
admit that it wasn't entirely in sympathy. | felt helpless because there was o little | could do, and abit
resentful of some of the promises he had me make. | would have come to see him anyway. He didn't
have to blubber on my shoulder and beg me not to abandon him.

So he cried on me, and on Trilby, then just sat between uslooking glum. | tried to console him.

"Cathay, it's not the end of the world. Trilby saysyoull still be able to teach older kids. My age
and up. The TA just said you couldn't handle younger ones.”

He mumbled something.
"It shouldn't be that different,” | said, not knowing when to shut up.
"Maybeyou'reright,” hesad.

"Surel am." | was unconscioudy faling into that false heartiness people use to cheer up drunks.
Heheard it immediatdy.

"What the hell do you know about it? Y ou think you... damn it, what do you know?Y ou know
what kind of person it takesto do my job? A little bit of amisfit, that's what. Somebody who doesn't
want to grow up any more than you do. We're both cowards, Argus. Y ou don't know it, but | do. |
do. So what the hdl am | going to do? Huh? Why don't you go away? Y ou got what you wanted,
didn't you?'

"Takeit easy, Cathay," Trilby soothed, hugging him closeto her. "Takeit easy.”

Hewasimmediately contrite, and began to cry quietly. He said how sorry hewas, over and over,
and he was sincere. He said, he hadn't meant it, it just came out, it was crudl.

And so forth.

| was cold all over.

We put him to bed in the shack, then started down the road.

"Well have to watch him the next few days,” Trilby said. "Hell get over this, but it'll be rough.”
"Right," | said.

| took alook at the shack before we went around the false bend in the road. For one moment |
saw Begtnik Bayou as aperfect illuson, awindow through time. Then we went around the tree and it
al fel apart. It had never mattered before.



But it was such adoppy place. I'd never redlized how ugly the Sugar Shack was.

| never saw it again. Cathay cameto live with usfor afew months, tried hishand at art. Darcy
told me privately that he was hopeless. He moved out, and | saw him frequently after that, always

saying hdllo.

But he was depressing to be around, and he knew it. Besides, he admitted that | represented
things he wastrying to forget. So we never really talked much.

Sometimes | play golf in the old bayou. It's only two holes, but therestalk of expandingit.

They did agood job on the renovation.

Good-bye, Robinson Crusoe

IT WASSUMMER. AND Piri wasin his second childhood. First, second; who counted? His body
was young. He had not felt more dlive snce hisorigina childhood back in the spring, when the sun
drew closer and the air began to melt.

He was spending histime at Rarotonga Resf, in the Pacificadisneyland. Pecificawas ftill under
construction, but Rarotonga had been used by the ecologists as atesting ground for the more
ambitious barrier-type reef they were building in the south, just off the "Audtrdian” coast. Asaresult, it
was more firmly established than the other biomes. It was open to vistors, but so far only Piri was
there. The"sky" disconcerted everyone dse.

Firi didn't mind it. He was equipped with abrand-new toy: afully operationd imagination, a
selective sense of wonder that alowed him to blank out those parts of his surroundings that failed to fit
with his current fantasy.

He awoke with thetropica sun blinking in hisface through the pam fronds. He had built arude
shelter from flotsam and detritus on the beach. It was not to protect him from the elements. The
disneyland management had the weether well in hand; he might aswell have dept in the open. But
castaways always build some sort of shelter.

He bounced up with the quick aertness that comes from being young and living closeto the
center of things, brushed sand from his naked body, and ran for the line of breakers at the bottom of
the narrow strip of beach.

His gait was awkward. His feet were twice aslong as they should have been, with flexible toes
that were webbed into flippers. Dry sand showered around his legs as he ran. He was brown as coffee
and cream, and hairless.

Piri dived flat to the water, diced neatly under awave, and paddled out to waist-height. He
paused there. He held his nose and worked his arms up and down, blowing air through his mouth and
swallowing at the same time. What looked like long, hairline scars between his lower ribs came open.
Red-orange fringes became visible ingde them, and gradually lowered. He was no longer an
ar-breather.

He dived again, mouth open, and thistime he did not come up. His esophagus and trachea
closed and anew valve came into operation. It would pass water in only one direction, so his



digphragm now functioned as apump pulling water through his mouth and forcing it out through the
gill-dits. The water flowing through thislower chest area caused his gillsto engorge with blood, turning
them purplish-red and forcing hislungsto collgpse upward into his chest cavity. Bubblesof air trickled
out his sides, then stopped. His transition was complete.

The water seemed to grow warmer around him. It had been pleasantly cool; now it seemed no
temperature at dl. It wastheresult of his body temperature lowering in response to hormones rel eased
by an artificia gland in his cranium. He could not afford to burn energy at the rate he had donein the
air; thewater wastoo efficient a.coolant for that. All through his body arteries and capillaries were
condtricting as parts of him stabilized at alower rate of function.

No naturdly evolved mamma had ever made the switch from air to water breathing, and the
project had taxed the resources of bio-engineering toitslimits. But everything in Piri's body wasa
living part of him. It had taken two full daystoingdl it dl.

He knew nothing of the chemica complexitiesthat kept him aive where he should have died
quickly from heat loss or oxygen starvation. He knew only the joy of arrowing along the white sandy
bottom. The water was clear, blue-green in the distance.

The bottom kept dropping away from him, until suddenly it reached for the waves. He angled up
thewall of the reef until his head broke the surface, climbed up the knobs and ledges until he was
standing in the sunlight. He took a deep breath and became an air-breather again.

The change cost him some discomfort. He waited until the dizziness and fit of coughing had
passed, shivering alittle as his body rapidly underwent areversal to awarm-blooded economy.

It wastimefor breakfast.

He spent the morning foraging among the tidepools. There were dozens of plants and animalsthat
he had learned to eat raw. He ate agreat dedl, storing up energy for the afternoon's expedition on the
outer reef.

Piri avoided looking at the sky. He wasn't darmed by it; it did not disconcert him asit did the
others. But he had to preserve theillusion that he was actudly on atropica reef in the Pacific Ocean, a
castaway, and not a vacationer in an environment bubble below the surface of Pluto.

Soon he became afish again, and dived off the sea sSide of the resf.

The water around the reef was oxygen-rich from the constant wave action. Even here, though, he
had to remain in motion to keep enough water flowing past hisexternd gill fringes. But he could move
more dowly as he wound hisway down into the darker reaches of the sheer reef face. The reds and
yellows of hisworld were swallowed by the blues and greens and purples. It was quiet. There were
sounds to hear, but his ears were not adapted to them. He moved dowly through shafts of blue light,
keeping up the bare minimum of water flow.

He hegitated at the ten-meter level. He had thought he was going to his Atlantis Grotto to check
out his crab farm. Then he wondered if he ought to hunt up Ocho the Octopus instead. For a panicky
moment he was afflicted with the bane of childhood: an inability to decide what to do with himsdlf. Or
maybe it was worse, he thought. Maybe it was asign of growing up. The crab farm bored him, or at
least it did today.

Hewaffled back and forth for several minutes, idly chasing thetiny red fish that flirted with the



anemones. He never caught one. Thiswas no good at al. Surely there was an adventurein thissilent
faryland. He had to find one.

An adventure found him, instead. Firi saw something svimming out in the open water, dmost at
thelimits of hisvison. It waslong and pae, an attenuated missile of raw death. His heart squeezed in
panic, and he scuttled for ahollow in the reef.

Piri caled him the Ghost. He had seen him many timesin the open sea. He was eight meters of
mouth, belly and tail: hunger personified. There were those who said the great white shark wasthe
most ferocious carnivore that ever lived. Piri believed it.

It didn't matter that the Ghost was completely harmless to him. The Pacificamanagement did not
like having its guests eaten dive. An adult could elect to go into the water with no protection, providing
the necessary waiverswere on file. Children had to be implanted with an equdizer. Piri had one,
somewhere just below the skin of hisleft wrigt. It was asonic generator, set to emit a sound that
would mean terror to any predator in the water.

The Ghogt, like al the sharks, barracudas, morays, and other predatorsin Pacifica, was not like
his cousins who swam the seas of Earth. He had been cloned from cells stored in the Biologica
Library on Luna. Thelibrary had been created two hundred years before as an insurance policy
againg the extinction of aspecies. Origindly, only endangered specieswerefiled, but for years before
the Invasion the directors had been trying to get a sample of everything. Then the Invaders had come,
and Lunarians were too busy surviving without help from Occupied Earth to worry about the library.
But when the time came to build the disneylands, the library had been ready.

By then, biological engineering had advanced to the point where many modifications could be
made in genetic structure. Mostly, the disneyland biologists had | eft nature done. But they had changed
the predators. In the Ghost, the change was amutated organ attached to the brain that responded with
aflood of fear when a supersonic note was sounded.

So why wasthe Ghogt il out there? Piri blinked his nictating membranes, trying to clear his
vigon. It heped alittle. The shape looked abit different.

Instead of moving back and forth, the tail seemed to be going up and down, perhapsin a
scissoring mation. Only one anima swims like that. He gulped down his fear and pushed away from
theredf.

But he had waited too long. Hisfear of the Ghost went beyond smple danger, of which there
was none. It was something more basic, an unreasoning reflex that prickled his neck when he saw that
long white shape. He couldn't fight it, and didn't want to. But the fear had kept him against the reef,
hidden, while the person swam out of reach. He thrashed to catch up, but soon lost track of the
moving feet in the gloom.

He had seen gillstrailing from the sides of the figure, muted down to a deep blue-black by the
depths. He had the impression that it was awoman.

Tongatown was the only human habitation on theidand. It housed a crew of maintenance people
and their children, about fifty in all, in grass huts patterned after those of South Seanatives. A few of
the buildings concealed e evators that went to the underground rooms that would house the tourists
when the project was completed. The shacks would then go at a premium rate, and the beaches



would be crowded.

Piri walked into the circle of firdlight and greeted hisfriends. Nighttime was party timein
Tongatown. With the day'swork over, everybody gathered around the fire and roasted a vat-grown
goat or lamb. But thered culinary treats were the fresh vegetable dishes. The ecologists were till
working out the kinksin the systems, controlling blooms, planting more of faling species. They often
produced huge excesses of edibles that would have cost afortune on the outside. The workers took
some of the excess for themsalves. It was understood to be a fringe benefit of the job. It was hard
enough to find people who could stand to stay under the Pacifica sky.

"Hi, Airi,"” said agirl. "Y ou meet any piratestoday?’ It was Harra, who used to be one of Piri's
best friends but had seemed increasingly remote over the last year. She was wearing ahandmade
grassskirt and alot of flowers, tied into strings that looped around her body. She was fifteen now, and
Piri was... but who cared? There were no seasons here, only days. Why keep track of time?

Piri didn't know what to say. Thetwo of them had once played together out on the reef. It might
be Logt Atlantis, or Submariner, or Reef Pirates, anew plot line and cast of heroes and villains every
day. But her question had held such thinly veiled contempt. Didn't she care about the Pirates anymore?
What was the matter with her?

She relented when she saw Piri's hel pless bewilderment.
"Here, come on and Sit down. | saved you arib." She held out alarge chunk of mutton.

Piri took it and sat beside her. He was famished, having had nothing dl day since hislarge
breakfadt.

"I thought | saw the Ghost today," he said, casudly.
Harra shuddered. She wiped her hands on her thighs and looked at him closdly.

"Thought?'Y ou thought you saw him?' Harradid not care for the Ghost. She had cowered with
Piri more than once as they watched him prowl.

"Yep. But | don't think it wasredly him."
"Wherewasthis?"
"On the sea-sde, down about, oh, ten meters. | think it was awoman."

"l don't see how it could be. There's just you and—and Midge and Darvin with—did this woman
have an air tank?"

"Nope. Gills. | saw that."
"But thereé's only you and four others here with gills. And | know where they al weretoday."
"You used to have gills," he said, with ahint of accusation.

She sghed. "Are we going through that again?| told you, | got tired of the flippers. | wanted to
move around the land some more.”

"| can move around the land," he said, darkly.



"All right, dl right. Y ou think | deserted you. Did you ever think that you sort of deserted me?'

Piri was puzzled by that, but Harra had stood up and waked quickly away. He could follow her,
or he could finish hismed. She was right about the flippers. He was no great shakes at chasing

anybody.

Piri never worried about anything for too long. He ate, and ate some more, long past the time
when everyone el se had joined together for the dancing and singing. He usualy hung back, anyway.
He could sing, but dancing was out of hisleague.

Just as hewas leaning back in the sand, wondering if there were any more corners he could fill
up—yperhaps another bowl of that shrimp teriyaki?>—Harrawas back. She sat beside him.

"| talked to my mother about what you said. She said atourist showed up today. It looks like
you were right. It was awoman, and she was amphibious.”

Piri felt avague unease. Onetourist was certainly not an invasion, but she could be aharbinger.
And amphibious. So far, no one had gone to that expense except for those who planned to live here
for along time. Washistropica hideout in danger of being discovered?”

"What—what's she doing here?' He absently ate another spoonful of crab cocktail.

"She'slooking for you," Harralaughed, and ebowed him in the ribs. Then she pounced on him,
tickling hisribs until he was howling in helpless glee. He fought back, dmost to the point of having the
upper hand, but she was bigger and alittle more determined. She got him pinned, showering flower
petals on him asthey struggled. One of the red flowers from her hair wasin her eye, and she brushed it
away, breathing hard.

"Y ou want to go for awalk on the beach?" she asked.

Harrawas fun, but the last few times held gone with her she had tried to kisshim. He wasn't
ready for that. He was only akid. He thought she probably had something like that in mind now.

"I'mtoo full," hesaid, and it was dmost the literd truth. He had stuffed himsdlf disgracefully, and
only wanted to curl up in his shack and go to deep.

Harrasaid nothing, just sat there getting her breathing under control. At last she nodded, alittle
jerkily, and got to her feet. Piri wished he could see her face to face. He knew something was wrong.
She turned from him and walked away.

Robinson Crusoe was fedling depressed when he got back to his hut. Thewalk down the beach
away from the laughter and singing had been alonely one. Why had he rgjected Harra's offer of
companionship? Wasit redlly so bad that she wanted to play new kinds of games?

But no, damn it. She wouldn't play his games, why should he play hers?

After afew minutes of dtting on the beach under the crescent moon, he got into character. Oh,
the agony of being alone castaway, far from the company of fellow creatures, with nothing but faith in
God to sustain oneself. Tomorrow he would read from the scriptures, do some more exploring along
the rocky north coast, tan some goat hides, maybe get in alittle fishing.



With hisplansfor the morrow laid before him, Piri could go to deep, wiping avay alast tear for
distant England.

The ghost woman came to him during the night. She knelt beside him in the sand. She brushed his
sandy hair from his eyes and he stirred in his deep. His feet thrashed.

He was churning through the abyssal deeps, heart hammering, blind to everything but interna
terror. Behind him, jaws yawned, amost touching histoes. They closed with asnap.

He sat up woozily. He saw rows of serrated teeth in the line of bregkersin front of him. And a
tall, white shape in the moonlight dived into a curling bresker and was gone.

"Hdlo."

Airi sat up with astart. The worst thing about being achild living alone on an idand—which,
when he thought about it, was the sort of thing every child dreamed of—was not having awarm
mother's breast to cry on when you had nightmares. It hadn't affected him much, but when it did, it
was pretty bad.

He sguinted up into the brightness. She was standing with her head blocking out the sun. He
winced, and looked away, down to her feet. They were webbed, with long toes. He looked alittle
higher. She was nude, and quite beautiful.

"Who...?"

"Areyou awake now?"' She squatted down beside him. Why had he expected sharp, triangular
teeth? His dreams blurred and ran like watercolorsin the rain, and he felt much better. She had anice
face. Shewas amiling a him.

He yawned, and sat up. He was groggy, stiff, and his eyes were coated with sand that didn't
come from the beach. It had been an awful night.

"l think 0."
"Good. How about some breakfast?' She stood, and went to a basket on the sand.

"I usudly—" but his mouth watered when he saw the guavas, melons, kippered herring, and the
long brown loaf of bread. She had butter, and some orange marmalade. "Well, maybe just a—" and
he had bitten into a succulent dice of melon. But before he could finish it, he was seized by an even
stronger urge. He got to his feet and scuttled around the palm tree with the waist-high dark stain and
urinated againgt it.

"Dont tell anybody, huh?' he said, anxioudly.
Shelooked up. "About the tree? Don't worry."

He sat back down and resumed eating the melon. "I could get in alot of trouble. They gave mea
thing and told meto useit.”

"It'sdl right with me," she said, buttering adice of bread and handing it to him. "Robinson



Crusoe never had a portable EcoSan, right?”
"Right," he said, not showing his surprise. How did she know that?

Airi didn't know quite what to say. Here she was, sharing his morning, as much afact of life asthe
beach or the water.

"What's your name?' It was as good aplaceto Sart asany.
"Leandra. You cancdl melLee"
"IIrT]—"

"Firi. | heard about you from the people at the party last night. | hope you don't mind me barging
inonyou likethis"

He shrugged, and tried to indicate dl the food with the gesture. "Anytime," he said, and laughed.
Hefelt good. It was nice to have someone friendly around after last night. He looked at her again,
from amellower viewpoint.

Shewaslarge; quite abit taler than he was. Her physicd age was around thirty, unusualy old for
awoman. He thought she might be closer to sixty or seventy, but he had nothing to baseit on. Piri
himsdf wasin his nineties, and who could have known that? She had the danting eyesthat were
caused by the addition of transparent eyelids benegath the natura ones. Her hair grew in anarrow
band, cropped short, starting between her eyebrows and going over her head to the nape of her neck.
Her earswere pinned efficiently againgt her head, giving her alean, streamlined |ook.

