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| ntroduction

Thereare, of course, dl kinds of sciencefiction. Some of them fall so far from ether science or
technology that it has been useful lately to use the term " SF* because agreat dedl of what science
fiction readers enjoy is much more properly caled "speculaivefiction,” or "science fantasy” in those
caseswhere the "science” involves what amounts to magic done with trangstors. With theincreasing
prominence aswell of the outright adventure story set in some wholly imaginary primitive society, and
of the"story" whose mgjor strength is not narrative but unconventional prose technique, "SF' now and
then sandsfor "somehow it fits"

Thereisnothing ether right or wrong about this. What aways countsis whether the readers
accept and enjoy what they find. That is a consequence of the author'stalent, not of his adherenceto
some particular school of thought.

Still, the classica sciencefiction story remainsthe core of SF. It isastory about peoplelivingin
aworld whose technology springslogicaly from the most likely scientific thinking of our own time.
Becauseit isa"story"—abelievable series of interesting events leading up to a satisfactory
resol ution—it centers on the problems and conflicts faced by clearly ddlineated personditieswith
whom the reader can identify. Becauseit isan SF sory, those problems and conflicts must rise from
some aspect of the new society in which those personditieslive.

Such astory isn't easy to create. But done properly, it has uncommon power. The author hasto
be conversant with what is actudly being done at the forefront of actual science. From his knowledge
of what isbeing tried in today's |aboratories or what competent thinkers are suggesting might be a
fruitful thing to do, he hasto extrapolate hardware. He placeshimsdf in the position of aman
knowing, in 1890, that there is a hitherto amost useless petroleum didtillate caled gasoline, that its
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vapor pressureis such that it can be made to produce controlled explosions, and that afew people
arethinking of building enginesthat might utilize thisenergy.

From that, the SF writer has to deduce the devel opment of light, economica power sources
using compact, high-energy fuel and diminating the need for huge steam boilers and great hegps of
coal that need to be dragged around with the vehicle. He has to be able to see, fairly clearly, arich
man'stoy evolving into theMode T Ford, the evolution of local roadsinto an intercontinental highway
network, the obsolescence of the need for market towns within horsedrawn distances, the
urbanization of theworld, the crowding of the cities, the trandformation of the socid class digtinctions
of hisown day, air pollution, and eventudly afrantic search for more gasoline pardleled by asmilar
search for dternative power sources that might preserve the gasoline society after the gasolineis gone.

An SF writer of today, given the same wits, would of course be ableto seethe
twenty-first-century society that will actualy emerge from that progression, because he has sense
enough to recognize that if an obscure petroleum digtillate can create aworld, so can its absence
inevitably create another one, in which the presence of dternate technologieswill have consequences
equaly far-reaching.

He does not, of course, have to be specifically correct on the level of being ableto give you
brand decals, the addresses of particular used-car dedlers, or the name of the great statesman who
was conceived on the back seat cushion of an Apperson Eight. But the people and places he does
name have to spring believably from the known facts of the science and society of hisday. They must
remain recognizably people, capable of joy and sorrow, pride and guilt, inspiration and depression,
love and desath. It isthe things that evince these conditions—the hardware with which the human flesh
and mind must interact—that he has to build with such skill that even if they never in fact do exi<, they
il very well might have existed... and, in some aternate world, perhaps do exist.

These are dmost inhumane condtraints. The writer of historicd fiction has only the tedious task
of poring through the libraries and museums. The writer of contemporary fiction has only the
difficultiesinherent inlooking about him and speaking of it without being overcome by hisown
laughter or tears. The creator of worldsthat might be cannot cite any authority but his own; cannot
point to an actua incident and declare it to be the model for hisart.

Inevitably, most writerswho are willing to undertake thistask at dl are writerswho play on
some strength and do their best to disguise weaknesses. Many of them are trained first as scientists or
technol ogists, and teach themsalves writing as best they can. They tend to be fascinated with the
hardware, and to sketch in the people, must as an architectura rendering will carefully detail a suite of
offices and add afaceless human outline to indicate the scale of Size.

Mogt such writers. Not all, but the generdization isvdid.

Others, skilled at visudizing people, but for one reason or another impelled to attempt
technological extrapolation aswell, sketch in backgrounds that have no depth and describe societies
that have no likely foundation. Much of their work, whereit is not ludicrous on those very terms, is
best read as satire. Often, in duetime, that iswhere their talents take them deliberatdly, often with
excdllent results but right out of science fiction into another branch of SF.

But not al such writers. Some, whether coming from the direction of technologica training or
approaching on the opposite course, people "red™ worlds with genuine protagonists who must really



livein them and who, by living in them, tell us something about oursdvesthat isvaid, moving,
sometimes beautiful, and not available to usin any other way. We are trapped in atransent redlity of
time and Situation. The good—the excellent—writer of sciencefiction frees us from those congtraints.

And so we come directly to John Varley.

Theauthor of one recently published novel, The Ophiuchi Hotline, Varley isvery much arisng
dar in SF... in sciencefiction in particular. Beginning in late 1974, he has aso published a series of
noteworthy shorter works, many of them collected here. Their specific excellences spesk for
themsdves, and | wish you much pleasurein them. Thereisno point in explaining them or going into
detail about the circumstances under which they were written, or in attempting to transmit to you
whatever the author thinks about them. The worth of agtory isin the reading, and Varley fed sthat
way about it too. It has become fashionable to treat one-author collections as occasions for
autobiography and little treatises about the stories. But astory that needs to have words said about it
iIsastory that does not contain dl its own right words. The transaction is ultimately between the
reader and the story, not with the author, who, if al iswell, has done his job and has no need to
intrude as a persondlity.

One of the most engaging things about Varley asa person isthat he doesfed that way. Heisa
young man with college training in physics and English, an ability to understand and extrapol ate from
current thinking in many scientific disciplines, anice touch with the language, and adwelling in Oregon
where he liveswith Anet Mcond and their three children. He does not ask you to likehim asa
person, though you probably would, and he does not ask to come visit your home and tell you
anecdotes about himsdf. He offers you stories, and into those stories he presumably puts whatever he
isand thinks. Isthereredly anything €l se necessary?

One gtriking thing about these storiesisthat they will probably leave you feding good. The
peoplein them solve their problems, grievous though they are, and they are meanwhile actively
engaged with solving them, and with lifeitsdlf. Thissurdly reflects Varley himsdf. Moreimportant, it
reflects adecided change in SF since the decade ending roughly in 1975, and that is something we
can, perhaps profitably, ponder for afew moments.

In the 1940s, impelled by the technological optimism of that great editor John W. Campbell, Jr.,
and hismost prominent writers, science fiction assumed that of course, if aman only spur himsdf to
the task, and apply histechnologica training aswel as quick menta and physicd reflexes, al must fdl
before him. While there is nothing wrong with this as agenera proposition, and much isright abouit it
interms of dramatic storytelling, it beginsto pall as a steady diet, particularly since, toward the end of
Campbd|'s preeminence, it was being applied as formula by writers of lesser sKill.

Beginning in 1950, with the gppearance of strong competitorsfor the high-quality SF audience, a
wave of reaction set in. A number of good writers with excellent stories began dealing with Stuations
technology could not solve and protagonists who had not graduated with honors from technical
academies. By the early 1960s, which were seeing the beginnings of socia ferment, this had trandated
into a predilection for socid satire, some of it gloomy with regard to the capabilities of technology;
and by 1965 or o thistrend had frequently reached the leved of outright anger, aswell asa



determined controversion of the middle-classideals and technocratic aspirations that had been part of
Campbdl'sbasic orientation. At the sametime, ayouthful impatience for the plain tale dways plainly
told had produced a"new wave' of writerswho explored aternate storytelling techniques, sometimes
to good effect. Certainly ther failures, while by nature more spectacular, were no more frequent than
falures of the plain tale badly told by unskilled artisans.

Between 1965 and 1975—again, roughly; very roughly—this generd trend rode on the
shoulders of red socid dissatisfaction. Toward the beginning of that period, it was as angry asthered
protestersin the streets. It was assumed that the world was going to hell, that whatever was traditional
was at least strongly suspect, and that beneficia change would be along time coming, if ever.

Someof thisfeding still perggts, just asduring dl thisturmoil some writers of SF continued to
pursue the possibilities of sciencefiction as distinguished from the newly popular forms of SF. There
areno clearly delineated little boxesin the arts. All of this, | think, is SF's gain—we need Brian Aldiss,
Tom Disch and Ed Bryant, to name just three, as much aswe need Isaac Asmov, Arthur C. Clarke
and Frank Herbert, to name three more popular writers of sometimes very high-quality prose and
story. But in that decade, if someone had been asked to state briefly the philosophical nature of SF,
the answer would have been "cautionary.”

But something new isbeginning to emerge. The feding for socia change has becomeless
explosive and more firmly rooted in thorough thought. Technological excesses are recognized, and
their sometimes dangerous intensity is cited. But thereis no longer so much of afeding that technology
and technol ogists cannot change for the better. The inequities of socid dratification are ill there, and
described with appropriate revulsion, but they are dealt with rather than ignored or held to be
unresolvable. In the SF community itself, there is beginning to be a definite understanding that females
have an equal, not aspecid, place, and agrowing number of very good new writers have entered the
fidd who are black, or femae, or both, bringing with them their voices and their views. These new
orientations are being incorporated into SF in generd, so that they are available to everyone who
knows and worksinthefield, asVarley's storiesilludtrate.

Thereis beginning to be, in other words, yet another new SF; vigorous, relevant, richer than
ever. Some of it borrows from the old science fiction not only arespect for science as Man's most
dexterousinstrument for understanding the Universe, but technology asatool for applying that
understanding, in the hands of individua s with some degree of maturity and some qudity of broad
conscience. And it borrows something else—an understanding that not al people are inevitably
helplessvictims; in fact, that there livesin each of us something that responds to examples of postive
action. If it responds, might it not also represent a resource that we might use oursalves, for oursalves,
If wedid not persgst in denying its existence within ourselves?

Y ou will find traces of dl of SFshigtory in Varley'swork, asyou should. The man springs
squarely from everything that has gone before him in thisfield. He has not come to us because SF is
currently fashionable, but because heis an SF person. The field has aways, whatever its mode,
looked at Mankind in terms of our future, and hastold us much about ourselves because it has dways
assumed that today isfleeting, and only an aspect of tomorrow. Whether hopeful or gloomy, it has
without question always made the staggering assumption that tomorrow will be different, and that
therefore today may not be everything it seems. It has not shirked looking. It has had, if one may be
50 bold, persistence of vision.



—AlgisBudrys

The Phantom of Kansas

| do my banking at the Archimedes Trust Association. Their security isfirg-rate, their serviceis
courteous, and they have their own medico facility that does nothing but take recordingsfor their
vaults

And they had been robbed two weeks ago.

It was abreak for me. | had been gpproaching my regular recording date and dreading the
chunk it would take from my savings. Then these thieves break into my bank, steal a huge amount of
negotiable paper, and in an excess of enthusiasm they destroy all the recording cubes. Every last one
of them, crunched into tiny shards of plastic. Of course the bank had to replace them al, and very
fast, too. They weren't stupid; it wasn't the first time someone had used such abank robbery to
facilitate amurder. So the bank had to record everyone who had an account, and do it in afew days.
It must have cost them more than the robbery.

How that schemeworks, incidentaly, islikethis. The robber couldn't care less about the money
stolen. Modtly it's very risky to pass such loot, anyway. The programs written into the money
computers these days are enough to foil al but the most exceptional robber. Y ou haveto let that kind
of money liefor on the order of a century to have any hope of realizing gainson it. Not impossible, of
course, but the palice types have found out that few criminas are temperamentally able to wait that
long. Therobber'sreal motivein a case where memory cubes have been destroyed is murder, not

robbery.

Every so0 often someone comes along who must commit acrime of passon. There are very few
left open, and murder isthe most awkward of dl. It just doesn't satisfy thistype to kill someone and
see them walking around six months later. When the victim suesthe killer for dienation of
personality—and collects up to 99 percent of the killer'sworldly goods—it'sjust twisting the knife.
Soif you redly hate someone, the temptation is greeat to really kill them, forever and ever, just likein
the old days, by destroying their memory cubefirg, then killing the bodly.

That'swhat the ATA feared, and | had rated a private bodyguard over the last week as part of
my contract. It was sort of a status symbol to show your friends, but otherwise | hadn't been much
impressed until | realized that ATA was going to pay for my next recording as part of their crash
program to cover dl their policy holders. They had contracted to keep me aliveforever, so even
though | had been scheduled for arecording in only three weeks they had to pay for thisone. The
courts had ruled that alost or damaged cube must be replaced with all possible speed. So | should
have been very happy. | wasn't, but tried to be brave. | was shown into the recording room with no
delay and told to strip and lie on the table. The medico, a man who looked like someone | might have
met severa decades ago, busied himsdlf with his equipment as| tried to control my breathing. | was
grateful when he plugged the computer lead into my occipital socket and turned off my motor control.
Now | didn't have to worry about whether to ask if | knew him or not. As| grow older, | find that's
more of aproblem. | must have met twenty thousand people by now and talked to them long enough
to make an impression. It gets confusing.



He removed the top of my head and prepared to take a multiholo picture of me, achemical
analog of everything | ever saw or thought or remembered or just vaguely dreamed. It was ablessed
relief when | did over into unconsciousness.

The coolness and sheen of stainless steel beneath my fingertips. Thereisthe smdll of isopropyl
acohoal, and the hint of acetone.

The medico's shop. Childhood memoriestumble over me, triggered by the smells. Excitement,
change, my mother stlanding by while the medico carves away my broken finger to replaceit witha
pink new one. | liein the darkness and remember.

And thereislight, a hurting light from nowhere, and | fed my pupil contract asthe only
movement in my entire bodly.

"She'sin,” | hear. But I'm not, not redlly. I'm just lying here in the blessed dark, unable to move.

It comesin arush, the repossession of my body. | travel down the endless nervesto bang up
hard againgt the ingdes of my hands and feet, to whirl through the pools of my nipplesand tinglein my
lipsand nose. Now I'min.

| sat up quickly into the restraining arms of the medico. | struggled for asecond before | was
ableto relax. My fingers were buzzing and cramped with the clamminess of hyperventilation.

"Whew," | said, putting my head in my hands. "Bad dream. | thought..."

| looked around me and saw that | was naked on the steel-topped table with severa worried
faces|ooking a mefrom al sides. | wanted to retreat into the darkness again and let my insdes settle
down. | saw my mother's face, blinked, and failed to make it disappear.

"Carniva?' | asked her ghogt.

"Right here, Fox," she said, and took mein her arms. It was awkward and unsatisfying with her
standing on the floor and me on the table. There were wirestrailing from my body. But the comfort
was needed. | didn't know where | was. With achemical rush as precipitous as the one just before |
awoke, the people solidified around me.

"She'sdl right now," the medico said, turning from hisingruments. He smiled impersondly at me
as he began removing the wires from my head. | did not smile back. | knew where | was now, just as
aurely as| had ever known anything. | remembered coming in here only hours before.

But | knew it had been more than afew hours. I've read about it: the disorientation when anew
body is awakened with transplanted memories. And my mother wouldn't be here unless something
had gone badly wrong.

| had died.

| was given amild sedative, help in dressing, and my mother's arm to lead me down



plush-carpeted hallwaysto the office of the bank president. | was dtill not fully awake. The hdlswere
achingly quiet but for the brush of our feet across the wine-colored rug. | felt like the pressure was
fluctuating wildly, leaving my ears popped and muffled. | couldn't seetoo far away. | was grateful to
leave the vanishing pointsin the hal for the paneled browns of wood veneer and the coolness and
echoes of awhite marblefloor.

The bank president, Mr. Leander, showed usto our seets. | sank into the purple velvet and let it
wrap around me. Leander pulled up achair facing us and offered us drinks. | declined. My head was
swimming aready and | knew I'd have to pay attention.

Leander fiddled with adossier on hisdesk. Mine, | imagined. It had been freshly printed out
from the termina at hisright hand. I'd met him briefly before; he was a pleasant sort of person, chosen

for this public-reations job for hiswillingnessto wear the sort of old-man body that inspires
confidence and trust. He seemed to be about sixty-five. He was probably more like twenty.

It seemed that he was never going to get around to the briefing so | asked aquestion. One that
was very important to me at the moment.

"What's the date?"

"It'sthe month of November," he said, ponderoudy. "And the year is 342."

| had been dead for two and a half years.

"Ligten,” | said, "I don't want to take up any more of your time. Y ou must have a brochure you
can give meto bring me up to date. If you'll just hand it over, I'll be on my way. Oh, and thank you
for your concern.”

Hewaved hishand at me as| sarted torise.

"1 would appreciateit if you stayed abit longer. Yoursisan unusua case, Ms. Fox. I... well, it's
never happened in the history of the Archimedes Trust Association.”

IIYS'?I

"You see, you've died, as you figured out soon after we woke you. What you couldn't have
known isthat you've died more than once since your last recording.”

"Morethan once?" So it wasn't such asmart question; so what was | supposed to ask?
"Threetimes™

"Threg?'

"Y es, three separate times. We suspect murder.”

The room was perfectly sllent for awhile. At last | decided | should have that drink. He poured
it for me, and | drained it.



"Perhaps your mother should tell you more about it," Leander suggested. " She's been closer to
the stuation. | was only made aware of it recently. Carniva?"

| found my way back to my gpartment in asort of daze. By thetime | had settled in again the
drug was wearing off and | could face my situation with aclear head. But my skin was crawling.

Listening in the third person to things you've doneis not the most pleasant thing. | decided it was
timeto face somefactsthat al of us, including myself, do not like to think about. Thefirst order of
business was to recognize that the things that were done by those three previous people were not
done by me. | wasanew person, fourth in theline of succession. | had many thingsin common with
the previousincarnations, including al my memories up to that day | surrendered mysdlf to the
memory recording machine. But the me of that time and place had been killed.

Shelasted longer than the others. Almost ayear, Carnival had said. Then her body was found at
the bottom of Hadley Rille. It was an appropriate place for her to die; both she and mysdlf liked to go
hiking out on the surface for purposes of inspiration.

Murder was not suspected that time. The bank, upon hearing of my—no, her—desath, started a
clone from the tissue sample | had left with my recording. Six lunations later, a copy of mewas
infused with my memories and told that she had just died. She had been shaken, but seemed to be
adjusting well when she, too, waskilled.

Thistime there was much suspicion. Not only had she survived for lessthan alunation after her
reincarnation, but the circumstances were unusua. She had been blown to piecesin atube-train
explosion. She had been the only passenger in atwo-seat capsule. The explosion had been caused by
ahomemade bomb.

Therewas gtill the possibility that it was arandom act, possibly by politica terrorists. The third
copy of me had not thought so. | don't know why. That isthe most maddening thing about memory
recording: being unableto profit by the experiences of your former selves. Each timel waskilled, it
moved me back to square one, the day | was recorded.

But Fox 3 had reason to be paranoid. Shetook extraordinary precautionsto stay aive. More
specificdly, shetried to prevent circumstances that could lead to her murder. It worked for five
lunations. She died asthe result of afight, that much was certain. It was avery violent fight, with
blood dl over the gpartment. The police at first thought she must have fatally injured her attacker, but
analysis showed dl the blood to have come from her body.

So where did that leave me, Fox 4? An hour's careful thought |eft the picture gloomy indeed.
Consder: each timemy killer succeeded in murdering me, he or she learned more about me. My killer
must be an expert on Foxes by now, knowing things about methat | mysdlf do not know. Such as
how | handle mysdlf in afight. | gritted my teeth when | thought of that. Carniva told methat Fox 3,
the canniest of thelot, had taken lessonsin salf-defense. Karate, | think she said. Did | havethe
benefit of it? Of course not. If | wanted to defend mysdlf | had to start all over, because those skills
died with Fox 3.

No, al the advantages were with my killer. Thekiller started off with the advantage of



surprise—since | had no notion of who it was—and learned more about me every time he or she
succeeded inkilling me.

What to do? | didn't even know where to start. | ran through everyone | knew, looking for an
enemy, someone who hated me enough to kill me again and again. | could find no one. Mot likely it
was someone Fox 1 had met during that year she lived after the recording.

The only answer | could come up with was emigration. Just pull up stakes and go to Mercury, or
Mars, or even Pluto. But would that guarantee my safety? My killer seemed to be an uncommonly
persistent person. No, I'd haveto face it here, where at least | knew the turf.

It was the next day before | realized the extent of my loss. | had been robbed of an entire
symphony.

For the last thirty years| had been an Environmentdist. | had just drifted into it whileit was ill
aninfant art form. | had been in charge of the weather machines at the Transvad disneyland, which
was new at the time and the biggest and most modern of al the environmental parksin Luna. A few of
us had started tinkering with the weather programs, first for our own amusement. Later weinvited
friends to watch the storms and sunsets we concocted. Before we knew it, friends wereinviting
friends and the Transvad people began salling tickets.

| gradualy made aname for mysalf, and found | could make more money being an artist than
being an engineer. At thetime of my last recording | had been one of the top three Environmentalists
onLuna

Then Fox 1 went on to compose Liquid Ice. Fromwhat | read in the reviews, two years after
the fact, it was seen asthe high point of the art to date. It had been staged in the Pennsylvania
disneyland, before a crowd of three hundred thousand. It made merich.

The money was dtill in my bank account, but the memory of creeting the symphony wasforever
logt. And it mattered.

Fox 1 had written it, from beginning to end. Oh, | recalled having had some vagueideas of a
winter composition, things I'd think about later and put together. But the whole crestive process had
goneon in the head of that other person who had been killed.

How isa person supposed to cope with that? For one bitter moment | considered calling the
bank and having them destroy my memory cube. If | died thistime, I'd rather die completely. The
thought of aFox 5 rising from that table.... It was admost too much to bear. She would lack everything
that Fox 1, 2, 3, and me, Fox 4, had experienced. So far I'd had little time to add to the personality
we al shared, but even the bad times are worth saving.

It was either that, or have anew recording made every day. | called the bank, did somefiguring,
and found that | wasn't wealthy enough to afford that. But it was worth exploring. If | had anew
recording taken once aweek | could keep at it for about ayear before | ran out of money.

| decided I'd doit, for aslong as| could. And to make sure that no future Fox would ever have



to go through thisagain, I'd have one made today. Fox 5, if she was ever born, would be born
knowing at least as much as| knew now.

| felt better after the recording was made. | found that | no longer feared the medico's office.
That fear comes from the common misapprehension that one will wake up from the recording to
discover that one hasdied. It'saslly thing to believe, but it comesfrom the distaste we al havefor
redly looking at thefacts.

If you'll consider human consciousness, you'll seethat the three-dimensiona cross-section of a
human being that is you can only rise from that table and go about your business. It can happen no
other way. Human consciousnessislinear, aong atimeine that has abeginning and an end. If you die
after arecording, you die, forever and with no reprieve. It doesn't matter that arecording of you
exists and that a new person with your memoriesto a certain point can be created; you are dead.
Looked at from afourth-dimensiond viewpoint, what memory recording doesisto graft anew
person onto your lifdine at apoint in the past. Y ou do not retrace thet lifeline and magicaly become
that new person. |, Fox 4, was only ardative of that long-ago person who had had her memories
recorded. And if | died, it wasforever. Fox 5 would awaken with my memoriesto date, but | would
be no part of her. She would be on her own.

Why dowedoit? | honestly don't know. | suppose that the human urgeto live forever isso
strong that well grasp at even the most unsatisfactory substitute. At one time people had themselves
frozen when they died, in the hope of being thawed out in afuture when humans knew how to reverse
death. Look at the Great Pyramid in the Egypt disneyland if you want to see the sheer size of that
urge.

Soweliveour livesin pieces. | could know, for whatever good it would do me, that thousands
of yearsfrom now abeing would still exist who would be at least partly me. She would remember
exactly the samethings | remembered of her childhood; the trip to Archimedes, her first sex change,
her lovers, her hurts and her happiness. If | had another recording taken, she would remember
thinking the thoughts | was thinking now. And she would probably sill be stringing chunks of
experience onto her life, year by year. Each time she had anew recording, that much more of her life
was safefor dl time. There was a certain comfort in knowing that my life was safe up until afew hours
ago, when the recording was made.

Having thought all that out, | found myself fiercely determined to never let it happen again. |
began to hate my killer with an intensity | had never experienced. | wanted to storm out of the
gpartment and beat my killer to death with ablunt instrument.

| swallowed that emotion with difficulty. It was exactly what the killer would be looking for. |
had to remember that the killer knew what my first reaction would be. | had to behavein away that
he or she would not expect.

But what way wasthat?

| called the police department and met with the detective who had my case. Her name was
Isadora, and she had some good advice.



"You're not going to likeit, if | can judge from past experience,” shesaid. "Thelast time
proposed it to you, you rejected it out of hand.”

| knew I'd have to get used to this. People would always be telling mewhat | had done, what |
had said to them. | controlled my anger and asked her to go on.

"It'ssmply to stay put. | know you think you're a detective, but your predecessor proved pretty
well that you are not. If you stir out of that door you'll be nailed. This guy knows you ingde and out,
and helll get you. Count oniit."

"He?Y ou know something about him, then?

"Sorry, you'll have to bear with me. I've told you parts of this casetwice dready, soit'shard to
remember what you don't know. Y es, we do know he'samale. Or was, six months ago, when you
had your big fight with him. Severd witnesses reported aman with bloodstained clothes, who could
only have been your killer."

"Thenyou're on histrail ?'
She sighed, and | knew she was going over old ground again.

"No, and you've proved again that you're not a detective. Y our detective lore comes from
reading old noves. It's not a glamorous enough job nowadays to rate fictiona heroes and such, so
most people don't know the kind of work we do. Knowing that the killer was a man when he last
knocked you off means nothing to us. He could have bought a Change the very next day. You're
probably wondering if we have fingerprints of him, right?'

| gritted my teeth. Everyone had the advantage over me. It was obvious | had asked something
likethat the last time | spoke with thiswoman. And | had been thinking of it.

"No," | said. "Because he could change those as easily as his sex, right?"

"Right. Easer. The only positive means of identification today is genotyping, and he wasn't
cooperative enough to leave any of him behind when he killed you. He must have been ared brute, to
be able to inflict as much damage on you as he did and not even be cut himsalf. Y ou were armed with
aknife. Not adrop of hisblood was found at the scene of the murder.”

"Then how do you go about finding him?"

"Fox, I'd have to take you through severa college courses to begin to explain our methodsto
you. And I'll even admit that they're not very good. Police work has not kept up with science over the
last century. There are many things available to the modern crimina that make our job more difficult
than you'd imagine. We have hopes of catching him within about four lunations, though, if you'll stay
put and stop chasing him.”

"Why four months?'

"We trace him by computer. We have very exacting programs that we run when we're after a
guy likethis. It's our one major wegpon. Given time, we can run to ground about sixty percent of the



criminds”

"Sixty percent?" | squawked. "'Isthat supposed to encourage me? Especialy when you're
deding with amaster like my killer ssemsto be?’

She shook her head. "He's not amaster. He's only determined. And that works against him, not
for him. The more single-mindedly he pursuesyou, the surer we are of catching him when hemakesa
dip. That sixty percent figureisoveral crime; on murder, the rate is ninety-eight. It'sacrime of
passion, usudly done by an amateur. The pros see no percentagein it, and they're right. The pendlty is
S0 steep it can make apauper of you, and your victim is back on the streetswhile you're still in court.”

| thought that over, and found it made mefed better. My killer was not a crimina mastermind. |
was not being hunted by Fu Manchu or Professor Moriarty. He was only a person like mysdlf, new to
this business. Something Fox 1 did had made him sufficiently angry to risk financid ruin to stak and
kill me. It scaled him down to human dimensions.

"So now you're al ready to go out and get him?"' Isadora sneered. | guess my thoughts were
written on my face. That, or she was consulting her script of our previous conversations.

"Why not?" | asked.

"Becausg, like said, helll get you. He might not be a pro but he's an expert on you. He knows
how you'll jump. One thing he thinks he knowsisthat you won't take my advice. He might be right
outsde your door, waiting for you to finish this conversation like you did last time around. The last
time, he wasn't there. Thistime he might be.”

It sobered me. | glanced nervoudy a my door, which was guarded by eight different security
systems bought by Fox 3.

"Maybe you're right. So you want me just to stay here. For how long?"

"However long it takes. It may be ayear. That four-lunation figureisthe high point on a
computer curve. It tapers off to avirtua certainty in just over ayear.”

"Why didn't | stay herethe last time?"

"A combination of foolish bravery, hatred, and afear of boredom.”" She searched my eyes, trying
to find the words that would make me take the advice that Fox 3 had fatally refused. "'l understand
yourean artist,” shewent on. "Why can't you just... well, whatever it is artists do when they're
thinking up anew composition? Can't you work herein your apartment?"

How could | tell her that inspiration wasn't just something | could turn on at will? Weether
sculptureisatenuous discipline. The visudization is difficult; you can't just try out anew ideathe way
you can with asong, by picking it out on apiano or guitar. Y ou can run acomputer smulation, but
you never realy know what you have until the tapes are run into the machines and you stand out there
in the open field and watch the storm take shape around you. And you don't get any practice
sessons. It'sexpensive.

I've dways needed long walks on the surface. My competitors can't understand why. They go



for gtrollsthrough the various parks, usually the one where the piece will be performed. | do that, too.
Y ou haveto, to get the lay of theland. A computer can tell you what it lookslike in terms of
thermoclines and updrafts and pocket ecologies, but you haveto redly go there and fed theland,
taste the air, smell the trees, before you can compose a storm or even asummer shower. It hasto be
apart of theland.

But my inspiration comesfrom the dry, cold, airless surface that so few Lunariansredly like. I'm
not aburrower; I've never loved the corridors, as so many of my friends professto do. | think | see
the black sky and harsh terrain as ablank canvas, afeding | never redly get in the disneylands where
theland islush and varied and there's aways some wesather in progress even if it'sonly partly cloudy
and warm.

Could | compose without those long, solitary walks?
Run that through again: could | afford not to?

"All right, I'll stay insdelikeagood girl."

| wasin luck. What could have been an endless purgatory turned into cregtive frenzy such asl
had never experienced. My frudtrations at being locked in my apartment trand ated themselvesinto
grand sweeps of tornadoes and thunderheads. | began writing my masterpiece. The working title was
A Conflagration of Cyclones. That'show angry | was. My agent later talked me into shortening it to
atagteful Cyclone, but it was always a conflagration to me.