"What brings you to Pecifica?' Piri asked.
She reclined on the sand with her hands behind her head, looking very relaxed.

"Claugtrophobia” Shewinked a him. "Not redly. | wouldn't survive long in Pluto with that." Riri
wasn't even surewhat it was, but he smiled asif he knew. "Tired of the crowds. | heard that people
couldn't enjoy themsalves here, what with the sky, but | didn't have any trouble when | visited. So |
bought flippers and gills and decided to spend afew weeks skin-diving by mysdf."

Piri looked at the sky. It was astaggering sight. Hed grown used to it, but knew that it helped
not to look up more than he had to.

It was an incompleteillusion, al the more gppalling because the haf of the sky that had been
painted was S0 very convincing. It looked likeit redly was the sheer blue of infinity, so when the eye
did over to the unpainted overhanging canopy of rock, scarred from blasting, painted with gigantic
numbers that were barely visible from twenty kilometers bel ow—one could amost imagine God
looking down through the blue opening. It loomed, suspended by nothing, gigatons of rock hanging up
there.

Vigtorsto Pacifica often complained of headaches, usualy right on the crown of the head. They
were cringing, waiting to get conked.

"Sometimes | wonder how | livewithit," Piri said.

She laughed. "It's nothing for me. | was a pace pilot once.”



"Redly?" Thiswas catnip to Piri. There's nothing more romantic than a space pilot. He had to
hear sories.

The morning hours dwindled as she captured hisimagination with aseries of tall taleshewas sure
were mostly fabrication. But who cared? Had he come to the South Seasto hear of the mundane? He
felt he had met akindred spirit, and gradually, fearful of being laughed at, he began to tell her stories of
the Reef Pirates, first aswishful wouldn't-it-be-fun-if's, then more and more serioudy as she listened
intently. He forgot her age as he began to spin the best of the yarns he and Harra had concocted.

It was atacit conspiracy between them to be serious about the stories, but that was the whole
point. That was the only way it would work, asit had worked with Harra. Somehow, this adult
woman was interested in playing the same games he was.

Lying in hisbed that night, Piri felt better than he had for months, since before Harrahad become
so distant. Now that he had a companion, he redlized that maintaining a satisfying fantasy world by
yoursdlf ishard work. Eventualy you need someoneto tdll the storiesto, and to share in the making of
them.

They spent the day out on the reef. He showed her his crab farm, and introduced her to Ocho
the Octopus, who was hisusua shy salf. Firi suspected the damn thing only loved him for the treats he

brought.

She entered into his games easily and with no trace of adult condescension. He wondered why,
and got up the courage to ask her. He was afraid he'd ruin the whole thing, but he had to know. It just
wasn't normd.

They were perched on acord outcropping above the high tide leve, catching the last rays of the
un.

"I'm not sure,” shesaid. "'l guessyou think I'm silly, huh?!

"No, not exactly that. It'sjust that most adults seem to, well, have more 'important' things on their
minds." He put al the contempt he could into the word.

"Maybe| fed the same way you do about it. I'm here to have fun. | sort of fed like I've been
reborn into anew eement. It's terrific down there, you know that. | just didn't fedl like | wanted to go
into that world alone. | was out there yesterday..."

"l thought | saw you."

"Maybeyou did. Anyway, | needed a companion, and | heard about you. It seemed like the
polite thing to, well, not to ask you to be my guide, but sort of fit mysdf into your world. Asit were."
Shefrowned, asif shefdt she had said too much. "Let'snot pushit, dl right?"

"Oh, sure. It'snone of my business.”
"I likeyou, Piri."
"And | likeyou. | haven't had afriend for... too long."

That night at the luau, Lee disappeared. Piri looked for her briefly, but was not realy worried.
What she did with her nightswas her business. He wanted her during the days.



Ashewasleaving for hishome, Harra came up behind him and took his hand. She walked with
him for amoment, then could no longer hold it in.

"A word to thewise, old pa," she said. "Y ou'd better stay away from her. She's not going to do
you any good."

"What are you talking about?Y ou don't even know her."
"Maybel do."

"Well, do you or don't you?"

Shedidn't say anything, then sghed deeply.

"Piri, if you do the smart thing you'll get on that raft of yours and sail to Bikini. Haven't you had
any... fedings about her? Any premonitions or anything?'

"l don't know what you're talking about,” he said, thinking of sharp teeth and white desth.

"| think you do. Y ou have to, but you won't faceit. That'sall I'm saying. It's not my businessto
meddlein your affairs”

"I'll say it's not. So why did you come out here and put this stuff in my ear?' He stopped, and
something tickled at his mind from his past life, some earlier bit of knowledge, carefully suppressed.
Hewas used to it. He knew he was not redlly a child, and that he had along life and many experiences
stretching out behind him. But he didn't think about it. He hated it when part of hisold sdf started to
intrude on him.

"l think you'rejedlous of her," he said, and knew it was hisold, cynica sdf talking. "She'san
adult, Harra. She's no threat to you. And, hell, I know what you've been hinting at these last months.
I'm not reedy for it, 0 leave me done. I'm just akid."

Her chin came up, and the moonlight flashed in her eyes.

"Youidiot. Have you looked at yoursdlf lately? Y ou're not Peter Pan, you know. Y ou're growing
up. You're damn near aman.”

"That's not true." Therewas panicin Piri'svoice. "I'm only... well, | haven't exactly been counting,
but I can't be more than nine, ten years—"

"Shit. Youreasold as| am, and I've had breasts for two years. But I'm not out to cop you. | can
cop with any of seven boysin the village younger than you are, but not you." She threw her hands up
in exasperation and stepped back from him. Then, in asudden fury, she hit him on the chest with the
hed of her fist. Hefdl back, stunned at her violence.

"Sheis an adult," Harrawhispered through her teeth. "That'swhat | came hereto warn you
againg. I'm your friend, but you don't know it. Ah, what's the use? I'm fighting against that scared old
man in your head, and he won't listen to me. Go ahead, go with her. But she's got some surprisesfor
you."

"What? What surprises?' Piri was shaking, not wanting to listen to her. It was ardief when she
gpat at hisfeet, whirled, and ran down the beach.



"Find out for yourself," sheyelled back over her shoulder. It sounded like she was crying.

That night, Firi dreamed of white teeth, inches behind him, snapping.

But morning brought Lee, and another fine breakfast in her bulging bag. After alazy interlude
drinking coconut milk, they went to the reef again. The pirates gave them arough time of it, but they
managed to come back divein timefor the nightly gathering.

Harrawas there. She was dressed as he had never seen her, in the blue tunic and shorts of the
reef maintenance crew. He knew she had taken ajob with the disneyland and had been working days
with her mother at Bikini, but had not seen her dressed up before. He had just begun to get used to the
grass skirt. Not long ago, she had been aways nude like him and the other children.

Shelooked older somehow, and bigger. Maybe it was just the uniform. She still looked like agirl
next to Lee. Piri was confused by it, and his thoughts veered protectively away.

Harradid not avoid him, but she was remote in amore important way. It was like she had put on
amask, or possibly taken one off. She carried herself with adignity that Firi thought was beyond her
years.

L ee disappeared just before he was ready to leave. He walked home done, half hoping Harra
would show up so he could gpologize for the way held talked to her the night before. But she didn't.

He felt the bow-shock of a pressure wave behind him, sensed by some mechanism hewas
unfamiliar with, like the laterd line of afish, sengtiveto dight changesin thewater around him. He
knew there was something behind him, closing the gap alittle with every wild kick of hisflippers.

It was dark. It was always dark when the thing chased him. It was not the wispy, insubstantial
thing that darkness was when it settled on the night air, but the primd, eternd night of the depths. He
tried to scream with his mouth full of water, but it was adying gurgle before it passed hislips. The
water around him was warm with his blood.

Heturned to face it before it was upon him, and saw Harra's face corpse-pae and glowing sickly
inthe night. But no, it wasn't Harra, it was Lee, and her mouth was far down her body, rimmed with
razors, agaping crescent holein her chest. He screamed again—

And sat up.
"Wha?Where areyou?'

"I'mright here, it'sgoing to bedl right." She held his head as he brought his sobbing under
control. She was whispering something but he couldn't understand it, and perhaps wasn't meant to. It
was enough. He calmed down quickly, as he dways did when he woke from nightmares. If they hung
around to haunt him, he never would have stayed by himsdlf for so long.

There was just the moonlit paleness of her breast before his eyes and the smell of skin and sea
water. Her nipple was wet. Wasit from histears? No, hislips weretingling and the nipple was hard
when it brushed againgt him. He redlized what he had been doing in hisdeep.



"Y ou were cdling for your mother,” she whispered, as though sheld read hismind. "I've heard
you shouldn't wake someone from anightmare. It ssemed to cdm you down.”

"Thanks" hesaid quietly. "Thanksfor being here, | mean.”

Shetook his cheek in her hand, turned his head dightly, and kissed him. It was not amotherly
kiss, and he redlized they were not playing the same game. She had changed the rules on him.

"Lee.."
"Hush. It'stimeyou learned.”

She eased him onto his back, and he was overpowered with deja vu. Her mouth worked
downward on hisbody and it set off chains of associationsfrom his past life. He was familiar with the
sensation. It had happened to him often in his second childhood. Something would happen that had
happened to him in much the same way before and he would remember a bit of it. He had been
seduced by an older woman thefirgt time he was young. She had taught him well, and he remembered
it al but didn't want to remember. He was an experienced lover and achild at the sametime.

"I'm not old enough,” he protested, but she was holding in her hand the evidence that he was old
enough, had been old enough for severa years. I'm fourteen years old, he thought. How could he
have kidded himsdf into thinking he was ten?

"Y ou'reastrong young man,” shewhispered in hisear. "And I'm going to be very disappointed if
you keep saying that. Y ou're not achild anymore, Piri. Faceit."

"I... I guess|I'm not."
"Do you know what to do?
"l think 0."

Shereclined beside him, drew her legs up. Her body was huge and ghostly and full of limber
strength. Shewould swalow him up, like ashark. Thegill ditsunder her arms opened and shut quickly
with her breathing, smelling of salt, iodine, and swest.

He got on his hands and knees and moved over her.

He woke before she did. The sun was up: another warm, cloudless morning. There would be two
thousand more before the first scheduled typhoon.

Piri was agiddy mixture of elation and sadness. It was sad, and he knew it dready, that his days
of frolicking on the reef were over. Hewould still go out there, but it would never be the same.

Fourteen years old! Where had the years gone? He was nearly an adult. He moved away from
the thought until he found a more acceptable one. He was an adolescent, and avery fortunate one to
have been initiated into the mysteries of sex by this strange woman.

He held her as she dept, spooned cozily back to front with hisarms around her waist. She had
aready been playmate, mother, and lover to him. What else did she havein sore?



But he didn't care. He was not worried about anything. He aready scorned hisyesterdays. He
was not aboy, but ayouth, and he remembered from his other youth what that meant and was excited
by it. It was atime of sex, of interna exploration and the exploration of others. He would pursue these
new frontiers with the same single-mindedness he had shown on the ref.

He moved againgt her, dowly, not disturbing her deep. But she woke as he entered her and
turned to give him adeepy kiss.

They spent the morning involved in each other, until they were content to liein the sun and soak
up hest like glossy reptiles.

"I can hardly believeit," shesaid. "Y ou've been herefor... how long? With dl these girlsand
women. And | know at least one of them was interested.”

Hedidn't want to gointo it. It was important to him that she not find out he was not redlly achild.
Hefdt it would change things, and it was not fair. Not fair at dl, becauseit had beenthefirst time. Ina
way he could never have explained to her, last night had been not arediscovery but an entirely new
thing. He had been with many women and it wasn't asif he couldn't remember it. It was dll there, and
what's more, it showed up in hislovemaking. He had not been the bumbling teenager, had not needed
to be told what to do.

But it was new. That old man inside had been a spectator and an invaluable coach, but his
hardened viewpoint had not intruded to make last night just another bout. It had been afirst time, and
thefirg timeisspecid.

When she persisted in her questions he silenced her in the only way he knew, with akiss. He
could see he had to rethink his relationship to her. She had not asked him questions as a playmate, or
amother. In the onerole, she had been seemingly as salf-centered as he, interested only in the needs
of the moment and her personal needs above al. Asamother, she had offered only wordless comfort

inatight spot.

Now shewas hislover. What did lovers do when they weren't making love?

They went for walks on the beach, and on the reef. They swam together, but it was different.
They taked alot.

She soon saw that he didn't want to talk about himself. Except for the odd question here and
there that would momentarily confuse him, throw him back to stages of hislife hedidn't wish to
remember, sheleft hispast done.

They stayed away from the village except to load up on supplies. It was mostly his unspoken
wish that kept them away. He had made it clear to everyonein the village many years ago that he was
not redly achild. It had been necessary to convince them that he could take care of himsdlf on his
own, to keep them from being overprotective. They would not spill his secret knowingly, but neither
would they liefor him.

So he grew increasingly nervous about his relationship with Lee, founded asit wason alie. If not
alie, then a least awithholding of the facts. He saw that he must tell her soon, and dreaded it. Part of
him was convinced that her attraction to him was based mostly on age difference.



Then she learned he had araft, and wanted to go on asailing trip to the edge of the world.

Firi did have araft, though an old one. They dragged it from the bushes that had grown around it
gnce hislast trip and began putting it into shape. Piri was ddlighted. It was something to do, and it was
hard work. They didn't have much timefor talking.

It was a smple construction of logs lashed together with rope. Only an insane sailor would put
the thing to seain the Pacific Ocean, but it was safe enough for them. They knew what the westher
would be, and the reports were absolutely religble. And if it came apart, they could swim back.

All the ropes had rotted so badly that even gentle wave action would have quickly pulled it gpart.
They had to be replaced, anew mast erected, and anew sailcloth installed. Neither of them knew
anything about sailing, but Piri knew that the winds blew toward the edge at night and away from it
during the day. It was asmple matter of putting up the sail and letting the wind do the navigating.

He checked the schedule to be sure they got there at low tide. It was a moonless night, and he
chuckled to himsaf when he thought of her reaction to the edge of the world. They would sneak up on
itin the dark, and the impact would be al the more powerful at sunrise.

But he knew as soon asthey were an hour out of Rarotongathat he had made amistake. There
was not much to do therein the night but talk.

"Piri, I've sensed that you don't want to talk about certain things."
"Who?Me?'

She laughed into the empty night. He could barely see her face. The stars were shining brightly,
but there were only about ahundred of them ingtalled so far, and dl in one part of the sky.

"Y eah, you. You won't talk about yourself. It'slike you grew here, sprang up from the ground
likeapalm tree. And you've got no mother in evidence. Y ou're old enough to have divorced her, but
you'd have a guardian somewhere. Someone would be looking after your mora upbringing. The only
conclusion isthat you don't need an education in mora principles. So you've got a co-pilot.”

"Um." She had seen through him. Of course shewould have. Why hadn't he redlized it?

"So you'reaclone. Y ou've had your memories transplanted into anew body, grown from one of
your own cells. How old are you? Do you mind my asking?'

"l guessnot. Uh... what's the date?"
Shetold him.

"And theyear?'

She laughed, but told him that, too.

"Damn. | missed my one-hundredth birthday. Well, so what? It's not important. Lee, doesthis
change anything?'

"Of coursenot. Listen, | could tell thefirst time, that first night together. Y ou had that puppy-dog
eagerness, al right, but you knew how to handle yoursdf. Tell me: what'sit like?"



"The second childhood, you mean?' He reclined on the gently rocking raft and looked at the little
clot of stars. "It's pretty damn grest. It'slikeliving in adream. What kid hasn't wanted to live done on
atropicide?| can, because theré's an adult in me who'll keep me out of trouble. But for the last saven
years|'ve been akid. It'syou that findly made me grow up alittle, maybe sort of late, at that."

"I'm sorry. But it felt liketheright time"

"It was. | wasafraid of it at first. Listen, | know that I'm really ahundred years old, see? | know
that al the memories are ready for me when | get to adulthood again. If | think about it, | can
remember it al as plain asanything. But | haven't wanted to, and inaway, | till don't want to. The
memories are suppressed when you opt for a second childhood instead of being transplanted into
another full-grown body."

"l know."

"Do you? Oh, yeah. Intdlectualy. Sodid I, but | didn't understand what it meant. It'sanine- or
ten-year holiday, not only from your work, but from yoursdlf. When you get into your nineties, you
might find that you need it."

Shewas quiet for awhile, lying beside him without touching.
"What about the reintegration? Isthat started?”"

"l don't know. I've heard it'salittle rough. 1've been having dreams about something chasing me.
That's probably my former sdlf, right?"

"Could be. What did your older saf do?'

He had to think for amoment, but there it was. Hed not thought of it for eight years.

"| was an economic strategis.”

Before he knew it, he found himsdlf launching into an explanation of offensive economic palicy.

"Did you know that Pluto isin danger of being gutted by currency transfersfrom the Inner
Planets? And you know why? The speed of light, that'swhy. Timelag. It'skilling us. Since the time of
the Invasion of Earth it's been humanity'sidea—and agood one, | think—that we should stand
together. Our whole culturd thrust in that time has been toward atotal economic community. But it
won't work at Pluto. Independenceisin the cards.”

She listened as hetried to explain things that only moments before he would have had trouble
understanding himsdlf. But it poured out of him like abreached dam, thingslike inflation multipliers,
futures buying on the oxygen and hydrogen exchanges, phantom dollars and their manipulation by
central banking interests, and theinvisbledrain.

"Invigbledran? What's that?"

"It'shard to explain, but it'stied up in the speed of light. It's an economic drain on Pluto that has
nothing to do with real goods and services, or labor, or any of the other traditiona forces. It hasto do
with thefact that any information we get from the Inner Planetsis aready at least nine hoursold. Inan
economy with a stable currency—pegged to gold, for instance, like the classical economieson
Earth—it wouldn't matter much, but it would gtill have an effect. Nine hours can make adifferencein



prices, in futures, in outlook on the markets. With a floating exchange medium, one where you need
the hourly updates on your credit meter to know what your labor input will give you in terms of
materid output—your persond financid equation, in other words—and the inflation multiplier is
something you smply must have if the equation is going to balance and you're not going to be wiped
out, thentimeisredly of the essence. We operate at a perpetud disadvantage on Pluto in relation to
the Inner Planet money markets. For along timeit ran on the order of point three percent leakage due
to outdated information. But the inflation multiplier has been acceerating over the years. Some of it's
been absorbed by the fact that we've been moving closer to the I.P.; the time lag has been getting
shorter aswe move into summer. But it can't last. Well reach the inner point of our orbit and the
effectswill redly start to accelerate. Thenit'swar."

"War?' She seemed horrified, aswell she might be.

"War, in the economic sense. It'sahogtile act to renounce atrade agreement, even if it's bleeding
you white. It hits every citizen of the Inner Planetsin the pocketbook, and we can expect retdiation.
Wed beintroducing ingtability by pulling out of the Common Market.”

"How bad will it be? Shooting?"
"Not likely. But devastating enough. A depression'sno fun. And they'll be planning onefor us."
"lsn't there any other course?”

"' Someone suggested moving our entire government and al our corporate headquartersto the
Inner Planets. It could happen, | guess. But who'd fed like it was ours? We'd be acolony, and that's a
worse answer than independence, in thelong run.”

Shewas silent for atime, chewing it over. She nodded her head once; he could barely see the
movement in the darkness.

"How long until thewar?'

He shrugged. "I've been out of touch. | don't know how things have been going. But we can
probably take it for another ten years or so. Then welll have to get out. 1'd stock up on real wedlth if |
were you. Canned goods, air, water, so forth. | don't think it'll get so bad that you'll need those things
to stay aive by consuming them. But we may get to asemibarter Stuation wherethey'll be the only
vauablethings. Y our credit meter'll laugh at you when you punch a purchase order, no matter how
much work you've put into it."

The raft bumped. They had arrived at the edge of the world.

They moored the raft to one of the rocks on thewall that rose from the open ocean. They were
five kilometers out of Rarotonga. They waited for some light as the sun began to rise, then Sarted up
therock face.

It was rough: blasted out with explosives on thisface of the dam. It went up at athirty-degree
anglefor fifty meters, then was suddenly level and smooth as glass. The top of the dam at the edge of
the world had been smoothed by cutting lasersinto a vast table top, three hundred kilometerslong and
four kilometerswide. They left wet footprints on it as they began thelong walk to the edge.



They soon lost any meaningful perspective on the thing. They lost Sight of the sea-edge, and
couldn't see the dropoff until they began to near it. By then, it wasfull light. Timed just right, they
would reach the edge when the sun came up and they'd redlly have something to see.

A hundred meters from the edge when she could see over it alittle, Lee began to unconscioudy
hang back. Piri didn't prod her. It was not something he could force someone to see. He'd reached
this point with others, and had to turn back. Already, the fear of falling was building up. But she came
on, to stand beside him at the very lip of the canyon.

Pacificawas being built and filled in three sections. Two were complete, but the third was il
being hollowed out and was not yet filled with water except in the degpest trenches. The water was
kept out of this section by the dam they were standing on. When it was completed, when dl the
underwater trenches and mountain ranges and guyots and s opes had been built to specifications, the
bottom would be covered with dudge and ooze and the whole wedge-shaped section flooded. The
water came from liquid hydrogen and oxygen on the surface, combined with the limitless eectricity of
fusion powerplants.

"We're doing what the Dutch did on Old Earth, but in reverse," Piri pointed out, but he got no
reaction from Lee. She was staring, spellbound, down the sheer face of the dam to the apparently
bottomless trench below. It was shrouded in mist, but seemed to fall off forever.

"It'seight kilometers deep,” Firi told her. "It's not going to be aregular trench when it's finished.
It'sthereto befilled up with the remains of this dam after the place has been flooded.” He looked at
her face, and didn't bother with more Satistics. He let her experienceit in her own way.

The only comparable vista on a human-inhabited planet wasthe Greet Rift Valey on Mars.
Neither of them had seenit, but it suffered in comparison to this because not al of it could be seen a
once. Here, one could see from one side to the other, and from sealeve to adistance equivaent to
the degpest oceanic trenches on Earth. It smply fell away beneath them and went straight down to
nothing. There was arainbow beneath their feet. Off to the left was ahuge waterfall that arced awvay
from thewadl in asolid stream. Tons of overflow water went through the wall, to twist, fragment,
vaporize and blow away long beforeit reached the bottom of the trench.

Straight ahead of them and about ten kilometers away was the mountain that would become the
Okinawa biome when the pit wasfilled. Only thetiny, blackened tip of the mountain would show
above the water.

Lee stayed and looked at it aslong as she could. It became easier the longer one stood there,
and yet something about it drove her away. The scale wastoo big, there was no room for humansin
that shattered world. Long before noon, they turned and started the long walk back to the raft.

Shewas silent asthey boarded, and set sail for the return trip.

Thewindswere blowing fitfully, bardly billowing the sail. It would be another hour before they
blew very strongly. They were ill in sight of thedamwall.

They sat on theraft, not looking at each other.

"Piri, thanksfor bringing me here.”



"You'reweacome. You don't haveto talk about it."

"All right. But there's something else | haveto talk about. 1... | don't know where to begin,
redly.”

Piri girred uneasily. The earlier discussion about economics had disturbed him. It was part of his
past life, apart that he had not been ready to return to. He was full of confusion. Thoughts that had no
place out herein the concrete world of wind and water were roiling through his brain. Someone was
caling to him, someone he knew but didn't want to see right then.

"Yeah? What isit you want to talk about?"

"It's about—" she stopped, seemed to think it over. "Never mind. It's not timeyet." She moved
close and touched him. But he was not interested. He made it known in afew minutes, and she moved
to the other sde of the raft.

Helay back, essentidly alone with histroubled thoughts. The wind gusted, then settled down. He
saw aflying fish legp, dmost passing over theraft. There was apiece of the sky faling through the air.
It twisted and turned like afeather, atiny speck of sky that was blue on one side and brown on the
other. He could see the hole in the sky where it had been knocked loose.

It must be two or three kilometers avay. No, wait, that wasn't right. The top of the sky was
twenty kilometers up, and it looked likeit wasfaling from the center. How far away were they from
the center of Pacifica? A hundred kilometers?

A piece of the sky?
He got to hisfeet, nearly capszing the raft.
"What's the matter?'

It was big. It looked large even from thisfar away. It was the dreamy tumbling motion that had
decelved him.

"Thesky is..." he choked onit, and dmost laughed. But thiswas no timeto fed sily about it.
"Thesky isfdling, Lee" How long? Hewatched it, hismind full of numbers. Termind velocity from
that high up, assuming it was heavy enough to punch right through the atmosphere... over sx hundred
meters per second. Timeto fall, seventy seconds. Thirty of those must aready have gone by.

Leewas shading her eyes as shefollowed his gaze. She il thought it was ajoke. The chunk of
sky began to glow red as the atmosphere got thicker.

"Hey, itredly isfdling,” shesad. "Look at that."
"It'sbig. Maybe one or two kilometers across. It's going to make quite asplash, I'll bet.”

They watched it descend. Soon it disappeared over the horizon, picking up speed. They waited,
but the show seemed to be over. Why was he still uneasy?

"How many tonsin atwo-kilometer chunk of rock, | wonder?' Lee mused. She didn't look too
happy, ether. But they sat back down on theraft, till looking in the direction where the thing had sunk
into the sea



Then they were surrounded by flying fish, and the water looked crazy. The fish were panicked.
As soon asthey hit they leaped from the water again. Piri felt rather than saw something pass beneath
them. And then, very gradually, aroar built up, adeep bass rumble that soon threstened to turn his
bonesto powder. It picked him up and shook him, and Ieft him limp on his knees. He was stunned,
unableto think clearly. Hiseyeswere till fixed on the horizon, and he saw awhitefan risnginthe
distancein slent mgesty. It was the spray from theimpact, and it was ill going up.

"Look up there," Lee said, when she got her voice back. She seemed as confused as he. He
looked where she pointed and saw atwisted line crawling across the blue sky. At first he thought it
wasthe end of hislife, because it gppeared that the whole overhanging dome was fractured and about
to fdl in on them. But then he saw it was one of the tracks that the sun ran on, pulled free by the rock
that had falen, twisted into a snake of tortured metal.

"The dam!" heyelled. "The dam! Weretoo closeto the dam!”
"What?'

"The bottom rises this close to the dam. The water hereisn't that deep. Ther€ll be awave
coming, Lee, abigwave. It pile up here."

"Piri, the shadows are moving."
"Huh?'

Surprise was piling on surprise too fast for him to cope with it. But she wasright. The shadows
were moving. But why?

Then he saw it. The sun was setting, but not by following the tracks that led to the concedled
opening in thewest. It wasfalling through the air, having been shaken loose by the rock.

Lee had figured it out, too.
"What isthat thing?' she asked. "I mean, how big isit?’

"Not too big, | heard. Big enough, but not nearly the size of that chunk that fell. It's some kind of
fusion generator. | don't know what'll happen when it hitsthe water.”

They were pardyzed. They knew there was something they should do, but too many thingswere
happening. Therewas not timeto think it out.

"Divel" Leeydled. "Diveinto the water!"
"What?'

"We haveto dive and swim away from the dam, and down asfar as we can go. The wave will
pass over us, won't it?"

"] don't know."
"It'sal wecan do."

So they dived. Firi fdt hisgills come into action, then he was swimming down at an angle toward
the dark-shrouded bottom. Lee was off to hisleft, svimming as hard as she could. And with no



sunset, no warning, it got black as pitch. The sun had hit the water.

He had no idea how long he had been swimming when he suddenly felt himsdf pulled upward.
Floating in the water, weightless, he was not well equipped to fedl accderations. But hedid fed it, like
arapidly risng eevator. It was accompanied by pressure waves that threatened to burst his eardrums.
He kicked and clawed hisway downward, not even knowing if he was headed in the right direction.
Then hewasfdling again.

Hekept swvimming, al donein the dark. Another wave passed, lifted him, let him down again. A
few minutes later, another one, seeming to come from the other direction. He was hopelesdy
confused. He suddenly felt he was swimming the wrong way. He stopped, not knowing whét to do.
Was he pointed in the right direction? He had no way to tell.

He stopped paddling and tried to orient himsalf. It was usdless. He felt surges, and was sure he
was being tumbled and buffeted.

Then his skin wastingling with the sensation of amillion bubbles crawling over him. It gavehima
handle on the stuation. The bubbleswould be going up, wouldn't they? And they were traveling over
his body from belly to back. So down was that way.

But he didn't have time to make use of theinformation. He hit something hard with hiship,
wrenched his back as his body tried to tumble over in the foam and water, then was diding dong a
smooth surface. It felt like he was going very fast, and he knew where he was and where he was
heading and there was nothing he could do about it. Thetail of the wave had lifted him clear of the
rocky dope of the dam and deposited him on the flat surface. It was now spending itself, sweeping him
aong to the edge of the world. He turned around, feding the diding surface beneath him with his
hands, and tried to dig in. It was anightmare; nothing he did had any effect. Then his head broke free
intotheair.

Hewas gl diding, but the huge hump of the wave had dissipated itself and was collapsing quietly
into froth and puddles. It drained away with amazing speed. He was | ft there, aone, cheek pressed
lovingly to the cold rock. The darkness wastotdl.

Hewasn't about to move. For al he knew, there was an eight-kilometer drop just behind his
toes.

Maybe there would be another wave. If so, this onewould crash down on him instead of lifting
him like acork in atempest. It should kill him instantly. He refused to worry about thet. All he cared
about now was not dipping any further.

The stars had vanished. Power failure? Now they blinked on. Heraised hishead alittle, intime
to see a soft, diffused glow in the east. The moon wasrising, and it was doing it at breakneck speed.
He saw it rotate from athin crescent configuration to bright fullnessin under aminute. Someone was
gill in charge, and had decided to throw some light on the scene.

He stood, though his knees were week. Tdl fountains of spray far away to hisright indicated
where the seawas battering at the dam. He was about in the middle of the tabletop, far from either
edge. The ocean was whipped up asif by thirty hurricanes, but he was safe from it at this distance
unless there were another tsunami yet to come.

The moonlight turned the surface into aslver mirror, littered with flopping fish. He saw another
figure get to her feet, and ran in that direction.



The hdicopter located them by infrared detector. They had no way of teling how long it had
been. The moon was hanging motionlessin the center of the sky.

They got into the cabin, shivering.

The helicopter pilot was happy to have found them, but grieved over other liveslost. She said the
toll stood at three dead, fifteen missing and presumed dead. Most of these had been working on the
reefs. All the land surface of Pacifica had been scoured, but the loss of life had been minimal. Most
had had time to get to an elevator and go below or to a helicopter and rise above the devastation.

From what they had been able to find out, heat expansion of the crust had moved farther down
into theinterior of the planet than had been expected. It was summer on the surface, something it was
easy to forget down here. The engineers had been sure that the inner surface of the sky had been
stabilized years ago, but a new fault had been opened by the dight temperature rise. She pointed up to
where ships were hovering like fireflies next to the sky, playing searchlights on the Site of the damage.
No one knew yet if Pacificawould have to be abandoned for another twenty yearswhileit stabilized.

She set them down on Rarotonga. The place was a mess. The wave had climbed the bottom rise
and crested at the reef, and a churning hell of foam and debris had swept over theidand. Little was | eft
standing except the concrete blocks that housed the elevators, scoured of their decorative camouflage.

Piri saw afamiliar figure coming toward him through the wreckage that had been a picturesque
village. She broke into arun, and nearly bowled him over, laughing and kissing him.

"We were sure you were dead,” Harra said, drawing back from him asif to check for cuts and
bruises.

"Itwasaflukel guess," he said, still incredulous that he had survived. 1t had seemed bad enough
out there in the open ocean; the extent of the disaster was much more evident on theidand. He was
badly shaken to seeit.

"L ee suggested that we try to dive under the wave. That'swhat saved us. It just lifted us up, then
the last one swept us over the top of the dam and drained away. It dropped uslike leaves.”

"Well, not quite so tenderly inmy case," Lee pointed out. "It gave me quite ajolt. | think I might
have sprained my wrigt."

A medic was available. While her wrist was being bandaged, she kept looking at Piri. He didn't
like the look.

"There's something I'd intended to talk to you about on the raft, or soon after we got home.
Theresno point in your staying here any longer anyway, and | don't know where you'd go."

"No!" Harraburst out. "Not yet. Don't tell him anything yet. It'snot fair. Stay away from him.”
She was protecting Piri with her body, from no assault that was gpparent to him.

"l just wanted to—"

"No, no. Dont listen to her, Piri. Come with me." She pleaded with the other woman. "Just give
me afew hours aonewith him, there's somethings | never got around to telling him."



Leelooked undecided, and Piri felt mounting rage and frustration. He had known things were
going on around him. It was mostly his own fault that he had ignored them, but now he had to know.
He pulled hishand free from Harraand faced Lee.

"Tdl me"
Shelooked down at her feet, then back to hiseyes.

"I'm not what | seem, Piri. I've been leading you aong, trying to make thiseasier for you. But you
gill fight me. | don't think there's any way it's going to be easy."

"No!" Harrashouted again.
"What areyou?'

"I'mapsychiatrist. | specidizein retrieving people like you, people who arein amenta vacation
mode, what you call 'second childhood." Y ou're aware of dl this, on another leve, but the child in you
has fought it at every stage. The result has been nightmares—probably with me as the focus, whether
you admitted it or not."

She grasped both hiswrists, one of them awkwardly because of her injury.

"Now listento me." She spoke in an intense whisper, trying to get it al out before the panic she
saw in hisface broke free and sent him running. "Y ou came here for avacation. Y ou were going to
stay ten years, growing up and taking it easy. That'sal over. The Stuation that prevailed when you | eft
isnow out of date. Things have moved faster than you believed possible. Y ou had expected aten-year
period after your return to get thingsin order for the coming battles. That time has evaporated. The
Common Market of the Inner Planets hasfired the first shot. They've indtituted anew system of
accounting and it'slocked into their computers and running. It'saimed right at Pluto, and it's been
working for amonth now. We cannot continue as an economic partner to the C.M.1.P., because from
now on every timewe sl or buy or move money theinflationary multiplier is automatically juggled
againg us. It'sal perfectly legd by al existing treaties, and it's necessary to their economy. But it
ignores our time-lag disadvantage. We have to consider it as ahostile act, no matter what the intent.

Y ou have to come back and direct the war, Mister Finance Minister."

The words shattered what cam Piri had |eft. He wrenched free of her hands and turned wildly to
look al around him. Then he sprinted down the beach. He tripped once over his splay fest, got up
without ever dowing, and disappeared.

Harraand Lee stood silently and watched him go.

"You didn't have to be so rough with him," Harrasaid, but knew it wasn't so. She just hated to
see him so confused.