Soon | had managed virtually to forget about my killer. | never did completely, after dl, | needed
the thought of him to flog me onward, to serve asthe canvas on which to paint my hatred. | did have
one awful thought, early on, and | brought it up to Isadora.

"It Srikesme," | said, "that what you've built hereisthe better mousetrap, and I'm the hunk of
Cheese"

"Y ou've got the essence of it," she agreed.

"l find | don't carefor therole of bait."

"Why not? Are you scared?’

| hesitated, but what the hell did | have to be ashamed of ?

"Yeah. | guess| am. What can you tel me to make me stay here when | could be doing what al
my indinctsare telling meto do, whichisrun like hel?*

"That'safar question. Thisistheideal Stuation, asfar asthe police are concerned. We have the
victim in aplace that can be watched perfectly safely, and we have the killer on the loose.
Furthermore, thisis an obsessed killer, one who cannot stay away from you forever. Long before he
isable to make astrike at you we should pick him up as he scouts out ways to reach you."



"Arethereways?'

"No. An unqudified no. Any one of those devices on your door would be enough to keep him
out. Beyond that, your food and water is being tested before it getsto you. Those are extremely
remote possibilities snce we're convinced that your killer wishesto dispose of your body completely,
to kill you for good. Poisoning isno good to him. Wed just start you up again. But if we can't find at
least apiece of your body, thelaw forbids usto revive you."

"Wheat about bombs?'

"The corridor outside your apartment is being watched. It would take quite alarge bomb to
blow out your door, and getting abomb that size in place would not be possible in the time he would
have. Relax, Fox. Weve thought of everything. Y ou're safe.”

Sherang off, and | called up the Central Computer.
"CC," | sad, to get it on-line, "can you tell me how you go about catching killers?'
"Areyou talking about killersin generd, or the one you have aparticular interest in?"

"What do you think? | don't completely believe that detective. What | want to know fromyou is
what can | do to help?’

"Thereislittleyou can do,” the CC said. "While | mysdlf, in the sense of the Centra or
controlling Lunar Computer, do not handle the apprehension of criminds, | act in asupervisory
capacity to severd satellite computers. They use acomplex number theory, correlated with the daily
input from al my terminas. The average person on Lunaded s with me on the order of twenty times
per day, many of these transactionsinvolving aroutine epiderma sample for postive gendyss. By
matching these transactions with the time and place they occurred, | am able to construct adynamic
mode of what has occurred, what possibly could have occurred, and what cannot have occurred.
With suitable periphera programs| can refine this modd to a close degree of accuracy. For instance,
at the time of your murder | was ableto assign alow probability of their being responsible to
ninety-nine point nine three percent of al humans on Luna. Thisleft mewith apool of two hundred ten
thousand people who might have had ahand init. Thisis merely from data placing each person a a
particular place at a particular time. Further weighing of such factors as possible motive narrowed the
range of prime suspects. Do you wish meto go on?"'

"No, | think | get the picture. Each time | waskilled you must have narrowed it more. How
many suspects are left?’

"Y ou are not phrasing the question correctly. Asimplied in my origina statement, al resdents of
Lunaare dtill sugpects. But each has been assigned a probability, ranging from avery large group with
avaue of ten to the minus-twenty-seventh power to twenty individuas with probabilities of thirteen
percent.”

The more| thought about that, theless| liked it.

"None of those sound to me likewhat you'd cal a prime suspect.”



"Alas, no. Thisisavery intriguing case, | must say."
"I'm glad you think s0."

"Yes," it sad, oblivious as usud to sarcasm. "I may have to have some programs rewritten.
Weve never gonethisfar without being able to submit aninety percent rating to the Grand Jury Data
Bank."

"Then Isadoraisfeeding me aline, right? She doesn't have anything to go on?'

"Not grictly true. She has an analysi's, acurve, that places the probability of capture as near
certainty within oneyear."

"Y ou gave her that estimate, didn't you?”
"Of course.”

"Then what the hell does she do?Listen, I'll tell you right now, | don't feel good about putting my
fatein her hands. | think thisjob of detectiveisjust atrumped-up featherbed. Isn't that right?”

"The privacy laws forbid me to express an opinion about the worth, performance, or intelligence
of ahuman citizen. But | can give you acomparison. Would you entrust the construction of your
symphoniesto acomputer done? Would you sign your name to awork that was generated entirely
by me?'

"| seeyour point."

"Exactly. Without acomputer you'd never calculate dl the factors you need for asymphony.
But | do not write them. It isyour creative spark that makes the whedsturn. Incidentdly, | told your
predecessor but of course you don't remember it, | liked your Liquid Ice tremendoudy. It wasared
pleasure to work with you onit."

"Thanks. | wish | could say the same." | signed off, fegling no better than when | began the
interface.

Themention of Liquid Ice had me seething again. Robbed! Violated! I'd rather have been
gang-raped by chimpanzees than have the memory stolen from me. | had punched up the films of
Liquid Ice and they were beautiful. Stunning, and | could say it without conceit because | had not
writtenit.

My life became very smple. | worked—twelve and fourteen hours aday sometimes—ate, dept,
and worked some more. Twiceaday | put in one hour learning to fight over the holovision. It was al
highly theoretical, of course, but it had vaue. It kept me in shape and gave me a sense of confidence.

For thefirst timein my lifel got agood look a what my body would have been with no
tampering. | was born female, but Carnival wanted to raise me as aboy so she had me Changed
when | wastwo hoursold. It's another of the contradictionsin her that used to infuriate me so much



but which, as| got older, | cameto love. | mean, why goto al the pain and trouble of bringing achild
to term and giving birth naturdly, al from aprofessed didike of tampering—and then turn around and
refuse to accept the results of nature's lottery? | have decided that it's aresult of her age. She'samost
two hundred by now, which puts her childhood back in the days before Changing. In those
days—I've never understood why—there was a predilection for male children. | think she never redly
shedit.

At any rate, | spent my childhood mae. When | got my first Change, | picked my own body
design. Now, in asix-lunation-old clone body which naturaly reflected my actua genetic structure, |
was pleased to see that my first female body design had not been far from the truth.

| was short, with small breasts and an undistinguished body. But my face was nice. Cuite, |
would say. | liked the nose. The age of the accelerated clone body was about seventeen years,
perhaps the nose would lose its upturn in afew years of natura growth, but | hoped not. If it did, I'd
haveit put back.

Once aweek, | had arecording made. It wasthe only time | saw peoplein the flesh. Carnival,
Leander, Isadora, and amedico would enter and stay for awhile after it was made. It took them an
hour each way to get past the security devices. | admit it made me fed alittle more secure to see how
long it took even my friends to get into my apartment. It was like an invisible fortress outside my door.
The better to lure you into my parlor, killer!

| worked with the CC as | never had before. We wrote new programs that produced
four-dimensional moddsin my viewer unlike anything we had ever done. The CC knew the
stage—which was to be the Kansas disneyland—and | knew the storm. Since | couldn't walk on the
stage before the concert thistime | had to rely on the CC to recongtruct it for mein the holo tank.

Nothing makes me fed more godlike. Even watching it in the three-meter tank | felt thirty meters
tall with lightning in my hair and acrown of shimmering frogt. | walked through the Kansas autumn, the
brown, rolling, featureless prairie before the red or white man came. It was the way the real Kansas
looked now under the rule of the Invaders, who had ripped up the barbed wire, smoothed over the
furrows, dismantled the cities and railroads, and | et the buffalo roam once more.

Therewasalogigtica problem | had never faced before. | intended to use the buffalo instead of
having them kept out of theway. | needed the thundering hooves of astampede; it was very much a
part of the environment | was creating. How to do it without killing animas?

The disneyland management wouldn't dlow any of their livestock to beinjured as part of a
performance. That was fine with me; my stcomach turned at the very thought. Art is one thing, but life
isanother and | will not kill unlessto save mysdlf. But the Kansas disneyland has two million head of
buffalo and | envisioned up to twenty-five twisters a one time. How do you keep the two separate?

With subtlety, | found. The CC had buffalo behaviord profilesthat were very reliable. The damn
CC stores everything, and I've had occasion more than once to be thankful for it. We could position
the herds at a selected spot and let the twisters |oose above them. The tornadoes would never be
totally under our control—they are capricious even when handmade—but we could rely on ahard
90 percent accuracy in steering them. The herd profile we worked up was usable out to two decimd
points, and asinsurance againgt the unforeseen we indtalled severa groups of flash bombsto turn the
herd if it headed into danger.



It'san endless series of details. Where doesthe lightning strike, for instance? On aflat, gently
rolling plain, the natural accumulation of eectric charge can be just about anywhere. We had to be
sure we could shape it the way we wanted, by burying five hundred accumulators that could trigger an
air-to-ground flash on cue. And to theright spot. The air-to-air are harder. And the ball lightning—oh,
brother. But we found we could guideit pretty well with buried wires carrying an dectric current.
There were going to be range fires—so check with the management on placesthat are duefor a
controlled burn anyway, and keep the buffalo away from there, too; and be sure the smoke would not
blow over into the audience and spoil the view or into the herd and panic them....

But it was going to be glorious.

Six lundtionsrolled by. Sx lunations! 177.18353 mean solar days!

| discovered that figure during along period of brooding when | called up dl sorts of dataon the
investigation. Which, according to I sadora, was going well.

| knew better. The CC hasitsfaults but shading dataiis not one of them. Ask it what the figures
areand it printsthem out in tricolor.

Here's some: probability of acapture by the original curve, 93 percent. Total number of viable
suspects remaining: nine. Highest probability of those nine possibles: 3.9 percent. That was Carnival.
The otherswere aso close friends, and were there solely because they had had the opportunity at al
three murders. Even | sadora dared not speculate—at |east not doud, and to me—about whether any
of them had amotive.

| discussed it with the CC.

"l know, Fox, | know," it replied, with the closest approach to mechanical despair | have ever
heard.

"|sthat dl you can say?"

"No. Asit hgppens, I'm pursuing the other possibility: that it was aghost who killed you."

"Areyou serious?"

"Yes. Theterm 'ghost’ coversdl illega beings. | estimate there to be on the order of two
hundred of them existing outsde lega sanctionson Luna These are executed crimindswith ther right
tolife officidly revoked, unauthorized children never registered, and some suspected artificial mutants.
Those last are the result of proscribed experiments with human DNA. All these conditions are hard to
concedl for any length of time, and | round up afew every year."

"What do you do with them?"

"They have noright tolife. | must execute them when | find them.”

"You doit? That's not just afigure of speech?"



"That'sright. | doit. It'sajob humansfind distasteful. | never could keep the position filled, so |
assumed it mysdlf.”

That didn't St right with me. Thereis an atavistic streek in me that doesn't like to turn over the
complete functioning of society to machines. | get it from my mother, who goesfor yearsa atime not
deigning to speak to the CC.

" S0 you think someone like that may be after me. Why?*

"Thereisinsufficient datafor ameaningful answer. "'Why' has dways been atough question for
me. | can operate only on the parameters fed into me when I'm dealing with human motivation, and |
sugpect that the parameters are not complete. I'm constantly being surprised.”

"Thank goodnessfor that." But thistime, | could have wished the CC knew alittle more about
human behavior.

So | was being hunted by a spook. It didn't do anything for my peace of mind. | tried to think of
how such a person could exigt in this card-fileworld we livein. A technological rat, smarter than the
computers, ableto fit into the cracks and holesin the integrated circuits. Where were those cracks? |
couldn't find them. When | thought of the checks and safeguards al around us, the voluntary gendlysis
we submit to every time we spend money or take atube or close abusiness ded or interface with the
compuiter... People used to sign their names many times aday, or so I've heard. Now, we scrape off
ahit of dead skin from our palms. It's damn hard to fake.

But how do you catch aphantom? | wasfacing life asarecluseif thismurderer wasredly so
determined that | die.

That concluson came at abad time. | had finished Cyclone, and to relax | had called up the
films of some of the other performances during my absence from the art scene. | never should have
donethat.

Flashiness was out. Understated el egance wasin. One of thereviews| read was very flattering
tomy Liquid Ice. | quote:

"In this piece Fox has closed the book on the blood and thunder school of Environmentalism.
This powerful statement sums up the thingsthat can be achieved by sheer magnitude and
overwhelming drama. The displays of the future will be concerned with the gentle nuance of dusk, the
elusve breath of asummer breeze. Fox isthe Tchaikovsky of Environmentaism, the last great
romantic who paints on abroad canvas. Whether she can adjust to the new, more thoughtful styles
that are evolving in the work of Janus, or Pym, or even some of the ambiguous abstractions we have
seen from Tyleber, remainsto be seen. Nothing will detract from the sublime glory of Liquid Ice, of
course, but thetimeishere..." and so forth and thank-you for nothing.

For an awful moment | thought | had a beautiful dinosaur on my hands. It can happen, and the
hazards are pronounced after a reincarnation. Advancing technology, fashion, frontiers, taste, or
moras can make the best of us obsolete overnight. Was everyone contempl ating gentle springtimes
now, after my long deep? Were the cool, sweet zephyrs of asummer's night the only thing that had
meaning Now?



A panicky cdl to my agent dispelled that quickly enough. Asusud, the pronouncements of the
critics had gone ahead of the public taste. I'm not knocking critics; that's their function, if you concede
they have afunction: to chart a course into unexplored territory. They must stay at the leading edge of
theinnovative artistic evolution, they must see what everyone will be seeing in afew years time.
Meanwhile, the public was il eating up the type of superspectacle | have dways specidizedin. | ran
therisk of being labeled a dinosaur mysdlf, but | found the prospect did not worry me. | became an
artist through the back door, just like the tinkerersin early twentieth-century Hollywood. Before | was
discovered, | had just been an environmental engineer having agood time.

That'snot to say | don't take my art serioudly. | do swest over it, investing inspiration and
perspiration in about the classic Edison proportions. But | don't take the critics too serioudy,
especidly when they're not enunciating the public taste. Just because Beethoven doesn't sound like
currently popular art doesn't mean hismusicisworthless.

| found mysdif thinking back to the times before Environmentalism made such asplash. Back
then we were carefree. We had grandiose bull sessions, talking of what we would do if only we were
given an environment large enough. We spent months roughing out the programs for something to be
cdled Typhoon! It was ahurricanein abottle, and the bottle would have to be five hundred
kilometers wide. Such abottle till does not exigt, but when it's built some fool will stage the show.
Maybe me. The good old days never die, you know.

So my agent made a ded with the owner of the Kansas disneyland. The owner had known that |
was working on something for his place, but I'd not talked to him about it. The terms were generous.
My agent displayed the profit report on Liquid Ice, which was gill playing yearly to packed housesin
Pennsylvania. | got astraight fifty percent of the gate, with costs of the installation and computer time
to be shared between me and the disneyland. | stood to make about five million Lunar marks.

And | was robbed again. Not killed thistime, but robbed of the chance to go into Kansas and
supervise the ingdlation of the equipment. | clashed mightily with Isadoraand would have stormed
out on my own, armed with not so much asanail file, if not for apleading vist from Carniva. So |
backed down this once and sat at home, going there only by holographic projection. | plunged into
sdf-doubt. After all, | hadn't even felt the Kansas sod beneath my bare feet thistime. | hadn't been
therein the flesh for over three years. My usua method before | even conceive aproject isto spend a
week or two just wandering naked through the park, getting the fed of it through my skin and nose
and those senses that don't even have aname.

It took the CC three hours of gentle argument to convince me again that the models we had
written were accurate to seven decima places. They were perfect. An action ordered up on the

computer model would be a perfect analog of the red action in Kansas. The CC said | could make
quite abit of money just renting the software to other artists.

The day of the premiere of Cyclone found metill in my gpartment. But | was on the way out.

Smadll as| am, | somehow managed to struggle out that door with Carnival, Isadora, Leander,
and my agent pulling on my ebows.

| was not going to watch the performance on the tube.



| arrived early, surrounded by my impromptu bodyguard. The sky matched my mind; gray,
overcast, and dightly fearful. It brooded over us, and | felt more and more like asacrificid lamb
mounting some somber dtar. But it was amagnificent stage to die upon.

The Kansas disneyland is one of the newer ones, and one of the largest. It is a hollowed-out
cylinder twenty kilometers beneath Clavius. It measures two hundred and fifty kilometersin diameter
and isfive kilometers high. Therimisartfully disguised to blend into the blue Sky. When you are hdf a
kilometer from therim, theillusion fails; otherwise, you might aswell be standing back on Old Earth.
The curvature of the floor is consastent with Old Earth, so the horizon isterrifyingly far avay. Only the
gravity isLunar.

Kansas was built after most of the more spectacular possibilities had been exhausted, either on
Lunaor another planet. There was Kenya, beneath Mare M oscoviense; Himaaya, also on the
Farsde; Amazon, under old Tycho; Pennsylvania, Sahara, Pacific, Mekong, Transylvania. There
werethirty disneylands under theinhabited planets and satellites of the solar system thelast time |
counted.

Kansasis certainly the least interesting topographicaly. It'sflat, amost monotonous. But it was
perfect for what | wanted to do. What artist really choosesto paint on a canvasthat's adready been
covered with pictures? Well, | have, for one. But for the frame of mind | wasin when | wrote
Cyclone it had to be the starkness of the wide-open sky and the browns and yellows of therolling
terrain. It was the place where Dorothy departed for Oz. The home of the black twister.

| was greeted warmly by Pym and Janus, old friends here to see what the grand master was up
to. Or 0| flattered myself. More likely they were hereto seethe old lady make afool of hersdlf.
Very few otherswere able to get closeto me. My shield of high shoulders was very effective. It
wouldn't do when the show began, however. | wished | wasalittletaller, then wondered if that would
make me a better target.

Theviewing areawas a gentle rise about akilometer in radius. It had been written out of the
program to the extent that none of the more fearsome effects would intrude to sweep usdl into the
Land of Oz. But being a spectator at aweather show can be grueling. Most had come prepared with
clear plastic dicker, insulated coat, and boots. | was going to be banging some warm and some very
cold air masses head on to get thingsrolling, and some of it would sweep over us. There were afew
brave soulsin Native American war paint, feathers, and moccasins.

An Environmental happening has no opening chordslikeamusica symphony. Itisaready in
progresswhen you arrive, and will still be going on when you leave. The wegther in adisneylandisa
continuous process and we merely shape afew hours of it to our wills. The observer does not need to
watchitinitsentirety.

Indeed, it would be impossible to do so, asit occurs dl around and above you. Thereisno rule
of dlence. Peopletalk, stroll, break out picnic lunches as an ancient signa for therain to begin, and
generdly enjoy themsalves. Y ou experience the symphony with al five senses, and severd that you
are not aware of. Most people do not realize the effect of a gigantic |ow-pressure area sveeping over
them, but they fed it dl the same. Humidity aters mood, metabolism, and hormoneleve. All of these
things are important to the tota experience, and | neglect none of them.

Cyclone has adefinite beginning, however. At least to the audience. It beginswith the opening



bolt of lightning. | worked over it along time, and designed it to shatter nerves. Thereisthe dow
building of thunderheads, the ominous rolling and turbulence, then the prickling in your body hairs that
you don't even notice conscioudy. And then it hits. It crashesin at seventeen pointsin aring around
the audience, none farther away than hdf akilometer. It is properly caled chain lightning, because
after theinitid dischargeit kegpsflashing for afull seven seconds. It's designed to take the hair right
off your scap.

It had its desired effect. We were surrounded by a crown of jittering incandescent snakes,
coiling and dancing with asound imported direct to you from Armageddon. It startled the hdll out of
me, and | had been expecting it.

It was awhile before the audience could get their oohers and aahers back into shape. For
severd seconds | had touched them with stark, naked terror. An emotion like that doesn't come
cheaply to sensation-garved, innately insular tunnel dwellers. Lunarians get little to redly shout about,
growing up in thewarrens and corridors, and living their livesmore or less afraid of the surface. That's
why the disneylands were built, because people wanted limitless vigas that were not in vacuum.

The thunder never redly stopped for me. It blended imperceptibly into the applause that is more
vauable than the millions | would make from this storm.

Asfor the rest of the performance...

What can | say? It's been said that there's nothing more dull than a description of the wesather. |
believeit, even spectacular weether. Wesather is an experimenta thing, and that's why tapes and films
of my works sdll few copies. Y ou have to be there and have the wind actualy whipping your face and
fed the oppressive weight of atornado asit passes overhead like avermiform freight train. | could
write down where the funnd clouds formed and where they went from there, where the deet and hall
fell, where the buffalo ssampeded, but it would do no one any good. If you want to seeit, goto
Kansas. Thelast | heard, Cyclone is4till playing theretwo or threetimesyearly.

| recall stlanding surrounded by a sea of people. Beyond meto the east the land was burning.
Smoke boiled black from the hilltops and sooty gray from the hollows where the water was rising to
drown it. To the north a Herculean cyclone swept up achain of bal lightning like pearls and
swallowed them into the evacuated vortex in its center. Above me, two twistersweretwined in a
death dance. They circled each other like baleful gray predators, taking each other's measure. They
feinted, retreated, dithered, and skittered like tubes of ail. It was beautiful and deadly. And | had
never seen it before. Someone was tampering with my program.

Asl| redlized that and stood rooted to the ground with the possibly disastrous consequences
becoming apparent to me, the wind-snakes locked in afina embrace. Their counterrotations canceled
out, and they were gone. Not even a breath of wind reached meto hint of that titanic struggle.

| ran through the seventy-kilometer wind and the thrashing rain. | was wearing sturdy moccasins
and aparka, and carrying the knife | had brought from my apartment.

Wasit a lure, set by one who has become a student of Foxes? Am | playing into his
hands?



| didn't care. | had to meet him, had to fight it out once and for al.

Getting away from my "protection” had been smple. They were astrangfixed by the display as
therest of the audience, and it had merdly been amatter of waiting until they al looked in the same
direction and fading into the crowd. | picked out asmall woman dressed in Indian style and offered
her a hundred marks for her moccasins. She recognized me—my new face was on the
programs—and made me a gift of them. Then | worked my way to the edge of the crowd and bolted
past the security guards. They were not too concerned since the audience areawas enclosed by a
shock-fidld. When | went right through it they may have been surprised, but | didn't look back to see.
| was one of only three people in Kansas wearing the PassKey device on my wrist, so | didn't fear
anyonefollowing me.

| had doneit dl without conscious thought. Some part of me must have analyzed it, planned it
out, but | just executed the results. | knew where he must be to have generated histornado to go into
combat with mine. No one elsein Kansas would know where to look. | was headed for aparticular
wind generator on the east periphery.

I moved through weather more violent than the real Kansaswould have experienced. It was
concentrated violence, more wind and rain and devastation than Kansas would normaly havein afull
year. And it was happening al around me.

But | wasdl right, unless he had more tricks up hisdeeve. | knew where the tornadoes would
be and at what time. | dodged them, waited for them to pass, knew every twist and dido they would
make on their seemingly random courses. Off to my left the buffalo herds milled, resting from the
stampede that had brought them past the audience for thefirst time. In an hour they would be
thundering back again, but for now | could forget them.

A twigter headed for me, legped high in the air, and skidded through a miasma of uprooted sage
and sod. | clocked it with theinterna picture | had and dived for agully at just theright time. It
hopped over me and was gone back into the clouds. | ran on.

My training in the gpartment was paying off. My body was only sx lunations old, and asfindy
tuned asit would ever be. | rested by dowing to atrot, only to run again in afew minutes. | covered
ten kilometers before the storm began to dow down. Behind me, the audience would be drifting
away. The criticswould be trying out scathing phrases or wild adulation; | didn't see how they could
find any middle ground for this one. Kansas was being released from the grip of machines gonewild.
Ahead of mewasmy killer. | would find him.

| wasn't totaly unprepared. Isadora had given in and allowed meto install a computerized bomb
in my body. It would kill my kille—and me—if he jumped me. It was intended as a balance-of-terror
device, the kind you hope you will never use because it terrorizes your enemy too much for himto test
it. | would inform him of it if | had the time, hoping he would not be crazy enough to kill both of us. If
he was, we had him, though it would be little comfort to me. At least Fox 5 would bethelast inthe
series. With the remains of abody, |sadoraguaranteed to bring akiller to justice.

The sun came out as | reached the last, distorted gully before thewall. 1t was distorted because
it was one of the places where tourists were not alowed to go. It waslike waking through the
backdrop on a stage production. The land was squashed together in one of the dimensions, and the
hillsin front of me were painted against abas-relief. It was meant to be seen from adistance.



Standing in front of the towering mural wasaman.

He was naked, and grimed with dirt. He watched me as | went down the gentle dope to stand
waiting for him. | stopped about two hundred meters from him, drew my knifeand heditintheair. |
waited.

He came down the concedled stairway, dowly and painfully. He was limping badly on his|eft
leg. Asfar as| could see he was unarmed.

The closer he got, the worse he looked. He had been in a savage fight. He had long, puckered,
badly healed scars on hisleft leg, his chest, and hisright arm. He had one eye; the right one was only
areddened socket. Therewas a scar that dashed from hisforehead to his neck. It was a hideous
thing. | thought of the CC's suspicion that my killer might be aghost, someone living on the raw edges
of our civilization. Such aman might not have access to medical trestment whenever he needed it.

"| think you should know," | said, with just the dightest quaver, "that | have abomb in my body.
It's powerful enough to blow both of usto pieces. It's set to go off if I'm killed. So don't try anything

funny.”

"l won't," hesaid. "I thought you might have afail-safe thistime, but it doesn't matter. I'm not
going to hurt you."

"|sthat what you told the others?' | sneered, crouching alittle lower as he neared me. | fdt likel
had the upper hand, but my predecessors might have felt the same way.

"No, | never said that. Y ou don't haveto bdieve me."

He stopped twenty meters from me. Hishandswere at his sides. He looked helpless enough,
but he might have awegpon buried somewherein the dirt. He might have anything. | had to fight to
keep feding that | wasin control.

Then | had to fight something el se. | gripped the knife tighter as a picture dowly superimposed
itself over hisravaged face. It wasamentd picture, the functioning of my "sxth sense.”

No one knowsif that senseredly exigts. | think it does, because it worksfor me. It can be
expressed as the knack for seeing someone who has had radical body work done—sex, weight,
height, skin color dl atered—and gtill being able to recognize him. Some say it's an evolutionary
change. | didn't think evolution worked that way. But | candoit. And | knew who thistdl, brutalized
male stranger was.

Hewas me.

| sorang back to my guard, wondering if he had used the shock of recognition to overpower my
earlier incarnations. It wouldn't work with me. Nothing would work. | was going to kill him, no
matter who hewas.

"Y ou know me," he said. It was not aquestion.

"Yes. And you scare hell out of me. | knew you knew alot about me, but | didn't redlize you'd



know this much."
Helaughed, without humor. "Yes. | know you from theinsde.”

The slence stretched out between us. Then he began to cry. | was surprised, but unmoved. |
was il dl nerve endings, and suspected ninety thousand types of dirty tricks. Let him cry.

He dowly sank to his knees, sobbing with the kind of washed-out monotony that you read about
but seldom hear. He put his hands to the ground and awkwardly shuffled around until his back wasto
me. He crouched over himsdlf, his head touching the ground, his handswide at his sides, hislegs bent.
It was about the most wide-open, helpless posture imaginable, and | knew it must be for areason.
But | couldn't seewhat it might be.

" thought | hed thisal over with," he sniffed, wiping his nose with the back of one hand. "I'm
sorry, I'd meant to be more dignified. | guess I'm not made of the stern stuff | thought. | thought it'd be
easer." Hewasdlent for amoment, then coughed hoarsely. "Go on. Get it over with."

"Huh?' | said, honestly dumbfounded.
"Kill me. It'swhat you came herefor. And it'll beardief to me."

| took my time. | ood motionlessfor afull minute, looking at the incredible problem from every
angle. What kind of trick could there be? He was smart, but he wasn't God. He couldn't cdll in an air
strike on me, cause the ground to swallow me up, disarm me with one crippled foot, or hypnotize me
into plunging the knife into my own gut. Even if he could do something, he would dig, too.

| advanced cautioudly, dert for the dightest twitch of his body. Nothing happened. | stood
behind him, my eyesflicking from hisfeet to hishandsto hisbare back. | raised the knife. My hands
trembled alittle, but my determination was till there. | would not flub this. | brought the knife down.

The point went into hisflesh, into the muscle of his shoulder blade, about three centimeters deep.
He gasped. A trickle of blood went winding through the knobs aong his spine. But he didn't move, he
didn't try to get up. He didn't scream for mercy. Hejust kndlt there, shivering and turning pale.

I'd have to stab harder. | pulled the knife free, and more blood came out. And still he waited.

That was about al | could take. My bloodlust had dried in my mouth until dl | could taste was
vomit welling in my stomach.

I'm not afoal. It occurred to me even then that this could be some demented trick, that he might
know mewell enough to be sure| could not go through with it. Maybe he was some sort of psychotic
who got thrills out of playing thiskind of incredible game, dlowing hislifeto be put in danger and then
drenching himself inmy blood.

But hewas me. It wasall | had to go on. He wasamewho had lived avery different life,
becoming much tougher and wilier with every day, diverging by the hour from what | knew asmy
personality and capabilities. So | tried and | tried to think of mysdf doing what he was doing now for
the purpose of murder. | failed utterly.



Andif | could snk that low, I'd rather not live.

"Hey, get up,” | said, going around in front of him. He didn't respond, so | nudged him with my
foot. He looked up, and saw me offering him the knife, hilt-first.

"If thisis some sort of scheme," | said, "I'd rather learn of it now."

His one eye was red and brimming as he got up, but there was no joy in him. He took the knife,
not looking at me, and stood there holding it. The skin on my belly was crawling. Then he reversed
the knife and his brow wrinkled, asif he were summoning up nerve. | suddenly knew what he was
going to do, and | lunged. | was barely intime. The knife missed his belly and went off to thesde as|
yanked on hisarm. He was much stronger than |. | was pulled off balance, but managed to hang onto
hisarm. He fought with me, but wasintent on suicide and had no thought of defending himself. |
brought my fist up under hisjaw and he went limp.

Night had falen. | disposed of the knife and built afire. Did you know that dried buffalo manure
burnswe|?1 didn't believeit until | put it to the test.

| dressed hiswound by tearing up my shirt, wrapped my parkaaround him to ward off the chill,
and sat with my bare back to thefire. Luckily, there was no wind, because it can get very chilly on the
plansat night.