"It's best done quickly when they resist. And he'sdl right. HEll have afight with himsdlf, but
there's no redl doubt of the outcome.”

"SotheRiri | know will be dead soon?!
Lee put her arm around the younger woman.

"Not at al. It'sareintegration, without awinner or aloser. You'll see” Shelooked at the



tear-streaked face.

"Don't worry. Youll likethe older Firi. It won't take him any time a al to redize that he loves

you.

He had never been to the reef at night. It was a place of furtive fish, dways one step ahead of
him as they darted back into their places of conceal ment. He wondered how long it would be before
they ventured out in the long night to come. The sun might not risefor years.

They might never come out. Not redlizing the changesin their environment, night fish and day fish
would never adjust. Feeding cycles would be disrupted, critical temperatures would go awry, the
endless moon and lack of sun would frustrate the interna mechanisms, bred over billions of years, and
fishwould die. It had to happen.

The ecologists would have quite ajob on their hands.

But there was one denizen of the outer reef that would survive for along time. He would eat
anything that moved and quite afew thingsthat didn't, at any time of the day or night. He had no fear,
he had no internal clocks dictating to him, no inner pressures to confuse him except the one overriding
urgeto attack. Hewould last aslong as there was anything dive to est.

But in what passed for abrain in the white-bottomed torpedo that was the Ghost, a splinter of
doubt had lodged. He had no recollection of smilar doubts, though there had been some. He was not
equipped to remember, only to hunt. So this new thing that swam beside him, and drove hiscold brain
asnear asit could come to the emotion of anger, was amystery. He tried again and again to attack it,
then something would seize him with an emation he had not felt snce hewas haf ameter long, and
fear would drive him away.

Piri swam aong beside thefaint outline of the shark. There was just enough moonlight for him to
seethefish, hovering at theill-defined limit of his sonic sgnal. Occasiondly, the shape would shudder
from head to tail, turn toward him, and grow larger. At these times Piri could see nothing but a gaping
jaw. Thenit would turn quickly, transfix him with that bottomless pit of an eye, and sweep awvay.

Piri wished he could laugh at the poor, stupid brute. How could he have feared such amindless
egting machine?

Good-bye, pinbrain. He turned and stroked lazily toward the shore. He knew the shark would
turn and follow him, nosing into the interdicted sphere of histransponder, but the thought did not
impress him. He was without fear. How could he be afraid, when he had aready been swallowed into
the belly of his nightmare? The teeth had closed around him, he had awakened, and remembered. And
that wasthe end of hisfear.

Good-bye, tropical paradise. You were fun while you lasted. Now I'm a grownup, and must
go off to war.

Hedidnt rdishit. It was awrench to leave his childhood, though the time had surely been right.
Now the respons hilities had descended on him, and he must shoulder them. He thought of Harra.

"Piri," hetold himsdlf, "as ateenager, you were just too dumb to live.”



Knowing it wasthe last time, he felt the coolness of the water flowing over hisgills. They had
served him wel, but had no place in hiswork. There was no place for afish, and no place for
Robinson Crusoe.

Good-bye, gills.

He kicked harder for the shore and came to stand, dripping wet, on the beach. Harraand Lee
werethere, waiting for him.

Lollipop and the Tar Baby

"ZZZZEl LO. ZZZ. HELLO. HELLO." Someone was speaking to Xanthiafrom the end of a
ten-kilometer metal pipe, shouting to be heard across aroomful of gongs and cymbals being knocked
over by angry giant bees. She had never heard such interference.

"Hello?' she repested. "What are you doing on my wavelength?'

"Hdlo." Theinterference was ill there, but the voice was dightly more digtinct. "Wavelength.
Searching, searching waveength... get best reception with... Hello? Ligtening?”

"Yes, I'mlistening. You'retaking over... My radio isn't even...” She banged the radio panel with
her pam in the ancient ritua humans employ when their creations are being baky. "My goddamn
radio isn't even on. Did you know that?' It was arelief to fed anger boiling up ingde her. Anything
was preferableto feding lost and silly.

"Not necessary."
"What do you mean, not—who are you?"

"Who. Having... I'm, pronoun, yes, I'm having difficulty. Bear with. Me?Y es, pronoun. Bear
with me. I'm not who. What. What am 1?"

"All right. What are you?'
" Spacetime phenomenon. I'm gravity and causdlity-sink. Black hole."

Xanthiadid not need black holes explained to her. She had spent her entire eighteen years
hunting them, aong with her clone-sister, Zoetrope. But she was not used to having them talk to her.

"Assuming for the moment that you redly are ablack hole," she said, beginning to wonder if this
might be some e aborate trick played on her by Zoe, "just taking that as a tentative hypothes s—how
areyou ableto talk to me?’

There was a sound like an attitude thruster going off, arumbling pop. It was repeated.

"1 manipul ate spacetime framework... no, please hold line... the line. | manipulate the spacetime
framework with controlled gravity waves projected in narrow... anarrow cone. | direct at the speaker
inyour radio. You hear. Me"

"What wasthat again?' It sounded like alot of crap to her.



"| elaborate. | will daborate. | cut through space itsdlf, through—hold the line, hold theline,
reference.” Therewas asound like atape reding rapidly through playback heads. "Thisisthe BBC,"
said avoice that was recognizably human, but blurred by stetic. The tape whirred again, "gust the third,
inthe year of our Lord nineteen fifty-seven. Today in—" Once again the tape hunted.

"chelson-Morley experiment disproved the existence of the ether, by ingenioudy arranging a
rotating prism—" Then the metallic voice was back.

"Ether. | cut through space itsdlf, through a—hold theline." Thistime the process was shorter.
She heard afragment of what sounded like avideo adventure serid. "Through a spacewarp made
through the ductile etheric continuum—"

"Hold on there. That's not what you said before."
"l was elaborating.”
"Go on. Wait, what were you doing? With that tape business?'

The voice paused, and when the answer cametheline had cleared up quite a bit. But the voice
gill didn't sound human. Computer?

"I am not used to speech. No need for it. But | have learned your language by listening to radio
transmissons. | spesk to you through use of indeterminate Statistical concatenations. Gravity waves
and probability, which is not the same thing in acausdlity singularity, enables anonrationa event to
take place.

"Zoe, thisisredly you, isnt it?"

Xanthiawas only eighteen Earth-years old, on her first long orbit into the space beyond Pluto, the
huge cometary zone where spaceistruly flat. Her whole life had been devoted to learning how to find
and capture black holes, but one didn't come across them very often. Xanthia had been born ayear
after the beginning of the voyage and had another year to go before the end of it. In her wholelife she
had seen and talked to only one other human being, and that was Zoe, who was one hundred and
thirty-five years old and her identical twin.

Their home wasthe Shirley Temple, afifteen-thousand-tonne fusion-drive ship registered out of
Lowel, Pluto. Zoe owned Shirley free and clear; on her first trip, many years ago, she had found a
scae-five hole and had become ingtantly rich. Most hole hunters were not so lucky.

Zoewas aso unusud in that she seemed to thrive on solitude. Most hunters who made astrike
settled down to live in comfort, buy alarge company or put the money into safe investmentsand live
off theinterest. They were unwilling or unable to face another twenty years alone. Zoe had gone out
again, and athird time after the second trip had proved fruitless. She had found ahole on her third trip,
and was now amost through her fifth.

But for some reason she had never adequately explained to Xanthia, she had wanted a
companion thistime. And what better company than hersdf? With the medical facilities aboard Shirley
she had grown a copy of hersdf and raised thelittle girl as her daughter.

Xanthiasquirmed around in the control cabin of The Good Ship Lollipop, stuck her head



through the hatch leading to the aft exercise room, and found nothing. What she had expected, she
didn't know. Now she crouched in midair with a screwdriver, atacking the service panels that
protected the radio assembly.

"What are you doing by yoursdlf?* the voice asked.

"Why don't you tdl me, Zoe?' she said, lifting the pand off and tossing it angrily to onesde. She
peered into the gloomy interior, wrinkling her nose at the smell of oil and paraffin. She shone her
pencil-beam into the space, flicking it from one component to the next, al asfamiliar to her as
neighborhood corridors would be to a planet-born child. There was nothing out of place, nothing that
shouldn't be there. Mogt of it was sedled into plastic blocks to prevent moisture or dust from getting to
critica circuits. There were no Signs of tampering.

"l amfailing to communicate. | am not your mother, | am agravity and causdity—"
"She's not my mother," Xanthia snapped.
"My records show that she would dispute you."

Xanthiadidn't like the way the voice said that. But she was admitting to hersdlf that there was no
way Zoe could have set thisup. That |eft her with the dternative: sheredlly wastaking to ablack hole.

"She's not my mother," Xanthiarepeated. "And if you've been listening in, you know why I'm out
herein alifeboat. So why do you ask?'

"I wish to help you. | have heard tension building between the two of you these last years. You
aregrowing up.”

Xanthia settled back in the control chair. Her head did not feel so good.

Hole hunting was a ddlicate economic baance, atightrope walked between the needs of survival
and the limitations of mass. Theinitiad investment was tremendous and the return was undependable,
30 the potential hole hunter had to have aline to a source of speculative credit or be independently
wesdlthy.

No consortium or corporation had been ableto turn a profit a the busnessby going at it in abig
way. The government of Pluto maintained amonopoly on the use of one-way robot probes, but they
had found over the years that when a probe succeeded in finding ahole, arace usualy developed to
see who would reach it and claimiit first. Ships sent after such holes had away of disappearing inthe
resulting fights, far from law and order.

The demand for holes was so great that an economic niche remained which wasfilled by the
solitary prospector, backed by people with tax write-offs to gain. Progpectors had a ninety percent
bankruptcy rate. But aswith gold and oil in earlier days, the potentia profits were huge, so there was
never alack of speculators.

Hole hunterswould depart Pluto and accel erate to the limits of engine power, then coast for ten
to fifteen years, keeping an eye on the mass detector. Sometimes they would be half alight-year from
Sol before they had to decelerate and turn around. Less mass equalled more range, so the solitary
hunter wastherule.



Teaming of ships had been tried, but teamsthat discovered a hole seldom came back together.
One of them tended to have an accident. Hole hunters were a greedy lot, self-centered and
sdf-aufficent.

Equipment had to be rdliable. Replacement parts were costly in terms of mass, so the hole hunter
had to make an agonizing choice with each item. Would it be better to leaveit behind and chance a
possibly fatd failure, or takeit dong, decreasing the range, and maybe missthe glory hole that is sure
to be lurking just one more AU away? Hole hunters learned to be handy at repairing, jury-rigging, and
bashing, because in twenty years even fail-safe triplicates can be on their last legs.

Zoe had sweated over her faulty mass detector before she admitted it was beyond her skills. Her
primary detector had failed ten yearsinto the voyage, and the second one had begun to act up Six
yearslater. Shetried to put together one functioning detector with parts cannibalized from both. She
nursed it along for ayear with the equivalents of bobby pins and bubblegum. 1t was hopdess.

But Shirley Temple was a paace among prospecting ships. Having found two holesin her
career, Zoe had her own money. She had stocked spare parts, beefed up the drive, even included that
incredible luxury, alifebodt.

The lifeboat was sheer extravagance, except for onething. It had amass detector as part of its
adtrogationa equipment. She had bought it mainly for that reason, snceit had only an eighteen-month
range and would be useless except at the beginning and end of the trip, when they were close to Pluto.
It made extensive use of plug-in components, sedled in plastic to prevent tampering or accidents
caused by inexperienced passengers. The mass detector on board did not have the range or accuracy
of theoneon Shirley. It could be removed or replaced, but not recalibrated.

They had begun a series of three-month loops out from the mother ship. Xanthia had flown most
of them earlier, when Zoe did not trust her to run Shirley. Later they had aternated.

"And that'swhat I'm doing out here by mysdlf," Xanthiasaid. "I have to get out beyond ten
million kilometersfrom Shirley so its mass doesn't affect the detector. My instrument is calibrated to
ignore only the mass of thisship, not Shirley. | stay out here for three months, which is areasonably
safetimefor thelife sysemson Lollipop, and timeto get pretty lonely. Then back for refueling and

upplying.”
"The Lollipop?'

Xanthiablushed. "Well, | named thislifeboat thet, after | started spending so much timeonit. We
have atape of Shirley Templein thelibrary, and she sang this song, see—"

"Yes, I'veheard it. I've been listening to radio for avery long time. So you no longer believethis
isatrick by your mother?'

"She's not..." Then sheredlized she had referred to Zoe in the third person again.
"l don't know what to think," she said, miserably. "Why are you doing this?'

"l sensethat you are till confused. Y ou'd like some proof that | amwhat | say | am. Since youll
think of it inaminute, | might aswel ask you this question. Why do you suppose | haven't yet
registered on your mass detector?”

Xanthiajerked in her seat, then was brought up short by the straps. It was true, there was not the



dightest wiggle on the dids of the detector.

"All right, why haven't you?' Shefdt a sinking sensation. She was sure the punchline came now,
after shed shot off her mouth about Lollipop—her secret from Zoe—and made such a point of the
fact that Zoe was not her mother. It was her own private rebellion, one that she had not had the nerve
to face Zoe with. Now she'sgoing to reved hersalf and tell me how shedidit, and I'll fedl likeafool,
she thought.

"Itssample" thevoice said. "Y ou weren't in range of meyet. But now you are. Take alook."

The needles were dancing, giving the reading of ascale-seven hole. A scale seven would mass
about atenth as much asthe asteroid Ceres.

"Mommy, what is ablack hole?’

Thelittle girl was seven years old. One day shewould call hersdf Xanthia, but she had not yet
felt the need for aname and her mother had not seen fit to give her one. Zoe reasoned that you needed
two of something before you needed names. There was only one other person on Shirley. Therewas
no possible confuson. When the girl thought about it at al, she assumed her name must be Hey, or
Daling.

Shewasasmal child, as Zoe had been. She was recapitulating the growth Zoe had already been
through ahundred years ago. Though she didn't know it, she was pretty: dark eyeswith an oriental
fold, dark skin, and kinky blonde hair. She was a genetic mix of Chinese and Negro, with dabs of
other races thrown in for seasoning.

"I'vetried to explain that before," Zoe said. "Y ou don't have the math for it yet. I'll get you Started
on spacetime equations, then in about ayear you'll be able to understand.”

"But | want to know now." Black holes were a problem for the child. From her earliest memories
the two of them had done nothing but hunt them, yet they never found one. She'd been doing alot of
reading—there was little e se to do—and was wondering if they might inhabit the same category where
she had tentatively placed Santa Claus and leprechauns.

"If | try again, will you go to degp?’
"l promise”

So Zoelaunched into her story about the Big Bang, the timein the long-ago when little black
holes could be formed.

"Asfar aswecantel, dl thelittle black holeslike the ones we hunt were madein that time.
Nowadays other holes can be formed by the collapse of very large stars. When the fires burn low and
the pressures that are trying to blow the star apart begin to fade, gravity takes over and startsto pulll
thedar inonitsaf." Zoewaved her handsin the air, forming cups to show bending space, flailing out
to indicate pressures of fusion. These explanations were dmost as difficult for her as stories of sex had
been for earlier generations. The truth wasthat she was no relaivist and didn't redly grasp the dightly
incredible premises behind black-hole theory. She suspected that no one could redlly visudize one,
and if you can't do that, where are you? But she was practical enough not to worry about it.



"And what's gravity? | forgot." The child was rubbing her eyesto stay awake. She struggled to
understand but aready knew she would missthe point yet another time.

"Gravity isthething that holdsthe universe together. The glue, or therivets. It pulls everything
toward everything ese, and it takes energy to fight it and overcomeit. It feelslike when we boost the
ship, remember | pointed that out to you?"

"Like when everything wantsto movein the same direction?”

"That'sright. So we have to be careful, because we don't think about it much. We have to worry
about where things are because when we boogt, everything will head for the stern. People on planets
have to worry about that al the time. They have to put something strong between themsdlves and the
center of the planet, or they'll go down."

"Down." The girl mused over that word, one that had been giving her trouble aslong as she could
remember, and thought she might finadly have understood it. She had seen pictures of placeswhere
down was always the same direction, and they were strange to the eye. They werefull of tablesto put
things on, chairsto gt in, and funny containerswith no tops. Five of the six walls of rooms on planets
could hardly be used at dl. One, the "floor," was called on to take al the use.

"Sothey usethar legsto fight gravity with?' She was yawning now.

"Yes. Y ou've seen pictures of the people with the funny legs. They're not so funny when you'rein
gravity. Thoseflat things on the ends are called feet. If they had pedslike us, they wouldn't be ableto
walk so good. They always have to have one foot touching the floor, or they'd fall toward the surface
of the planet.”

Zoe tightened the strap that held the child to her bunk, and fastened the velcro patch on the
blanket to the sde of the shest, tucking her in. Kids needed awarm, snug place to deep. Zoe
preferred to float freein her own bedroom, tucked into afeta position and drifting.

"Gnight, Mommy."
"Good night. Y ou get some deep, and don't worry about black holes.”

But the child dreamed of them, as she often did. They kept tugging at her, and she would wake
bresthing hard and convinced that she was going to fal into the wall in front of her.

"You don't meanit? I'mrich!"

Xanthialooked away from the screen. It was no good pointing out that Zoe had always spoken
of thetrip as a partnership. She owned Shirley and Lollipop.

"W, you too, of course. Don't think you won't be getting ared big share of the money. I'm
going to set you up so well that you'll be able to buy a ship of your own, and raise little copies of
yoursdlf if you want to."