He woke with asore jaw and aresigned demeanor. He didn't thank me for saving him from
himsdlf. | suppose peoplerarely do. They think they know what they're doing, and their reasons
aways seem logicd to them.

"Y ou don't understand,” he moaned. "Y ou're only dragging it out. | haveto die, there'sno place
for me here”

"Make meunderstand,” | said.

Hedidn't want to talk, but there was nothing to do and no chance of deeping in the cold, so he
eventualy did. The story was punctuated with long, truculent silences.

It stemmed from the bank robbery two and a haf years ago. It had been staged by some very
canny robbers. They had a new dodge that made me respect | sadoras statement that police methods
had not kept pace with criminal possibilities.

The destruction of the memory cubes had been merely a decoy. They were equally unconcerned
about the cash they took. They were bunco artists.

They had destroyed the rest of the cubesto conced the theft of two of them. That way the
police would be looking for acrime of passion, murder, rather than one of profit. It wasa
complicated double feint, because the robbers wanted to give the impression of someone who was
trying to conced murder by stedling cash.

My kille—we both agreed he should not be called Fox so we settled on the name he had come



to fancy, Rat—didn't know the details of the scheme, but it involved the theft of memory cubes
containing two of the richest people on Luna. They were taken, and clones were grown. When the
memories were played into the clones, the people were awakened into afasaly created situation and
encouraged to bdievethat it was redity. It would work; the newly reincarnated person iswilling to be
led, willing to believe. Rat didn't know exactly what the plans were beyond that. He had awakened to
betold that it wasfifteen thousand years later, and that the Invaders had left Earth and were
rampaging through the solar system wiping out the human race. It took three lunationsto convince
them that he—or rather she, for Rat had been awakened into abody identical to the one | was
wearing—was not theright billionaire. That shewas not abillionaire at al, just astruggling artist. The
thieves had gotten the wrong cube.

They dumped her. Just like that. They opened the door and kicked her out into what she thought
wasthe end of civilization. She soon found out that it was only twenty yearsin her future, snce her
memories came from the stolen cube which | had recorded about twenty years before.

Don't ask me how they got the wrong cube. One cube looks exactly like another; they arein fact
indistinguishable from one another by any test known to science short of playing them into a clone and
asking the resulting person who he or sheis. Because of that fact, the banks we entrust them to have a
foolproof filing system to avoid unpleasant accidents like Rat. The only possible answer wasthat for
al their planning, for dl their cunning and guile, the thieveshad read 2 in column A and selected 3in
column B.

| didn't think much of their chances of living to spend any of that money. | told Rat so.

"| doubt if their extortion schemeinvolvesmoney,” he said. "At least not directly. Morelikely the
theft was aimed at obtaining information contained in the minds of billionaires. Rich people are often
protected with psychologica safeguards againgt having information tortured from them, but can't
block themsalves againgt divulging it willingly. That'swheat the Invader hoax must have been about, to
finagle them into thinking the information no longer mattered, or perhapsthat it must be reveded to
save the human race.”

"I'm suspicious of involuted schemeslikethat,” | said.

"Soam|." Welaughed when we realized what he had said. Of course we had the same
opinions.

"Butitfooled me," hewent on. "When they discarded me, | fully expected to meet the Invaders
face-to-face. It was quite a shock to find that the world was amost unchanged.”

"Almog," | said, quietly. | was beginning to empathize with him.

"Right." Helost the haf-smile that had lingered on hisface, and | was sad to seeit go.

What would | have donein the same situation? Theré's redlly no need to ask. | must believe that
| would have done exactly as she did. She had been dumped like garbage, and quickly saw that she
was about that useful to society. If found, she would be diminated like garbage. The robbers had not
thought enough of her to bother killing her. She could tdll the police certain thingsthey did not know if
shewas captured, so she had to assume that the robbers had told her nothing of any useto the police.
Even if she could have helped capture and convict the conspirators, she would still be eliminated. She



wasanillega person.

Sherisked awithdrawal from my bank account. | remembered it now. It wasn't large, and |
assumed | must have written it Since it was backed up by my gendysis. It wasfar too smal an amount
to suspect anything. And it wasn't thefirst time | have made awithdrawal and forgotten about it. She
knew that, of course.

With the money she bought a Change on the dy. They can be had, though you take your
chances. It'snot the safest thing in the world to conduct illegal business with someone who will soon
have you on the operating table, unconscious. Rat had thought the Change would help throw the
police off histrail if they should learn of his existence. Isadoratold me about that once, said it wasthe
sggn of theinexperienced crimind.

Rat was definitely afugitive. If discovered and captured, he faced a death sentence. It'sharsh,
but the population laws alow no loopholes whatsoever. If they did, we could be up to our earsina
century. Therewould be no trid, only a positive gendysis and a hearing to determine which of uswas
therightful Fox.

"l can't tell you how bitter | was," hesaid. "I learned dowly how to survive. It'snot as hard as
you might think, in some ways, and much harder than you can imaginein others. | could walk the
corridorsfredly, aslong as| did nothing that required agenalyss. That means you can't buy anything,
ride on public transport, take ajob. But the air isfreeif you're not registered with the tax board,
water isfree, and food can be had in the disneylands. | waslucky in that. My pa mprint would still
open al the restricted doorsin the disneylands. A legacy of my artistic days." | could hear the
bitternessin hisvoice.

And why not? He had been robbed, too. He went to deep as| had been twenty years ago, an
up-and-coming artist, excited by the possibilitiesin Environmentaism. He had great dreams. |
remember them well. He woke up to find that it had al been redized but none of it wasfor him. He
could not even get access to computer time. Everyone was talking about Fox and her last opus,
Thunderhead. She wasthe darling of the art world.

Hewent to the premiere of Liquid Ice and began to hate me. Hewas degping inthe air
recirculatorsto keep warm, foraging nuts and berries and an occasond squirrdl in Pennsylvania, while
| was getting rich and famous. He took to trailing me. He stole a spacesuit, followed me out onto
Paus Putridinus.

"l didn't planit," he said, hisvoice wracked with guilt. "I never could have doneit with planning.
Theideajust struck me and before | knew it I had pushed you. Y ou hit the bottom and | followed
you down, because | wasreally sorry | had doneit and | lifted your body up and looked into your
face.... Your facewasadl... my face, it was... the eyes popping out and blood boiling awvay and...”

He couldn't go on, and | was grateful. He finally let out a shuddering breath and continued.

"Before they found your body | wrote some checks on your account. Y ou never noticed them
when you woke up thet first time, since the reincarnation had taken such abig chunk out of your
balance. We never were any good with money." He chuckled again. | took the opportunity to move
closer to him. He was speaking very quietly so that | could barely hear him over the crackling of the
fire



"l... | guess| went crazy then. | can't account for it any other way. When | saw youin
Pennsylvania again, walking among the trees as free as can be, | just cracked up. Nothing would do
but that | kill you and take your place. I'd haveto do it in away that would destroy the body. |
thought of acid, and of burning you up herein Kansasin arangefire. | don't know why | settled on a
bomb. It was stupid. But | don't feel responsible. At least it must have been painless.

"They reincarnated you again. | wasfresh out of ideas for murder. And motivation. | tried to
think it out. So | decided to approach you carefully, not revealing who | was. | thought maybe | could
reach you. | tried to think of what | would do if | was approached with the same story, and decided
I'd be sympathetic. | didn't reckon with thefear you were feding. Y ou were hunted. | mysdlf was
being hunted, and | should have seen that fear brings out the best and the worst in us.

"Y ou recognized me immediatel y—something else | should have thought of—and put two and
two together so fast | didn't even know what hit me. Y ou were on me, and you were armed with a
knife. Y ou had been taking training in martial arts.” He pointed to the various scars. "'Y ou did thisto
me, and this, and this. Y ou nearly killed me. But I'm bigger. | held on and managed to overpower
you. | plunged the knifein your heart.

"l went insane again. I'velogt dl memoriesfrom the sight of the blood pouring from your chest
until yesterday. | somehow managed to stay aive and not bleed to degth. | must havelived like an
animd. I'm dirty enough to be one.

"Then yesterday | heard two of the maintenance peoplein the machine areas of Pennsylvania
talking about the show you were putting on in Kansas. So | came here. Therest you know."

Thefirewas dying. | redlized that part of my shivering was caused by the cold. | got up and
searched for more chips, but it was too dark to see. The "moon" wasn't up tonight, would not rise for
hoursyet.

"Yourecold,” hesaid, suddenly. "I'm sorry, | didn't redize. Here, take this back. 'm used to it.”
He held out the parka.

"No, you keep it. I'm dl right.” | laughed when | redlized my teeth had been chattering as| said
it. Hewas 4till holding it out to me.

"Wel, maybewe could shareit?"

Luckily it wastoo big, borrowed from arandom spectator earlier inthe day. | sat in front of him
and leaned back againgt his chest and he wrapped his arms around me with the parka going around
both of us. My teeth still chattered, but | was cozy.

| thought of him sitting &t the auxiliary computer termind above the east wind generator, looking
out from a distance of fifteen kilometers at the crowd and the storm. He had known how to talk to
me. That tornado he had created in real-time and sent out to do battle with my storm was as specific
to me as atyped message: I'm here! Come meet me,

| had an awful thought, then wondered why it was so awful. It wasn't methat wasin trouble.

"Rat, you used the computer. That means you submitted askin sample for genays's, and the CC



will... no, wait aminute.”
"What doesit matter?"

"It... it matters. But the game's not over. | can cover for you. No one knowswhen | |eft the
audience, or why. | can say | saw something going wrong—it could betricky fooling the CC, but I'll
think of something—and headed for the computer room to correct it I'll say | created the second
tornado asa—"

He put hishand over my mouth.

"Dont talk like that. It was hard enough to resign myself to death. There'sno way out for me.
Don't you seethat | can't go onliving like arat? What would | do if you covered for methistime? I'll
tell you. I'd spend the rest of my life hiding out here. Y ou could snesk me table scraps from time to
time. No, thank-you."

"No, no. Y ou haven't thought it out. Y ou're fill looking on me as an enemy. Alone, you don't
have achance, I'll concede that, but with me to help you, spend money and so forth, we—" He put
his hand over my mouth again. | found that | didn't mind, dirty asit was.

"Y ou mean you're not my enemy now?' Hesad it quietly, heplesdy, likeachild asking if | was
really going to stop beating him.

"|—" That was asfar as| got. What the hell was going on? | became aware of hisarms around
me, not as lovely warmth but as a strong presence. | hugged my legs up closer to me and bit down
hard on my knee. Tears squeezed from my eyes.

| turned to face him, searching to see hisface in the darkness. He went over backwards with me
ontop of him.

"No, I'm not your enemy." Then | was struggling blindly to dispose of the one thing that stood
between us. my pants. While we groped in the dark, the rain started to fal around us.

We laughed aswe were drenched, and | remember sitting up on top of him once.
"Don't blameme" | said. "Thisstormisnt mine." Then he pulled me back down.

It was like something you read about in the romance magazines. All the overblown words, the
intensive hyperbole. It was dl red. We were made for each other, literdly. It was the most astounding
act of love imaginable. He knew what | liked to the tenth decimal place, and | wasjust as
knowledgeable. | knew what he liked, by remembering back to thetimes| had been male and then
doing what | had liked.

Cdll it masturbation orchestrated for two. There were times during that night when | was unsure
of which onel was. | digtinctly remember touching hisface with my hand and fedling the scar on my
own face. For afew moments | was convinced that the line which forever separatestwo individuas
blurred, and we came closer to being one person than any two humans have ever done.

A timefinally came when we had spent dl our passion. Or, | prefer to think, invested it. Welay



together beneath my parkaand allowed our bodies to adjust to each other, filling the little spaces,
trying to touch in every placeit was possible to touch. "I'm listening," he whispered. "What's your
plan?'

They came after me with ahdicopter later that night. Rat hid out in agully while | threw away
my clothes and walked camly out to meet them. | wasfilthy, with mud and grass plastered in my hair,
but that was congstent with what | had been known to do in the past. Often, before or after a
performance, | would run nude through the disneyland in an effort to get closer to the environment |

had shaped.

| told them | had been doing that. They accepted it, Carnival and | sadora, though they scolded
me for afool to leavethem as| had. But it was easy to bamboozle them into believing that | had had
no choice.

"If I hadn't taken over control when | did,” | said to them, "there might have been twenty
thousand dead. One of those twisters was off course. | extrapolated and saw trouble in about three
hours. | had no choice."

Neither of them knew atationary cold front from an isobar, so | got away withiit.

Fooling the CC was not so simple. | had to fake dataas best | could, and makeit jibe with the
internal records. Thisall had to be donein my heed, relying on the overal feeling I've developed for
the medium. When the CC questioned me about it | told it haughtily that ahuman develops asixth
sensein art, and it's something acomputer could never grasp. The CC had to be satisfied with that.

The reviews were good, though | didn't really care. | wasin demand. That made it harder to do
what | had to do, but | was helped by the fact of my continued forced isolation.

| told al the people who caled mewith offersthat | was not doing anything more until my killer
was caught. And | proposed my ideato Isadora.

She couldn't very well object. She knew there was not much chance of kegping mein my
gpartment for much longer, so she went dong with me. | bought a ship and told Carnival about it.

Carniva didn't like it much, but she had to agree it was the best way to keep me safe. But she
wanted to know why | needed my own ship, why | couldn't just book passage on a passenger liner.

Because all passengers on a liner must undergo genalysis, iswhat | thought, but what | said
was, "Because how would | know that my killer isnot afellow passenger? To be safe, | must be
alone. Don't worry, mother, | know what I'm doing.”

The day came when | owned my own ship, free and clear. It was a beauty, and cost me most of
thefive million 1 had made from Cyclone. It could boost at one gee for weeks; plenty of power to get
meto Pluto. It was completely automeatic, requiring only verba instructions to the computer-pilot.

The customs agents went over it, then left me alone. The CC had instructed them that | needed
to leave quietly, and told them to cooperate with me. That was a stroke of luck, since getting Rat



aboard was the most hazardous part of the plan. We were able to scrap our elaborate plans and he
just walked in like alaw-abiding citizen.

We sat together in the ship, waiting for the ignition.
"Pluto has no extradition treaty with Luna," the CC said, out of the blue.
"l didn't know that," | lied, wondering what the hell was happening.

"Indeed? Then you might be interested in another fact. Thereisvery little on Pluto in the way of
centralized government. Y ou're heading out for the frontier.”

"That should befun," | said, cautioudy. " Sort of an adventure, right?"

"Y ou dways were one for adventure. | remember when you first came here to Nearside, over
my objections. That one turned out al right, didn't it? Now Lunarianslivefredy on elther sde of
Luna You werelargdly responsblefor that.”

"Was| redly?1 don't think so. I think the timewasjust ripe.”

"Perhaps." The CC was slent for awhile as| watched the chronometer ticking down to lift-off
time. My shoulder blades wereitching with a sense of danger.

"There are no population laws on Pluto,” it said, and waited.

"Oh?How delightfully primitive. Y ou mean awoman can have as many children as she wishes?'
"So | hear. I'm onto you, Fox."

"Autopilot, override your previousingructions. | wish to lift off right now! Move!"

A red light flashed on my pand, and started blinking.

"That meansthat it'stoo late for amanua override," the CC informed me. "Y our ship'spilotis
not that bright.”

| dumped into my chair and then reached out blindly for Rat. Two minutesto go. So close.

"Fox, it was a pleasure to work with you on Cyclone. | enjoyed it tremendoudy. | think I'm
beginning to understand what you mean when you say ‘art.’ I'm even beginning to try somethingson
my own. | sincerely wish you could be around to give me criticism, encouragement, perspective.”

Welooked at the speaker, wondering what it meant by that.

"1 knew about your plan, and about the existence of your double, since shortly after you left
Kansas. You did your best to concedl it and | applaud the effort, but the data were unmistakable. |
had trillions of nanosecondsto play around with the facts, fit them together every possbleway, and |
arrived @ the inevitable answer."



| cleared my throat nervoudly.
"I'm glad you enjoyed Cyclone. Uh, if you knew this, why didn't you have us arrested thet day?"

"Asl| told you, | am not the law-enforcement computer. | merely superviseit. If Isadoraand the
computer could not arrive at the same conclusion, then it ssems obvious that some programs should
be rewritten. So | decided to leave them on their own and seeif they could solve the problem. It was
atedt, you see” It made athroat-clearing sound, and went on in adightly embarrassed voice.

"For awhilethere, afew daysago, | thought they'd redly catch you. Do you know what a'red
herring' is? But, as you know, crime does not pay. | informed Isadora of the true Situation afew
minutes ago. Sheison her way here now to arrest your double. She's having alittle trouble with an
elevator which is stuck between levels. I'm sending arepair crew. They should arrive in another three
minutes”

32...31...30... 29... 28...
"l don't know what to say."

"Thank you," Rat said. "Thank you for everything. | didn't know you could doiit. | thought your
parametersweretotaly rigid.”

"They were supposed to be. I've written afew new ones. And don't worry, you'll bedl right.
Y ou will not be pursued. Once you leave the surface you are no longer violating Lunar law. You area

legal person again, Rat.”

"Why did you do it?" | was crying as Rat held me in agrasp that threatened to break ribs. "What
have | done to deserve such kindness?'

It hesitated.

"Humanity has washed its hands of respongihility. | find mysdf given al the hard tasks of
government. | find some of the lawstoo harsh, but there is no provision for me to disagree with them
and no oneiswriting new ones. I'm stuck with them. It just seemed... unfair.”

9..8..7..6..

"Also... cancel that. Thereisno aso. It... was good working with you."

| was | eft to wonder asthe engines fired and we were pressed into the couches. | heard the
CC'slast message to us come over theradio.

"Good luck to you both. Please take care of each other, you mean alot to me. And don't forget
towrite"

Air Raid



| wasjerked awake by the silent alarm vibrating my skull. It won't shut down until you Sit up, so | did.
All around mein the darkened bunkroom the Snatch Team memberswere deeping singly and in
pairs. | yawned, scratched my ribs, and patted Gene's hairy flank. He turned over. So much for a
romantic send-off.

Rubbing deep from my eyes, | reached to the floor for my leg, strapped it on, and plugged it in.
Then | was running down the rows of bunks toward Ops.

The stuation board glowed in the gloom. Sun-Belt Airlines Flight 128, Miami to New Y ork,
September 15, 1979. We'd been looking for that one for three years. | should have been happy, but
who can afford it when you wake up?

Liza Boston muttered past me on the way to Prep. | muttered back and followed. Thelights
came on around the mirrors, and | groped my way to one of them. Behind us, three more people
staggered in. | sat down, plugged in, and at last | could lean back and close my eyes.

They didn't stay closed for long. Rush! | sat up straight asthe dudge | use for blood was
replaced with supercharged go-juice. | looked around me and got a series of idiot grins. There was
Liza, and Pinky and Dave. Againg thefar wall Cristabel was dready turning dowly in front of the
airbrush, getting a Caucasian paint job. It looked like agood team.

| opened the drawer and started preliminary work on my face. It'sabigger job every time.
Transfusion or no, | looked like death. The right ear was completely gone now. | could no longer
close my lips, the gumswere permanently bared. A week earlier, afinger had falen off in my deep.
And what'sit to you, bugger?

While | worked, one of the screens around the mirror glowed. A smiling young woman, blonde,
high brow, round face. Close enough. The crawl lineread Mary Katrina Sondergard, born
Trenton, New Jersey, agein 1979: 25. Baby, thisisyour lucky day.

The computer melted the skin away from her face to show me the bone structure, rotated it,
gave me cross sections. | sudied the similaritieswith my own skull, noted the differences. Not bad,
and better than some I'd been given.

| assembled a set of dentures that included the dight gap in the upper incisors. Putty filled out my
cheeks. Contact lensesfell from the dispenser and | popped them in. Nose plugs widened my nogtrils.
No need for ears, they'd be covered by thewig. | pulled ablank plastiflesh mask over my face and
had to pause whileit meted in. It took only aminute to mold it to perfection. | smiled a mysdlf. How
niceto havelips.

The ddivery dot clunked and dropped ablonde wig and a pink outfit into my lap. Thewig was
hot from the styler. | put it on, then the pantyhose.

"Mandy? Did you get the profile on Sondergard?' | didn't look up; | recognized the voice.
"Roger.”

"Weve located her near the airport. We can dip you in before take-off, so you'll be the joker.”



| groaned and looked up at the face on the screen. Elfreda Baltimore-Louisville, Director of
Operaiond Teams. lifdessface and tiny ditsfor eyes. What can you do when dl the musclesare
dead?

"Okay." Y ou take what you get.

She switched off, and | spent the next two minutestrying to get dressed while keeping my eyes
on the screens. | memorized names and faces of crew members plus the few facts known about them.
Then | hurried out and caught up with the others. Elapsed time from first darm: twelve minutes and
seven seconds. Wed better get moving.

"Goddam Sun-Bét," Cristabel groused, hitching at her bra.

"At least they got rid of the high hedls," Dave pointed out. A year earlier we would have been
teetering down the aides on three-inch platforms. We dl wore short pink shifts with blue and white
diagond gtripes acrossthe front, and carried matching shoulder bags. | fussed trying to get the
ridiculous pillbox cap pinned on.

Wejogged into the dark Operations Control Room and lined up at the gate. Things were out of
our hands now. Until the gate was ready, we could only wait.

| wasfirst, afew feet away from the portal. | turned away fromiit; it gives me vertigo. | focused
ingtead on the gnomes Sitting at their consoles, bathed in yellow lights from their screens. None of
them looked back a me. They don't like usmuch. | don't like them, ether. Withered, emaciated, al
of them. Our fat legs and butts and breasts are areproach to them, areminder that Snatchers edt five
timesther ration to stay presentable for the masguerade. Meantime we continue to rot. One day 1'll
be gitting at aconsole. One day I'll be built in to aconsole, with al my guts on the outside and
nothing left of my body but stink. The hell with them.

| buried my gun under aclutter of tissues and lipsticksin my purse. Elfredawas|ooking & me.

"Whereisshe?' | asked.

"Motd room. She was aone from ten PM to noon on flight day.”

Departure timewas 1:15. She had cut it close and would bein ahurry. Good.

"Can you catch her in the bathroom? Best of dl, in the tub?’

"Wereworking onit." She sketched a smile with afingertip drawn over lifdesslips. She knew
how | liked to operate, but shewastelling meI'd takewhat | got. It never hurtsto ask. People are a
their most defensel ess stretched out and up to their necksin water.

"Go!" Elfreda shouted. | stepped through, and things started to go wrong.

| was facing the wrong way, stepping out of the bathroom door and facing the bedroom. |
turned and spotted Mary Katrina Sondergard through the haze of the gate. There was noway | could

reach her without stepping back through. | couldn't even shoot without hitting someone on the other
gde.



Sondergard was at the mirror, the worst possible place. Few people recognize themselves
quickly, but she'd been looking right at hersalf. She saw me and her eyes widened. | stepped to the
Sde, out of her sight.

"What the hell is... hey? Who the hell—" | noted the voice, which can be thetrickiest thing to get
right.

| figured sheld be more curious than afraid. My guess wasright. She came out of the bathroom,
passing through the gate asiif it wasn't there, which it wasn't, snceit only hasone side. Shehad a
towel wrapped around her.

"Jesus Christ! What are you doing in my—" Wordsfail you at atime like that. She knew she
ought to say something, but what? Excuse me, haven't | seen you in the mirror?

| put on my best stew smile and held out my hand.

"Pardon theintrusion. | can explain everything. You see, I'm—" | hit her on the side of the head
and she staggered and went down hard. Her towd fdll to the floor, "—working my way through
college." She started to get up, S0 | caught her under the chin with my artificia knee. She stayed
down.

"Standard fuggin' oil!™ 1 hissed, rubbing my injured knuckles. But there was no time. | knelt
beside her, checked her pulse. She'd be okay, but | think | loosened some front teeth. | paused a
moment. Lord, to look like that with no makeup, no prosthetics! She nearly broke my heart.

| grabbed her under the knees and wrestled her to the gate. She was a sack of limp noodles.
Somebody reached through, grabbed her feet, and pulled. So long, love! How would you like to go
on a long voyage?

| sat on her rented bed to get my breath. There were car keys and cigarettesin her purse,
genuine tobacco, worth itsweight in blood. | lit Six of them, figuring | hed five minutes of my very
own. Theroom filled with sweet smoke. They don't make ‘em like that anymore.

The Hertz sedan was in the motel parking lot. | got in and headed for the airport. | bresthed
deeply of theair, rich in hydrocarbons. | could see for hundreds of yardsinto the distance. The
perspective nearly made medizzy, but | live for those moments. Theré's no way to explain what it's
likein the pre-meck world. The sun was afierce yelow ball through the haze.

The other stews were boarding. Some of them knew Sondergard so | didn't say much, pleading
ahangover. That went over well, with alot of knowing laughs and dy remarks. Evidently it wasn't out
of character. We boarded the 707 and got ready for the goatsto arrive.

It looked good. The four commandaos on the other side were identical twinsfor the women |
was working with. There was nothing to do but be a stewardess until departure time. | hoped there
would be no more glitches. Inverting agate for ajoker run into amotel room was onething, butina
707 at twenty thousand fest...

The plane was nearly full when the woman Pinky would impersonate sealed the forward door.
Wetaxied to the end of the runway, then we were airborne. | started taking ordersfor drinksin first.



The goats were the usud lot, for 1979. Fat and sassy, dl of them, and as unaware of livingina
paradise asafishisof the sea. What would you think, ladies and gents, of a trip to the future?
No? | can't say I'm surprised. What if | told you this plane is going to—

My aarm beeped as we reached cruising adtitude. | consulted the indicator under my Lady
Bulovaand glanced at one of the restroom doors. | felt avibration pass through the plane. Damn it,
not so soon.

The gate wasin there. | came out quickly, and motioned for Diana Gleason—Dave's pigeon—to
cometo thefront.

"Takealook at this" | said, with adisgusted look. She started to enter the restroom, stopped
when she saw the green glow. | planted a boot on her fanny and shoved. Perfect. Dave would have a
chance to hear her voice before popping in. Though she'd be doing little but screaming when she got a
look around...

Dave came through the gate, adjusting hisglly little hat. Dianamust have struggled.

"Bedisgusted,” | whispered.

"What amess," he said as he came out of the restroom. It was afair imitation of Dianastone,
though held missed the accent. It wouldn't matter much longer.

"What isit?" It was one of the stews from tourist. We stepped aside so she could get alook,
and Dave shoved her through. Pinky popped out very quickly.

"We're minus on minutes,” Pinky said. "Welogt five on the other sde.”

"Five?' Dave-Dianasqueaked. | felt the same way. We had a hundred and three passengersto
process.

"Y eah. They lost contact after you pushed my pigeon through. It took that long to redign.”

Y ou get used to that. Timerunsat different rates on each side of the gate, though it'salways
sequential, past to future. Once we'd started the Snatch with me entering Sondergard's room, there
was no way to go back any earlier on either sde. Here, in 1979, we had arigid ninety-four minutes to
get everything done. On the other side, the gate could never be maintained longer than three hours.

"When you left, how long wasit Sncethe darm went in?”

"Twenty-eight minutes.”

It didn't sound good. It would take at least two hoursjust customizing the wimps. Assuming
there was no more dippage on 79-time, we might just make it. But there's always dippage. |
shuddered, thinking about riding it in.

"No timefor any more games, then," | said. "Pink, you go back to tourist and call both of the

other girlsup here. Tell 'em to come one at atime, and tell 'em we've got a problem. Y ou know the
bit."



"Biting back thetears. Got you." She hurried aft. In no time thefirst one showed up. Her friendly
Sun-Bdt Airlines smile was stamped on her face, but her ssomach would be churning. Oh God, this
isit!

| took her by the elbow and pulled her behind the curtainsin front. She was breathing hard.

"Welcometo the twilight zone," | said, and put the gun to her head. She dumped, and | caught
her. Pinky and Dave helped me shove her through the gate.

"Fug! Therotting thing'sflickering.”

Pinky wasright. A very ominous sign. But the green glow stabilized as we watched, with who
knows how much dippage on the other side. Cristabel ducked through.

"We're plusthirty-three," she said. There was no sense talking about what we were dl thinking:
things were going badly.

"Back totourig," | said. "Be brave, smile a everyone, but makeit just alittle bit too good, got
it?"

"Check," Cristabel said.

We processed the other quickly, with no incident. Then there was no timeto talk about anything.

In eghty-nine minutes FHlight 128 was going to be spread al over amountain whether we were
finished or not.

Dave went into the cockpit to keep the flight crew out of our hair. Me and Pinky were supposed
to take care of first class, then back up Cristabel and Lizain tourist. We used the standard " coffee,
tea, or milk" gambit, relying on our speed and their inertia.

| leaned over thefirst two seats on the lft.

"Are you enjoying your flight?" Pop, pop. Two squeezes on the trigger, close to the heads and
out of sght of therest of the goats.

"Hi, folks. I'm Mandy. FHly me." Pop, pop.

Halfway to the gdley, afew people were watching us curioudy. But people don't make afuss
until they have alot more to go on. One goat in the back row stood up, and | let him haveit. By now
there were only eight left awake. | abandoned the smile and squeezed off four quick shots. Pinky took
care of therest. We hurried through the curtains, just intime.

There was an uproar building in the back of tourist, with about 60 percent of the goats aready
processed. Cristabel glanced at me, and | nodded.

"Okay, folks," she bawled. "1 want you to be quiet. Calm down and listen up. You, fathead, pipe
down before| cram my foot up your ass Sdeways."

The shock of hearing her talk like that was enough to buy usalittle time, anyway. We had



formed askirmish line across the width of the plane, guns out, steadied on seat backs, aimed at the
milling, befuddied group of thirty goats.

The guns are enough to awe dl but the most foolhardy. In essence, astandard-issue stunner is
just aplastic rod with two grids about six inches gpart. There's not enough metal in it to set off a
hijack darm. And to people from the Stone Age to about 2190 it doesn't look any more like a
wespon than a ball-point pen. So Equipment Section jazzesthem up in aplastic shell to real Buck
Rogers blasters, with adozen knobs and lights that flash and a barrel like the snout of ahog. Hardly
anyone ever walksinto one.

"Wearein great danger, and timeisshort. You must al do exactly as| tell you, and you will be
se”

Y ou can't give them time to think, you haveto rely on your status asthe Voice of Authority. The
gtuation isjust not going to make sense to them, no matter how you explainit.

"Just aminute, | think you owe us—"

An arborne lawyer. | made a snap decision, thumbed the fireworks switch on my gun, and shot
him.

The gun made asound like aflying saucer with hemorrhoids, spit sparks and little jets of flame,
and extended a green laser finger to hisforehead. He dropped.

All pure kark, of course. But it sureisimpressive.

And it'sdamn risky, too. | had to choose between apanic if the fathead got them to thinking,
and apossible panic from the flash of the gun. But when a 20th getsto talking about his"rights’ and
what heis"owed," things can get out of hand. It'sinfectious.

It worked. There was alot of shouting, people ducking behind seats, but no rush. We could
have handled it, but we needed some of them consciousif we were ever going to finish the Snatch.

"Get up. Get up, you dugs!” Cristabd yelled. "He's stunned, nothing worse. But I'll kill the next
onewho getsout of line. Now get to your feet and do what | tell you. Children first! Hurry, asfast
asyou can, to the front of the plane. Do what the stewardesstells you. Come on, kids, move!"

| ran back into first class just ahead of the kids, turned at the open restroom door, and got on
my knees.

They were petrified. There werefive of them—crying, some of them, which aways chokes me
up—looking left and right at dead peoplein thefirst class seets, sumbling, near panic.

"Comeon, kids" | caled to them, giving my specia smile. "Y our parentswill bedonginjust a
minute. Everything'sgoing to bedl right, | promise you. Come on."

| got three of them through. The fourth balked. She was determined not to go through that door.
She spread her legsand armsand | couldn't push her through. | will not hit achild, never. She raked
her nails over my face. My wig came off, and she gaped a my bare head. | shoved her through.



Number five was sitting in the aide, bawling. He was maybe seven. | ran back and picked him
up, hugged him and kissed him, and tossed him through. God, | needed arest, but | was needed in
tourist.

"Y ou, you, you, and you. Okay, you too. Help him, will you?' Pinky had a practiced eye for the
onesthat wouldn't be any use to anyone, even themselves. We herded them toward the front of the
plane, then deployed oursalves along the left Side where we could cover the workers. It didn't take
long to prod them into action. We had them dragging the limp bodies forward as fast asthey could
go. Me and Crigtabd werein tourist, with the others up front.

Adrenalin was being catabolized in my body now; the rush of action left me and | started to fed
very tired. There's an unavoidable fedling of sympathy for the poor dumb goatsthat startsto get me
about this stage of the game. Sure, they were better off; sure, they were going to dieif we didn't get
them off the plane. But when they saw the other sde they were going to have ahard time believing it.

Thefirgt ones were returning for asecond load, stunned at what they'd just seen: dozens of
people being put into a cubicle that was crowded when it was empty. One college student looked like
he'd been hit in the sscomach. He stopped by me and his eyes pleaded.

"Look, | want to help you people, just... what's going on? Isthis some new kind of rescue? |
mean, are we going to crash—"

| switched my gun to prod and brushed it across his cheek. He gasped and fell back.

"Shut your fuggin’ mouth and get moving, or I'll kill you." 1t would be hours before hisjaw wasin
shapeto ask any more stupid questions.

We cleared tourist and moved up. A couple of the work gang were pretty damn pooped by
then. Muscleslike horses, dl of them, but they can hardly run up aflight of stairs. Welet some of
them go through, including a couple that were at least fifty yearsold. Je-zuz. Fifty! We got downto a
core of four men and two women who seemed strong, and worked them until they nearly dropped.
But we processed everyone in twenty-five minutes.

The portapak came through as we were stripping off our clothes. Cristabel knocked on the door
to the cockpit and Dave came out, already naked. A bad sign.

"I had to cork 'em," he said. "Bleeding captain just had to make his grand march through the
plane. | tried everything."

Sometimes you have to do it. The plane was on autopilot, asit normally would be at thistime.
But if any of usdid anything detrimentd to the craft, changed the fixed course of eventsin any way,
that would beit. All that work for nothing, and FHight 128 inaccessibleto usfor al Time. | don't know
dudge about time theory, but | know the practical angles. We can do thingsin the past only at times
and in placeswhere it won't make any difference. We have to cover our tracks. Theresflexibility,
once a Snatcher |eft her gun behind and it went in with the plane. Nobody found it, or if they did, they
didn't have the smoggiest idea of what it was, SO we were okay.

Flight 128 was mechanicd failure. That's the best land; it means we don't have to keep the pilot
unaware of the Situation in the cabin right down to ground level. We can cork him and fly the plane,



since there's nothing he could have done to save the flight anyway. A pilot-error smash isamost
impossible to Snatch. We mostly work midairs, bombs, and structurd failures. If theré's even one
survivor, we can't touchit. It would not fit the fabric of space-time, which isimmutable (though it can
stretch alittle), and we'd dl just fade away and appear back in the ready room.

My head was hurting. | wanted that portapak very badly.

"Who has the most hours on a707?" Pinky did, so | sent her to the cabin, along with Dave, who
could do the pilot'svoicefor air traffic control. Y ou have to have a believable record in the flight
recorder, too. They trailed two long tubes from the portapak, and the rest of us hooked in up close.
We stood there, each of us smoking afistful of cigarettes, wanting to finish them but hoping there
wouldn't be time. The gate had vanished as soon aswe tossed our clothes and the flight crew through.

But we didn't worry long. There's other nice things about Snatching, but nothing to compare with
the rush of plugging into a portapak. The wake-up transfuson is nothing but fresh blood, richiin
oxygen and sugars. What we were getting now was an insane brew of concentrated adrenain,
supersaturated hemoglobin, methedrine, white lightning, TNT, and Kickapoo joyjuice. It waslikea
firecracker in your heart; aboot in the box that rattled your sox.

"I'm growing hair on my chest,” Cristabel said solemnly. Everyone giggled.
"Would someone hand me my eyeballs?"

"The blue ones, or the red ones?'

"I think my assjust fdl off."

Wed heard them dl before, but we howled anyway. We were strong, strong, and for one
golden moment we had no worries. Everything was hilarious. | could have torn sheet meta with my
eyelashes.

But you get hyper on that mix. When the gate didn't show, and didn't show, and didn't
sweetjeez show wedl sarted milling. Thisbird wasn't going to fly al that much longer.

Then it did show, and we turned on. Thefirgt of the wimps came through, dressed in the clothes
taken from a passenger it had been picked to resemble.

"Two thirty-five elgpsed upsidetime,”" Cristabel announced.
"Je-zuz."

It isadeadening routine. Y ou grab the harness around the wimp's shoulders and drag it dong
the aide, after consulting the seat number painted on itsforehead. The paint would last three minutes.
You sedt it, strap it in, break open the harness and carry it back to toss through the gate as you grab
the next one. Y ou haveto takeit for granted they've done the work right on the other side: fillingsin
the teeth, fingerprints, the right match in height and weight and hair color. Most of those things don't
matter much, especialy on Flight 128 which was a crash-and-burn. There would be bits and pieces,
and burned to acrisp at that. But you can't take chances. Those rescue workers are pretty thorough
on the parts they do find; the dental work and fingerprints especidly areimportant.



| hatewimps. | redly hate 'em. Every time| grab the harness of one of them, if it'sachild, |
wonder if itsAlice. Are you my kid, you vegetable, you slug, you slimy worm? | joined the
Snatchersright after the brain bugs ate the life out of my baby's head. | couldn't stand to think she was
the last generation, that the last humans there would ever be would live with nothing in their heads,
medically dead by standards that prevailed even in 1979, with computers working their musclesto
keep themin tone. Y ou grow up, reach puberty ill fertile—one in athousand—rush to get pregnant
inyour first heat. Then you find out your mom or pop passed on a chronic disease bound right into the
genes, and none of your ladswill beimmune. | knew about the pardeprosy; | grew up with my toes
rotting away. But thiswas too much. What do you do?

Only onein ten of the wimps had a customized face. It takestime and alot of skill to build anew
face that will stand up to adoctor's autopsy. The rest came premutilated. We've got millions of them;
it'snot hard to find a good match in the body. Most of them would stay breathing, too dumb to stop,
until they went in with the plane.

The planejerked, hard. | glanced a my watch. Five minutes to impact. We should havetime. |
was on my last wimp. | could hear Dave frantically calling the ground. A bomb came through the gate,
and | tossed it into the cockpit. Pinky turned on the pressure sensor on the bomb and came running
out, followed by Dave. Lizawas dready through. | grabbed the limp dollsin sewardess costume and
tossed them to the floor. The enginefell off and apiece of it came through the cabin. We started to
depressurize. The bomb blew away part of the cockpit (the ground crash crew would read it—we
hoped—that part of the engine came through and killed the crew: no more words from the pilot on the
flight recorder) and we turned, dowly, left and down. | waslifted toward the hole in the Sde of the
plane, but I managed to hold onto a seat. Cristabel wasn't so lucky. She was blown backwards.

We gtarted to rise dightly, losing speed. Suddenly it was uphill from where Cristabd waslying in
the aide. Blood oozed from her temple. | glanced back; everyone was gone, and three pink-suited
wimps were piled on the floor. The plane began to sdl, to nose down, and my feet left the floor.

"Comeon, Bdl!" | screamed. That gate was only three feet away from me, but | began pulling
myself aong to where she floated. The plane bumped, and she hit thefloor. Incredibly, it seemed to
wake her up. She started to swim toward me, and | grabbed her hand as the floor came up to dam us
again. We crawled asthe plane went through itsfinal death agony, and we came to the door. The gate
was gone.

There wasn't anything to say. Wewere going in. It's hard enough to keep the gate in placeon a
planethat'smoving in agtraight line. When abird getsto corkscrewing and coming apart, the math is
fearsome. So I've been told.

| embraced Cristabel and held her bloodied head. She was groggy, but managed to smile and
shrug. Y ou take what you get. | hurried into the restroom and got both of us down on the floor. Back
to the forward bulkhead, Cristabel between my legs, back to front. Just likein teaming. We pressed
our feet againgt the other wall. | hugged her tightly and cried on her shoulder.

And it wasthere. A green glow to my left. | threw mysdlf toward it, dragging Cristabel, keeping
low as two wimps were thrown headfirst through the gate above our heads. Hands grabbed and
pulled usthrough. | clawed my way a good five yards along the floor. Y ou can leave aleg on the
other sdeand | didn't have oneto spare.



| sat up asthey were carrying Cristabel to Medical. | patted her arm as she went by on the
stretcher, but she was passed out. | wouldn't have minded passing out myself.

For awhile, you can't believeit dl redly happened. Sometimesit turnsout it didn't happen. You
come back and find out dl the goatsin the holding pen have softly and suddenly vanished away
because the continuum won't tolerate the changes and paradoxes you've put into it. The people you've
worked so hard to rescue are spread like tomato surprise al over some goddam hillsdein Carolina
and dl you've got | eft isabunch of ruined wimps and an exhausted Snatch Team. But not thistime. |
could see the goats milling around in the holding pen, naked and more bewildered than ever. And just
garting to be really afraid.

Elfredatouched me as| passed her. She nodded, which meant well-donein her limited
repertoire of gestures. | shrugged, wondering if | cared, but the surplus adrendin was till in my veins
and | found mysdlf grinning at her. | nodded back.

Gene was standing by the holding pen. | went to him, hugged him. | felt the juices sart to flow.
Damn it, let's squander a little ration and have us a good time.

Someone was begting on the Serile glasswall of the pen. She shouted, mouthing angry words at
us. Why? What have you done to us? It was Mary Sondergard. She implored her bald, one-legged
twin to make her understand. She thought she had problems. God, was she pretty. | hated her guts.

Gene pulled me away from thewall. My hands hurt, and I'd broken off al my fake nailswithout
scratching the glass. She was Sitting on the floor now, sobbing. | heard the voice of the briefing officer
on the outside speaker.

"...Centauri Threeis hospitable, with an Earth-like climate. By that, | mean your Earth, not what
it has become. Y ou'll see more of that later. The trip will take five years, shiptime. Upon landfal, you
will be entitled to one horse, a plow, three axes, two hundred kilos of seed gram...”

| leaned against Gene's shoulder. At their lowest ebb, this very moment, they were so much
better than us. | had maybe ten years, half of that as a basket case. They are our best, our very
brightest hope. Everything is up to them.

"...that no one will be forced to go. We wish to point out again, not for the last time, that you
would all be dead without our intervention. There are things you should know, however. Y ou cannot
bresthe our air. If you remain on Earth, you can never leave this building. We are not like you. We are
the result of agenetic winnowing, amutation process. We are the survivors, but our enemies have
evolved dong with us. They arewinning. Y ou, however, areimmune to the diseases that afflict us...”

| winced and turned away.

"...the other hand, if you emigrate you will be given achance at anew life. It won't be easy, but
as Americans you should be proud of your pioneer heritage. Y our ancestors survived, and so will
you. It can be arewarding experience, and | urgeyou...”

Sure. Gene and | looked at each other and laughed. Listen to this, folks. Five percent of you
will suffer nervous breakdowns in the next few days, and never leave. About the same number
will commit suicide, here and on the way. When you get there, sixty to seventy percent will die



in the first three years. You will diein childbirth, be eaten by animals, bury two out of three of
your babies, starve slowly when the rains don't come. If you live, it will be to break your back
behind a plow, sun-up to dusk. New Earth is Heaven, folks!

God, how | wish | could go with them.

Retrograde Summer

| was at the spaceport an hour early on the day my clone-sister wasto arrive from Luna. Part of it
was eagerness to see her. She was three E-years older than me, and we had never met. But | admit
that | grab every chance | can get to go to the port and just watch the ships arrive and depart. I've
never been off-planet. Someday I'll go, but not as a paying passenger. | was about to enroll in
pilot-training school.

Keegping my mind on the arrival time of the shuttle from Lunawas hard, because my red interest
wasin thelinersdeparting for dl thefar-off placesin the system. On that very day the Elizabeth
Browning was lifting off on adirect, high-gee run for Pluto, with connections for the cometary zone.
Shewas gtting on thefidd afew kilometers from me, boarding passengers and freight. Very little of
the latter. The Browning was aluxury-class ship where you paid apremium fare to be sedled into a
liquid-filled room, doped to the gills, and fed through atube for the five-gee express run. Nine days
later, at wintertime Pluto, they decanted you and put you through ten hours of physical rehabilitation.
Y ou could have made it in fourteen days at two gees and only have been mildly uncomfortable, but
maybe it'sworth it to some people. | had noticed that the Browning was never crowded.

| might not have noticed the arrival of the Lunar shuttle, but the tug was lowering it between me
and the Browning. They were berthing it in Bay 9, arecessed area afew hundred meters from where
| was standing. So | ducked into the tunnel that would take me there.

| arrived in time to see the tug cut the line and shoot into space to meet the next incoming ship.
The Lunar shuttle was a perfectly reflective sphere stting in the middle of the landing bay. As| walked
up toit, the force-field roof sprang into being over the bay, cutting off the summertime sunlight. Theair
darted rushing in, and in afew minutes my suit turned off. | was suddenly swesting, cooking in the
heat that hadn't been dissipated as yet. My suit had cut off too soon again. | would have to have that
checked. Meantime, | did alittle dance to keep my bare feet away from the too-hot concrete.

When the air temperature reached the standard 24 degrees, the field around the shuttle cut off.
What was | eft behind was an insubstantial latticework of decks and bulkheads, with people gawking
out of the missing outer walls of their rooms.

| joined the crowd of people clustered around the ramp. | had seen apicture of my sister, but it
was an old one. | wondered if 1'd recognize her.

Therewas no trouble. | spotted her at the head of the ramp, dressed in asilly-looking loonie
frock coat and carrying a pressurized suitcase. | was sure it was her because she looked just like me,
more or less, except that she was afemale and she was frowning. She might have been afew
centimeterstaler than me, but that was from growing up in alower gravity field.



| pushed my way over to her and took her case.

"Welcometo Mercury,” | said in my friendliest manner. Shelooked me over. | don't know why,
but shetook an instant didike to me, or so it seemed. Actualy, she had didiked me before we ever
met.

"You must be Timmy," shesaid. | couldn't et her get away with that. There arelimits.

"Timothy. And you're my sster, Jew."

"Jubilant.”

We were off to agreat sart.

She looked around her at the bustle of peoplein the landing bay. Then she looked overhead at
theflat black underside of the force-roof and seemed to shrink away fromiit.

"Where can | rent asuit?' she asked. "I'd like to get one installed before you have a blowout
here”

"It isn't that bad,” | said. "We do have them more often here than you do in Luna, but it can't be
helped.” | garted off in the direction of General Environments, and shefdl in besde me. Shewas
having difficulty walking. I'd hate to be aloonie; just about anywhere they go, they're too heavy.

"| was reading on thetrip that you had a blowout here at the port only four lunations ago.”

| don't know why, but | felt defensive. | mean, sure we have blowouts here, but you can hardly
blame usfor them. Mercury hasalot of tidal stresses; that meansalot of quakes. Any system will
break down if you shake it around enough.

"All right," | said, trying to sound reasonable. "It happens| was here during that one. It wasin
themiddle of the last dark year. Welost pressure in about ten percent of the passages, but it was
restored in afew minutes. No liveswerelogt."

"A few minutesis more than enough to kill someone without a suit, isn't it?" How could | answer
that? She seemed to think she had won apoint "So I'll feel alot better when | get into one of your
auits"

"Okay, let'sget asuit into you." | wastrying to think of something to restart the conversation and
drawing ablank. Somehow she seemed to have alow opinion of our environmenta engineerson
Mercury and was willing to take her contempt out on me.

"What are you training for?" | ventured. ™Y ou must be out of school. What are you going to do?"

"1'm going to be an environmental enginear.”

Ild.l.ll



| wasrelieved when they finally had her lie on the table, made the connection from the computer
into the socket at the back of her head, and turned off her motor control and sensorium. The
remainder of thetrip to GE had been a steady |ecture about the shortcomings of the municipa
pressure service in Mercury Port. My head was swimming with facts about quintuple-redundant
failless pressure sensors, self-sealing locks, and blowout drills. I'm sure we have dl those things, and
just as good asthe onesin Luna. But the best anyone can do with the quakes shaking everything up a
hundred times aday is achieve a 99 percent safety factor. Jubilant had sneered when | trotted out that
figure. She quoted one to me with fifteen decimal places, dl of them nines. That was the safety factor
inLuna

| was looking at the main reason why we didn't need that kind of safety, right in the surgeon's
hands. He had her chest opened up and the left lung removed, and he was placing the suit generator
into the cavity. It looked pretty much like the lung he had removed except it was made of metal and
had amirror finish. He hooked it up to her trachea and the ssump ends of the pulmonary arteries and
did some adjustments. Then he closed her and applied somatic sealant to theincisons. In thirty
minutes she would be ready to wake up, fully healed. The only sign of the operation would be the
gold button of the intake valve under her left collarbone. And if the pressure were to drop by two
millibarsin the next instant, she would be surrounded by theforcefield that isaMercury suit. She
would be safer than she had ever beenin her life, even in the oh-so-safe warrensin Luna

The surgeon made the adjustment in my suit's brain while Jubilant was till out. Then heingtaled
the secondary itemsin her; the pea-sized voder in her throat so she could talk without inhaing and
exhding, and the binaura radio receptorsin her middle ears. Then he pulled the plug out of her brain,
and she sat up. She seemed alittle more friendly. An hour of sensory deprivation tends to make you
more open and relaxed when you come out of it. She started to get back into her loonie coat.

"That'll just burn off when you go outside,” | pointed out.

"Oh, of course. | guess| expected to go by tunnel. But you don't have many tunnels here, do
you?"

You can't keep them pressurized, can you?

| redly was beginning to fed defendve about our engineering.

"The main trouble you'll haveis adjusting to not breathing.” We were at the west porta, looking
through the force-curtain that separated us from the outside. There was awarm breeze drifting away
from the curtain, asthere dwaysisin summertime. It was caused by the heating of the air next to the
curtain by the wavelengths of light that are allowed to pass through so we can see what's outside. It
was the beginning of retrograde summer, when the sun backtracks at the zenith and givesusatriple
helping of very intense light and radiation. Mercury Port isat one of the hotspots, where retrograde
sun motion coincides with solar noon. So even though the force-curtain filtered out al but atiny
window of visiblelight, what got through was high-powered stuff.

"Isthere any specid trick | should know?"

I'll give her credit; she wasn't any kind of fool, shewasjust over-critical. When it cameto the



operation of her suit, she was completely willing to concede that | was the expert.

"Not redly. You'll fed an overpowering urge to take a breath after afew minutes, but it'sal
psychological. Y our blood will be oxygenated. It'sjust that your brain won't fed right about it. But
you'l get over it. And don' try to breathe when you talk. Just subvocalize, and the radio in your throat
will pick it up."

| thought about it and decided to throw in something else, free of charge.

"If you'rein the habit of talking to yourself, you'd better try to break yoursdlf of it. Y our voder
will pick it up if you mutter, or sometimesif you just think too loud. Y our throat moves sometimes
when you do that, you know. It can get embarrassing.”

Shegrinned a me, thefirst time she had doneit. | found mysdif liking her. | had always wanted
to, but thiswasthe first chance she had given me.

"Thanks. I'll bear it in mind. Shal we go?'

| stepped out first. Y ou feel nothing at all when you step through aforce-curtain. Y ou can't step
through it at dl unlessyou have a suit generator ingtaled, but with it turned on, thefidld just forms
around your body as you step through. | turned around and could see nothing but a perfectly flat,
perfectly reflective mirror. It bulged out as | watched in the shape of a nude woman, and the bulge
separated from the curtain. What was left was a silver-plated Jubilant.

The suit generator causesthefied to follow the outlines of your body, but from oneto
one-and-a-haf millimetersfrom the skin. It oscillates between those limits, and the changing volume
means a bellows action forces the carbon dioxide out through your intake valve. Y ou expel waste gas
and cool yourself in one operation. Thefield is perfectly reflective except for two pupil-sized
discontinuitiesthat follow your eye movements and let in enough light to see by, but not enough to
blind you.

"What happensif | open my mouth?' she mumbled. It takesawhile to get the knack of
subvocdizing dearly.

"Nothing. The field extends over your mouth, like it does over your nogtrils. It won't go down
your throat."

A few minuteslater: "l surewould liketo take abreath." She would get over it. "Why isit so
hot?"

"Because at the mogt efficient setting your suit doesn't release enough carbon dioxide to cool you
down below about thirty degrees. So you'll swest abit.”

"It fedslike thirty-five or forty."
"It must be your imagination. Y ou can change the setting by turning the nozzle of your air vave,

but that means your tank will be releasing some oxygen with the CO,, and you never know when
youll need it.”



"How much of areserveisthere?"

"Y ou're carrying forty-eight hours worth. Since the suit rel eases oxygen directly into your blood,
we can use about ninety-five percent of it, instead of throwing most of it away to cool you off, like
your loonie suitsdo.” | couldn't resist that one.

"ThetermisLunarian,” shesad, icily. Oh, well. | hadn't even known the term was derogatory.

" think I'll sacrifice some margin for comfort now. | feel bad enough asit isin thisgravity without
gewing in my own swest."

"Suit yoursdlf. Y ou're the environment expert.”

Shelooked a me, but | don't think she was used to reading expressions on areflective face. She
turned the nozzle that stuck out above her |eft breast, and the flow of steam from it increased.

"That should bring you down to about twenty degrees, and leave you with about thirty hours of
oxygen. That'sunder idedl conditions, of course, Sitting down and keeping still. The more you exert
yoursdlf, the more oxygen the suit wastes keeping you cool.”

She put her hands on her hips. "Timothy, are you teling methat | shouldn't cool off?1'll do
whatever you say."

"No, | think you'll be dl right. It'sathirty-minute trip to my house. And what you say about the
gravity has merit; you probably need therdief. But I'd turn it up to twenty-five as areasonable
compromise.”

Shesilently readjusted the valve,

Jubilant thought it was sllly to have atraffic conveyor that operated in two-kilometer sections.
She complained to methefirst three or four timeswe got off the end of one and stepped onto
another. She shut up about it when we came to a section knocked out by a quake. We had a short
walk between sections of the temporary dideway, and she saw the crewsworking to bridge the
twenty-meter gap that had opened beneath the old one.

We only had one quake on the way home. It didn't amount to anything, just enough motion that
we had to do alittle dance to keep our feet under us. Jubilant didn't seem to like it much. | wouldn't
have noticed it at all, except Jubilant yelped when it hit.

Our house at that time was Situated at the top of ahill. We had carried it up there after the big
quake seven darkyears before that had shaken down the cliffside where we used to live. | had been
buried for ten hoursin that one—thefirst time | ever needed digging out. Mercuriansdont like living
invalleys. They have atendency to fill up with debris during the big quakes. If you live at thetop of a
rise, you have a better chance of being near the top of the rubble when it dides down. Besides, my
mother and | both liked the view.



Jubilant liked it, too. She made her first comment on the scenery as we stood outside the house
and looked out over the valley we had just crossed. Mercury Port was Sitting atop the ridge, thirty
kilometers away. At that distance you could just make out the hemispherical shape of the largest
buildings

But Jubilant was more interested in the mountains behind us. She pointed to aglowing violet
cloud that rose from behind one of the foothills and asked me what it was.

"That's quickslver grotto. It dwayslookslike that at the start of retrograde summer. I'll take you
over therelater. | think you'l likeit."

Dorothy greeted us as we stepped through the wall.

| couldn't put my finger on what was bothering mom. She seemed happy enough to see Jubilant
after seventeen years. She kept saying inane things about how she had grown and how pretty she
looked. She had us stand side by side and pointed out how much we looked like each other. It was
true, of course, snce we were geneticaly identica. She wasfive centimeterstaller than me, but she
could losethat in afew monthsin Mercury's gravity.

"Shelooks just like you did two years ago, before your last Change,” shetold me. That wasa
dight misstatement; | hadn't been quite as sexudly mature the last time | wasafemae. But shewas
right in essence. Both Jubilant and | were genotypicaly male, but mom had had my sex changed when
| first cameto Mercury, when | wasafew monthsold. | had spent the first fifteen years of my life
femde. | wasthinking of Changing back, but wasn't in ahurry.

"Y ou're looking well yoursdf, Glitter," Jubilant said.

Mom frowned for an ingtant. "'It's Dorothy now, honey. | changed my name when we moved
here. We use Old Earth names on Mercury.”

"I'm sorry, | forgot. My mother aways used to call you Glitter when she spoke of you. Before
she, | mean before |—"

There was an awkward silence. | felt like something was being concealed from me, and my ears
perked up. | had high hopes of learning some things from Jubilant, things that Dorothy had never told
me no matter how hard | prodded her. At least | knew where to start in drawing Jubilant out.

It was afrudtrating fact at that timethat | knew little of the mystery surrounding how | cameto
grow up on Mercury instead of in Luna, and why | had aclone-sster. Having aclone-twinisarare
enough thing that it was inevitable I'd try to find out how it cameto pass. It wasn't socidly debilitating,
like having afraternd sibling or something scandalous likethat. But | learned early not to mention it to
my friends. They wanted to know how it happened, how my mom managed to get around the laws
that forbid that kind of unfair preference. One Person, One Child: that's the first moral lesson any child
learns, even before Thou Shalt Not Teke aLife Mom wasn'tinjail, so it must have been legal. But
how? And why? Shewouldn' talk, but maybe Jubilant would.

Dinner was eaten in astrained silence, interrupted by awkward attempts at conversation.



Jubilant was suffering from culture shock and an attack of nerves. | could understand it, looking
around me with her eyes. Loonies—pardon me, Lunarians—live dl therr livesin burrowsdownin the
rock and come to need the presence of solid, substantial walls around them. They don't go outside
much. When they do, they are wrapped in a stedl-and-plastic cocoon that they can feel around them,
and they look out of it through awindow. Jubilant was feding terribly exposed and trying to be brave
about it. When indgde aforce-bubble house, you might aswell be sitting on aflat platform under the
blazing sun. The bubbleisinvisblefromtheingde.

When | redized what was bothering her, | turned up the polarization. Now the bubble |ooked
liketinted glass.

"Oh, you needn't,” she said, gamely. "I haveto get used toiit. | just wish you had walls
somewhere | could look at.”

It was more gpparent than ever that something was upsetting Dorothy. She hadn't noticed
Jubilant's unease, and that's not like her. She should have had some curtains rigged to give our guest a
sense of enclosure.

| did learn some things from the intermittent conversation at the table. Jubilant had divorced her
mother when she was ten E-years old, an absolutely extraordinary age. The only groundsfor divorce
at that age areredly incredible thingslike insanity or rdigious evangdisam. | didn't know much about
Jubilant's foster mother—not even her name—>but | did know that she and Dorothy had been good
friends back in Luna. Somehow, the question of how and why Dorothy had abandoned her child and
taken me, achip off the block, to Mercury, wastied up in that relaionship.

"We could never get close, asfar back as| can remember," Jubilant was saying. "Shetold me
crazy things, shedidn't seemtofitin. | can't redly explainit, but the court agreed with me. It helped
that | had agood lawyer."

"Maybe part of it wasthe unusud rlaionship,” | said, hepfully. ™Y ou know what | mean. It isnt
all that common to grow up with afoster mother instead of your real mother." That was greeted with
such adead silencethat | wondered if | should just shut up for the rest of dinner. There were
meaningful glances exchanged.

"Y es, that might have been part of it. Anyway, within three years of your leaving for Mercury, |
knew | couldn't takeit. | should have gone with you. | was only achild, but even then | wanted to
comewith you." Shelooked appedingly at Dorothy, who was studying the table. Jubilant had

stopped esting.
"Maybe I'd better not talk about it."

Tomy surprise, Dorothy agreed. That cinched it for me. They wouldn't talk about it because
they were kegping something from me.

Jubilant took a nap after dinner. She said she wanted to go to the grotto with me but had to rest
from the gravity. While she dept | tried once moreto get Dorothy to tell me the whole story of her life
on the moon.



"But why am | diveat al?Y ou say you left Jubilant, your own child, three yearsold, with a
friend who would take care of her in Luna. Didn't you want to take her with you?'

Shelooked at metiredly. We'd been over this ground before.

"Timmy, you're an adult now, and have been for three years. I've told you that you're freeto
leave meif you want. Y ou will soon, anyway. But I'm not going into it any further.”

"Mom, you know | can't ingst. But don't you have enough respect for me not to keep feeding
methat story? There's more behind it.”