Xanthiawas not sure that was her idea of heaven, but said nothing.

"Zoe, therésaproblem, and I... well, | was—" But she was interrupted again by Zoe, who



would not hear Xanthia's comment for another thirty seconds.

"Thefirgt datais coming over the tdlemetry channd right now, and I'm feeding it into the
computer. Hold on asecond while | turn the ship. I'm going to start decel erating in about one minute,
based on thesefigures. Y ou get the refined data to me as soon asyou haveit.”

Therewasabrief slence.
"What problem?’
"It'stalking to me, Zoe. The holeistaking to me."

Thistime the Slence waslonger than the minute it took the radio signa to make the round trip
between ships. Xanthiafurtively thumbed the contrast knob, turning her sster-mother down until the
screen was blank. She could ook at the camera and Zoe wouldn't know the difference.

Damn, damn, shethinks I'veflipped. But | had to tell her.
"I'm not sure what you mean.”

"Just what | said. | don't understand it, either. But it's been talking to mefor the last hour, and it
saysthe damnedest things”

There was another silence.

"All right. When you get there, don't do anything, repest, anything, until | arrive. Do you
understand?"

"Zoe, I'mnot crazy. I'm not."
Thenwhy am| crying?

"Of course you're not, baby, there's an explanation for thisand I'll find out whet it isas soon as|
get there. Y ou just hang on. My first rough estimate puts me alongside you about three hours after
you're Saionary relaiveto the hole."

Shirley and Lollipop, traveling paralel courses, would both be veering from their straight-line
trgjectories to reach the hole. But Xanthiawas closer to it; Zoe would have to move at amore oblique
angle and would be using more fuel. Xanthiathought four hourswas more likeit.

"I'mggning off,” Zoe sad. "I'll call you back as soon as1'min the groove."

Xanthia hit the off button on the radio and furiously unbuckled her seatbelt. Damn Zoe, damn her,
damn her, damn her. Just St tight, she says. I'll be there to explain the unexplainable. It'1l bedl right.

She knew she should start her deceleration, but there was something she must do firgt.

Shetwisted easly intheair, grabbing a braceswith al four hands, and dived through the hatch
to the only other living spacein Lollipop: the exercise area. It was cluttered with equipment that she
had neglected to fold into the walls, but she didn't mind; she liked close places. She squirmed through
the maze like afish gliding through cord, until she reached thewall she waslooking for. It had been
taped over with discarded manua pages, the only paper she could find on Lollipop. She started
ripping at the paper, wiping tears from her cheeks with one ped as she worked. Benesath the paper



wasamirror.

How to test for sanity? Xanthia had not consdered the question; the thing to do had smply
presented itself and she had doneit. Now she confronted the mirror and searched for... what? Wild
eyes? Froth on the lips?

What she saw was her mother.

Xanthias life had been aprocess of growing dowly into the mold Zoe represented. She had
known her pug nose would eventualy turn down. She had known what baby fat would melt away.
Her breasts had grown just into the small cones she knew from her mother's body and no farther.

She hated looking in mirrors.

Xanthiaand Zoe were smdl women. Their most driking feature was the frizzy dandelion of
ydlow hair, lighter than their bodies. When the time had come for naming, the young clone had dmost
opted for Dandelion until she came upon the word xanthic in adictionary. Theradio cdl-lettersfor
Lollipop happened to be X-A-N, and the word was too good to resist. She knew, too, that Orientals
were thought of as having yelow skin, though she could not see why.

Why had she come here, of dl places? She strained toward the mirror, fighting her repulsion,
searching her face for sgns of insanity. The narrow eyeswere alittle puffy, and as deep and
expressionless as ever. She put her handsto the glass, Sartled in the silence to hear the multiple clicks
asthelong nails just missed touching the ones on the other sde. She was dways forgetting to trim
them.

Sometimes, in mirrors, she knew she was not seeing hersdf. She could twitch her mouth, and the
image would not move. She could smile, and the image would frown. It had been happening for two
years, as her body put the finishing touches on its eighteen-year process of duplicating Zoe. She had
not spoken of it, because it scared her.

"And thisiswhere| cometo seeif I'm sane," she said doud, noting that the lipsin the mirror did
not move. "Is she going to art talking to me now?" Shewaved her aamswildly, and so did Zoein the
mirror. At least it wasn't that bad yet; it was only the details that failed to match: the smal movements,
and especidly thefacia expressons. Zoe wasingpecting her dispassionately and did not seemto like
what she saw. That small curl at the edge of the mouth, the amost brutal narrowing of the eyes...

Xanthia clapped her hands over her face, then peeked out through the fingers. Zoe was peeking
out, too. Xanthia began rounding up the drifting scraps of paper and walling her twin in again with new
bits of tape.

The beast with two backs and legs at each end writhed, came apart, and resolved into Xanthia
and Zoe, drifting, breathing hard. They caromed off the wallslike monkeys, giving up their energy,
gradually getting bresth back under control. Golden, wet hair and sweaty skin brushed against each
other again and again asthey cameto rest.

Now thetwinsfloated in the middle of the darkened bedroom. Zoe was dready adeep, tumbling
dowly with that total looseness possible only in freefal. Her leg rubbed againgt Xanthias belly and her
relative motion stopped. The leg was moist. The room was closg, thick with the smell of passion. The
recirculators whined quietly asthey labored to clear the air.



Pushing one finger gently against Zoe's ankle, Xanthiaturned her until they werefaceto face.
Frizzy blonde hair tickled her nose, and she felt warm breath on her mouith.

Why can't it dwaysbelikethis?
"Y ou're not my mother," she whispered. Zoe had no reaction to this heresy. "You're not."
Only inthelast year had Zoe admitted the relationship was much closer. Xanthiawas now fifteen.

And what was different? Something, there had to be something beyond the mere knowledge that
they were not mother and child. Therewasanew qudlity in their relaionship, growing asthey cameto
the end of the voyage. Xanthiawould look into those eyes where she had seen love and now see only
blankness, coldness.

"Orientd inscrutability?' she asked hersdf, hdf-serioudy. She knew shewas hopelessly
unsophigticated. She had spent her lifein asociety of two. The only other person she knew had her
own face. But she had thought she knew Zoe. Now shefdlt less confident with every glanceinto Zoe's
face and every kilometer passed on the way to Pluto.

Pluto.

Her thoughts turned gratefully away from immediate problems and toward that unimaginable
place. Shewould be therein only four more years. The cultura adjustments she would have to make
were staggering. Thinking about that, she felt a sensation in her chest that she guessed was her heart
legping in anticipation. That's what happened to charactersin tapes when they got excited, anyway.
Their hearts were forever leaping, thudding, aching, or skipping bests.

She pushed away from Zoe and drifted dowly to the viewport. Her old friendswere al out there,
the only friends she had ever known, the stars. She greeted them al one by one, reciting childhood
mnemonic riddles and rhymes like bedtime prayers.

It was afunny thought that the view from her window would terrify many of those strangers she
was going to meet on Pluto. She'd read that many tunnel-raised people could not stand open spaces.
What it was that scared them, she could not understand. The things that scared her were crowds,
gravity, males, and mirrors.

"Oh, damn. Damn! I'm going to be just hopeless. Poor littleidiot girl from the sticks, vidting the
big city." She brooded for atime on dl the thousands of things she had never done, from svimming in
the gigantic underground disneylands to seducing aboy.

"To being aboy." It had been the source of their first big argument. When Xanthia had reached
adolescence, the time when children want to begin experimenting, she had learned from Zoe that
Shirley Temple did not carry the medical equipment for sex changes. She was doomed to spend her
critica formative years as a sexua deviate, aunisex.

"It'll sunt me forever," she had protested. She had been reading alot of pop psychology at the
time

"Nonsense," Zoe had responded, hard-pressed to explain why she had not stocked a
viro-genetic imprinter and the companion Y -ayzer. Which, as Xanthia pointed out, any self-respecting
home surgery kit should have.



"The human race got dong for millions of yearswithout sex changing,” Zoe had said. "Even after
the Invason. We were ahighly technologica race for hundreds of years before changing. Billions of
peoplelived and died in the same sex.”

"Y eah, and look whet they werelike."

Now, for another of what seemed like an endless series of nights, deep was duding her. There
was the worry of Pluto, and the worry of Zoe and her strange behavior, and no way to explain
anything in her small universe which had become unbearably complicated in the last years.

| wonder what it would be like with a man?

Three hours ago Xanthiahad brought Lollipop to acareful rendezvous with the point in space
her instruments indicated contained ablack hole. She had long since understood that even if she ever
found one she would never seeit, but she could not restrain hersaf from squinting into the sarfield for
some evidence. It was silly; though the hole massed ten to the fifteenth tonnes (the origind estimate had
been off one order of magnitude) it was till only afraction of amillimeter in diameter. She was Staying
agood safe hundred kilometersfrom it. Still, you ought to be able to sense something like that, you
ought to be able to fed it.

It was no use. This hunk of space looked exactly like any other.

"Thereisapoint | would like explained,” the hole said. "What will be done with me after you
have captured me?"

The question surprised her. She dtill had not got around to thinking of the voice as anything but
some annoying aberration like her face in the mirror. How was she supposed to dedl with it? Could
she admit to hersdf that it existed, that it might even have fedings?

"I guesswelll just mark you, in the computer, that is. Y ou're too big for usto haul back to Pluto.
So well hang around you for aweek or o, refining your trgjectory until we know precisaly where
you're going to be, then well leave you. Well make some maneuvers on theway in so no one could
retrace our path and find out where you are, because they'll know we found a big one when we get
back."

"How will they know that?"

"Because wéell berenting... well, Zoe will be chartering one of those big mongter tugs, and shélll
come out here and put a charge on you and tow you... say, how do you feel about this?

"Are you concerned with the answer?'

The more Xanthiathought about it, the less sheliked it. If sheredly was not halucinating this
experience, then she was contemplating the capture and imprisonment of a sentient being. An innocent
sentient being who had been wandering around the edge of the system, suddenly to find him or
hersdf...

"Do you have asex?"

"No."



"All right, | guess|'ve been kind of short with you. It's just because you did startle me, and |
didn't expectit, and it wasdl alittledarming.”

Thehole said nothing.
"Y ou're astrange sort of person, or whatever," she said.
Agantherewasaslence.

"Why don't you tell me more about yourself? What'sit like being ablack hole, and dl that?' She
gill couldn't fight down the ridicul ous feding those words gave her.

"I live much asyou do, from day to day. | travel from star to star, taking about ten million years
for thetrip. Upon arriva, | plunge through the core of the ar. | do this as often asis necessary, then |
depart by adingshot maneuver through the heart of amassve planet. The Tunguska Meteorite, which
hit Sberiain 1908, was ablack hole gaining momentum on its way to Jupiter, whereit could get the
added push needed for solar escape velocity.”

One thing was bothering Xanthia. "What do you mean, 'as often asis necessary'?"
"Usudly five or six thousand passesis sufficient.”
"No, no. What | meant is why isit necessary? What do you get out of it?'

"Mass" thehole said. "'l need to replenish my mass. The Relativity Laws state that nothing can
escape from ablack hole, but the Quantum Laws, specifically the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle,
date that below a certain radius the position of a particle cannot be determined. | lose mass constantly
through tunnding. Itisnot al wasted, as| am able to control the direction and form of the escaping
mass, and to use the energy that results to perform functions that your present-day physics saysare

impossble”
"Such as?' Xanthiadidn't know why, but she was getting nervous.
"| can exchange inertiafor gravity, and create energy in avariety of ways."
"S0 you can move yoursdf.”
"Sowly."
"Andyou egt..."
"Anything."

Xanthiafelt asudden panic, but she didn't know what was wrong. She glanced down at her
instruments and felt her hair prickle from her wrists and ankles to the nape of her neck.

The hole was ten kilometers closer than it had been.

"How could you do that to me?' Xanthiaraged. "I trusted you, and that's how you repaid me, by
trying to sneak up on me and... and—"



"It was not intentiondl. | speak to you by means of controlled gravity waves. To spesk to you at
all, it is necessary to generate an attractive force between us. Y ou were never in any danger.”

"l don't believethat,” Xanthiasaid angrily. "I think you're doubletalking me. | don't think gravity
works likethat, and | don't think you redlly tried very hard to tell me how you talk to me, back when
wefirg tarted.” It occurred to her now, aso, that the hole was speaking much more fluently than in
the beginning. Either it was avery fast learner, or that had been intentiondl.

The hole paused. "Thisistrue," it said.
She pressed her advantage. "Then why did you do it?"

"It was areflex, like blinking in abright light, or drawing one's hand back from afire. When |
sense matter, | am attracted to it.”

"The proper cliché would be 'like amoth to aflame.' But you're not amoth, and I'm not aflame.
| don't believe you. | think you could have stopped yoursdlf if you wanted to.”

Again the hole hesitated. "Y ou are correct.”

"So you weretrying to...?"

"l wastrying to eat you."

"Judt like that? Eat someone you've been having a conversation with?'

"Matter ismatter,” the hole said, and Xanthia thought she detected a defensive notein itsvoice.

"What do you think of what | said we're going to do with you?Y ou were going to tell me, but we
got off on that story about where you came from."

"As| understand it, you propose to return for me. | will be towed to near Pluto's orbit, sold, and
eventudly cometo rest in the heart of an orbital power station, where your specieswill feed matter
into my gravity well, extracting power chegply from the gravitationa collgpse.”

"Y eah, that's pretty much it."

"It soundsidedl. My lifeis struggle. Failing to find matter to consume would mean loss of mass
until I am smaller than an atomic nucleus. Thelossrate would increase exponentiadly, and my universe
would disappear. | do not know what would happen beyond that point. | have never wished to find

How much could she trugt thisthing? Could it move very rapidly? She toyed with the idea of
backing off still further. The two of them were now motionless relative to each other, but they were
both moving dowly away from the location she had given Zoe,

It didn't make senseto think it could movein on her fast. If it could, why hadn't it? Then it could
eat her and wait for Zoe. to arrive—Zoe, who was helpless to detect the hole with her broken mass
detector.

She should relay the new vectorsto Zoe. Shetried to calculate where her twin would arrive, but
was distracted by the hole speaking.



"I would like to spesk to you now of what | initialy contacted you for. Listening to Pluto radio, |
have become aware of certain facts that you should know, if, as| suspect, you are not aready aware
of them. Do you know of Clone Control Regulations?"

"No, what arethey?' Again, she was afraid without knowing why.

The genetic Statutes, according to the hole, were the soul of smplicity. For three hundred years,
people had been living just about forever. It had become necessary to limit the population. Even if
everyone had only one child—the Birthright—population would till grow. For awhile, clones had
been aloophole. No more. Now, only one person had the right to any one set of genes. If two
possessed them, one was excess, and was summarily executed.

"Zoe has prior property rightsto her genetic code," the hole concluded. "Thisisbacked up by a
long series of court decisons”
"SolI'm—"

"Excess”

Zoe met her at the airlock as Xanthia completed the docking maneuver. She was smiling, and
Xanthiafelt theway she dways did when Zoe smiled these days: like a puppy being scratched behind
the ears. They kissed, then Zoe held her a arm'slength.

"Let melook a you. Can it only be three months? 'Y ou've grown, my baby."
Xanthiablushed. "I'm not a baby anymore, Mother." But she was happy. Very happy.

"No. | should say not." She touched one of Xanthias breasts, then turned her around dowly. "I
should say not. Putting on alittle weight in the hips, aren't we?'

"And the bosom. Oneinch whilel was gone. I'm dmost there" And it wastrue. At sixteen, the
young clone was amost awoman.

"Almost there," Zoe repested, and glanced away from her twin. But she hugged her again, and
they kissed, and began to laugh as the tension was rel eased.

They made love, not once and then to bed, but many times, feasting on each other. One of them
remarked—Xanthia could not remember who because it seemed so accurate that either of them might
have said it—that the only good thing about these three-month separations was the homecoming.

"You did very well," Zoe said, floating in the darkness and sweet exhausted atmosphere of their
bedroom many hourslater. Y ou handled the lifeboat like it was part of your body. | watched the
docking. | wanted to see you make amistake, | think, so I'd know | gill have something on you." Her
teeth showed in the arlight, rows of lights below the sparkles of her eyes and the great dim blossom
of her hair.

"Ah, it wasn't that hard," Xanthiasaid, ddighted, knowing full well that it was that hard.

"Wéll, I'm going to let you handleit again the next swing. From now on, you can think of the
lifeboat as your ship. You're the skipper.”



It didn't seem like thetimeto tell her that she dready thought of it that way. Nor that she had
chrigtened the ship.

Zoelaughed quietly. Xanthialooked at her.

"I remember the day | first boarded my own ship,” she said. "It was abig day for me. My own
ship.”

"Thisistheway to live," Xanthiaagreed. "Who needs dl those people? Just the two of us. And
they say hole huntersare crazy. |... wanted to..." The words stuck in her throat, but Xanthiaknew this
was the time to get them out, if there ever would be atime. "'l don't want to stay too long a Pluto,
Mother. I'd like to get right back out herewith you." There, sheéd sadiit.

Zoe sad nothing for along time.

"We can talk about thet later.”

"I loveyou, Mother,” Xanthiasaid, alittletoo loudly.

"I love you, too, baby," Zoe mumbled. "Let's get some deep, okay?"
Shetried to deep, but it wouldn't happen. What was wrong?

L eaving the darkened room behind her, she drifted through the ship, looking for something she
had logt, or was losing, she wasn't sure which. What had happened, after al? Certainly nothing she
could put her finger on. Sheloved her mother, but all she knew was that she was choking on tears.