"Yes! Yes, thereismorebehind it. But | prefer to let it liein the padt. It'samatter of personal
privacy. Don't you have enough respect for me to stop grilling me about it?" | had never seen her this
upset. She got up and walked through the wall and down the hill. Halfway down, she started to run.

| started after her, but came back after afew steps. | didn't know what 1'd say to her that hadn't
aready been said.

We madeit to the grotto in easy stages. Jubilant was feling much better after her rest, but till
had trouble on some of the steep dopes.

| hadn't been to the grotto for four lightyears and hadn't played in it for longer than that. But it
was gtill apopular place with the kids. There were scores of them.

We stood on anarrow ledge overlooking the quicksiiver pool, and thistime Jubilant was redlly
impressed. The quicksilver pool isat the bottom of anarrow gorge that was blocked off along time
ago by aquake. One side of the gorge is permanently in shade, because it faces north and the sun
never getsthat highin our latitude. At the bottom of the gorge isthe poal, twenty meters across, a
hundred meters long, and about five meters deep. We think it'sthat deep, but just try sounding a pool
of mercury. A lead weight sinksthrough it like thick molasses, and just about everything elsefloats.
Thekids had afair-szed boulder out in the middle and were using it for aboat.

That'sal pretty enough, but this was retrograde summer, and the temperature was climbing
toward the maximum. So the mercury was near the boiling point, and the whole areawas thick with
the vapor. When the streams of e ectrons from the sun passed through the vapor, it lit up, flickering
and swirling in aghostly indigo storm. Thelevel was down, but it would never dl boil away becauseit
kept condensing on the dark cliffside and running back into the pool.

"Where doesit all come from?" Jubilant asked when she got her bregth.

"Some of it's natural, but the mgority comes from the factoriesin the port. It's aby-product of
some of the fusion processes that they can't find any usefor, and so they releaseit into the
environment. It'stoo heavy to drift away, and so during darkyear, it condensesin thevaleys. Thisone
Isespecidly good for collecting it. | used to play herewhen | was younger.”

Shewasimpressed. Theresnothing likeit on Luna. From what | hear, Lunais plain dull onthe
outside. Nothing movesfor billions of years.



"l never saw anything so pretty. What do you do in it, though? Surdly it'stoo denseto swim in?"

"Truer words were never spoken. It'sal you can do to force your hand half ameter into the
stuff. If you could balance, you could stand on it and sink in just about fifteen centimeters. But that
doesn't mean you can't swim, you swim on it. Come on down, I'll show you."

Shewas till gawking at the ionized cloud, but she followed me. That cloud can hypnotize you.
At firgt you think it'sdl purple; then you start seeing other colors out of the corners of your eyes. You
can never seethem plainly, they'retoo faint. But they're there. It's caused by loca impurities of other
gasss.

| understand people used to make lamps using ionized gases. neon, argon, mercury, and so
forth. Walking down into quickslver gully isexactly like waking into the glow of one of thoseold
lamps.

Hafway down the dope, Jubilant's knees gave way. Her suit fidd stiffened with the first impact
when she landed on her behind and started to dide. She was arigid statue by the time she plopped
into the poal, frozen into an awkward posture trying to break her fal. She did across the pool and
cameto rest on her back.

| dived onto the surface of the pool and was easily carried al the way acrossto her. Shewas
trying to stand up and finding it impossible. Presently she began to laugh, redlizing that she must ook
pretty Slly.

"Theres no way you're going to stand up out here. Look, here's how you move." | flipped over
onmy belly and started moving my armsin aswvimming motion. Y ou gart with themin front of you,
and bring them back to your sdesin along circular motion. The harder you dig into the mercury, the
faster you go. And you keep going until you dig your toesin. The poal isfrictionless.

Soon she was swimming along beside me, having agreat time. Well, sowas 1. Why isit that we
stop doing so many fun things when we grow up? There's nothing in the solar system like swimming
on mercury. It was coming back to me now, the sheer pleasure of gliding aong on the mirror-bright
surface with your chin plowing up awake before you. With your eyes just above the surface, the
sensation of speed istremendous.

Some of the kids were playing hockey. | wanted to join them, but | could see from the way they
eyed usthat we were too big and they thought we shouldn't be out herein the first place. Well, that
wasjust tough. | was having too much fun swimming.

After several hours, Jubilant said she wanted to rest | showed her how it could be done without
going to the Sde, forming atripod by sitting with your feet soread wide gpart. That's about the only
thing you can do except lieflat. Any other position causes your support to dip out from under you.
Jubilant was content to lieflat.

" fill can't get over being ableto look right a the sun,” she said. "'I'm beginning to think you
might have the better system here. With theinternd suits, | mean.”

"] thought about that,” | said. "Y ou loo... Lunarians don't spend enough time on the surface to
make aforcesuit necessary. It'd be too much trouble and expense, especialy for children. You



wouldn't believe what it costs to keep achild in suits. Dorothy won't have her debts paid off for
twenty years"

"Yes, but it might beworth it. Oh, | can seeyou'reright that it would cost alot, but | won't be
outgrowing them. How long do they lagt?"

"They should be replaced every two or three years." | scooped up ahandful of mercury and let it
dribble through my hands and onto her chest. | wastrying to think of an indirect way to get the talk
onto the subject of Dorothy and what Jubilant knew about her. After severd fase starts, | cameright
out and asked her what they had been trying not to say.

She wouldn't be drawn ouit.

"What'sin that cave over there?' she asked, rolling over on her belly.
"That's the grotto.”

"What'sinit?"

"Il show youif youll talk."

She gave me alook. "Don't be childish, Timothy. If your mother wants you to know about her
lifein Luna, shell tdl you. It'snot my business™

" won't be childishif you'll stop treating me like a child. We're both adults. Y ou can tdl me
whatever you want without asking my mother.”

"Let'sdrop the subject.”

"That'swhat everyonetdlsme. All right, go on up to the grotto by yoursdlf.” And shedid just
that. | sat on the lake and glowered at everything. | don't enjoy being kept inthe dark, and |
especidly don't like having my raivestak around me.

| wasjugt alittle bemused to find out how important it had become to find out the real story of
Dorothy'strip to Mercury. | had lived seventeen years without knowing, and it hadn't harmed me. But
now that | had thought about the things she told me asachild, | saw that they didn't make sense.
Jubilant arriving here had made me reexamine them. Why did she leave Jubilant in Luna? Why tekea
cloned infant instead?

Thegrotto isacave a the head of the gully, with astream of quicksiver flowing from its mouth.
That happensal lightyear, but the stream gets more substantial during the height of summer. It's
caused by the mercury vapor concentrating in the cave, where it condenses and drips off thewalls. |
found Jubilant Stting in the center of apooal, entranced. Theionization glow in the cave seems much
brighter than outside, where it hasto compete with sunlight. Add to that the thousands of trickling
streams of mercury throwing back reflections, and you have a place that has to be entered to be
believed.



"Ligten, I'm sorry | was pestering you. |—"

"Shhh." She waved her hands at me. She was watching the dropsfal from the roof to splash
without aripple into the isolated pools on the floor of the cave. So | sat beside her and watched it,
too.

"l don't think 1'd mind living here," she said, after what might have been an hour.

"l guess| never redly considered living anywhereese.”

Shefaced me, but turned away again. She wanted to read my face, but al she could see wasthe
distorted reflection of her own.

"| thought you wanted to be a ship's captain.”

"Oh, sure. But I'd ways come back here." | was sillent for another few minutes, thinking about
something that had bothered me more and more lately.

"Actudly, | might get into another line of work."

IIWMI

"Oh, | guess commanding a spaceship isn't what it used to be. Y ou know what | mean?”

Shelooked a me again, thistime tried even harder to see my face.

"Maybel do."

"1 know what you're thinking. Lots of kids want to be ship's captains. They grow out of it.
Maybe | have. | think | was born a century too late for what | want. Y ou can hardly find aship
anymore where the captain is much more than afigurehead. The real master of the ship isacommittee
of computers. They handle all the work. The captain can't even overrule them anymore.”

"l wasn't aware it had gotten that bad."

"Worse. All of the passenger lines are shifting over to totally automated ships. The high-geeruns
are dready like that, on the theory that after adozen trips at five gees, the crew is pretty much used

up."

| pondered a sad fact of our modern civilization: the age of romance was gone. The solar system
was tamed. There was no place for adventure.

"Y ou could go to the cometary zone," she suggested.

"That'sthe only thing that's kept me going toward pilot training. Y ou don't need acomputer out
there hunting for black holes. | thought about getting ajob and buying passage last darkyear, when |
wasfeding redly low about it. But I'm going to try to get some pilot training before | go."

"That might bewise."



"l don't know. They're talking about ending the coursesin astrogation. | may haveto teach
mysf."

"Y ou think we should get going? I'm getting hungry.”
"No. Let'sstay hereawhilelonger. | lovethis place.”

I'm sure we had been there for five hours, saying very little. | had asked her about her interest in
environmenta engineering and gotten asurprisingly frank answer. Thiswaswhat she had to say about
her chosen profession: "'l found after | divorced my mother that | wasinterested in making safe places
tolive. | didn't fed very safe at that time." She found other reasons later, but she admitted that it wasa
need for security that till drove her. | meditated on her strange childhood. She wasthe only person |
ever knew who didn't grow up with her natural mother.

"I was thinking about heading outsystem mysdlf," she said after another long silence. "Pluto, for
ingtance. Maybe well meet out there someday.”

"It'spossble.”

There was alittle quake; not much, but enough to start the pools of mercury quivering and make
Jubilant ready to go. We were threading our way through the pools when there was along, rolling
shock, and the violet glow died away. We were knocked apart and fell in total darkness.

"What wasthat?' There was the beginning of panicin her voice.

"It looks like we're blocked in. There must have been adide over the entrance. Just it tight and
Il find you."

"Whereareyou?| can't find you. Timothy!"

"Just hold still and I'll run into you in aminute. Stay calm, just stay calm, there's nothing to worry
about. They'll have usout in afew hours.

"Timothy, | can't find you, | cant—" She smacked me across the face with one of her hands,
then was swarming al over me. | held her close and soothed her. Earlier in the day | might have been
contemptuous of her behavior, but | had come to understand her better. Besides, no onelikesto be
buried dive. Not even me. | held her until | felt her relax.

llm.ry.ll

"Don't gpologize, | fdt the sameway thefirgt time. I'm glad you're here. Being buried doneis
much worse than just being buried dive. Now st down and do what | tell you. Turn your intake valve
al theway to theleft. Got it? Now were using oxygen at the dowest possible rate. We have to keep
as gill as possible so we don't hegt up too much.”

“All right. Whet next?"



"Well, for starters, do you play chess?'
"What?Isthat dl? Don't we haveto turn on asigna or something?”
"| dready did."

"What if you're buried solid and your suit freezes to keep you from being crushed? How do you
turnit on then?'

"It turns on automaticaly if the suit saysrigid for more than one minute.”

"Oh. All right. Pawn to king four.”

We gave up on the game after the fifteenth move. I'm not that good at visudizing the board, and
while shewas excdlent &t it, she wastoo nervousto plan her game. And | was getting nervous. If the
entrance was blocked with rubble, as | had thought, they should have had us out in under an hour. |
had practiced estimating timein the dark and made it to be two hours since the quake. It must have
been bigger than | thought. It could be afull day before they got around to us.

"1 was surprised when you hugged methat | could touch you. I mean your skin, not your suit.”

"] thought | felt you jump. The suits merge. When you touch me, we're wearing one suit instead
of two. That comesin handy sometimes.”

Wewerelying side by sidein apool of mercury, arms around each other. We found it soothing.
"You mean... | see. Y ou can make love with your suit on. Isthat what you're saying?'

"You should try it in apool of mercury. That'sthe best way."

"Werein apool of mercury.”

"And we don't dare make love. It would overhesat us. We might need our reserve.”

Shewas quiet, but | felt her hands tighten behind my back.

"Arewein trouble, Timothy?"

"No, but we might bein for along stay. Y ou'll get thirsty by and by. Can you hold out?"

"It'stoo bad we can't make love. It would have kept my mind off it."

"Can you hold out?'

"I can hold out."



"Timothy, | didn't fill my tank before wel€eft the house. Will that make adifference?"

| don't think I tensed, but she scared me badly. | thought about it, and didn't see how it
mattered. She had used an hour's oxygen a most getting to the house, even at her stepped-up cooling
rate. | suddenly remembered how cool her skin had been when she cameinto my arms.

" Jubilant, was your suit set a maximum cooling when you left the house?!

"No, but | set it up on theway. It was so hot. | was about to pass out from the exertion.”

"And you didn't turn it down until the quake?"'

"That'sright."

| did some rough estimates and didn't like the results. By the most pessmigtic assumptions, she
might not have more than about five hours of air |eft. At the outside, she might have twelve hours. And
she could do smple arithmetic aswell as|; therewas no point in trying to hide it from her.

"Come closer tome," | said. She was puzzled, because we were already about as close aswe
could get. But | wanted to get our intake vaves together. | hooked them up and waited three
seconds.

"Now our tank pressures are equdized.”

"Why did you do that? Oh, no, Timothy, you shouldn't have. It was my own fault for not being
caeful.”

"l did it for me, too. How could | live with myself if you died in hereand | could have saved
you? Think about that."

"Timothy, I'll answer any question you want to ask about your mother.”

That wasthefirst time she got me mad. | hadn't been angry with her for not refilling the tank.
Not even about the cooling. That was more my fault than hers. | had made it a game about the cooling
rate, not redly telling her how important it was to maintain aviable reserve. She hadn't taken me
serioudy, and now we were paying for my little joke. I had made the mistake of assuming that
because she was an expert at Lunar safety, she could take care of hersalf. How could she do that if
shedidn't have aredigtic estimate of the dangers?

But this offer sounded like repayment for the oxygen, and you don't do that on Mercury. Ina
tight spot, air isalways shared fredly. Thanks are rude.

"Don't think you owe me anything. It isn't right."

"That's not why | offered. If we're going to die down here, it ssems silly for meto be keeping



secrets. Does that make sense?”

"No. If we're going to die, what'sthe usein telling me? What good will it do me? And that
doesn't make sense, either. We're not even near dying.”

"It would &t least be something to passthetime.”
| sighed. At that time, it redly wasn't important to know what | had been trying to learn from her.

"All right. Question one: Why did Dorothy leave you behind when she came here?' Once |l had
asked it, the question suddenly became important again.

"Because she's not our mother. | divorced our mother when | wasten.”

| sat up, shocked Slly.

"Dorothy's not... then she's... shesmy foster mother? All thistime she said shewas—"
"No, she's not your foster mother, not technicaly. She'syour father.”

"What?"

"She'syour father."

"Who the hel—father? What kind of crazy gameisthis? Who the hell ever knowswho their
father is?'

"l do," shesaid smply. "And now you do."
"| think you had better tell it from the top.”
Shedid, and it al stood up, bizarre asit was.

Dorothy and Jubilant's mother (my mother!) had been members of areligious sect called the
First Principles. | gathered they had alot of screwy idess, but the screwiest one of al had to do with
something cdled the "nuclear family." | don't know why they caled it that, maybe becauseit was
invented in the erawhen nuclear power wasfirst harnessed. What it consisted of was amother and a
father, both living in the same household, and dozens of kids.

The Firgt Principlesdidn't go that far; they still adhered to the One Person-One Child
convention—and adamn good thing, too, or they might have been lynched instead of queasily
tolerated—but they liked the idea of both biological parentsliving together to raise the two children.

So Dorothy and Gleam (that was her name; they were Glitter and Gleam back in Luna)
"married," and Gleam took on thefemaerolefor thefirst child. She concelved it, birthed it, and
named it Jubilant.

Then things Sarted to fall gpart, as any sane person could have told them it would. | don't know
much higtory, but | know alittle about the way things were back on Old Earth. Husbandskilling



wives, wiveskilling husbands, parents beating children, wars, starvation—all those things. | don't
know how much of that was the result of the nuclear family, but it must have been tough to "marry”
someone and find out too late that it was the wrong someone. So you took it out on the children. I'm
no sociologist, but | can see that much.

Their rdlationship, whileit may have glittered and gleamed at first, went steadily downhill for
three years. It got to the point where Glitter couldn't even share the same planet with his spouse. But
he loved the child and had even cometo think of her ashisown. Try telling that to acourt of law.
Modern jurisprudence doesn't even recogni ze the concept of fatherhood, any more than it would
recognize the divineright of kings. Glitter didn't have alega leg to stand on. The child belonged to
Gleam.

But my maother (foster mother, | couldn't yet bring myself to say father) found acompromise.
There was no use mourning the fact that he couldn't take Jubilant with him. He had to accept that. But
he could take a piece of her. That was me. So he moved to Mercury with the cloned child, changed
his sex, and brought me up to adulthood, never saying aword about First Principles.

| was calming down as| heard dl this, but it was certainly areveation. | wasfull of questions,
and for atime surviva was forgotten.

"No, Dorothy isn't amember of the church any longer. That was one of the causes of the split.
Asfar as| know, Gleam isthe only member today. It didn't last very long. The couples who formed
the church pretty much tore each other apart in marital strife. That was why the court granted my
divorce; Gleam keypt trying to force her religion on me, and when | told my friends about it, they
laughed at me. | didn't want that, even at age ten, and told the court | thought my mother was crazy.
The court agreed.”

"$0... 0 Dorothy hasn't had her one child yet. Do you think she can gill have one? What are the
legdlities of that?'

"Pretty cut-and-dried, according to Dorothy. The judges don't likeit, but it's her birthright, and
they can't deny it. She managed to get permission to have you grown because of aloopholein the
law, since she was going to Mercury and would be out of the jurisdiction of the Lunar courts. The
loophole was closed shortly after you left. So you and | are pretty unique. What do you think about
thet?"

"l don't know. | think I'd rather have anormal family. What do | say to Dorothy now?"

She hugged me, and | loved her for that. | was feding young and aone. Her story was ill
settling in, and | was afraid of what my reaction might be when | had digested it.

"I wouldn't tell her anything. Why should you? Shelll probably get around to telling you before
you leave for the cometary zone, but if she doesn't, what of it? What does it matter? Hasn't she been
amother to you? Do you have any complaints? Isthe biologica fact of motherhood al that important?
| think naot. I think love is moreimportant, and | can seethat it wasthere.”

"But shesmy father! How do | relate to that?"

"Don't even try. | suspect that fathers loved their children in pretty much the same way mothers



did, back when fatherhood was more than just insemination.”
"Maybeyou'reright. | think youreright." She held me closein the dark.
"Of courseI'mright.”

Three hours later there was arumble and the violet glow surrounded us again.

Wewalked into the sunlight hand in hand. The rescue crew was there to meet us, grinning and
patting us on the back. They filled our tanks, and we enjoyed the luxury of wasting oxygen to drive
away the swedt.

"How bad wasit?' | asked the rescue boss.
"Medium-sized. Y ou two are some of the last to be dug out. Did you have ahard time in there?"

| looked at Jubilant, who acted as though she had just been resurrected from the dead, grinning
likeamaniac. | thought about it.

"No. No trouble."

We climbed the rocky dope and | looked back. The quake had dumped severd tons of rock
into quicksilver gully. Worse till, the natural dam at the lower end had been destroyed. Most of the
mercury had drained out into the broader valey below. It was clear that quicksilver grotto would
never be the magic placeit had been in my youth. That was a sad thing. | had loved it, and it seemed
that | wasleaving alot behind me down there.

| turned my back on it and walked toward the house and Dorothy.

The Black Hole Passes

Jordan looked up from the log of the day's transmissions and noted with annoyance that Treemonisha
was lying with her legs haf-buried in the computer console. He couldn't decide why that bothered him
so much, but it did. He walked over to her and kicked her in the face to get her attention, hisfoot
sailing right through her asif shewasn't there, which she wasn't. He waited, tapping hisfoot, for her to
noticeit.

Twenty seconds later she jumped, then looked sheepish.

"You blinked," Jordan crowed. "Y ou blinked. Y ou owe me another five dollars™ Again he
waited, not even conscious of waiting. After ayear at the station he had reached the point where his
mind smply edited out the twenty-second time lag. Given the frantic pace of life at the station, there
was little chance he would miss anything.

"All right, so | blinked. I'm getting tired of that game. Besides, dl you're doing iswiping out your



old debts. Y ou owe me... four hundred and fifty-five dollars now instead of four hundred sixty."

"You liked it well enough when you were winning," he pointed out. "How e se could you have
gotten into mefor that kind of money, with my reflexes?'

(Wait) "1 think the totals show who hasthe faster reflexes. But | told you aweek ago that | don't
appreciate being bothered when I'm reading.” She waved her facprinted book, her thumb holding her
place.

"Oh, listen to you. Pointing out to me what you don't like, while you're dl spread out through my
computer. Y ou know that drives me up thewall."

(Wait) Shelooked down at where her body vanished into the side of the computer, but instead
of gpologizing, sheflared up.

"Wdl, so what? | never heard of such foolishness, waking around chalk marks on the floor dl
thetime so | won't melt into your precious furniture. Who ever heard of such—" Sheredlized shewas
repeating herself. She wasn't good at heated Invective, but had been getting practice a improvingitin
the past weeks. She got up out of the computer and stood glowering a Jordan, or glowering at where
he had been.

Jordan had quickly scanned around hisfloor and picked out an areamarked off with black tape.
Hewalked over to it and stepped over the lines and waited with his arms crossed, a pugnacious
scowl on hisface.

"How do you likethat?' he spat out at her. "I've been very scrupulous about avoiding objectsin
your place. Chalk marks, indeed. If you used tapelike | told you, you wouldn't be rubbing them off dl
thetime with that fat ass of yours." But she had started laughing after her eyesfollowed to where he
was now standing, and it soon got out of control. She doubled over, threatened to fall down she
laughed so hard. He looked down and tried to remember what it was that the tape marked off at her
place. Wasthat where she kept the toilet?

He jumped hadtily out of the invisbletoilet and was winding up a scathing remark, but she had
stopped laughing. The remarks about the fat ass had reached her, and her reply had crawled back at

the speed of light.

Ashelistened to her, he redized anything he could say would be superfluous; she was dready
as angry as she could be. So he walked over to the holo set and pressed a switch. The projection he
had been talking to zipped back into the tank, to become aten-centimeter angry figure, waving her
amsa him.

He saw thetiny figure stride to her own set and dap another button. The tank went black. He
noticed with satisfaction, just before she disappeared, that she had lost her place in the book.

Then, in one of the violent swings of mood that had been scaring him to death recently, hewas
desolately sorry for what he had done. His hands trembled as he pressed the call button, and he felt
the swesat popping out on hisforehead. But she wasn't receiving.

"Great. One neighbor in haf abillion kilometers, and | pick afight with her.”



He got up and started hisritua hunt for away of killing himsdlf that wouldn't be so grosdy
bloody that it would make him sick. Once again he cameto the conclusion that there wasn't anything
like that in the Sation.

"Why couldn't they think of thingslikethat?" he fumed. "No drugs, no poison gas, no nothing.
Damn air system has so goddam many safeties on the damn thing | couldn't raise the CO, count in
hereif my life depended onit. Which it does. If | don't find a painlessway to kill mysdlf, it'sgoing to
drivemeto suicide.”

He broke off, not only because he had played back that last rhetorical ramble, but because he
was never comfortable hearing himsdf talk to himsdlf. It sounded too much like a person on the brink
of insanity.

"Which| am!"

It felt abit better to have admitted it out loud. It sounded like avery sanething to say. He
grasped the fedling, built steadily on it until it began to fed natural. After afew minutes of deep
breathing he felt something approximating calm. Camly, he pressed the cdl button again, to find that
Treemonishawas still not a home. Camly, he built up spit and fired it a the innocent holo tank,
where it dripped down obscenely. He grinned. Later he could apologize, but right now it seemed to
be the right course to stay angry.

Hewalked back to the desk and sat down before the computer digest of the threetrillion bits
that had come over the hotline in the last twenty-four hours. Here was where he earned his sdlary.
There was an added incentive in the realization that Treemonisha had not yet started her scan of her
own computer's opinions for the day. Maybe he could scoop her again.

Jordan Moon was the station agent for Star Line, Inc., one of thetwo mgjor firmsin the field of
interstellar communication. If you can cdl listening in on a party line communication.

Helived and worked in agtation that had been placed in adow circular orbit thirteen billion
kilometers from the sun. It was alondly areg; it had the sole virtue of being right in the center of the
circle of greatest Sgnd strength of the Ophiuchi Hotline.

About dl that anyone had ever known for sure about the Ophiuchites was the fact that they had
one hell of abig laser somewherein ther planetary system, 70 Ophiuchi. Asde from that, which they
couldn't very well concedl, they were an extremely closemouthed race. They never volunteered
anything about themselves directly, and human civilization was too parsmonious to ask. Why build a
giant laser, the companies asked when it was suggested, when dl that lovely information floods
through space for free?

Jordan Moon had aways thought that an extremely good question, but he turned it around: why
did the Ophiuchites bother to build agiant laser? What did they get out of it? No one had the
dightest idea, not even Jordan, who fancied himsalf an authority on everything.

Hewas not far wrong, and that was his va ue to the company.



No one had yet succeeded in making a copyright stand up in court when applied to information
received over the Hotline. The prevailing opinion wasthat it was anatural resource, like vacuum, and
freeto dl who could afford the expense of maintaining a station in the cometary zone. The expense
was tremendous, but the potential rewards were astronomica. There were fifteen companies
elbowing each other for apiece of the action, from the giantslike Star Line and HotL ine, Ltd., down
to severd free-lancerswho paid hole-huntersto listen in when they werein the vicinity.

But the volume of transmissions was enough to make aboard chairman weep and develop
ulcers. And the diens, with what the company thought was boorish inconsderation, ingsted on larding
the vauable stuff with quintillions of bits of gibberish that might be poetry or might be pornography or
recipes or pictures or who-knew-what, which the computers had never been able to unscramble and
which had given afew the galloping jitters. The essentia problem was that ninety-nine percent of what
the aliens thought worth sending over the Line was trash to humans. But that one percent...

... the Symbiotic Spacesuits, that had made it possble for ahuman civilization to inhabit the
Rings of Saturn with no visible means of support, feeding, respirating, and watering each other ina
closed-ecology daisy chain.

...the Partid Gravitationa Rigor, which made it possible to detect and hunt and capture quantum
black holes and make them sit up and do tricks for you, like powering a space drive.

...Macromolecule Manipulation, without which people would die after only two centuries of life.
...Null-field and dl the thingsit had made possible.

Those werethe large, visible thingsthat had changed human lifein drastic ways but had not
made anyone huge fortunes smply because they were so big that they quickly diffused through the
culture because of their universal application. Therea money wasin smdler, patentable items, like
circuitry, mechanical devices, chemidtry, and games.

It was Jordan'sjob to sft those few bits of gold from the oceans of gossip or whatever it was
that poured down the Line every day. And to do it before Treemonisha and his other competitors. If
possible, to find things that Treemonisha missed entirely. He was aided by a computer that tirdlesdy
sorted and compared, dumping the more obvious chaff before printing out alarge sheet of thingsit
thought might be of interet.

Jordan scanned that sheet each day, marking out items and thinking about them. He had alot to
think about, and alot to think with. He was an encyclopedic synthesist, aman with volumes of mgjor
and minor bits and pieces of human knowledge and the knack of putting it together and seeing how it
might fit with the new stuff from the Line. When he saw something good, he warmed up hisbig laser
and fired it off specid ddivery direct to Pluto. Everything d se—including the things the computer had
rejected as nonsense, because you never could tell what the monster brains on Lunamight pick out of
it on the second or third go-round—he recorded on a chip the size of aflyspeck and loaded it into a
tiny transmitter and fired it off parcel post in afive-stage, high-gee message rocket. Hisaim didn't
have to be nearly as good as the Ophiuchites; afew months later, the pay-load would stresk by Pluto
and squed out its contents in the two minutesit wasin radio range of the big dish.

"l wish their am had been a little better,” he groused to himsdlf as he went over the printout for
thefourth time. He knew it was nonsense, but hefdt like grousing.



The diameter of the laser beam by thetimeit reached Sol was haf abillion kilometers. The
center of the beam was twice the distance from Pluto to the sun, a distance amounting to about twenty
seconds of arc from 70 Ophiuchi. But why aim it a the sun? No one listening there. Where would the
logica place beto aim amessage laser?

Jordan was of the opinion that the aim of the Ophiuchites was better than the company president
gavethem credit for. Out here, there was very little in theway of noiseto garble the transmissions. If
they had directed the beam through the part of the solar system where planets are most likely to be
found—wherethey dl are found—the density of expdled solar gases would have played hob with
reception. Besides, Jordan felt that none of the information would have been much good to
planet-bound beings, anyway. Once humanity had devel oped the means of reaching the cometary
zone and found that messages were being sent out there rather than to the Earth, where everyone had
away's expected to find them, they were in aposition to utilize the information.

"They knew what they were doing, dl right," he muttered, but the thought died avay as
something hafway down the second page caught his eye. Jordan never knew for sure just what he
was seeing in the digests. Perhaps a better way to make cyanide stew, or adviceto lovelorn
Ophiuchites. But he could spot when something might have relevance to his own species. Hewas
good at hiswork. He looked at the symbols printed there, and decided they might be of some useto
abranch of genetic engineering.

Ten minutes later, the computer had lined up the laser and he punched the information into it.
The lights dimmed as the batteries were caled upon to pour alarge percentage of their energy into
three spaced pulses, five seconds apart. Jordan yawned and scratched himself. Another day's work
done; elapsed time, three hours. He was doing well—that only |eft twenty-one hours before he had
anything else he needed to do.

Ah, lesure

He approached the holo tank again and with considerable trepidation pressed the call button. He
was afraid to think of what he might do if Treemonishadid not answer thistime.

"Y ou had no cal to say what you said," she accused, as she appeared in the tank.

"Y ou're absolutely right,” he said, quickly. "It was uncalled for, and untrue. Tree, I'm going
crazy, I'm not mysdf. It was achildish insult and you know it was without basisin fact.”

She decided that was enough in the way of gpology. She touched the projection button and
joined him in the room. So beautiful, so dive, and so imaginary he wanted to cry again. Jordan and
Treemonishawere the system’'s mogt frustrated lovers. They had never met in the flesh, but had spent
ayear together by holo projection.

Jordan knew every inch of Treemonishas body, every pore, every hair. When they got
unbearably horny, they would lie Sde by side on the floor and look at each other. They would strip
for each other, taking hours with each garment. They developed the visual and aural sex fantasy toa
pitch so finethat it was their own private language. They would sit inches apart and passtheir hands
closeto each other, infinitely careful never to touch and spail theillusion. They would talk to each
other, telling what they would do when they finally got together in person, then they would st back
and madturbate themsalvesinto insengbility.



"Y ou know," Treemonishasaid, "you were alousy choice for thisjob. Y ou look like shit, you
know that? | worry about you, thisisolation is... well, it'snot good for you."

"Driving me crazy, right?' He watched her walk to one of the taped-off areas on hisfloor and git;
as she touched the chair in her room, the holo projector picked it up and it winked into existencein
hisworld. She was wearing ared paper blouse but had |eft off the pants, as a reproach, he thought,
and areminder of how basdless his gibe had been. Sheraised her |eft index finger three times. That
wasthe signa for ascenario, "Captain Future Meetsthe Black Widow," one of hisfavorites. They
had evolved the hand signas when they grew impatient with asking each other, "Do you want to play
'Antony and Cleopatra?'—one of her favorites.

He waved his hand, negating his opening lines. He was impatient with the games and fantasies.
He was getting impatient with everything. Besides, she wasn't wearing her costume for the Black
Widow.

"] think you're wrong,” he said. "'l think | was the perfect choice for thisjob. Y ou know what |
did after you shut off? | went looking for away to kill mysdif.”

For once, he noticed the pause. She sat there in her chair, mouth dightly open, eyes unfocused,
looking as though she was about to drool al over her chin. Once they had both been fascinated with
the process by which their minds suspended operations during the time lag that was such a part of
their lives. He had teased her about how stupid she looked when she waited for hiswords to catch up
with her. Then once he had caught himsalf during one of the lags and realized he was a dack-jawed
imbecile, too. After thet, they didn't talk about it.

She jerked and cameto life again, like ahumanoid robot that had just been activated.

"Jordan! Why did you do that?' Shewas haf out of the chair in areflex comforting gesture, then
suppressed it before she committed the awful error of trying to touch him.

"Thepointis, | didn't. Try it sometime. | found nine dozen ways of killing mysdlf. It isn't hard to
do, I'm sure you can see that. But, you see, they have gauged meto anicety. They know exactly what
I'm capable of, and what | can never do. If | could kill mysdlf painlesdy, | would have done it three
months ago, when | first started looking. But the most painlessway 1've doped out yet il involves
explosive decompression. | don't have the gutsfor it."

"But surely you've thought of ... ah, never mind.”

"Y ou mean you've thought of away?' He didn't know what to think. He had been aware for a
long time that she was a better synthesist than he; the production figures and severa heated
communications from the home office proved that. She could put nothing and nothing together and
arive at answersthat astounded him. What's more, her solutions worked. She seldom sent anything
over her laser that didn't bear fruit and often saw things he had overlooked.

"Maybel have," she evaded, "but if | did, you don't think I'd tell you after what you just said.
Jordan, | don't want you to kill yoursdlf. That's not fair. Not until we can get together and you try to
live up to dl your boagting. After that, well, maybe you'll have to kill yoursdlf."

He smiled at that, and was grateful she was taking the light approach. He did get carried away



describing the delights she was going to experience as soon asthey met in the flesh.

"Givemeahint," he coaxed. "It must involve the life system, right? It standsto reason, after you
rule out the medica machines, which no one, no one could fool into giving out adose of cyanide.
Let'ssee, maybe | should take acloser look at that air intake. It standsto reason that | could get the
CO, countin hereway up if | could only—"

"No!" she exploded, then listened to the rest of his statement. "No hints. | don't know away.
The engineers who built these things were too smart, and they knew some of uswould get depressed
and try to kill ourselves. There's no wrenches you could throw into the works that they haven't
aready thought of and countered. Y ou just haveto wait it out.”

"Six more months,” he groaned. "What doesthat cometo in seconds?
"Twenty less than when you asked the question, and didn't that go fast?'

Looked at that way, he had to admit it did. He experienced no subjective time between the
question and the answer. If only he could edit out days and weeks as easily as seconds.

"Listen, honey, | want to do anything | can to help you. Redly, would it help if | tried harder to
dtay out of your furniture?'

He sghed, not redly interested in that anymore. But it would be something to do.
"All right.”

So they got together, and she carefully laid out strips of tape on her floor marking the locations
of objectsin hisroom. He coached her, since she could see nothing of hisroom except him. When it
was done, she pointed out that she could not get into her bedroom without walking through his
auxiliary coelogtat. He said that was dl right aslong as she avoided everything dse.

When they were through, he was as depressed as ever. Watching her crawl around on her
hands and knees made him ache for her. Shewas so lovely, and he was so lonely. The way her hair
fell inlong, ashen streams over the gathered materias of her deeves, the curl of her toes as she kndlt
to ped off adtrip of tape, the elastic give and take of the tendonsin her legs—all the myriad tiny
details he knew so well and didn't know at dl. The urge to reach out and touch her was
overpowering.

"What would you liketo do today?" she said when they were through with the taping.

"| don't know. Everything | can't do."

"Would you likemeto tell you astory?"

"No."

"Would youtdl me astory?' She crossed her legs nervoudy. She didn't know how to cope with
him when he got in these unresponsive moods.



Treemonishawas not subject to the terrors of londliness that were tearing Jordan apart. She got
aong quitewell by hersdf, aside from the sometimes maddening sexua pressures. But masturbation
satisfied her more than it did Jordan. She expected no problems while waiting out the six months until
they were rotated back to Pluto. There was even a pleasurable aspect of the Situation for her: the
bresthlessfeding of anticipation waiting for the moment when they would findly bein each other's
ams

Jordan was no good at al at postponing hiswants. Those wants, surprisingly to him, were not
primarily sexua. He longed to be surrounded by people. To be ebow to elbow in acrowd, to smell
the human smell of them around him, to be jostled, even shoved. Even to be punched in the faceif
necessary. But to be touched by another human being. It didn't have to be Treemonisha, though she
was hisfirgt choice. Heloved her, even when he yedled at her for being so maddeningly insubstantid.

"All right, I'll tell you agtory.” Hefell slent, trying to think of one that had some aspect of
origindity. He couldn't, and so hefdll back on "The Further Exploits of the Explorers of the Pink
Planet." For that one, Treemonisha had to take off al her clothesand lie on her back on the floor. He
sat very closeto her and put the trio of adventurers through their paces.

Captain Rock Rogers, commander of the expedition, he who had fearlesdy led the team over
yawning wrinkles and around pores sunk deep into the treacherous surface of the pink planet. The
conqueror of Leftbreast Mountain, the man who had first planted the flag of the United Planets on the
dark top of that dangeroudy unstable prominence and was planning an assault on the fabled
Rightbreast Mountain, home of the savage tribe of killer microbes. Why?

"Becauseit'sthere,” Treemonishasupplied.

"Who'stdling this story?'

Doctor Maryjane Peters, who single-handedly invented the epidermal polarizer that caused the
giant, radioactive, mutated crab lice to sink into the epithelium on the trio's perilous excursion into the
Pubic Jungle.

"] dill think you make that up about the crab lice.”

"l reportswhat | sees. Shut up, child.”

And Trog, haf-man, haf-dime mold, who had used his barbarian skills to domesticate Jo-jo, the
man-eating flea, but who was secretly aspy for the Arcturian Horde and was working to sabotage the
expedition and the hopes of al humanity.

Aswergoin the adventurers, Maryjane tels Rock that she must again venture south, from their
base at the first sparse seedlings of the twisted Pubic Jungle, or their fate is seded.

"Why isthat, my dear?' Rock saysboyishly.
"Because, darling, down at the bottom of the Great Rift Vdley liethe only depositsof rare

musketite on the whole planet, and | must have some of it to repair the burnt-out denoxifier on the
overdrive, or the ship will never..."



Meanwhile, back at redlity, Treemonisha caused her Left Northern Promontory to move
southwards and rub itself lightly through the Great Rift Valley, causing quite an uproar anong theflora
and faunathere.

"Earthquake!" Trog squesks, and runs howling back toward safety in the greet crater in the
middle of the Plain of Bdly.

"Strictly speaking, no," Maryjane points out, grabbing at aswaying treeto steedy hersdlf. "It
might more properly be caled a Treemonisha-qua—"

"Treemonisha. Must you do that while I'm just getting into the story? It plays hell with the plot
line"

She moved her hand back to her sde and tried to smile. She was willing to patronize him, try to
get him back to himsdlf, but thiswas asking alot. What were these stories for, she reasoned, but to
get her horny and give her achanceto get somerelief?

"All right, Jordan, I'll wait."

He stared silently down at her. A tear trembled on thetip of his nose, hung there, and fell down
toward her dbdomen. And of courseit didn't get her wet. It was followed by another, and another,
and gtill shewasn't wet, and he felt his shoulders begin to shake. He fell forward onto the soft, inviting
surface of her body and bumped his head hard on the deck. He screwed his eyes shut tight so he
couldn't see her and cried silently.

After afew helpless minutes, Treemonishagot up and left him to recover in privacy.

Treemonisha called severd times over the next five days. Each time Jordan told her he wanted
to be done. That wasn't gtrictly true; he wanted company more than he could say, but he had to try
isolation and seewhat it did to him. He thought of it as destructive testing—agood principle for
engineering but questionable for menta equilibrium. But he had exhausted everything else.

He even cdled up The Humanoid, his only other neighbor within radio range. He and
Treemonisha had named him that because he looked and acted so much like a poorly constructed
robot. The Humanoid was the representative of Lasercom. No one knew his name, if he had one.
When Jordan had asked passing holehunters about him, they said he had been out in that
neighborhood for over twenty years, aways refusing rotation.

It wasn't that The Humanoid was unfriendly; he just wasn't much of anything at all. When Jordan
cdled him, he answered the call promptly, saying nothing. He never initiated anything. Hewould
answer your questions with ayes or ano or an I-don't-know. If the answer required a sentence, he
sadnothing at all.

Jordan stared at him and threw away his plan of isolating himsdlf for the remainder of hisstay a
the Sation.

"That'smein Sx months" he said, cutting the connection without saying good-bye, and calling



Treemonisha
"Will you have me back?' he asked.

"l wish | could reach out and grab you by the ears and shake some sense back into you. Look."
She pointed to where she was standing. "'1've avoided your tape linesfor five days, though it means
threading amaze when | want to get to something. | was afraid you'd call me and I'd pop out in the
middle of your computer again and fresk you."

Helooked ashamed; he was ashamed. Why did it matter?

"Maybeit isn't so important after dl.”

She lay down on thefloor.

"I've been dying to hear how the story came out,” she said. "'Y ou want to finish it now?"

So he dug out Rock Rogers and Maryjane and sent them into the bushes and, to enliven things,
threw in Jo-jo and hiswild mate, Gi-gi.

For two weeks Jordan fought down his dementia. He gpplied himself to the computer
summaries, forcing himsalf to work at them twice aslong aswas his custom. All it did was reconfirm
to him that if he didn't see something in three hours, hewasn't going to seeit at dl.

Interestingly enough, the computer sheets were getting gradudly shorter. His output dwindled as
he had less and less to study. The home office didn't like it and suggested he do some work on the
antennasto seeif there was something cutting down on the quaity of the reception. Hetried it, but
was unsurprised when it changed nothing.

Treemonishahad noticed it, too, and had run an analysis on her computer.

"Something isinterfering with the sgnd,” shetold him after studying the results. "It's gotten bad
enough that the built-in redundancy isn't sufficient. Too many things are coming over in fragmentary
form, and the computer can't handle them.”

She was referring to the fact that everything that came over the hotline was repested from ten to
thirty times. Little of it came through initstotdity, but by adding the repeats and filling in the blanks the
computer was able to construct a complete message ninety percent of the time. That average had
dropped over the last month to fifty percent, and the curve was ill going down.

"Dust cloud?" Jordan speculated.

"] don't think it could movein that fast. The curve would be much shallower, on the order of
hundreds of years, before we would redlly notice adrop-off.”

"Something e se, then." He thought about it. "If it's not something big, like adust cloud blocking
thesigna, then it's either adrop-off in power at the transmitter, or it could be something digtorting the



sgnd. Any idess?'
"Yes, but it'svery unlikely, so I'll think about it some more.”

She exagperated him sometimes with her unwillingnessto share thingslike that with him. But it
was her right, and he didn't probe.

Three days|later Treemonisha suddenly lost adimension. She was Sitting there in the middle of
his room when her image flattened out like a sheet of paper, perpendicular to the floor. He saw her
edge-on and had to get up and walk around the flat imageto redly seeit.

"I'll call it'Nude SittinginaChair,' " hesad. "Tree, you're acardboard cutout.”

She looked up a him warily, hoping thiswasn't the opening stanzain another bout with
londliness.

"Y ou want to explain that?"

"Gladly. My receiver must be on thefritz. Y our imageis only two-dimensona now. Would you
liketo stand up?"'

She grinned, and stood. She turned dowly, and the plane remained oriented the same way but
different parts of her were now flattened. He decided he didn't like it, and got out histools.

Two hours of checking circuitry told him nothing at al. There didn't seem to be anything wrong
with the receiver, and when she checked her transmitter, the result was the same. Midway through the
testing she reported that hisimage had flattened out, too.

"It lookslike thereredly is something out there distorting signds,” shesaid. "1 think I'll Sign off
now. | want to check something." And with that she cut transmission.

Hedidn't carefor the abruptness of that and was determined that she wouldn't beat him to the
punch in finding out what it was. She could only be searching for the source of the distortion, which
meant she had a good idea of what to look for.

"If shecanfigureit out, so can |." He sat down and thought furioudy. A few minutes|later he got
up and called her again.

"A black hole," she said, when she arrived. "l found it, or at least a close gpproximation of
whereit must be"

"l was going to say that," he muttered. But he hadn't found it. He had only figured out whet it
must be. She had known that three days ago.

"It's pretty massive," she went on. "The gravity waves were what fouled up our reception, and
now it's close enough to ruin our transmissions to each other. | thought at first | might berich, but it
looksfar too big to handle.”



That waswhy she hadn't said anything earlier. If she could locateit and get atrack onit, she
could charter aship and come back to get it later. Black holeswere fantastically valuable, if they were
small enough to manipulate. They could aso be fantadtically dangerous.

"Just how big?' he asked.
"I don't know yet, except that it'stoo big to chase. I..."

Her image, already surredl enough from the flattening, fluttered wildly and dissolved. He was cut
off.

He chewed hisnailsfor the next hour, and when the call bell clanged, he dmost injured himsalf
getting to the set. She appeared in the room. She was three-dimensiona again, wearing a spacesuit,
and she didn't ook too happy.

"What the hell happened? Y ou didn't do that on purpose, did you? Because—"
"Shut up." She looked tired, as though she had been working.

"The dresses. | found mysdf falling toward the wall, and the whole station shipped around it like
zzzp! And dl of asudden everything was creaking and groaning like a haunted house. Bells clanging,
lights.... Scared the shit out of me." He saw that she was shaking, and it was histurn to suffer the pain
of not being able to get up and comfort her.

She got control again and went on.

"It wastidal strains, Jordan, like you read about that can wreck aholehunter if she's not careful.
Y ou don't dare get too close. It could have been alot worse, but asit is, there was a Sow blowout,
and | only just got it under contral. I'm going to stay in this suit for awhile longer, because everything
was bent out of shape. Not enough to see, but enough. Seams parted. Some glass shattered.
Everything rigid was strained some. My laser isbroken, and | guess every bit of precision equipment
must be out of dignment. And my orbit was atered. I'm moving toward you dightly, but most of my
motion isaway fromthe sun.”

"How fagt?'

"Not enough to bein danger. I'll bein this genera areawhen they get a ship out hereto look for
me. Oh, yes. Y ou should get off amessage as quick as you can teling Pluto what happened. | can't
talk to them, obvioudy."

Hedid that, more to calm himsalf than because he thought it was that urgent. But he was wrong.

"l think it'll pass closeto you, Jordan. Y ou'd better get ready for it."

Jordan stood in front of the only port in the station, looking out at the dowly whedling sars. He



was wearing his suit, the first time he had had it on since he arrived. There had just been no need for
it.

The Star Line listening post was in the shape of agiant dumbbell. One end of it wasthefusion
power plant, and the other was Jordan's quarters. A thousand meters away, motionlessrelative to the
station, was the huge parabolic dish that did the actud listening.

"Why didn't they give these gtations some means of movement?'

Hewastaking into his suit radio. Treemonishas holo set had finaly broken down and she could
not patch it up. There were too many distorted circuits deep in its guts; too many resistances had been
atered, too many microchips warped. He redized glumly that evenif the passage of the holeleft him
unscathed he would not see her again until they were rescued.

"Too expensive,” she said patiently. She knew hewastaking just to keep calm and didn't
begrudge providing areassuring drone for himto listen to. "There's no need under normal
circumstances to move the things once they're in place. So why waste mass on thrusters?”

" 'Normal circumstances,' " he scoffed. "Well, they didn't think of everything, did they? Maybe
there was away | could have killed myself. Y ou want to tell mewhat it was, before | die?!

"Jordan," she said gently, "think about it. Isn't it rather unlikely for ablack hole to pass close
enough to our positions to be a danger? People hunt them for years without finding them. Who
expects them to come hunting you?"

"Y ou didn't answer my question.”

"After the passage, | promise. And don't worry. Y ou know how unlikely it wasfor it to passas
closeasit did to me. Have somefaith in statistics. It's surely going to missyou by awide margin.”

But he didn't hear thelast. The floor Sarted vibrating dowly, inlong, accelerating waves. He
heard a sound, even through the suit, that reminded him of arock crusher eating itsway through a
solid wall. Ghostly fingers plucked at him, trying to pull him backwards to the place where the hole
must be, and the stars outside the port jerked in dance rhythms, dowing, stopping, turning the other
way, sashaying up and down, then starting to whirl.

He was |ooking for something to grab onto when the port in front of him shattered into dust and
he was expelled with amonstrous whoosh as everything in the station that wasn't bolted down tried to
fititself through that meter-wide hole. He jerked his hands up to protect his faceplate and hit the back
of hishead hard on the edge of the port as he went through.

The stars were spinning at arate fast enough to make him dizzy. Or were the stars spinning
because he was dizzy? He cautioudy opened his eyes again, and they were still spinning.

His head was throbbing, but he couldn't sync the throb rate with the pain. Therefore, he
declamed to himsdlf, the stars are spinning. On to the next question. Where am |?



He had no answers and wished he could dip back into that comforting blackness. Blackness.
Black.

He remembered and wished he hadn't.
"Treemonisha," he moaned. "Can you hear me?"

Evidently she couldn't. First order of business. stop the spin before my head unscrews. He
carefully handled the unfamiliar controls of hissuit jets, squirting streams of gas out experimentaly until
the stars dowed, dowed, and came to rest except for aresidua drift that was barely noticeable.

"Very lonely out here," he observed. There was what must be the sun. It was bright enough to
be, but heredized it wasin the wrong place. It should be, now let's see, where? He located it, and it
wasn't nearly as bright as the thing he had seen before.

"That'sthe hole," he said, with atouch of awein hisvoice. Only onething could have caused it
toflare up like that.

The black hole that had wrecked his home was quite alarge one, about as massive asalarge
agteroid. But with dl that, it was much smaller than his tation had been. Only atiny fraction of a
centimeter across, in fact. But at the "surface,” the gravity was too strong to bear thinking about. The
light he saw was caused by stray pieces of his station that had actualy been swept up by the holeand
were undergoing collapse into neutronium, and eventually would go even further. He wondered how
much radiation he had been exposed to. Soon he redlized it probably wouldn't matter.

Therewere afew large chunks of the station tumbling close to him, dimly visblein the sarlight.
He made out one of the three-meter rockets he used to send the day's output back to Pluto. For a
wild second he thought he saw away out of his predicament. Maybe he could work out away of
using the rocket to propel him over to Treemonisha. Then he remembered he had worked al that out
on the computer during one of hislondier moments. Those rockets were designed for accelerating a
pea-szed tranamitter up to atremendous velocity, and there was no provision for dowing it down
agan, or varying the thrug, or turning it on and off. It was usdessto him. Eveniif he could rig it some
way 0 that it would move him instead of drilling Straight through his back, the delta-vee he could get
from it was enough to let him reach Treemonishain about three weeks. And that wasfar, far too long.

He garted over toit, anyway. He wastired of hanging out there in space abillion kilometers
from anything. He wanted to get closeto it, to have something to look at.

He clanged onto it and dowly stopped itsrotation. Then he clung to it tightly, like an injured
monkey to atreelimb.

A day later hewas till clinging, but he had thought of a better metaphor.

"Likeacastaway clingingtoalog," helaughed to himself. No, hewasn't sure he liked that better.
If he cast loose from the rocket, nothing at al would happen to him. He wouldn't drown in sty seas
or even choke on hard vacuum. He was like the monkey: very scared and not about to let go of the
security that hislimb afforded him.



"...caling. Treemonishacaling Jordan, please answer quickly if you can hear me, because | have
theradio st to..."

He was too astounded to respond at once, and the voice faded out. Then he yelled until he was
hoarse, but there was no answer. He abandoned himsalf to despair for atime.

Then he pulled himsdlf together and puzzled out with what wits he had |eft what it was she might
be doing. She was scanning the path of strewn debriswith atight radio beam, hoping he was one of
the chunks of meta her radar told her were there. He must be alert and yell out the next time he heard
her.

Hourslater, he wastrying to convince himsdlf it hadn't been ahdlucination.
"...hear me, because—"
"Treemonisha"

"—I havetheradio set to scan the wreckage of your station, and if you take your time, | won't
hear you. Treemonishacdl...”

It faded again, and hejittered in Slence.

"Jordan, can you hear me now?" The voice wavered and faded, but it was there. She must be
aming by hand.

"I hear you. | figured it out.”
"Figured what out?'

"Y our painlessway of committing suicide. But you werewrong. It'struethat if | had stepped
outside the station wearing my suit, | would have died of CO, poisoning eventudly, but you were
wrong if you thought | could take thisisolation. | would have jetted back to the station in just afew
hours—" Hisvoice broke as he forced himself to look again at the bottomless depths that surrounded
him.

"Y ou dwaystake the hard way, don't you?' she said, in avoice so gentle and sympathetic that
she might have been talking to achild. "Why would you have to step out?"

"Aaaaa..." he gurgled. One step ahead again. Why step outside, indeed? Because that's what
you do in aspacesuit. You don't weer it insde the tation, sealed off from the fail-safe systemsinsde
unless you want to die when the oxygen in your tanks runs out.

"I'm not that dense, and you know it. Y ou want to tell mewhy | didn't seethat? No, wait, don't.
Don't outfigure mein that, too. I'll tell you why. Because | didn't redly want to kill mysdlf. If | had
been sincere, | would have thought of it."

"That'swhat | finally hoped wasthe case. But | sill didn't want to take the chance of telling you.
Y ou might have felt pressured to go through with it if you knew therewasaway."



Something was nagging at him. He furrowed his brow to squeezeit out in the open, and he had

"Thetimelag's shorter," he stated. "How far apart are we?"

"A little over two million kilometers, and still dlosing. Thelatest thing | can get out of my
computer—which isworking in fits and starts—is that you'll pass within about one point five million
from me, and you'll be going five thousand per, rdative.”

She cleared her throat. "Uh, speaking of that, how much reserve do you have | eft?”

"Why bother yoursdf? I'll just fade away at the right time, and you won't have to worry because
you know how long | haveto live."

"I'd ill like to know. I'd rather know."

"All right. Thelittleindicator right here says my recyclers should keep right on chugging dong for
another five days. After that, no guarantees. Do you fed better now?"

"Yes, | do." She paused again. "Jordan, how badly do you need to talk to meright now?1 can
stay here aslong as you need it, but there'salot of work | have to do to keep this place running, and
| can't afford the power drain to talk to you continuoudly for five days. The batteries are acting badly,
and they redlly do need congtant attention.”

Hetried not to fed hurt. Of course she wasfighting her own fight to stay dive—she dill had a
chance. Shewouldn't be Treemonishaif she folded up because the going got rough. The rescue ship
would find her, he fdt sure, working away to keep the machines going.

"I'msurel can get along,” he said, trying his best to keep the reproach out of hisvoice. Hewas
ashamed at fedling that way, but he did. The bleak fact wasthat he had felt for a brief moment that
dying wouldn't be so hard aslong as he could talk to her. Now he didn't know.

"Wll, hang on, then. | can call you twice aday if my figuresareright and talk for an hour
without draining too much power for what | haveto do. Areyou sure youll bedl right?

"I'msure” helied.

And hewasright. Hewasn't dl right.

Thefirg twelve-hour wait was amixture of gnawing longliness and galoping agoraphobia

"About haf one and hdf the other,” he commented during one of hislucid moments. They were
rare enough, and he didn't begrudge himsdlf the luxury of talking a oud when he was sane enough to
understand what he was saying.

And then Treemonishacaled, and he leaked tears through the entire conversation, but they

didn't enter into hisvoice, and she never suspected. They were happy tears, and they wet the insde of
his suit with hisboundlesslovefor her.



She signed off, and he swung over to hating her, tdling the uninterested stars how awfully she
treated him, how she was the most ungrateful sentient being from hereto 70 Ophiuchi.

" She could spare the power to talk just afew minuteslonger,” heraged. "I'm rotting out here,
and she hasto go adjust the air flow into her bedroom or sweep up. It's so damn important, al that
housekeeping, and she leaves medl done.”

Then he kicked himsdlf for even thinking such things about her. Why should she put her lifeon
the line, wasting power she needed to keep breathing, just to talk to him?

"I'm dead dready, so she'swasting her time. I'll tell her the next time she callsthat she needn't
cal back."

That thought comforted him. It sounded so dtruistic, and he was uncomfortably aware that he

was liableto be pretty demanding of her. If she did everything he wanted her to, she wouldn't have
any timeto do anything ese.

"How are you doing, Rock Rogers?*

"Treemonishal How nice of you to cdll. I've been thinking of you dl day long, just waiting for the
phonetoring."

"|sthat sSincere, or are you hating me again today?"

He sobered, redizing that it might be hard for her to tell anymore, what with hismanic swingsin
maood.

"Sincere. I'll lay it ontheline, because| can't sand not talking about it anymore. Have you
thought of anything, anything | might do to save mysdlf?I'vetried to think, but it ssems| can't think in
agraight lineanymore. | get aglimpse of something, and it fadesaway. So I'll ask you. Y ou were
aways fagter than mein seeing away to do something. What can | do?"

Shewas quiet for along time.

"Hereiswhat you must do. Y ou must come to termswith your Situation and stay adive aslong as
you can. If you keep panicking like you've been doing, you're going to open your exhaust and spill al
your ar. Then dl betsare off."

"If you were betting, would you bet that it mattersat al how much longer | Say dive?’

"Thefird rule of surviva isnever give up. Never. If you do, you'll never take advantage of the
quirks of fate that can save you. Do you hear me?"

"Treemonisha, | won't hedge around it any longer. Are you doing something to save me? Have
you thought of something? Just what 'quirks did you havein mind?'

"1 have something that might work. I'm not going to tell you whét it is, because | don't trust you



to remain cam about it. And that'sal you're getting from me."

"Haven't you considered that not knowing will upset me more than knowing and worrying about
it?"

"Yes" shesad, evenly. "But frankly, | don't want you looking over my shoulder and jostling my
elbow whilel try to get thistogether. I'm doing what | can here, and | just told you what you haveto
do out there. That'sal | can do for you, and you won't change it by trying to intimidate me with one
of your temper tantrums. Go ahead, sound off al you want, tell me I'm being unfair, that you have a
right to know. Y ou're not rationa, Jordan, and you are the one who hasto get yourself out of that.
Areyou ready to sign off? | have alot of work to do."

He admitted meekly that he was ready.

Her next cal was even briefer. He didn't want to remember it, but he had whined at her, and she
had snapped at him, then apologized for it, then snapped at him again when he wheedled her for just a

teeny tiny hint.

"Maybe | waswrong, not telling you," she admitted. "But | know this: if | givein and tell you
now, the next phone cal will be full of crgp from you telling me why my scheme won't work. Buck up,
son. Tl yoursdf agtory, recite prime numbers. Figure out why entropy runs down. Ask yoursdlf
what The Humanoid does. But don't do what he does. That isn't your style. I'll seeyou later."

The next twelve hours marked the beginning of risng hope for Jordan, tinged with the first traces
of confidence.

"I think I might be able to hold out,” he told the stars. He took anew look at his surroundings.

"You aren't so far away," hetold the cold, impersonal lights. It sounded good, and so he went
onwithit. "Why, how can | fed you're so far avay when | can't get any perspective on you? Y ou
might aswell be specks on my faceplate. Y ou are specks." And they were.

With the discovery that he had some control of his environment, he was emboldened to
experiment with it. By using hisimagination, he could move the stars from hisfaceplate to the
far-away distance, hundreds of meters away. That made the room he wasin arespectable size, but
not overwheming. He tuned hisimagination like afocusing knob, moving the sarsand galaxiesin and
out, varying the size of space as he percelved it.

When she called again, hetold her with some triumph that he no longer cared about the isolation
he wasfloating in. And it was true. He had moved the stars back to their origina positions, light-years
away, and |eft them there. It no longer mattered.

She congratulated him tiredly. Therewas strain in her voice; she had been working hard at
whatever mysterious labors had kept her from the phone. He no longer believed the story about
maintenance occupying al her time. If that were true, when would she find time to work on rescuing
him? Thelogic of that made him fed good dl over.



He no longer clung to his bit of driftwood as an anchor againgt the londliness. Rather, he had
cometo seeit as a home base from which he could wander. He perched on it and looked out at the
wide universe. Helooked at the tiny, blinding spark that was the sun and wondered that al the
bustling world of people he had needed so badly for so long could be contained in such asmall space.
He could put out histhumb and cover dl the inner planets, and his pam took in most of therest.
Billions of people down there, packed solid, while he had this great black ocean to walow around in.

Jordan's time was down to five hours. He was hungry, and the air in hishelmet stank.
"Thetime," Treemonishagtated, "isfourteen o'clock, and dl iswel."
"Hmm? Oh, it'syou. What istime?"

"Oh, brother. You'reredly getting into it, aren't you? Timeis. thetime for my twice-daily call to
see how things are in your neck of space. How are you doing?"

"Wonderful. I'm at peace. When the oxygen runsout, I'll at least die a peaceful death. And |
have you to thank for it."

"l dways hoped I'd go kicking and screaming,” she said. "And what's this about dying?| told
you | had something going.”