In the water closet, wrapped in the shower bag with warm water misting around her, she glanced
inthemirror.

"Why?Why would she do athing like that?"

"Londiness. And insanity. They gppear to go together. Thisisher solution. Y ou are not the first
clone she has made."

She had thought hersalf beyond shock, but the clarity that simple declarative sentence brought to
her mind was explosive. Zoe had aways needed the companionship Xanthia provided. She needed a
child for diversion in the long, dragging years of avoyage; she needed someoneto tak to. Why
couldn't she have brought a dog? She saw hersdf now as a shipboard pet, and felt sick. Thelocal
leash laws would necessitate the destruction of the anima before landing. Regrettable, but there it was.
Zoe had spent the last year working up the courageto doit.

How many little Xanthias? They might even have chosen that very name; they would have been
that much like her. Three, four? She wept for her forgotten sisters. Unless...

"How do | know you're telling me the truth about this? How could she have kept it from me?1've
seen tapes of Pluto. | never saw any mention of this.”

" She edited those before you were born. She has been careful. Consider her position: there can
be only one of you, but the law does not say which it hasto be. With her death, you becomelegd. If



you had known that, what would life have been likein Shirley Temple?'
"I don't believe you. Y ou've got something in mind, I'm sure of it."

"AsK her when she gets here. But be careful. Think it out, al the way through.”

She had thought it out. She had ignored the last three cdlls from Zoe while she thought. All the
options must be considered, al the possibilities planned for. It was an impossible task; she knew she
was far too emationa to think clearly, and there wasn't timeto get hersdf under control.

But she had done what she could. Now The Good Ship Lollipop, outwardly unchanged, was a
ship of war.

Zoe came backing in, riding the fuson torch and headed for apoint dead in space relative to
Xanthia. The fusion drive was too dangerousfor Shirley to complete the rendezvous, the rest of the
maneuver would be up to Lollipop.

Xanthiawatched through the telescope as the drive went off. She could see Shirley clearly on
her screen, though the ship wasfifty kilometers away.

Her screen lit up again, and there was Zoe. Xanthiaturned her own cameraon.
"Thereyou are," Zoe said. "Why wouldn't you talk to me?”
"| didn't think thetimewasripe.”

"Would you liketo tell me how come this nonsense about talking black holes? What's gotten into
you?"

"Never mind about that. There never was ahole, anyway. | just needed to talk to you about
something you forgot to erase from the tape library inthe Lol-... in thelifeboat. Y ou were pretty
thorough with the tapesin Shirley, but you forgot to take the same care here. | guessyou didn't think
I'd ever beusing it. Tell me, what are Clone Control Regulations?’

The face on the screen wasimmobile. Or wasit amirror, and was she smiling? Wasit hersdlf, or
Zoe she watched? Frantically, Xanthia thumbed a switch to put her telescope image on the screen,
wiping out the face. Would Zoettry to talk her way out of it? If she did, Xanthiawas determined to do
nothing at al. There was no way she could check out any lie Zoe might tell her, nothing she could
confront Zoe with except afantastic story from atalking black hole.

Please say something. Take the responsibility out of my hands. Shewaswillingto die,
tricked by Zo€'sfast talk, rather than accept the hole'sword against Zoe's.

But Zoe was acting, not talking, and the response was exactly what the hole had predicted. The
attitude control jetswerefiring, Shirley Temple was pitching and yawing dowly, the nozzles at the
stern hunting for a speck in the tel escope screen. When the engines were aimed, they would surely be
fired, and Xanthiaand the whole ship would be vaporized.

But she was ready. Her hands had been poised over the thrust controls. Lollipop had a
respectable acceleration, and every gee of it dammed her into the couch as she scooted away from the



danger spot.

Shirley'sfusion enginesfired, and began adeadly hunt. Xanthia could see the thin, incredibly hot
stream playing around her as Zoe made finer adjustmentsin her orientation. She could only evadeit for
ashort time, but that was al she needed.

Then the light went out. She saw her screen flare up as the tel escope circuit became overl oaded
with an immense burst of energy. And it was over. Her radar screen showed nothing at all.

"Asl| predicted,” the hole said.
"Why don't you shut up?' Xanthia sat very till, and trembled.
"| shall, very soon. | did not expect to be thanked. But what you did, you did for yoursdlf.”

"And you, too, you... you ghoul! Damn you, damn you to hell." She was shouting through her
tears. "Don't think you've fooled me, not completely, anyway. | know what you did, and | know how
you didit."

"Do you?' The voice was unutterably cool and distant. She could see that now the hole was out
of danger, it wasrapidly losing interest in her.

"Yes, | do. Don't tell me it was coincidence that when you changed direction it was just enough
to be near Zoe when she got here. Y ou had this planned from the sart.”

"From much further back than you know," the hole said. "I tried to get you both, but it was
impossible. The best | could do was take advantage of the Stuation asit was."

"Shut up, shut up.”

The hol€e's voice was changing from the hollow, neutra tones to something that might have issued
from atank of liquid helium. She would never have mistaken it for human.

"What | did, | did for my own benefit. But | saved your life. She was going to try to kill you. |
maneuvered her into such a position that, when shetried to turn her fusion drive on you, she was
heading into a black hole she was powerless to detect.”

"You used me"
"Y ou used me. Y ou were going to imprison mein apower gation.”
"But you said you wouldnt mind! Y ou said it would be the perfect place.”

"Do you believethat egting isdl thereisto life? Thereis more to do in the wide universe than you
can even suspect. | am dow. It iseasy to catch aholeif your mass detector isfunctioning: Zoedid it
three times. But | am beyond your reach now."

"What do you mean? What are you going to do? What am | going to do?"' That question hurt so
much that Xanthiaamost didn't hear the holesreply.

"l am on my way out. | converted Shirley into energy; | absorbed very little massfrom her. |
beamed the energy very tightly, and am now on my way out of your system. Y ou will not sese me
again. You have two options. Y ou can go back to Pluto and tell everyone what happened out here. It



would be necessary for scientists to rewrite natural lawsif they believed you. It has been done before,
but usually with more persuasive evidence. Therewill be questions asked concerning the fact that no
black hole has ever evaded capture, spoken, or changed velocity in the past. Y ou can explain that
when ahole has a chance to defend itsdlf, the hole hunter does not surviveto tell the sory."”

"I will. 1 will tell them what happened!" Xanthiawas eaten by ahorrible doubt. Wasit possible
there had been a solution to her problem that did not involve Zoe's death? Just how badly had the hole
tricked her?

"Thereisasecond possibility,” the hole went on, rdentlesdy. "Just what are you doing out herein
alifeboa?'

"What am|... | told you, we had..." Xanthiastopped. She felt hersdlf choking.

"It would be easy to see you as crazy. Y ou discovered something in Lollipop'slibrary that led
you to know you must kill Zoe. This knowledge was too much for you. In defense, you invented meto
trick you into doing what you had to do. Look inthe mirror and tell meif you think your story will be
believed. Look closdly, and be honest with yoursdlf.”

She heard the voice laugh for the firgt time, from down in the bottom of itshole, like avoice from
awdl. It was an extremely unpleasant sound.

Maybe Zoe had died a month ago, strangled or poisoned or dashed with aknife. Xanthia had
been gtting in her lifeboat, catatonic, dl that time, and had constructed this episode to justify the
murder. It had been self-defense, which was certainly agood excuse, and avery convenient one.

But she knew. She was sure, as sure as she had ever been of anything, that the hole was out
there, that everything had happened as she had seen it happen. She saw the flash again in her mind, the
awful flash that had turned Zoe into radiation. But she al'so knew that the other explanation would
haunt her for the rest of her life.

"| adviseyou to forget it. Go to Pluto, tell everyone that your ship blew up and you escaped and
you are Zoe. Take her placein the world, and never, never speak of talking black holes."

The voice faded from her radio. It did not speak again.

After days of numb despair and more tears and recriminations than she cared to remember,
Xanthiadid asthe hole had predicted. But life on Pluto did not agree with her. There were too many
people, and none of them looked very much like her. She stayed long enough to withdraw Zoe's
money from the bank and buy a ship, which she named Shirley Temple. It was massive, with power
to blast to the garsif necessary. She had |eft something out there, and she meant to search for it until
shefound it again.

Picnic on Near side

THISISTHE STORY of how | went to the Nearside and found old Lester and maybe grew up a
little. And about time, too, as Carniva would say.

Carniva ismy mother. We don't get dong well most of thetime, and | think it's because I'm
twelve and she's ninety-six. She saysit makes no difference, and she waited so long to have her child



because she wanted to be sure she was ready for it. And | answer back that at her age she'stoo far
away from childhood to remember what it'slike. And sherepliesthat her memory is perfect dl the
way back to her birth. And | retort...

Wearguealot.

I'm agood debater, but Carniva'saspecia problem. She'san Emotiondist; so anytimel try to
bring factsinto the argument she waves it away with astatement like, "Facts only get in theway of my
preconceived notions. | tell her that'sirrational, and she saysI'm perfectly right, and she meant it to
be. Most of the time we can't even agree on premises to base a disagreement on. Y ou'd think that
would be the death of debate, but if you did, you don't know Carniva and me.

The mgor topic of debate around our warren for seven or eight lunations had been the Change |
wanted to get. The battle lines had been drawn, and we had been at it every day. She thought a
Change would harm my mind at my age. Everybody was getting one.

Weweredl dtting at the breakfast table. There was me and Carnival, and Chord, the man
Carniva haslived with for severd years, and Adagio, Chord's daughter. Adagio is seven.

There had been abig battle the night before between me and Carnivd. It had ended up (more or
less) with me promising to divorce her as soon as | was of age. | don't remember what the
counterthreat was. | had been pretty upset.

| was Sitting there eating fitfully and licking my wounds. The argument had been inconclusive,
philosophicaly, but from the pragmatic standpoint she had won, no question abouit it. The hard fact
wasthat | couldn't get a Change until she affixed her persondity index to the bottom of asheet of
input, and she said sheld put her brain in cold storage before she'd alow that. She would, too.

" think I'm ready to have a Change," Carnival said to us.

"That'snot fair!" | yelled. "Y ou said that just to spiteme. You just want to rub it in that I'm
nothing and you're anything you want to be."

"WEeIl have no more of that," she said, sharply. "Weve exhausted this subject, and | will not
change my mind. Y ou're too young for a Change."

"Blowout," | said. "I'll be an adult soon; it'sonly ayear away. Do you redly think I'll be dl that
differentinayear?’

"I don't careto predict that. | hope you'll mature. But if, asyou say, it'sonly ayear, why are you
insuch ahurry?'

"And | wish you wouldn't use language like that,” Chord said.

Carniva gave him asour look. She has ahard line about outside interference when she's trying to
cope with me. She doesn't want anyone butting in. But she wouldn't say anything in front of me and
Adagio.

"I think you should let Fox get his Change," Adagio said, and grinned at me. Adagio isagood
kid, as younger foster-siblings go. | could aways count on her to back me up, and | returned the favor
when | could.



"Y ou keep out of this," Chord advised her, then to Carnival, "Maybe we should leave the table
until you and Fox get this settled.”

"You'd haveto stay away for ayear,” Carniva said. "Stick around. Thediscussionisover. If Fox
thinks different, he can go to hisroom.”

That wasmy cue, and | got up and ran from thetable. | felt silly doing it, but the tearswerered.
It'sjust that there's a part of me that stays cool enough to try and get the best of any situation.

Carnival cameto see mealittle later, but | did my best to make her fed unwelcome. | can be
good at that, at least with her. She left when it became obvious she couldn't make anything any better.
She was hurt, and when the door closed, | felt realy miserable, mad at her and at mysdlf, too. | was
finding it hard to love her asmuch as | had afew years before, and feding ashamed because |
couldnt.

| worried over that for awhile and decided | should apologize. | left my room and was ready to
gocry inher arms, but it didn't happen that way. Maybeif it had, things would have been different and
Hao and | would never have goneto Nearside.

Carnival and Chord were getting ready to go out. They said they'd be gone most of the lune.
They were dressing up for it, and what bothered me and made me change my planswas that they
were dressing in the family room instead of in their own private roomswhere | thought they should.

She had taken off her feet and replaced them with peds, which struck me asfoolish, since peds
only make sensein free-fal. But Carnival wears them every chance she gets, prancing around like a
high-stepping horse because they are so unsuited to walking. | think people look silly with hands on
the ends of their legs. And naturally she had left her feet lying on the floor.

Carniva glanced at her watch and said something about how they would be late for the shuttle.
Asthey |eft, she glanced over her shoulder.

"Fox, would you do me afavor and put those feet away, Please? Thanks." Then she was gone.

An hour later, in the depths of my depression, the door rang. It was awoman | had never seen
before. She was nude.

Y ou know how sometimes you can look at someone you know who's just had a Change and
recognize them ingtantly, even though they might be twenty centimeters shorter or taller and massfifty
kilos more or less and look nothing at al like the person you knew? Maybe you don't, because not
everyone hasthistaent, but | haveit very strong. Carnival saysit's an evolutionary changein therace,
aresponse to the need to recognize other individuals who can change their appearance at will. That
may betrue; shecantdoit at al.

| think it's something to do with the way a person wears abody: any body, of either sex. Little
mannerisms like blinking, mouth movements, stance, fingers, maybe even thetota kinesthetic gestalt
the doctorstalk about. Thiswaslikethat. | could see behind the pretty female face and the different
height and weight and recognize someone | knew. It was Halo, my best friend, who had beenamade
the last time | saw him, three lunes ago. She had abig foolish grin on her face.

"Hi, Fox," she said, in avoice that was an octave higher and yet was unmistakably Halo's. "Guess



who?"'
"Queen Victoria, right?' | tried to sound bored. "Come onin, Hao."
Her facefell. She camein, looking confused.

"What do you think?' she said, turning dowly to give mealook from dl sdes. All of them were
good because—asif | needed anything ese—her mother had let her get the full treatment: fully
developed breadts, al the mature curves—the works. She had been denied only the adult height. She
was even afew centimeters shorter than she had been.

"It'sfing" | sad.
"Ligten, Fox, if you'd rather | left...”

"Oh, I'm sorry, Halo," | said, giving up on my hatred. "Y ou look great. Fabulous. Redlly you do.
I'm just having a hard time being happy for you. Carnivd isnever going to givein.”

Shewasingtantly sympathetic. She took my hand, startling me badly.

"l was s0 happy | guess| wastactless” shesaid inalow voice. "Maybe | shouldn't have come
over hereyet."

She looked at me with big brown eyes (they had been blue, usudly), and | started realizing what
this was going to mean to me. | mean, Halo? A female? Halo, the guy | used to run the corridors with?
The guy who helped me build that awful eight-legged cat that Carniva wouldn't et in the house and
looked like a confused caterpillar? Who made love to the same girls| did and compared notes with
me |later when we were aone and helped me out when the gang tried to beat me up and cried with me
and vowed to get even? Could we do any of that now? | didn't know. Most of my best friends were
male, maybe because the sex thing tended to make matters too complicated with femaes, and |
couldn't handle both things with the same person yet.

But Halo was having no such doubts. In fact, she was standing very closeto me and practicing a
wide-eyed innocent look that she knew did funny thingsto me. She knew it because | had told her so,
back when she was aboy. Somehow that didn't seem fair.

"Ah, ligen, Halo," | said hastily, backing away. She had been going for my pants! "Ah, | think |
need sometime to get used to this. How can I...? Y ou know what I'm talking about, don't you?" |
don't think she did, and neither did I, realy. All | knew was | was unaccountably mortified a what she
was S0 anxiousto try. And shewas ill coming at me.

"Say!" | said, desperately. "Say! | haveanideal Ah... 1 know. Let'stake Carniva'sjumper and
go for aride, okay? She said | could useit today." My mouth was leading its own life, out of control.
Everything | said was extemporaneous, as much newsto me asit wasto her."

She stopped pursuing me. "Did sheredly?!

"Sure" | said, very assured. Thiswas only ahdf lie, by my mother's lights. What had happened
was | had meant to ask her for the jumper, and | was sure shewould have said yes. | waslogicaly
certain shewould have. | had just forgotten to ask, that'sal. So it wasdmost asif permission had
been granted, and | went on asif it had. The reasoning behind thisistricky, | admit, but as| said,
Carnival would have understood.



"Well," Hao said, not redlly overjoyed at the ides, "where would we go?'

"How about to Old Archimedes?' Again, that was abig surpriseto me. | had had no ideal
wanted to go there.

Halo wasredly shocked. | jolted her right out of her new mannerisms. She reacted just like the
old Halo would have, with a dopey face and open mouth. Then she tried on other reactions: covering
her mouth with her hands and wilting alittle. Firg-time Changers are like that; new women tend to
mince around like something out of agothic nove, and new men swagger and grunt like Marlon
Brandoin A Streetcar Named Desire. They get over it.

Halo got over it right in front of my eyes. She stared at me, scratching her head.

"Areyou crazy? Old Archimedesis on the Nearsde. They don't let anybody go over there."
"Don't they?' | asked, suddenly interested. "Do you know that for afact? And if so, why not?"
"Well, | mean everybody knows..."

"Do they? Who is 'they' that won't let us go?”'

"The Central Computer, | guess.”

"Well, the only way to find out isto try it. Comeon, let'sgo." | grabbed her arm. | could see she
was confused, and | wanted it to remain that way until | could get my own thoughts together.

"I'dlike aflight plan to Old Archimedes on the Nearside," | said, trying to sound as grownup and
unworried as possible. We had packed alunch and reached the field in ten minutes, due largely to my
frantic prodding.

"That'salittleimprecise, Fox," said the CC. "Old Archimedesisabig place. Would you liketo
try again?"

"Ah..." | drew ablank. Damn al computers and their literal-mindedness! What did | know about
Old Archimedes? About as much as | knew about Old New Y ork or Old Bombay.

"Givemeaflight plan to the main landing field."

"That's better. The dataare..." It reded off the string of numbers. | fed them into the pilot and
tried to relax.

"Here goes," | said to Halo. "Thisis Fox-Carnival-Joule, piloting private jumper AX 1453, based
a King City. | hereby fileaflight plan to Old Archimedes main landing field, described asfollows...” |

repested the numbers the CC had given me. "Filed on the seventeenth lune of the fourth lunation of the
year 214 of the Occupation of Earth. | request an initiation time."

"Granted. Time asfollows: thirty seconds from mark. Mark."
| was stunned. "That'sal thereisto it?"

It chuckled. Damn materndistic machine. "What did you expect, Fox? Marshas converging on



your jumper?’
"I don't know. | guess| thought you wouldn't dlow usto go to the Nearside."

"A popular misconception. Y ou are afree citizen, athough aminor, and able to go where you
wish on the lunar surface. Y ou are subject only to the laws of the state and the specific wishes of your
parent as programmed into me. 1... do you wish meto start the burn for you?"

"Mind your own business." | watched the tick and pressed the button when it reached zero. The
acceleration was mild, but went on for along time. Hell, Old Archimedesis at the antipodes.

"I have the respongbility to see that you do not endanger yourself through youthful ignorance or
forgetfulness. | must adso see that you obey the wishes of your mother. Other than that, you are on
your own."

"Y ou mean Carnival gave me permisson to go to the Nearside?'

"l didn't say that. | have received no ingruction from Carniva not to permit you to go to
Nearsde. There are no unusua dangersto your safety on Nearside. So | had no choice but to
approve your flight plan." It paused, sgnificantly. "It ismy experience that few parents consider it
necessary to ingtruct meto deny such permission. | infer that it's because so few people ever ask to go
there. | dso note that your parent is at the present moment unreachable; she has|eft instructions not to
be disturbed. Fox," the CC said, accusingly, "it occursto methat thisis no accident. Did you have this
planned?’

| hadn't! But if I'd known...

"No."

"l suppose you want areturn flight plan?’

"Why? I'll ask you when I'm ready to come back."

"I'm afraid that won't be possible,” it said, smugly. "In another five minutes you'll be out of range
of my last receptor. | don't extend to the Nearside, you know. Haven't in decades. Y ou're going out of
contact, Fox. You'll be on your own. Think about it."

| did. For aqueasy moment | wanted to turn back. Without the CC to monitor us, kidswouldn't
be alowed on the surface for years.

Weas| that confident? | know how hostile the surfaceisif it ever getsthe drop on you. | thought |
had al the mistakes trained out of me by now, but did I?

"How exciting," Halo gushed. She was off in the clouds again, completely over her shock at
where we were going. She was bubble-headed like that for three lunes after her Change. Well, so was
l, later, when | had my first.

"Hush, numbskull,” | said, not unkindly. Nor was sheinsulted. Shejust grinned at me and
gawked out the window as we approached the terminator.

| checked the supply of consumables; they werein perfect shape for astay of afull lunation if
need be, though | had larked off without a glance at the delta-vee.



"All right, smart-ass, give me the data for the return.”

"Incompl ete request,” the CC drawled.

"Damn you, | want aflight plan Old Archimedes-King City, and no back talk."
"Noted. Assmilated." It gave methat data. Its voice was getting fainter.

"I don't suppose,” it said, diffidently, "that you'd care to give me an indication of when you planto
return?'

Hal | had it whereit hurt. Carnival wouldn't be happy with the CC's explanation, | was sure of
thet.

"Tel her I've decided to start my own colony and I'll never come back."

"Asyouwish."

Old Archimedes was bigger than | had expected. | knew that even inits heyday it had not been
as populated as King City is, but they built more above the surface in those days. King City is not
much more than alanding field and afew domes. Old Archimedes was chock-a-block with structures,
al clugtered around the centra landing field. Halo pointed out some interesting buildings to the south,
and so | went over there and set down next to them.

She opened the door and threw out the tent, then jumped after it. | followed, taking the ladder
since | seemed dected to carry the lunch. Shetook a quick look around and started unpacking the
tent.

"WEIl go exploring later,” she said, breathlesdy. "Right now let's get in the tent and eet. I'm
hungry.”

All right, al right, | said to mysdif. I've got to face it sooner or later. | didn't think she wasredly
al that hungry—not for the picnic lunch, anyway. Thiswas gill going too fast for me. | had noidea
what our relationship would be when we crawled out of that tent.

While she was stting it up, | took amore leisurely ook around. Beforelong | was wishing we
had gone to Tranquillity Baseinstead. It wouldn't have been as private, but there are no spooks at
Tranquillity. Cometo think of it, Tranquillity Base used to be on the Nearsde, before they moved it.

About Old Archimedes.

| couldn't put my finger on what disturbed me about the place. Not the silence. The race has had
to adjust to slence since we were forced off the Earth and took to growing up on the junk planets of
the system. Not the lack of people. | was accustomed to long walks on the surface where | might not
see anyone for hours. | don't know. Maybe it was the Earth hanging there alittle above the horizon.

It wasin crescent phase, and | wished usdlessly for the old days when that dark portion would
have been sprayed with points of light that were the cities of mankind. Now there was only the
primitive night and the dolphinsin the sea.and the diens—bogies cooked up to ruin thedeep of a
child, but now | was not so sure. If humans gtill survive down there, we have no way of knowing it.



They say that's what drove peopleto the Farsde: the constant reminder of what they had logt,
awaystherein the sky. It must have been hard, especidly to the Earthborn. Whatever the reason, no
one had lived on the Nearside for dmost a century. All the origina settlements had dwindled as people
migrated to the comforting empty sky of Farside.

| think that'swhat | felt, hanging over the old buildingslike someinvisble moss. It wasthe aura of
fear and despair left by all the people who had buried their hopes here and moved away to the
forgetfulness of Farsde. There were ghodts here, dl right: the shades of unfulfilled dreams and endless
longing. And over it dl abottomless sadness.

| shook myself and came back to the present. Halo had the tent ready. It bulged up on the empty
fied, aclear bubblejust alittle higher than my head. Shewas dready inside. | crawled through the
gphincter, and she seded it behind me.

Hao'stent isagood one. The floor is about three metersin diameter, plenty of room for six
peopleif you don't mind an occasional kick. It had a stove, astereo set, and a compact toilet. It
recycled water, scavenged CO,, controlled temperature, and could provide hydroponic oxygen for
threelunations. And it dl folded into a cube thirty centimeterson aside.

Halo had skinned out of her suit as soon as the door was sealed and was bustling about, setting
up the kitchen. She took the lunch hamper from me and started to work.

| watched her with keen interest as she prepared the food. | wanted to get an insight into what
shewasfeding. It wasn't easy. Every fusein her head seemed to have blown.

Firg-timers often overreact, seeking anew identity for themselves before it dawns on them there
was nothing wrong with the old one. Since our society offers so little differentiation between the sex
roles, they reach back to where the differences are so vivid and startling: novels, drameas, films, and
tapes from the old days on Earth and the early years on the moon. They have the vague ideathat snce
they havethis new body and it lacks a penis or vagina, they should behave differently.

| recognized the character she had falen into; I'm asinterested in old culture asthe next kid. She
was Blondie and | was supposed to be Dagwood. The Bumsteads, you know. Typica domestic
nineteenth-century couple. She had spread a red-and-white-checkered tablecloth and set two places
with dishes, napkins, washbowls, and atiny eectric candelabra.

| had to smile at her, kneeling at thetiny stove, trying to put three pans on the same burner. She
wastrying so hard to please me with arole | was completely uninterested in. She was humming as she
worked.

After themedl, | offered to clean up for her (well, Dagwood would have), but Blondie said no,
that'sdl right, dear, I'll take care of everything. | lay flat on my back, holding my belly, and watched
the Earth. Presently | felt awarm body cuddle up, half beside me and haf on top of me, and press
close from toenailsto eyebrows. She had left Blondie over among the dirty dishes. The woman who
breathed in my ear now was—Helen of Troy? Greta Garbo?—someone new, anyway. | wished
fervently that Halo would come back. | was beginning to think Halo and | could screw likethe very
devil if thisfeverish creature that contained her would only give us achance. Meantime, | had to be
raped by Helen of Troy. | raised my head.

"What'sit like, HA0?'



She dowed her foreplay dightly, but it never really stopped. She propped herself up on one
elbow.

"l don't think | can describeit to you.”

"Pleasetry.”

Shedimpled. "I don't redlly know what it's all like" shesad. "I'm till avirgin, you know."
| sat up. "You got that, too?"

"Sure, why not? But don't worry about it. I'm not afraid.”

"What about making love?'

"Oh, Fox, Fox! Yes, yes. I..."

"No, no! Wait aminute." | squirmed benegth her, trying to hold her off alittle longer. "What |
meant was, wasn't there any problem in making the shift? | mean, do you have any aversion to having
sex with boys now?" 1t was sure astupid question, but she took it serioudly.

"l haven't noticed any problem so far," she said, thoughtfully, as her hand reached down and
fumbled, inexpertly trying to guide mein. | helped her get it right, and she poised, squatting on her
toes. "' thought about that before the Change, but it sort of melted away. Now | don't fed any qualms
at dl. Ahhhhh!" She had thrust hersalf down, brutally hard, and we were off and running.

It was the most unsatisfactory sex act | ever had. It was not entirely the fault of either of us;
external events were about to mess us up totdly. But it wasn't very good even without that.

A firg-time female Changer isliable to bein ddirious oblivion through the entire first sex act,
which may last al of sixty seconds. Thefact that sheis playing the game from the other court with a
different set of rulesand anew set of equipment does not handicap her. Rather, it providesa
tremendous erotic simulus.

That'swhat happened to Halo. | began to wonder if sheld wait for me. | never found out. |
looked away from her face and got the shock of my life. There was someone standing outside the tent,
watching us.

Ha o felt the changein me and looked a my face, which must have been asight, then looked
over her shoulder. Shefainted; out like alight.

Hell, | dmost fainted mysdlf. Would have, but when she did, it scared me even more, and |
decided | couldn't indulgeit. So | stayed awake to see what was going on.

It looked way too much like one of the ghosts my imagination had been waking through the
abandoned city ever since we got there. The figure was short and dressed in a suit that might have
been stolen from the museum at Kepler, except that it was more patches than suit. | could tell little
about who might beinit, not even the sex. It was bulky, and the helmet was reflective.

| don't know how long | stared at it; long enough for the spook to walk around the tent three or
four times. | reached for the bottle of white wine we had been drinking and took along pull. | found
out that's an old movie cliché; it didn't make anything any better. But it sure did things for Hdo when |



poured it in her face.

"Get inyour suit," | said, as she sat up, sputtering. "I think that character wantsto talk to us." He
waswaving & us and pointing to what might have been aradio on hissuit.

We suited up and crawled through the sphincter. | kept saying hello as| ran through the channdls
on my suit. Nothing worked. Then he came over and touched helmets. He sounded far away.

"What'reyou doin' here?"
| had thought that would have been obvious.

"Sir, wejust came over herefor apicnic. Arewe on your land or something? If so, I'm sorry,
and..."

"No, no," hewaved it off. "Y ou can do asyou please. | ain't your ma. Asto owning, | guess|
own thiswhole city, but you're welcome to do as you please with most of it. Do asyou please, that's
my philosophy. That'swhy I'm ill here. They couldn't get old Lester to move out. I'm old Lester.”

"I'm Fox, gr," | sad.
"And I'm Halo." She heard us over my radio.
He turned and looked at her.

"Hao," hesaid, quietly. "A Halo for an angd. Nice name, miss." | waswishing | could see his
face. He sounded like an adult, but he was sure asmall one. Both of usweretaler than he was, and
we're not much above average for our age.

He coughed. "I, ah, I'm sorry | disturbed you folks... ah," he seemed embarrassed. "I just
couldn't help mysdlf. | haven't seen any people for along time—oh, ten years, | guess—and | just had
to get acloser look. And I, uh, I needed to ask you something."

"And what's that, Sr?"
"Y ou can knock off the'sir." | ain't your pa. | wanted to know if you folks had any medicine?"

"Thereésafirg-aid kit in the jumper,” | said. "Isthere someonein need of help?1'd be glad to
take them to ahospita in King City."

Hewaswaving hisarmsfranticdly.

"No, no, no. | don't want doctors poking around. | just need alittle medicine. Uh, say, could you
take that first-aid kit out of the jumper and come to my warren for abit? Maybe you got something in
there| could use”

We agreed, and followed him acrossthe field.

Heled usinto an unpressurized building at the edge of the field. We threaded our way through
dark corridors.



We cameto abig cargo lock, stepped inside, and he cycled it. Then we went through the inner
door and into hiswarren.

It was quite a place, more like ajungle than ahome. It was as big as the Civic Auditorium at
King City and overgrown with trees, vines, flowers, and bushes. It looked like it had been tended at
onetime, but alowed to go wild. There were abed and afew chairsin one corner, and severa tal
stacks of books. And heaps of junk; barrels of leak sedlant, empty O, cylinders, slvaged instruments,

buggy tires.

Halo and | had our helmets off and were half out of our suitswhen we got our first look at him.
Hewasincredible! I'm afraid | gasped, purely from reflex; Halo just stared. Then we politely tried to
pretend there was nothing unusud.

He looked like he made a habit of going out without his suit. His face was grooved and pitted like
aplowed field after an artillery barrage. His skin looked as tough asleather. His eyeswere sunk into

deep pits.
"Well, let me seeit,” he said, sticking out athin hand. His knuckles were swollen and knobby.

| handed him the firg-aid kit, and he fumbled with the catches, then got it open. He sat in achair
and carefully read the labe on each item. He mumbled while he read.

Hal o wandered among the plants, but | was more curious about old Lester than about his home.
| watched him handle the contents of the kit with tiff, clumsy fingers. All his movements seemed tiff. |
couldn't imagine what might be wrong with him and wondered why he hadn't sought medica help long
ago, before whatever was fflicting him could go thisfar.

At last he put everything back in the kit but two tubes of cream. He sighed and looked at us.
"How old areyou?' he asked, suspicioudy.

"I'mtwenty,” | said. | don't know why. I'm not aliar, usualy, unless| have agood reason. | was
just beginning to get afunny feding about old Lester, and | followed my ingtincts.

"Me, too," Halo volunteered.

He seemed satisfied, which surprised me. | was redlizing he had been out of touch for along
time. Just how long | didn’t know yet.

"Therean't much herethat'll be of useto me, but I'd like to buy these hereitems, if you'rewillin'
to sdl. Saysherethey'refor ‘topica anesthesia,’ and | could use some of that in the mornings. How
much?'

| told him he could have them for nothing, but heinssted; so | told him to set hisown priceand
reached for my credit meter in my suit pouch. He was holding out some rectangular dips of paper.
They were units of paper currency, issued by the old Lunar Free State in the year 76 O.E. They had
not been used in over acentury. They were worth afortune to acollector.

"Lester,” | said, dowly, "these are worth more than you probably redlize. | could sell themin
King City for..."

He cackled. "Good man. | know what them billsisworth. I'm decrepit, but | ain't senile. They're



worth thousands to one what wants ‘em, but they're worthlessto me. Except for onething. They'rea
damn good test for findin' an honest man. They let me know if somebody'd take advantage of asick,
senile ol' hermit like me. Pardon me, son, but | had you pegged for aliar when you comein here. |
was wrong. So you keep the bills. Otherwise, I'd atook 'em back.”

He threw something on the floor in front of us, something he'd had in hishand and | hadn't even
seen. It wasagun. | had never seen one.

Halo picked it up, gingerly, but | didn't want to touch it. Thisold Lester character seemed alot
lessfunny to me now. We were quiet.

"Now I've gone and scared you,” he said. "'l guess I'veforgot al my manners. And I'veforgot
how you folkslive on the other side.”" He picked up the gun and opened it. The charge chamber was
empty. "But you wouldn't of knowed it, would you? Anyways, I'm not akiller. | just pick my friends
red careful. Can | make up thefright I've caused you by inviting you to dinner? | haven't had any
guestsfor ten years"

Wetold him wed just eaten, and he asked if we could stay and just talk for awhile. He seemed
awfully eager. We said okay.

"Y ou want some clothes? 1 don't expect you figured on visiting when you come here."
"Whatever your cusomis," Halo said, diplomaticaly.

"I got no customs," he said, with atoothless grin. "'If you don't fed funny naked, it ain't no
business of mine. Do asyou please, | say." It was astock phrase with him.

So we lay on the grass, and he got some very strong, clear liquor and poured usdl drinks.
"Moonshing," helaughed. "The genuine article. | makeit mysdlf. Best liquor on the Nearsde.”
We taked, and we drank.

Before | got too drunk to remember anything, afew interesting facts emerged about old Lester.
For onething, heredly was old. He said he was two hundred and fifty-seven, and he was Earthborn.
He had come to the moon when he was twenty-eight, several years before the Invasion.

| know severd peoplein that age range, though none quite that old. Carniva's great-grandmother
istwo twenty-one, but she's moonborn, and doesn't remember the Invasion. Theres virtualy nothing
left of the flesh she was born with. She'stransferred her memoriesto anew brain twice.

| was prepared to believe that old Lester had gone along time without medical care, but |
couldn't accept what hetold us &t first. He said that, barring one new heart eighty years ago, hewas
unrecongtructed since hisbirth! I'm young and naive—I fredy admit it now—but | couldn't swalow
that. But | believed it eventudly, and | believeit now.