"Thank you, darling, but you don't need to carry on with that anymore. I'm glad you did,
because for atimethereif | hadn't thought you were working to save me, | never would have
achieved the peace | now have. But | can see now that it was a device to keep me going, to steady

me. And it worked, Tree, it worked. Now, before you sign off, would you take afew messages? The
first oneisto my mother. '‘Dear mom..." "

"Hold on there. | refuse to hear anything so terribly personal unlesstheresarea need for it.
Didn't | find away for you to kill yoursdf after you had given it up? Don't | aways pull more gold out
of those tranamissions than you do? Haven't you noticed anything?"

Thetimelag!

Panic wasrising again in his voice as he hoarsely whispered, "Where are you?'

Andingantly:

"A thousand kilometers off your starboard fo'c'de, mate, and closing fast. Look out toward
Gemini, and in about thirty seconds you'll see my exhaust as| try to bring thisthing in without killing
both of us."

"Thisthing? Whet isit?"

" Spaceship. Hold on."



He got himsdlf turned in time to see the burn commence. He knew when it shut off exactly how
long the burn had been; he had seen it enough times. It was three and five-eighths seconds, the exact
burn time for the first stage of the message rockets he had launched every day for dmost ayear.

"Ooh! Quite afew gees packed into these things," she said.

"But how?'

"Hold on afew minuteslonger.” He did as he was asked. "Damn. Wéll, it can't be helped, but
I'm going to go by you at about fifty kilometers per hour, and half akilometer away. Y ou'll haveto
jump for it, but | can throw you aline. Y ou till have that rocket to push against?”

"Yes, and | have quite abit of fuel in my backpack. | can get to you. That's pretty good shooting
over that distance.”

"Thanks. | didn't have time for anything fancy, but 1—"
"Now you hush. I'm going to have to seethisto bdieveit. Don't spail it for me."

And dowly, closing on him a adtatdly fifty kilometers per, was... athing... that she had
offhandedly caled a spaceship:

It wasdl roughly welded metal and ungainly struts and excess mass, but it flew. The heart of it
was a series of racks for holding the message rocket first stagesin clusters of ten. But dozens of
fourth and fifth stages stuck out at odd angles, al connected by wireto Treemonishasold familiar
lounging chair. All the padding and upholstery had frozen and been carelessly picked off. And inthe
char was Treemonisha.

"Better be ready in about fifty seconds.”
"How did you do it? How long did it take you?'

"l just asked mysdlf: "What would Rock Rogers have done? and started whipping thisinto
shape”

"You don't fool mefor aninstant. Y ou never cared for Rock. What would Maryjane Peters,
Superscientist, have done?!

He could hear the pleased note in her voice, though shetried not to show it.

"Well, maybe you'reright. | worked on it for three days, and then | had to go whether it was
ready or not, because it was going to take me two daysto reach you. | worked on it al the way over
here, and | expect to nurseit al the way back. But | intend to get back, Jordan, and I'll need al the
help | can get from my crew.”

"Youll haveit."

"Get ready. Jump!"



He jumped, and she threw the line out, and he snagged it, and they dowly spun around each
other, and hisarmsfelt as though they would be wrenched off, but he held on.

Shereded himin, and he climbed into the awkward cage she had constructed. She bustled
around, throwing away expended rocket casings, ridding the ship of al excess mass, hooking him into
the big oxygen bottle she had fetched.

"Brace yoursdlf. You're going to have bruises al over your backsde when | start up.”

The acceleration was brutal, especidly since he wasn't cushioned for it. But it lasted only three
and five-eighths seconds.

"Well, I've lived through three of these big burns now. One more to go, and we're home free."
She busied hersdf with checking their course, satisfied hersdlf, then sat back in the chair.

They sat awkwardly side by sidefor along twenty seconds.
"It's... it'sfunny to be actudly dtting here by you," he ventured.

"| fed the sameway." Her voice was subdued, and she found it hard to glance over a him.
Hesitantly, her hand reached out and took his. It shocked him to his core, and he amost didn't know
what to do. But something took over for him when hefinaly appreciated, through al the conditioned
reflexes, that it was all right, he could touch her. It seemed incredible to him that the spacesuits didn't
count for anything; it was enough that they could touch. He convulsively swept her into hisarmsand
crushed her to him. She pounded his back, laughing raggedly. He could barely fed it through the suiit,
but it was wonderful!

"It'slike making love through an inflated tire," she gasped when she had camed down enough to
tak.

"And we're the only two peoplein the universe who can say that and still say it's grest because,
before, we were making love by postcard.” They had another long hysterical laugh over that.

"How bad isit a your place?' hefinadly asked.
"Not bad &t dl. Everything we need is humming. | can give you abath—"

"A bath!" It sounded like the delights of heaven. "1 wish you could smell me. No, I'm glad you
cant."

"I wish | could. I'm going to run the tub full of hot, hot water, and then I'm going to undress you
and lower you into it, and I'm going to scrub al those things I've been staring at for ayear and take
my timewithit, and then—"

"Hey, we don't need stories anymore, do we? Now we can do it."
"We need them for another two days. More than ever now, because | can't reach the place

that's begging for attention. But you didn't let mefinish. After | get in the tub with you and let you
wash me, and before we head hand in hand for my bedroom, I'm going to get Rock Rogers and



Maryjane Peters and the Black Widow and Mark Antony and Jo-jo and hiswild mate and hold their
heads under the water until they drown."

"No you don't. | claim the right to drown Rock Rogers.”

In the Hall of the Martian Kings

It took perseverance, alertness, and awillingness to break the rulesto watch the sunrisein Tharsis
Canyon. Matthew Crawford shivered in the dark, his suit heater turned to emergency setting, hiseyes
trained toward the east. He knew he had to be watchful. Y esterday he had missed it entirely,
snatched away from it by along, unavoidable yawn. Hisjaw muscles stretched, but he controlled this
yawn and kept his eyesfirmly open.

Andthereit was. Likethelightsin atheater after the show isover: just aquick brightening, a
splash of localized bluish-purple over the canyon rim, and he was surrounded by footlights. Day had
come, the truncated Martian day that would never touch the blackness over his head.

Thisday, likethe nine beforeit, illuminated a Thargsradically changed from what it had been
over the last deepy ten thousand years. Wind erosion of rocks can create an infinity of shapes, but it
never gets around to carving out astraight line or aperfect arc. The human encampment below him
broke up the jagged lines of the rocks with regular angles and curves.

The camp was anything but orderly. No one would get the impression that any care had been
taken in the haphazard arrangement of dome, lander, crawlers, crawler tracks, and scattered
equipment. It had grown, as all human base camps seemed to grow, without pattern. Hewas
reminded of the footprints around Tranquillity Base, though on amuch larger scae.

Tharsis Base sat on awide ledge about hafway up from the uneven bottom of the Tharsisarm of
the Great Rift Valey. The site had been chosen because it was a smooth area, alowing easy access
up agentle dopeto theflat plains of the Tharsis Plateau, while at the sametime only akilometer from
the valey floor. No one could agree which areawas most worthy of study: plainsor canyon. So this
site had been chosen as a compromise. What it meant was that the exploring parties had to either
climb up or go down, because there wasn't adamn thing worth seeing near the camp. Even the
exposed layering and its areological records could not be seen without a haf-kilometer crawler ride
up to the point where Crawford had climbed to watch the sunrise.

He examined the dome as he walked back to camp. Therewas afigure hazily visible through the
plagtic. At this distance he would have been unable to tell who it wasif it weren't for the black face.
He saw her step up to the dome wall and wipe aclear circleto look through. She spotted his bright
red suit and pointed at him. She was suited except for her helmet, which contained her radio. He
knew hewasin trouble. He saw her turn away and bend to the ground to pick up her helmet, so she
could tell him what she thought of people who disobeyed her orders, when the dome shuddered like a
jelyfish.

Andam darted in hishemet, flat and strangdly soothing coming from thetiny spesker. He
stood there for amoment as a perfect smoke ring of dust billowed up around the rim of the dome.
Then hewas running.



He watched the disaster unfold before his eyes, silent except for the rhythmic beet of thedarm
bell in his ears. The dome was dancing and straining, trying to fly. The floor heaved up in the center,
throwing the black woman to her knees. In another second the interior was awhirling snowstorm. He
skidded on the sand and fell forward, got up in time to see the fiberglass ropes on the Sde nearest him
snap free from the stedl spikes anchoring the dome to the rock.

The dome now looked like some fantastic Christmas ornament, filled with snowflakes and the
flashing red and blue lights of the emergency darms. Thetop of the dome heaved over awvay from
him, and thefloor raised itslf highiintheair, held down only by the unbroken anchors on the sde
farthest from him. There was a gush of snow and dust; then the floor settled dowly back to the
ground. There was no motion now but the leisurely folding of the depressurized dome roof asit settled
over the sructuresinsde.

The crawler skidded to astop, nearly rolling over, beside the deflated dome. Two
pressure-suited figures got out. They started for the dome, hesitantly, in fits and starts. One grabbed
the other's arm and pointed to the lander. The two of them changed course and scrambled up the
rope ladder hanging over theside.

Crawford was the only oneto look up when the lock started cycling. The two people dmost
tumbled over each other coming out of the lock. They wanted to do something, and quickly, but didn't
know what. In the end, they just stood there, silently twisting their hands and looking &t the floor. One
of them took off her helmet. She was alarge woman, in her thirties, with red hair shorn off closeto the
scalp.

"Maitt, we got here as—" She stopped, realizing how obviousit was. "How's Lou?"

"Lou's not going to makeit." He gestured to the bunk where a heavyset man lay breathing
raggedly into aclear plastic mask. He was on pure oxygen. There was blood seeping from hisears
and nose.

"Brain damage?"

Crawford nodded. He looked around at the other occupants of the room. There wasthe
Surface Mission Commander, Mary Lang, the black woman he had seen insde the dome just before
the blowout. She was sitting on the edge of Lou Prager's cot, her head cradled in her hands. In away,
she was amore shocking sight than Lou. No one who knew her would have thought she could be
brought to thislimp state of apathy. She had not moved for the last hour.

Sitting on the floor huddied in ablanket was Martin Ralston, the chemist. His shirt was bloody,
and therewas dried blood dl over hisface and hands from the nosebleed held only recently gotten
under control, but his eyes were aert. He shivered, looking from Lang, histitular leader, to Crawford,
the only one who seemed calm enough to dedl with anything. He was afollower, reliable but
unimaginative

Crawford looked back to the newest arrivals. They were Lucy Stone McKillian, the redheaded
ecologist, and Song Sue Lee, the exobiologist. They till stood numbly by the air lock, unable asyet
to cometo gripswith the fact of fifteen dead men and women beneath the dome outside.



"What do they say on the Burroughs?" McKillian asked, tossing her hemet on the floor and
squatting tiredly againgt the wall. The lander was not the most comfortable place to hold amesting; dl
the couches were mounted horizontally since their purpose was cushioning the accel eration of landing
and takeoff. With the ship Sitting on itstail, this made ninety percent of the spacein the lander usdess.
They were dl| gathered on the circular bulkhead &t the rear of the life system, just forward of the fuel
tank.

"We'rewaiting for areply,” Crawford said. "But | can sum up what they're going to say: not
good. Unless one of you two has some experience in Mars-lander handling that you've been
conceding fromus”

Neither of them bothered to answer that. The radio in the nose sputtered, then clanged for their
attention. Crawford looked over at Lang, who made no move to go answer it. He stood and
swarmed up the ladder to St in the copilot's chair. He switched on the receiver.

"Commeander Lang?'

"No, thisis Crawford again. Commander Lang is... indisposed. She's busy with Lou, trying to
do something."

"That's no use. The doctor saysit'samiracle he's il breathing. If hewakesup at dl, he won't
be anything like you knew him. The telemetry shows nothing like the normal brain wave. Now I've got
to talk to Commander Lang. Have her come up.” The voice of Misson Commander Weingtein was
accustomed to command, and about as emotional as a westher report.

"Sir, I'll ask her, but | don't think shelll come. Thisisstill her operation, you know." He didn't
give Weingein timeto reply to that. Weinstein had been trapped by his own seniority into
commanding the Edgar Rice Burroughs, the orbital ship that got them to Mars and had been
intended to get them back. Command of the Podkayne, the disposable lander that would make the
lion's share of the headlines, had goneto Lang. There was little friendship between the two, especidly
when Weingein fell to brooding about the very red financia benefits Lang stood to reap by being the
first woman on Mars, rather than the lowly mission commander. He saw himsdlf as another Michedl
Calins

Crawford called down to Lang, who raised her head enough to mumble something.
"What'd she ssy?'

"She said take amessage." McKillian had been crawling up the ladder as she said this. Now she
reached him and said in alower voice, "Matt, she's pretty broken up. Y ou'd better take over for

"Right, | know." He turned back to the radio, and McKillian listened over his shoulder as
Weingtein briefed them on the Situation as he saw it. It pretty much jibed with Crawford's estimation,
except a one crucid point. He signed off and they joined the other survivors.

Helooked around at the faces of the others and decided it wasn't the time to speak of rescue
possibilities. He didn't relish being aleader. He was hoping Lang would recover soon and take the
burden from him. In the meantime he had to get them started on something. He touched McKillian



gently on the shoulder and motioned her to the lock.
"Let'sgo get them buried,” he said. She squeezed her eyes shut, forcing out tears, then nodded.

It wasn't a pretty job. Halfway through it, Song came down the ladder with the body of Lou
Prager.

"Let's go over what we've learned. Firgt, now that Lou's dead there's very little chance of ever
lifting off. That is, unless Mary thinks she can absorb everything she needs to know about piloting the
Podkayne from those printouts Weinstein sent down. How about it, Mary?"

Mary Lang waslying sideways across the improvised cot that had recently held the Podkayne
pilot, Lou Prager. Her head was nodding listlesdy againgt the duminum hull plate behind her; her chin
was on her chest. Her eyes were haf-open.

Song had given her a sedative from the dead doctor's supplies on the advice of the medic
aboard the E.R.B. It had enabled her to stop fighting so hard against the screaming panic she wanted
to unleash. It hadn't improved her disposition. She had quit, she wasn't going to do anything for

anybody.

When the blowout started, Lang had snapped on her helmet quickly. Then she had struggled
againg the blizzard and the undulating dome bottom, heading for the roofless framework where the
other members of the expedition were deeping. The blowout was over in ten seconds, and shethen
had the problem of coping with the collgpsing roof, which promptly buried her in folds of clear plastic.
It wasfar too much like one of those nightmares of running knee-deep in quicksand. She had to fight
for every meter, but she madeit.

She madeit intime to see her shipmates of the last six months gasping soundlessly and spouting
blood from all over their faces as they fought to get into their pressure suits. It was ahopelesstask to
choose which two or three to save in the time she had. She might have done better but for the freakish
nature of her struggle to reach them; shewasin shock and haf believed it was only anightmare. So
she grabbed the nearest, who happened to be Doctor Ralston. He had nearly finished donning his suit,
s0 she dapped his hemet on him and moved to the next one. It was L uther Nakamura, and he was
not moving. Worse, hewas only haf-suited. Pragmaticaly she should have left him and moved onto
save the oneswho still had achance. She knew it now, but didn't like it any better than she had liked
it then.

While she was stuffing Nakamurainto his suit, Crawford arrived. He had walked over the folds
of plastic until he reached the dormitory, then diced through it with the laser he normaly used to
vaporize rock samples.

And he had had time to think about the problem of whom to save. He went straight to Lou
Prager and finished suiting him up. But it was aready too late. He didn't know if it would have made
any differenceif Mary Lang had tried to save him firt.

Now she lay on the bunk, her feet sprawled carelesdy in front of her. She dowly shook her
head back and forth.



"You sure?' Crawford prodded her, hoping to get arise, a show of temper, anything.

"I'm sure,” she mumbled. Y ou people know how long they trained Lou to fly thisthing? And he
amost cracked it up asit was. I... ah, nuts. It isn't possible.”

"| refuse to accept that asafind answer," he said. "But in the meantime we should explore the
possbilitiesif what Mary saysistrue.”

Raston laughed. It wasn't abitter laugh; he sounded genuinely amused. Crawford plowed on.

"Hereswhat we know for sure. The E.R.B. isusdlessto us. Oh, they'll help us out with plenty of
advice, maybe more than we want, but any rescueis out of the question.”

"Weknow that,” McKillian said. She wastired and sick from the sight of the faces of her dead
friends. "What'sthe use of dl thistak?'

"Wait amoment,” Song brokein. "Why can't they... | mean they have plenty of time, don't they?
They haveto leavein sx months, as| understand it, because of the orbital eements, but in that
time—"

"Don't you know anything about spaceships?* McKillian shouted. Song went on, unperturbed.

"1 do know enough to know the Edgar is not equipped for an atmosphere entry. My ideawas,
not to bring down the whole ship, but only what's aboard the ship that we need. Which isapilot.
Might that be possible?!

Crawford ran his hands through his hair, wondering what to say. That possibility had been
discussed, and was being studied. But it had to be classed as extremely remote.

"Youreright," hesaid. "What we need isapilot, and that pilot is Commander Weingtein. Which
presents problemslegdly, if nothing else. He's the captain of aship and should not leaveit. That's
what kept him on the Edgar in thefirgt place. But he did have alot of training on the lander smulator
back when he was so sure held be picked for the ground team. Y ou know Winey, alwaystheinstinct
to be the one-man show. So if he thought he could do it, hed be down here in aminute to bail us out
and grab the publicity. | understand they're trying to work out a heatshield parachute system from one
of the drop capsules that were supposed to ferry down suppliesto us during the stay here. But it's
very risky. Y ou don't modify an aerodynamic design lightly, not one that's supposed to hit the
amosphere at ten-thousand-plus kilometers. So | think we can rule that out. They'll keep working on
it, but when it's done, Winey won't step into the damn thing. He wants to be a hero, but he wantsto
liveto enjoy it, too."

There had been a brief lifting of spirits among Song, Raston, and McKillian at the thought of a
possible rescue. The more they thought about it, the less happy they looked. They al seemed to agree
with Crawford's assessment.

"So well put that onein the Fairy Godmother file and forget about it. If it happens, fine. But
we'd better assume that it won't. Asyou may know, the E.R.B.-Podkayne are the only shipsin
existence that can reech Marsand land on it. One other pair isin the congressiond funding stage.
Winey talked to Earth and thinks therell be a speedup in the preliminary paper work and the thinglll



gart building in ayear. The launch was scheduled for five years from now, but it might get asmuch as
ayear'sboodt. It'sarescue mission now, easer to sell. But the design will need modification, if only to
include five more seatsto bring us dl back. Y ou can bet on there being more modifications when we
send in our report on the blowout. So we'd better add another six months to the schedule.™

McKillian had had enough. "Matt what the hdll are you talking about? Rescue misson? Damniit,
you know aswdll as| that if they find us here, welll belong dead. Well probably be dead in another
year."

"That'swhere you'rewrong. Well survive.™

"How?'

"l don't have the faintest idea.” He looked her straight in the eye as he said this. She dmost didn't
bother to answer, but curiosity got the best of her.

"Isthisjust amorale sesson? Thanks, but | don't need it I'd rather face the Situation asit is. Or
do you redly have something?"

"Both. | don't have anything concrete except to say that well survive the same way humans have
aways survived: by staying warm, by eating, by drinking. To that list we have to add by breathing.’
That's ahard one, but other than that we're no different than any other group of survivorsin atough
spot. | don't know what welll have to do, specificaly, but | know well find the answers.”

"Or dietrying," Song said.

"Or dietrying." He grinned at her. She at least had grasped the essence of the Situation. Whether
surviva was possible or not, it was necessary to maintain theillusion that it was. Otherwise, you might
aswell cut your throat. Y ou might aswell not even be born, because lifeisan inevitably fatal struggle
tosurvive.

"What about air?* McKillian asked, still unconvinced.

"I don't know," hetold her cheerfully. "It'satough problem, isn't it?"

"What about weter?"

"Well, inthat valey therésalayer of permafrost about twenty meters down.”

Shelaughed. "Wonderful. So that's what you want usto do? Dig down there and warm theice
with our pink little hands? It won't work, | tell you."

Crawford waited until she had run through along list of reasons why they were doomed. Most
of them made agreat deal of sense. When she was through, he spoke softly.

"Lucy, ligen to yoursdf."

“I'mjus—"



"Y ou're arguing on the side of death. Do you want to die? Are you so determined that you won't
listen to someone who saysyou can live?'

Shewas quiet for along time, then shuffled her feet awkwardly. She glanced at him, then at
Song and Raston. They were waiting, and she had to blush and smile dowly at them.

"You'reright. What do we do first?'

"Just what we were doing. Taking stock of our situation. We need to make alist of what's
availableto us. Well write it down on paper, but | can give you agenera rundown.” He counted off
the points on hisfingers.

"One, we have food for twenty people for three months. That comesto about ayear for the five
of us. With rationing, maybe ayear and ahaf. That's assuming al the supply capsulesreach usdll
right. In addition, the Edgar isgoing to clean the pantry to the bone, give us everything they can
possibly spare, and send it to usin the three spare capsules. That might come to two years, or even
three.

"Two, we have enough water to last usforever if the recyclerskeep going. That'll be a problem,
because our reactor will run out of power in two years. Well need another power source, and maybe
another water source.

"The oxygen problem is about the same. Two years at the outside. Well haveto find away to
conserveit alot more than we're doing. Offhand, | don't know how. Song, do you have any ideas?'

She looked thoughtful, which produced two vertical punctuation marks between her danted
eyes.

"Possbly aculture of plantsfrom the Edgar. If we could rig someway to grow plantsin Martian
sunlight and not havethem killed by the ultraviolet...”

McKillian looked horrified, as any good ecologist would.

"What about contamination?" she asked. "What do you think that sterilization wasfor before we
landed? Do you want to louse up the entire ecological balance of Mars? No one would ever be sureif
samplesin the future were red Martian plants or mutated Earth stock.”

"What ecologica baance?' Song shot back. "Y ou know aswell as| do that thistrip has been

nearly azero. A few anaerobic bacteria, apatch of lichen, both barely distinguishable from Earth
forms—"'

"That'sjust what | mean. Y ou import Earth forms now, and well never tell the difference.”

"But it could be done, right? With the proper shielding so the plants won't be wiped out before
they ever sprout, we could have ahydroponics plant functioning—"

"Oh, yes, it could be done. | can see three or four dodges right now. But you're not addressing
the main question, whichis—"



"Hold it," Crawford said. "l just wanted to know if you had any ideas." He was secretly pleased
at the argument; it got them both thinking along the right lines, moved them from the deadly apathy
they must guard againgt.

"I think this discussion has served its purpose, which was to convince everyone here that survival
ispossible" He glanced uneasily at Lang, still nodding, her eyes glassy as she saw her teammates die
before her eyes.

" just want to point out that instead of an expedition, we are now acolony. Not in the usual
sense of planning to stay hereforever, but al our planning will have to be geared to that fiction. What
we're faced with is not asmple matter of stretching supplies until rescue comes. Stopgap measures
arenot likely to do us much good. The answersthat will save us are the long-term ones, the sort of
answers acolony would be looking for. About two years from now were going to haveto bein a
position to survive with some sort of life-style that could support usforever. Well havetofitinto this
environment where we can and adapt it to us where we can't. For that, we're better off than most of
the colonists of the pat, at least for the short term. We have alarge supply of everything acolony
needs: food, water, tools, raw materias, energy, brains, and women. Without these things, no colony
has much of achance. All welack isaregular resupply from the home country, but aredly good
group of colonists can get dong without that. What do you say? Areyou dl with me?

Something had caused Mary Lang's eyesto look up. It was areflex by now, asurvival reflex
conditioned by alifetime of fighting her way to the top. It took root in her again and pulled her erect
on the bed, then to her feet. She fought off the effects of the drug and stood there, eyes bleary but
aware.

"What makes you think that women are anatural resource, Crawford?' she said, dowly and
deliberately.

"Why, what | meant was that without the morale uplift provided by members of the opposite
sex, acolony will lack the push needed to makeiit."

"That'swhat you meant, al right. And you meant women, availableto the real colonistsasa
reason to live. I've heard it before. That's amale-oriented way to look at it, Crawford." She was
regaining her stature asthey watched, seeming to grow until she dominated the group with the
intangible power that marks aleader. She took a deep breath and came fully awake for the first time
that day.

"WEell stop that sort of thinking right now. I'm the mission commander. | gppreciate your taking
over whilel was... how did you say it? Indisposed. But you should pay more attention to the social
aspects of our Stuation. If anyoneisacommodity here, it's you and Ralston, by virtue of your
scarcity. Therewill be some thorny questionsto resolve there, but for the meantime we will function
asaunit, under my command. WElIl do dl we can to minimize socia competition among the women
for the men. That'stheway it must be. Clear?'

She was answered by nods of the head. She did not acknowledge it but plowed right on.
"1 wondered from the start why you were dong, Crawford." She was pacing dowly back and

forth in the crowded space. The others got out of her way amost without thinking, except for Ralston,
who il huddled under hisblanket. "A historian? Sure, it'safineidea, but pretty impracticd. | haveto



admit that I've been thinking of you as aluxury, and about as useful as the nipples on aman's chest.
But | waswrong. All the NASA people werewrong. The Astronaut Corps fought like crazy to keep
you off thistrip. Time enough for that on later flights. We were blinded by our loyalty to the tet-pilot
philosophy of space flight. We wanted asfew scientists as possible and as many astronauts aswe
could manage. We don' like to think of oursalves asferry-boat pilots. | think we demonstrated during
Apollo that we could handle science jobs aswell as anyone. We saw you asaland of insult, adapin
the face by the scientistsin Houston to show us how low our stock hasfdlen.”

"If | might be able to—"

"Shut up. But we were wrong. | read in your resume that you were quite a student of survival.
Wheat's your honest assessment of our chances?"

Crawford shrugged, uneasy at the question. He didn't know if it wastheright time to even
speculate that they might fail.

"Tdl methetruth."

"Pretty dim. Mogtly the air problem. The people I've read about never sank so low that they had
to worry about where their next breath was coming from."

"Have you ever heard of Apollo Thirteen?'
He smiled at her. "Specid circumstances. Short-term problems.”

"You'reright, of course. And in the only two other real space emergencies sincethat time, all
hands were logt." Sheturned and scowled at each of themin turn.

"But we're not going to lose." She dared any of them to disagree, and no one was about to. She
relaxed and resumed her stroll around the room. She turned to Crawford again.

"l can seel'll be drawing on your knowledge alot in the yearsto come. What do you see asthe
next order of business?"

Crawford relaxed. The awful burden of responsibility, which he had never wanted, was gone.
He was content to follow her lead.

"Totdl you thetruth, | was wondering what to say next. We have to make athorough inventory.
| guesswe should start on that.”

"That'sfine, but thereis an even more important order of business. We haveto go out to the
dome and find out what the hell caused the blowout. The damn thing should not have blown; it'sthe
firgt of itstypeto do so. And from the bottom. But it did blow, and we should know why, or we're
ignoring afact about Marsthat might still kill us. Let'sdo that first. Raston, can you walk?'

When he nodded, she sedled her hdmet and started into the lock. She turned and |ooked
speculatively a Crawford.

"1 swear, man, if you had touched me with a cattle prod you couldn't have got abigger rise out



of methan you did with what you said afew minutes ago. Do | dare ask?"

Crawford was not about to answer. He said, with a perfectly straight face, "Me? Maybe you
should just assume I'm achauvinig.”

"WEell see, won't we?'

"What isthet Suff?"

Song Sue Lee was on her knees, examining one of the hundreds of short, tiff spikes extruding
from the ground. Shetried to scratch her head but was frustrated by her helmet.

"It lookslike plagtic. But | have agtrong feding it'sthe higher lifeform Lucy and | were looking
for yesterday."

"And you're teling me those little spikes are what poked holesin the dome bottom? 1'm not
buying thet."

Song straightened up, moving stiffly. They had all worked hard to empty out the collgpsed dome
and ped back the whole, bulky messto reveal the ground it had covered. She wastired and stepped
out of character for amoment to snap at Mary Lang.

"l didn't tell you that. We pulled the dome back and found spikes. It was your inference that they
poked holesin the bottom."

"I'm sorry," Lang said, quietly. "Go on with what you were saying."

"Well," Song admitted, "it wasn't abad inference, at that. But the holes| saw were not punched
through. They were eaten away." Shewaited for Lang to protest that the dome bottom was about as
chemicaly inert as any pladtic yet devised. But Lang had learned her lesson. And she had atdent for
facing facts.

"S0. We have athing here that eats plastic. And seems to be made of plastic, into the bargain.
Any ideaswhy it picked this particular spot to grow, and no other?"

"l have anideaonthat,” McKillian said. "I've had it in mind to do some studies around the dome
to seeif the atered moisture content we've been creating here had any effect on the sporesin the soil.
See, we've been here nine days, spouting out water vapor, carbon dioxide, and quite abit of oxygen.
Not much, but maybe more than it seems, considering the low concentrationsthat are naturally
available. Weve dtered the biome. Does anyone know where the exhaust air from the dome was
expdled?’

Lang raised her eyebrows. "Y es, it was under the dome. The air we exhausted was warm, you
see, and it was thought it could be put to use one last time before we let it go, to warm the floor of the
dome and decrease heat |0ss."

"And the water vapor collected on the underside of the dome when it hit the cold air. Right. Do



you get the picture?

"l think s0," Lang said. "It was 0 little water, though. Y ou know we didn't want to waste it; we
condensed it out until the air we exhausted was dry asabone.”

"For Earth, maybe. Hereit was atorrentid rainfall. It reached seeds or sporesin the ground and
triggered them to start growing. We're going to have to watch it when we use anything containing
plastic. What doesthat include?’

Lang groaned. "All theair lock sedls, for onething.” There were grimacesfrom dl of them &t the
thought of that. "For another, agood part of our suits. Song, watch it, don't step on that thing. We
don't know how powerful itisor if itll eat the plastic in your boots, but we'd better play it safe. How
about it, Ralston? Think you can find out how bad it is?"

"Y ou mean identify the solvent these things use? Probably, if we can get some sort of work
space and | can get to my equipment.”

"Mary," McKillian sad, "it occursto methat I'd better start looking for airborne spores. If there
are some, it could mean that the air lock on the Podkayne isvulnerable. Even thirty meters off the
ground.”