Hehad amillion storiesto tell, dl of them at least eighty years old because that's how long he had
been ahermit. He had stories of Earth, and of the early years on the moon. He told us about the hard
years after the Invasion. Everyone who lived through that has astory to tell. | drew ablank before the
evening was over, and the only thing | remember clearly isthethree of usstandingin acircle, ams
around each other, singing asong old Lester had taught us. We swayed against each other and
bumped foreheads and broke up laughing. | remember his hand resting on my shoulder. It was hard as



rock.

The next day Halo became Florence Nightingale and nursed old Lester back to life. Shewas as
firm asany nurse, getting him out of his clothes over hisfeeble protests, then giving him amassage. In
the soberness of the morning | wondered how she could bring herself to touch hiswrinkled old body,
but as| watched, | dowly understood. He was beautiful.

The best thing to compare old Lester to isthe surface. Thereis nothing older, or more abused,
than the surface of the moon. But | have dwaysloved it. It'sthe most beautiful placein the system,
including Saturn's Rings. Old Lester was like that. | imagined he was the moon. He had become part
of it.

Though | cameto accept hisage, | could still seethat he wasin terrible shape. The drinking had
taken alot out of him, but he wouldn't be kept down. The first thing he wanted in the morning was
another drink. | brought him one, then | cooked a big breakfast: eggs and sausage and bread and
orangejuice, dl from his garden. Then we were off and drinking again.

| didn't even have timeto worry about what Carnival and Halo's mother might be thinking by
now. Old Lester had plainly adopted us. He said held be our father, which struck me asafunny thing
to say sncewho the hell ever knowswho their father is? But he began behaving in the manner | would
cal maernd, and he evidently thought of it as paternd.

Wedid alot of thingsthat day. He taught us about gardening.

He showed me how to crossfertilize the egg plants and how to tell when they were ripe without
breaking the shellsto see. Hetold us the secrets of how to grow breadfruit trees so they'd yield loaves
of dark-brown, hard, whole whest or the strangely different rye variety by grafting branches. | had
never had rye before. And we learned to dig for potatoes and steakroots. We learned how to harvest
honey and cheese and tomatoes. We stripped bacon from the surface of the porktree trunks.

And wed drink his moonshine while we worked, and laugh alot, and held throw in more of his
stories between the garden lore.

Old Lester was not the fool he seemed at first. His speech pattern was largely affected,
something he did to amuse himsdlf over the years. He could spesk as correctly as anyone when he
wanted to. He had read much and remembered it al. He was afirst-rate engineer and botanist, but his
education and skills had to be quaified by thisfact: everything he knew was eighty years out of date. It
didn't matter much: the old methods worked well enough.

In socid mattersit wasadifferent story.

He didn't know much about Changing, except that he didn't likeit. It was Changing that finaly
decided him to separate himsdf from society. He said he had been having his doubts about joining the
migration to Farsde, and the sex-change issue had been the final factor. He shocked us more than he
knew when he revealed that he had never been awoman. | thought hislack of curiosity must be
monumental, but | waswrong. It turned out that he had some queer notions about the mordity of the
whole process, ideas he had gotten from some weirdly aberrant religion in his childhood. | had heard
of the cult, asyou can hardly avoid it if you know any higtory. It had said little about ethics, being more
interested in arbitrary regulations.



Old Legter il believed init, though. His home was littered with primitive icons. Therewasa
centra symbol he cherished above the others: a smple wooden fetish in the shape of aplussgnwitha
long stem. He wore one around his neck, and others sprouted like weeds.

| cameto redlize that thisreligion was at the bottom of the puzzling inconsstencies| began to
notice about him. His"do asyou please’ may have been sincere, but he did not entirely live by it. It
became clear that, though he thought people should have freedom of choice, he condemned them if the
choice they made was not his own.

My spur-of-the-moment decision to lie about my age had been borne out, though I'm not sure
the truth wouldn't have been better. 1t might have kept us out of the further lieswetold or implied, and
| dways prefer honesty to deception. But | still don't know if old Lester could have been our friend
without thelies.

He knew something of life on Farside and made it clear he disapproved of most of it. And he had
deluded himsdf (with our help) that we weren't like that. In particular, he thought people should not
have sex until they reached a"decent age." He never defined that, but Hao and I, at "twenty,” were

safey padtit.

It was a puzzling notion. Even Carniva, who isabit old-fashioned, would have been shocked.
Granted, we speed up puberty now—I have been sexually potent since | was seven—~but he felt that
even after puberty people should abstain. | couldn't make any sense out of it. | mean, what would
you do?

Then there was aword he used, "incest,” that | had to look up when | got hometo be surel'd
understood him. | had. Hewas againgt it. | guessit had abasis back in the dawn of time, when
procreation and genetics were o tied up with sex, but how could it matter now? The only place
Carnivd and | get dong at dl isin bed; without that, we would have very little in common.

It went on and on, thelist of regulations. Luckily, it didn't sour meon old Lester. All | didiked
was the lieswe had trapped oursavesinto. I'm willing to let people have dl sorts of screwball notions
aslong asthey don't force them on me, like Carniva was doing about the Change. That | found mysalf
expressing agreement with old Lester'sideas was my own fault, not his. | think.

The days went by, marred by only onething. | had not broken any laws, but | knew | was being
searched for. And | knew | wastreating Carniva badly. | tried to figure out just how badly, and what |
should do about it, but kept getting fogged up by the moonshine and good times.

Carniva had cometo the Nearside. Halo and | had watched them from the shadows when old
Lester'sradar had picked them up coming in. There had been six or seven figuresin the distance. They
had entered the jumper and made a search. They had cast around at the edge of thefield for our
tracks, found them, and followed them to where they disappeared on concrete. | would have liked to
have listened in, but didn't dare because they were sure to have detection apparatus for that.

And they left. They left the jumper, which was nice of them, since they could have taken it and
rendered us helplessto wait for their return.

| thought about it, and talked it over with Halo. Severd times we were ready to give up and go
back. After al, we hadn't really set out to run away from home. We had only been defying authority,
and it had never entered my head that we would stay aslong aswe had. But now that we were here
we found it hard to go back. Thetrip to Nearside had acquired an inertia of its own, and we didn't



have the strength to stop it.

In the end we went to the other extreme. We decided to stay on Nearside forever. | think we
were giddy with the sense of power adecision like that made us fed. So we covered up our doubts
with backd apping encouragement, alot of giggling, and inflated notions of what we and old Lester
would do at Archimedes.

We wrote anote—which proved we still felt responsible to someone—and taped it to the ladder
of the jJumper; then Halo went in and turned on the outside lights and pointed them straight up. We
retired to ahiding place and waited.

Sure enough, another ship returned in two hours. They had been watching from close orbit and
landed on the next pass when they noticed the change. One person got out of the ship and read the
note. It was a crazy note, saying not to worry, wewere al right. It went on to say we intended to stay,
and some more things I'd rather not remember. It aso said she should take the jumper. | was
regretting that even as she read it. We must have been crazy.

| could see her dump even from so far awvay. Shelooked al around her, then began sgndingin
semaphore language.

"Do what you haveto,” shesgnaled. "I don't understand you, but | love you. I'm leaving the
jumper in case you change your mind."

Widl. | gulped, and was hafway up on my way out to her when, to my great surprise, Hao
pulled me down. | had thought she was only going along with me to avoid having to point out how
wrong | was. Thishadn't been her idea; she had not been in her right mind when | hustled her over
here. But she had settled down from al that lunes ago and was now as level-headed as ever. And was
more taken with our adventure than | was.

"Dope!" she hissed, touching hdmets. "I thought you'd do something like that. Think it through.
Do you want to give up so easy? We haven't even tried thisyet.”

Her face wasn't as certain as her words, but | wasin no shape to argue her out of it. Then
Carniva was gone, and | fdlt better. It was true that we had an out if it turned sour. Pretty soon we
wereintrepid pioneers, and | didn't think of Carniva or the Farside until things did start to go sour.

For along time, dmost alunation, we were happy. We worked hard every day with old Lester. |
learned that in hiskind of life the work was never done; there was always an air duct to repair, flowers
to pollinate, machinery to regulate. It was primitive, and | could usualy see waysto improvethe
methods but never thought of suggesting them. It wouldn't have fit with our crazy pioneer idess.

Things had to be hard to fed right.

We built agrass lean-to like one we had seen in amovie and moved in. It was acrossthe
chamber from old Lester, which was silly, but it meant we could visit each other. And | learned an
interesting thing about Sin.

Old Lester would watch us make love in our raggedy shack, agrin across hisleathery face. Then
one day heimplied that lovemaking should be a private act. It wasasinto do it in front of others, and
asintowatch. But he still watched.

So | asked Halo about it.



"Heneedsalittlesin, Fox."

"Huh?'

"I know itisn't logica, but you must have seen by now that hisreligion ismixed up.”
"That'sfor sure. But | till don't get it.”

"Well, | don't ether, but | try to respect. He thinks drinking is sinful, and until we came dong it
was the only sin he could practice. Now he can do the sin of lugt, too. | think he needsto be forgiven
for things, and he can't be forgiven until he doesthem.”

"That'sthe craziest thing | ever heard. But even crazier, if lustisasinto him, why doesn't he go
all the way and make love with you? I've been dead sure he wantsto, but asfar as| know, he's never
doneit. Has he?"

Shelooked at me pityingly. "Y ou don't know, do you?'
"Y ou mean he has?'

"No. | don't mean that. We haven't. And not because | haven't tried. And not because he doesn't
want to. He looks, looks, l0oks; he never takes his eyes off me. And it isn't because hethinksit'sasn.
He knows it'sasin, but hed do it if he could.”

"| «ill don't understand, then.”

"What do you mean?| just told you. He can't. HE'stoo old. His equipment won't function
awymore."

"That'sterrible!" | wasamost sick. | knew there was aword for his condition, but | had to look
it up along time afterward. Theword is crippled. It means some part of your body doesn't work right.
Old Lester had been sexudlly crippled for over acentury.

| serioudy considered going home then. | was not at al sure he was the kind of person | wanted
to be around. Thelieswere getting more galling every day, and now this.

But things got much worse, and till | stayed.

Hewasill. | don't mean the way we think of ill; some petty malfunction to be cleared up by a
ten-minute vigt to the bioengineers. He was wearing out.

It was partly our fault. Even that first morning he was not very quick out of bed. Each lune—after
along night of drinking and generad hdll-rasing—he was alittle dower to get up. It got to where Halo
was spending an hour each morning just massaging him into shape to stland erect. | thought &t first he
wasjust cannily malingering because he liked the massage and Halo's intimacy when she worked him
over. That was not the case. When he did get up, he hobbled, bent over from painsin hisbelly. He
would forget things. Hewould ssumble, fall, and get up very dowly.

"I'm dying," he said one night. | gasped; Halo blinked rapidly. | tried to cover my embarrassment
by pretending he hadn't said it.

"I know it'sabad word now, and I'm sorry if | offended you. But | ain't lived thislong without



being abletolook it inthe eye.

"I'mdying, dl right, and I'll be dead pretty soon. | didn't think it'd come so sudden. Everything
seemsto be quittin’ on me."

Wetried to convince him that he was wrong and, when that didn't work, to convince him that he
should take ashort hop to Farside and get straightened out. But we couldn't get through his
superdtition. Hewas awfully afraid of the engineers on Farside. We would try to show him that
periodic repairs fill |eft the mind— he cdled it the "soul"—unchanged, but held get philosophical.

The next day he didn't get up at dl. Halo rubbed his old limbs until she was iff. It was no good.
His breathing becameirregular, and his pulse was hard to find.

So we were faced with the toughest decision ever. Should we dlow himto die, or carry him to
the jumper and rush him to arepair shop? We sweated over it al lune. Neither coursefelt right, but |
found myself arguing to take him back, and Halo said we shouldn't. He could not hear us except for
brief periods when held rouse himsalf and try to Sit up. Then held ask us questions or say things that
seemed totally random. His brain must have been pretty well scrambled by then.

"You kids aren't redly twenty, are you?' he said once.
"How did you know?"'
He cackled, weskly.

"Old Lester ain't no dummy. Y ou said that to cover up what | caught you doin' so's | wouldn't tell
your folks. But | won't tell. That's your business. Just wanted you to know you didn't fool me, not for a
minute." He lapsed into |abored breathing.

We never did settle the argument, unless by default. What | wanted to do took some action, and
intheend | didn't haveitin meto get up and do it. | wasn't sure enough of mysalf. So we sat there on
his bed, waiting for him to die and talking to him when he needed it. Halo held his hand.

| went through hell. I cursed him for avacuum-skulled, mentally defective, prehistoric poop, and
amost decided to help him out in his pea-brained search for death. Then | went the other way; loving
him amost like he loved his crazy God. | imagined he was the mother that Carnival had never redly
been to me and that my world would have no purpose when he was dead. Both those reactions were
crazy, of course; old Lester wasjust aperson. Hewasalittle crazy and alittle saintly, and hardly a
person you should either love or hate. It was Degth that had me going in circles: the creepy
black-robed skeletal figure old Lester had told us about, straight out of his superstition.

He opened one bleary eye after hours of no movement.

"Don't ever," hesaid. "Y ou shouldn't ever. You, | mean. Halo. Don't ever get aChange. You
aways been agirl, you aways should be. The Lord intended it that way."

Ha o shot aquick glance at me. Shewas crying, and her eyestold me: don't breathe a word.
Let himbelieveit. She needn't have worried.

Then he started coughing. Blood came from hislips, and assoon as| saw it, | passed out. |
thought hewould literdly fal apart and rot into some awful green dime, dimethat | could never wash
off.



Halo wouldn't let me stay out. She dgpped me until my ears were ringing, and when | was
awake, we gave up. We couldn't make a meaningful decison in theface of this. We had to giveit to
someone dse.

So twenty-five minutes later | was over the pole, just coming into range of the CC's outer
transmitters.

"Wll, the black sheep return,” the CC began in asuperior tone. "I must say you outlasted the
usual Nearsde gtay, infact..."

"Shut up!" | bawled. "Y ou shut up and listen to me. | want to contact Carnival, and | want her
now, crash priority, emergency satus. Get on it!"

The CC wasdl business, dropping the in loco parentis program and operating with the
astonishing speed it's capable of in an emergency. Carnival was on thelinein three seconds.

"Fox," shesad, "I don't want to start this off on abad footing; o, first of dl, | thank you for
giving me achance to settle thiswith you face-to-face. I've retained afamily arbiter, and I'd like for us
to present our separate cases to him on this Change you want, and I'll agree to abide by his decision.
Isthat fair for abeginning?' She sounded anxious. | knew there was anger benegath it—there dways
is—but she was sincere.

"We can talk about that later, Mom," | sobbed. "Right now you've got to get to thefield, as quick
asyou can."

"Fox, isHao with you?Isshedl right?"
"Shesdl right.”
"Il betherein five minutes™

It wastoo late, of course. Old Lester had died shortly after | lifted off, and Halo had been there
with adead body for almost two hours.

Shewas cam about it. She held Carnival and me together while she explained what had to be
done, and even got usto help her. We buried him, as he had wanted, on the surface, in a spot that
would dwaysbein thelight of Old Earth.

Carniva never would tell me what she would have done if he had been dive when we got there.
It was an ethicd question, and both of us are usudly very opinionated on ethical matters. But | suspect
we agreed for once. Thewill of theindividua must be respected, and if | faceit again, I'll know what
to do. I think.

| got my Change without family arbitration. Credit mewith alittle sense; if our case had ever
come up before afamily arbiter, I'm sure he would have recommended divorce. And that would have
been tough, because difficult as Carnivd is, | love her, and | need her for at least afew moreyears.
I'm not as grownup as | thought | was.

It didn't redlly surprise methat Carniva was right about the Change, either. In another lunation |
was male again, then femae, mae; back and forth for ayear. Theré's no sensein that. I'm female now,



and | think I'll stick with it for afew years and see what it's about. | was born female, you know, but
only lasted two hoursin that sex because Carnival wanted aboy.

And Hao'samale, which makesit perfect. We've found that we do better as opposites than we
did as boyfriends. I'm thinking about having my child in afew years, with Halo asthefather. Carniva
sayswait, but | think I'm right thistime. | ill believe most of our troubles come from her inability to
remember the swiftly moving present achild livesin. Then Halo can have her child—I'd beflattered if
she chose meto father it—and...

We're moving to Nearside. Halo and me, that is, and Carnival and Chord are thinking abot it,
and they'll go, | think. If only to shut up Adagio.

Why are we going? I've thought about it along time. Not because of old Lester. | hate to speak
unkindly of him, but he wasinarguably afool. A fool with dignity, and the strength of hisconvictions, a
likable old foal, but afool dl the same. It would be silly to talk of "carrying on his dream’ or some of
thethings| think Halo hasinmind.

But, coincidentdly, his dream and mine are pretty close, though for different reasons. He couldn't
bear to see the Nearside abandoned out of fear, and he feared the new human society. So he became
ahermit. | want to go there smply because the fear isgone for my generation, and it'salot of beautiful
real estate. And we won't be alone. Well be the vanguard, but the days of clustering in the Farside
warrens and ignoring Old Earth are over. The human race came from Earth, and it was ours until it
wastaken from us. To tell thetruth, I've been wondering if the diensareredly asinvincible astheold
stories say.

It sureisapretty planet. | wonder if we could go back?
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