"Right. Get on that. Since were deeping init until we can find out what we can do on the
ground, weld best be sureit's safe. Meantime, well al deegpin our suits” There were helpless groans
at this, but no protests. McKillian and Ralston headed for the pile of salvaged equipment, hoping to
rescue enough to get started on their analyses. Song knelt again and started digging around one of the
ten-centimeter spikes.

Crawford followed Lang back toward the Podkayne.
"Mary, | wanted... isit dl right if | cal you Mary?"

"l guess s0. | don't think ‘Commander Lang' would wear well over five years. But you'd better
dill think commander.”

He consdered it. "All right, Commander Mary." She punched him playfully. She had barely
known him before the disaster. He had been aname on aroster, and a sore spot in the estimation of
the Astronaut Corps. But she had borne him no persona mdice, and now found herself beginning to
likehim.

"What's on your mind?"

"Ah, savera things. But maybeit isn't my place to bring them up now. Firg, | want to say that if
you're... ah, concerned, or doubtful of my support or loyalty because | took over command for a
while... earlier today, wdll..."

"Wdl?'

"I just wanted to tell you that | have no ambitionsin thet direction,” hefinished lamely.



She patted him on the back. "Sure, | know. Y ou forget, | read your dossier. It mentioned
severd interesting episodesthat 1'd like you to tell me about someday, from your 'soldier-of-fortune

deys—

"Hell, those were grossy overblown. | just happened to get into some scrapes and managed to
get out of them.”

"Stll, it got you picked for this mission out of hundreds of applicants. The thinking wasthat you'd
be awild card, aman of action with proven survivability. Maybe it worked out. But the other thing |
remember on your card was that you're not aleader, that you're aloner who'll cooperate with a group
and be no discipline problem, but you work better alone. Want to strike out on your own?"

Heamiled at her. "No, thanks. But what you said isright. | have no hankering to take charge of
anything. But | do have some knowledge that might prove useful.”

"Andwell useit. You just spesk up. I'll beligtening." She garted to say something, then thought
of something else. " Say, what are your ideas on awoman bossng this project? I've had to fight that al
the way from my Air Force days. So if you have any objections you might aswell tell me up front.”

Hewas genuindy surprised. "Y ou didn't take that crack serioudy, did you? | might aswell admit
it. It wasintentiond, like that cattle prod you mentioned. Y ou looked like you needed akick inthe
ass”

"And thank-you. But you didn't answer my question.”
"Those who lead, lead,” he said, smply. "I'll follow you aslong as you keep leading.”

"Aslong asit'sin the direction you want?' She laughed, and poked himintheribs. "l seeyou as
my grand vizier, the man who holds the arcane knowledge and advises the regent. | think I'll haveto
watch out for you. | know alittle history mysdlf."

Crawford couldn't tell how serious she was. He shrugged it off.

"What | redlly wanted to talk to you about isthis. you said you couldn't fly this ship. But you
were not yourself, you were depressed and fegling hopeless. Doesthat till stand?”

"It ¢ands. Come on up and I'll show you why."

Inthe pilot's cabin, Crawford was ready to believe her. Like dl flying machines since the days of
the wind sock and open cockpit, this one was a mad confusion of dids, switches, and lights, designed
to awe anyone who knew nothing abouit it. He sat in the copilot's chair and listened to her.

"We had a backup pilot, of course. Y ou may be surprised to learn that it wasn't me. It was
Dorothy Cantrell, and she's dead. Now | know what everything does on this board, and | can cope
with most of it easily. What | don't know, | could learn. Some of the systems are computer-driven;
giveit theright program and itll fly itsdlf, in gpace.” Shelooked longingly at the controls, and
Crawford redized that, like Weingein, she didn't relish giving up the fun of flying to boss agang of
explorers. Shewas aformer test pilot, and above al things she loved flying. She patted an array of
hand controls on her right Side. There were more like them on the left.



"Thisiswhat would kill us, Crawford. What's your first name? Matt. Matt, thisbaby isaflyer for
thefirst forty thousand meters. It doesn't have thejuiceto orbit on thejetsalone. Thewingsare
folded up now. Y ou probably didn't see them on the way in, but you saw the models. They're very
light, supercritical, and designed for this atmosphere. Lou said it waslike flying abathtub, but it flew.
Andit'saskill, dmost an art. Lou practiced for three years on the best smulators we could build and
il had to rely on things you can't learn in asimulator. And he barely got us down in one piece. We
didn't noiseit around, but it was a damn close thing. Lou was young; so was Cantrell. They were
both fresh from flying. They flew every day, they had the fedl for it. They were tops.” She dumped
back into her chair. "I haven't flown anything but trainersfor eight years.”

Crawford didn't know if he should let it drop.
"But you were one of the best. Everyone knows that. Y ou till don't think you could do it?”

Shethrew up her hands. "How can | make you understand? Thisis nothing like anything I've
ever flown. You might aswell..." She groped for acomparison, trying to coax it out with gesturesin
theair. "Listen. Does the fact that someone can fly a biplane, maybe even be the best goddam biplane
pilot that ever was, does that mean they're qualified to fly a helicopter?”

"] don't know."
"It doesn't. Bdieveme."

"All right. But the fact remainsthat you're the closest thing on Marsto a pilot for the Podkayne.
I think you should consider that when you're deciding what we should do.” He shut up, afraid to
sound like he was pushing her.

She narrowed her eyes and gazed at nothing.

"1 have thought about it."" She waited for along time. "I think the chances are about athousand
tooneagang usif | try tofly it. But I'll doiit, if we cometo that. And that's your job. Showing me
some better odds. If you cant, let me know."

Three weeks later, the Tharsis Canyon had been transformed into a child's garden of toys.
Crawford had thought of no better way to describeit. Each of the plastic spikes had blossomed into a
fanciful windmill, no two of them just dike. There weretiny ones, with the vanes pardld to the ground
and no more than ten centimeterstall. There were derricks of spidery plastic struts that would not
have looked too out of place on a Kansas farm. Some of them were five meters high. They camein al
colors and many configurations, but all had vanes covered with atransparent film like cellophane, and
al were spinning into colorful blursin the stiff Martian breeze. Crawford thought of an industria park
built by gnomes. He could amost see them trudging through the spinning whedls.

Song had taken one apart aswell as she could. She was till shaking her head in disbelief. She
had not been able to excavate the long, insulated taproot, but she could infer how deep it went. It
extended al the way down to the layer of permafrogt, twenty meters down.

The ground between the windmills was coated in shimmering plastic. Thiswas the second part of



the plants ingenious solution to surviva on Mars. The windmills utilized the energy in thewind, and the
plastic coating on the ground wasin redlity two thin sheets of plastic with a space between for water
to circulate. The water was heated by the sun then pumped down to the permafrost, melting alittle
more of it each time.

"Theres gill something missing from our picture,”" Song had told them the night before when she
delivered her summary of what she had learned. "Marty hasn't been able to find a mechanism that
would permit these things to grow by ingesting sand and rock and turning it into plasticlike materias.
So we assumethereisareservoir of something like crude oil down there, maybe frozen in with the
water."

"Where would that have come from?" Lang had asked.

"Y ou've heard of the long-period Martian seasond theories? Well, part of it ismorethan a
theory. The combination of the Martian polar inclination, the precessond cycle, and the eccentricity
of the orbit produces seasons that are about twelve thousand yearslong. We're in the middle of
winter, though we landed in the nominal 'summer." It's been theorized that if there were any Martian
life, it would have adapted to these longer cycles. It hibernatesin spores during the cold cycle, when
the water and carbon dioxide freeze out at the poles, then comes out when enough ice mdtsto permit
biological processes. We seem to have fooled these plants; they thought summer was here when the
water vapor content went up around the camp.”

"So what about the crude?' Raston asked. He didn't completely believe that part of the model
they had evolved. He was alaboratory chemist, specidizing in inorganic compounds. The way these
plants produced plastics without high hest, through purdly cataytic interactions, had him confused and
defensve. He wished the crazy windmillswould go away.

"] think | can answer that," McKillian said. "These organisms barely scrape by in the best of
times. The onesthat have made it waste nothing. It stands to reason that any redly ancient deposits of
crude oil would have been exhausted in only afew of these cycles. So it must be that what we're
thinking of as crude oil must be something alittle different. It hasto be the remains of the last

generation.”

"But how did the remains get so far below ground?' Ralston asked. "Y ou'd expect them to be
high up. The winds couldn't bury them that deep in only twelve thousand years."

"You'reright," said McKillian. "l don't reslly know. But | have atheory. Since these plants waste
nothing, why not conserve their bodies when they die? They sprouted from the ground; isn't it possible
they could withdraw when things start to get tough again? They'd leave spores behind them asthey
retreated, distributing them al through the soil. That way, if the upper ones blew away or were
gerilized by the ultraviolet, the ones just below them would gtill thrive when the right conditions
returned. When they reached the permafrogt, they'd decompose into this organic dush weve
postulated, and... well, it does get alittle involved, doesn't it?"

"Soundsall right to me," Lang assured her. "1t'll do for aworking theory. Now what about
airborne spores?’

It turned out that they were safe from that danger. There were sporesin the air now, but they
were not dangerous to the colonigts. The plants attacked only certain kinds of plastics, and then only



in certain stages of their lives. Since they were il changing, it bore watching, but the air locks and
suits were secure. The crew was enjoying the luxury of deeping without their suits.

And there was much work to do. Most of the physical sort devolved on Crawford and, to some
extent, on Lang. It threw them together alot. The other three had to be free to pursue their
researches, asit had been decided that only in knowing their environment would they stand a chance.

Crawford and Lang had managed to salvage most of the dome. Working with patching kits and
lasersto cut the tough materid, they had constructed amuch smaller dome. They erected it on an
outcropping of bare rock, rearranged the exhaust to prevent more condensation on the underside, and
added more safety features. They now dept in a pressurized building inside the dome, and one of
them stayed awake on watch at al times. In drills, they had come from a deep deep to full pressure
integrity in thirty seconds. They were not going to get caught again.

Crawford looked away from the madly whirling rotors of the windmill farm. He was with the rest
of the crew, dtting in the dome with hishelmet off. That was asfar as Lang would permit anyoneto
go except in the cramped deeping quarters. Song Sue Lee was a the radio giving her report to the
Edgar Rice Burroughs. In her hand was one of the pump modules she had dissected out of one of
the plants. It consisted of a half-meter set of eight blades that turned freely on teflon bearings. Below it
were varioustiny gears and the pump itself. Shetwirled it idly as she spoke.

"l don't redlly getit," Crawford admitted, talking quietly to Lucy McKillian. "What's s
revolutionary about little windmills?'

"It'sjust awhole new areg," McKillian whispered back. "Think about it. Back on Earth, nature
never got around to inventing the whed. I've sometimes wondered why not. There are limitations, of
course, but it's such agood idea. Just look what we've donewith it. But al motionin natureis
confined to up and down, back and forth, in and out, or squeeze and relax. Nothing on Earth goes
round and round, unlesswe built it. Think about it."

Crawford did, and began to see the novdty of it. Hetried in vain to think of some mechanismin
ananimal or plant of Earthly origin that turned and kept on turning forever. He could not.

Song finished her report and handed the mike to Lang. Before she could art, Weingtein came
ontheline.

"We've had achangein plan up here," he said, with no preface. "I hope this doesn't come asa
shock. If you think about it, you'll seethelogicinit. We're going back to Earth in seven days.”

It didn't surprise them too much. The Burroughs had given them just about everything it couldin
the form of data and supplies. There was one more capsule load due; after that, its presence would
only beafrudration to both groups. There was agrest dedl of irony in having two such powerful ships
s0 close to each other and so helplessto do anything concrete. It wastelling on the crew of the
Burroughs.

"Weve reca culated everything based on the lower mass without the twenty of you and the Six
tons of sampleswe were dlowing for. By using the fuel we would have ferried down to you for
takeoff, we can make afaster orbit down toward Venus. The departure date for that orbit is seven
daysaway. WEll rendezvous with a drone capsule full of supplieswe hadn't counted on." And



besides, Lang thought to hersdlf, it's much more dramatic. Plunging sunward on the chancy
cometary orbit, their pantries stripped bare, heading for the fateful rendezvous...

"I'd like your comments," he went on. "Thisisn't absolutdly final yet."
They dl looked at Lang. They were reassured to find her cdm and unshaken.

"] think it'sthe best idea. Onething; you've given up on any thoughts of meflying the
Podkayne?"

"Noinsult intended, Mary," Weingtein said, gently. "But, yes, we have. It'sthe opinion of the
people Earthside that you couldn't do it. They've tried some experiments, coaching some very good
pilots and putting them into the smulators. They can't do it, and we don't think you could, either.”

"No need to sugarcoat it. | know it aswell as anyone. But even abillion-to-one shot is better
than nothing. | takeit they think Crawford isright, that surviva isat least theoretically possible?’

Therewas along hesitation. "I guessthat's correct. Mary, I'll befrank. | don't think it's possible.
| hope I'm wrong, but | don't expect—"

"Thank you, Winey, for the encouraging words. Y ou always did know what it takesto buck a
person up. By theway, that other mission, the one where you were going to ride a meteorite down
here to save our asses, that's scrubbed, too?”

The assembled crew smiled, and Song gave a high-pitched cheer. Weingtein was not the most
popular man on Mars.

"Mary, | told you about that already,” he complained. It was a gentle complaint, and, even more
sgnificant, he had not objected to the use of his nickname. He was being gentle with the condemned.
"We worked on it around the clock. | even managed to get permission to turn over command
temporarily. But the mock-ups they made Earth-side didn't survive the reentry. It was the best we
could do. | couldn' risk the entire mission on a configuration the people back on Earth wouldn't
certify."

"l know. I'll call you back tomorrow.” She switched the set off and sat back on her hedls. "'l
swedr, if the Earthsde testson aroll of toilet paper didn'... hewouldn't..." She cut the air with her
hands. "What am | saying? That's petty. | don't like him, but he'sright." She stood up, puffing out her
cheeks as she exhded a pent-up bresath.

"Come on, crew, we've got alot of work."

They named their colony New Amsterdam, because of the windmills. The namewhirligig was
the one that stuck on the Martian plants, though Crawford held out for along timein favor of
Spinnaker.

They worked al day and tried their best to ignore the Burroughs overhead. The messages back
and forth were short and to the point. Hel pless as the mother ship wasto render them more aid, they



knew they would missit when it was gone. So the day of departure was a giff, determinedly
nonchalant affair. They al made abig show of going to bed hours before the scheduled breakaway.

When he was sure the others were adeep, Crawford opened his eyes and looked around the
darkened barracks. It wasn't much in the way of ahome; they were crowded against each other on
rough pads made of insulating materia. Thetoilet facilities were behind aflimsy barrier againgt one
wall, and smelled. But none of them would have wanted to deep outsde in the dome, even if Lang
hed alowed it.

The only light came from theilluminated dids that the guard was supposed to watch dl night.
There was no one sitting in front of them. Crawford assumed the guard had gone to deep. He would
have been upset, but there was no time. He had to suit up, and he welcomed the chance to snesk out.
He began furtively to don his pressure suit.

Asahigorian, hefet he could not et such amoment dip by unobserved. Silly, but thereit was.
He had to be out there, watch it with hisown eyes. It didn't matter if he never lived to tell about it; he
must record it.

Someone sat up beside him. He froze, but it was too late. She rubbed her eyes and peered into
the darkness.

"Matt?' sheyawned. "What's... what isit? |s something—"

"Shh. I'm going out. Go back to deep. Song?"

"Um hmmm." She stretched, dug her knucklesfiercely into her eyes, and smoothed her hair back
from her face. She was dressed in aloose-fitting ship suit, agray piece of duty cloth that badly
needed washing, asdid al their clothes. For amoment, as he watched her shadow stretch and stand
up, he wasn't interested in the Burroughs. He forced his mind away from her.

"I'm going with you," she whispered.

"All right. Don't wake the others."

Standing just outside the air lock was Mary Lang. She turned as they came out, and did not
Seem surprised.

"Were you the one on duty?' Crawford asked her.

"Y eah. | broke my own rule. But so did you two. Consider yourselves on report.” She laughed
and beckoned them over to her. They linked arms and stood staring up at the sky.

"How much longer?' Song asked, after some time had passed.

"Just afew minutes. Hold tight." Crawford looked over to Lang and thought he saw tears, but he
couldn't be surein the dark.

Therewas atiny new dtar, brighter than all the rest, brighter than Phobos. It hurt to look at it, but
none of them looked away. It was the fusion drive of the Edgar Rice Burroughs, heading sunward,



away from the long whiter on Mars. It stayed on for long minutes, then sputtered and was lost.
Though it was warm in the dome, Crawford was shivering. It was ten minutes before any of them felt
like facing the barracks.

They crowded into the air lock, carefully not looking at each other's faces asthey waited for the
automatic machinery. Theinner door opened and Lang pushed forward—and right back into the air
lock. Crawford had aglimpse of Ralston and Lucy McKillian; then Mary shut the door.

" Some people have no poetry in their souls," Mary sad.
"Or too much," Song giggled.

"Y ou people want to take awalk around the dome with me? Maybe we could discuss ways of
giving peoplealittle privacy."

Theinner lock door was pulled open, and there was M cKillian, squinting into the bare bulb that
lighted the lock while she held her shut in front of her with one hand.

"Comeonin," shesaid, stepping back. "We might aswell talk about this." They entered, and
McKillian turned on the light and sat down on her mattress. Ralston was blinking, nervoudy tucked
into hispile of blankets. Since the day of the blowout he never seemed to be warm enough.

Having cdlled for adiscussion, McKillian proceeded to clam up. Song and Crawford sat on their
bunks, and eventually, as the silence Stretched tighter, they al found themselveslooking to Lang.

She started stripping out of her suit. "Well, | guessthat takes care of that. So glad to hear al
your comments. Lucy, if you were expecting some sort of reprimand, forget it. Well take stepsfirst
thing in the morning to provide some sort of privacy for that, but, no matter what, well dl be pretty
closeintheyearsto come. | think we should all relax. Any objections?’ Shewas half out of her suit
when she paused to scan them for comments. There were none. She stripped to her skin and reached
for thelight.

"Inaway it'sabout time," she said, tossing her clothesin acorner. "The only thing to do with
these clothesis burn them. Well al smell better for it. Song, you take the watch.” Sheflicked out the
lights and reclined heavily on her mattress.

There was much rustling and squirming for the next few minutes asthey got out of their clothes.
Song brushed against Crawford in the dark and they murmured apologies. Then they al bedded
down in their own bunks. It was several tense, miserable hours before anyone got to deep.

The week following the departure of the Burroughs was one of hysterica overreaction by the
New Amsterdamites. The atmosphere was forced and false; an eat-drink-and-be-merry fedling
pervaded everything they did.

They built aseparate shelter insde the dome, not really talking aoud about what it wasfor. But
it did not lack for use. Productive work suffered asthe five of them frantically ran through dl the
possible permutations of three women and two men. Animosities devel oped, flourished for afew



hours, and dissolved in tearful reconciliations. Three ganged up on two, two on one, one declared war
on al the other four. Ralston and Song announced an engagement, which lasted ten hours. Crawford
nearly came to blowswith Lang, aided by McKillian. McKillian renounced men forever and had a
brief, tempestuous affair with Song. Then Song discovered McKillian with Raston, and Crawford
caught her on the rebound, only to be thrown over for Ralston.

Mary Lang let it work itsdf out, only interfering when it got violent. She hersalf was not immune
to the frenzy but managed to stay doof from most of it. She went to the shelter with whoever asked
her, trying not to play favorites, and gently tried to prod them back to work. As shetold McKillian
toward the end of the week, "At least we're getting to know one another.”

Things did settle down, as Lang had known they would. They entered their second week alone
in virtudly the same pogition they had been in when they started: no romantic entanglementsfirmly
established. But they knew each other alot better, were relaxed in the close company of each other,
and were supported by anew framework of friendships. They were much closer to being ateam.
Rivaries never died out completely, but they no longer dominated the colony. Lang worked them
harder than ever, making up for thelost time.

Crawford missed most of the interesting work, being more suited for the semiskilled manud
labor that never seemed to be finished. So he and Lang had to learn about the new discoveries at the
nightly briefingsin the shelter. He remembered nothing about any animal life being discovered, and so
when he saw something crawling through the whirligig garden, he dropped everything and sarted
toward it.

At the edge of the garden he stopped, remembering the order from Lang to stay out unless
collecting samples. He watched the thing—bug? turtle?—for amoment, satisfied himself that it
wouldn't get too far away at its cregping pace, and hurried off to find Song.

"Y ou've got to nameit after me," he said asthey hurried back to the garden. "That's my right,
isn'tit, asthe discoverer?

"Sure," Song said, peering along his pointed finger. " Just show me the damn thing and Il
immortaizeyou.”

The thing was twenty centimeters long, almost round, dome-shaped. It had ahard shell on top.

"I don't know quite what to do with it,” Song admitted. "If it'sthe only one, | don't dare dissect
it, and maybe | shouldn't eventouchiit.”

"Don't worry, theré's another over behind you." Now that they were looking for them, they
quickly spied four of the creatures. Song took a sample bag from her pouch and held it openin front
of the beast. It crawled halfway into the bag, then seemed to think something was wrong. It stopped,
but Song nudged it in and picked it up. She peered at the underside and laughed in wonder.

"Wheds" shesad. "The thing runs on wheds™"

"I don't know where it came from,” Song told the group that night. "I don't even quite believein



it. 1t'd make anice educationa toy for achild, though. | took it apart into twenty or thirty pieces, put it
back together, and it till runs. 1t has ahigh-impact polystyrene cargpace, nontoxic paint on the
outsde—"

"Not redly polystyrene," Ralston interjected.

"...and | guessif you kept changing the batteriesit would ran forever. And it's nearly
polystyrene, that's what you said.”

"Were you serious about the batteries?' Lang asked.

"I'm not sure. Marty thinks theré's achemical metabolism in the upper part of the shell, which |
haven't explored yet. But | can't redlly say if it'saivein the sensewe use. | mean, it runson whedldl It
has three whedls, suited for sand, and something that's a cross between a rubber-band drive and a
maingpring. Energy is stored in coiled muscle and released dowly. | don't think it could travel more
than ahundred meters. Unlessit can re-coil the muscle, and | can't tell how that might be done.”

"It sounds very specidized," McKillian said thoughtfully. *Maybe we should be looking for the
nicheit occupies. The way you describeit, it couldn't function without help from a symbiote. Maybeiit
fertilizesthe plants, like bees, and the plants either donate or are robbed of the power to wind the
spring. Did you look for some mechanism the bug could use to sted energy from therotating gearsin
thewhirligigs?'

"That'swhat | want to do in the morning,” Song said. "Unless Mary will let ustake alook
tonight?' She said it hopefully, but without real expectation. Mary Lang shook her head decisively.

"It'll keep. It's cold out there, baby."

A new exploration of the whirligig garden the next day reveded severd new species, including
one more thing that might be an animd. It was aflying cregture, the size of afruit fly, that managed to
glide from plant to plant when the wind was down by means of afredy rotating set of blades, like an
autogiro.

Crawford and Lang hung around as the scientists looked things over. They were not anxiousto
get back to the task that had occupied them for the last two weeks: bringing the Podkayne to a
horizonta position without wrecking her. The ship had been rigged with stabilizing cables soon after
landing, and provision had been made in the plansto lay the ship onitssidein the event of aredly big
windstorm. But the plans had envisoned awork force of twenty, working al day with amaze of
pulleys and gears. It was dow work and could not be rushed. If the ship were to tumble and lose
pressure, they didn't have aprayer.

So they welcomed an opportunity to tour fairyland. The place was even more bountiful than the
last time Crawford had taken alook. There were thick vinesthat Song assured him were running with
water, hot and cold, and various other fluids. There were more of thetall variety of derrick, making
the place look like apastd ail fidld.

They had little trouble finding where the maithews came from. They found dozens of



twenty-centimeter lumps on the sides of the large derricks. They evidently grew from them like tumors
and were released when they wereripe. What they were for was another matter. Aswell asthey
could discover, the matthews smply crawled in astraight line until their power ran out. If they were
wound up again, they would crawl further. There were dozens of them lying motionlessin the sand
within a hundred-meter radius of the garden.

Two weeks of research left them knowing no more. They had to abandon the matthewsfor the
time, as another enigma had cropped up which demanded their attention.

Thistime Crawford wasthe last to know. He was called on the radio and found the group al
squetting in acircle around a growth in the graveyard.

The graveyard, where they had buried their fifteen dead crewmates on the first day of the
disaster, had sprouted with life during the week after the departure of the Burroughs. It was
separated from the origind Site of the dome by three hundred meters of blowing sand. So McKillian
assumed this second bloom was caused by the water in the bodies of the dead. What they couldn't
figure out was why this patch should differ so radicaly from thefirst one.

There were whirligigs in the second patch, but they lacked the variety and disorder of the
originas. They were of nearly uniform size, about four meterstall, and al the same color, adark
purple. They had pumped water for two weeks, then stopped. When Song examined them, she
reported the bearings were frozen, dried out. They seemed to have lost the plasticizer that kept the
sructuresfluid and living. The water in the pipes was frozen. Though she would not commit herself in
the matter, she felt they were dead. In their place was a second network of pipes which wound
around the derricks and spread transparent sheets of film to the sunlight, heating the water which
circulated through them. The water was being pumped, but not by the now-familiar system of
windmills. Spaced aong each of the pipes were expandg on-contraction pumps with valves very like
those in ahuman heart.

The new marvel wasasmple affair in the middle of that living petrochemica complex. It wasa
short plant that sprouted up half ameter, then extruded two stalks parald to the ground. At the end
of each stalk was a perfect globe, one gray, one blue. The blue one was much larger than the gray
one.

Crawford looked &t it briefly, then squatted down beside the rest, wondering what al the fuss
was about. Everyone looked very solemn, amost scared.

"Y ou called me over to seethis?!

Lang looked at him, and something in her face made him nervous.

"Look at it, Matt. Redly look at it." So hedid, feeling foolish, wondering what the joke was. He
noticed awhite patch near the top of the largest globe. It was streaked, like a glass marble with swirls
of opague materid init. It looked very familiar, he redlized, with the hair on the back of his neck
darting to stand up.

"It turns," Lang said quietly. "That'swhy Song noticed it. She came by here one day and it was
in adifferent pogtion than it had been.”



"Let meguess" he said, much more camly than he fet. "Thelittle one goes around the big one,
right?'

"Right. And the little one keeps one face turned to the big one. The big one rotates oncein
twenty-four hours. It has an axid tilt of twenty-three degrees.”

"It'sa.. what'stheword? Orrery. It'san orrery.” Crawford had to stand up and shake his head
to cleer it.

"It'sfunny,” Lang said, quietly. "I dwaysthought it would be something flashy, or at least
obvious. An dien artifact mixed in with cave-man bones, or a paceship entering the system. | guess|
was thinking in terms of pottery shards and atom bombs."

"Well, that al sounds pretty ho-hum to me up againg this," Song said. "Do you... do you
realize... what are we talking about here? Evolution, or... or engineering? Isit the plantsthemselves
that did this, or were they made to do it by whatever built them? Do you see what I'm talking about?
I'vefet funny about those whedlsfor along time. | just won't believe they'd evolve naturdly.”

"What do you mean?'

"I mean | think these plants we've been seeing were designed to be the way they are. They're
too perfectly adapted, too ingeniousto have just Sprung up in response to the environment.” Her eyes
seemed to wander, and she stood up and gazed into the valley below them. It was as barren as
anything that could be imagined: red and yellow and brown rock outcroppings and tumbled boulders.
And in the foreground, the twirling colors of the whirligigs.

"But why thisthing?' Crawford asked, pointing to the impossible artifact-plant. "Why amodel of
the Earth and Moon? And why right here, in the graveyard?”'

"Because we were expected,” Song said, till looking away from them. "They must have
watched Earth, during the last summer season. | don't know; maybe they even went there. If they did,
they would have found men and women like us, hunting and living in caves. Building fires, usng clubs,
chipping arrowheads. Y ou know more about it than | do, Matt."

"Who are they?" Raston asked. "Y ou think were going to be meeting some Martians? People?
| don't see how. | don't believeit.”

"I'm afraid I'm skepticd, too," Lang said. "Surdy there must be some other way to explainit.”

"No! There'sno other way. Oh, not people like us, maybe. Maybe we're seeing them right now,
spinning like crazy." They dl looked unessily at the whirligigs. "But | think they're not hereyet. | think
we're going to see, over the next few years, increasing complexity in these plants and animas as they
build up abiome here and get ready for the builders. Think about it. When summer comes, the
conditionswill be very different. The atmosphere will be dmost as dense as ours, with about the same
partial pressure of oxygen. By then, thousands of years from now, these early formswill have
vanished. Thesethings are adapted for low pressure, no oxygen, scarce water. The later oneswill be
adapted to an environment much like ours. And that's when well see the makers, when the stageis
properly sat." She sounded amogt religiouswhen she said it.



Lang stood up and shook Song's shoulder. Song came dowly back to them and sat down, till
blinded by a private vison. Crawford had aglimpse of it himsdlf, and it scared him. And aglimpse of
something e se, something that could be important but kept euding him.

"Don't you see?’ she went on, calmer now. "1t'stoo pat, too much of acoincidence. Thisthing is
likea... aheadstone, amonument. It's growing right here in the graveyard, from the bodies of our
friends. Can you believe in that asjust a coincidence?’

Evidently no one could. But at the same time Crawford could see no reason why it should have
happened theway it did.

It was painful to leave the mystery for later, but there was nothing to be done about it. They
could not bring themsdves to uproot the thing, even when five more like it sprouted in the graveyard.
There was anew consensus among them to leave the Martian plants and animas aone. Like nervous
atheists, most of them didn't believe Song's theories but had an uneasy fedling of trespassing when
they went through the gardens. They felt subconscioudy that it might be better to leave them aonein
case they turned out to be private property.

And for sx months, nothing really new cropped up among the whirligigs. Song was not
surprised. She said it supported her theory that these plants were there only as caretakersto prepare
the way for the less hardy, air-breathing varieties to come. They would warm the soil and bring the
water closer to the surface, then disappear when their function was over.

Thethree scientists dlowed their sudiesto dide asit became more important to provide for the
needs of the moment. The dome materia was weakening asthe temporary paicheslost strength, soa
new home was badly needed. They were dealing daily with dow leaks, any of which could becomea
major blowout.

The Podkayne was lowered to the ground, and sadly decommissioned. It was abad day for
Mary Lang, the worst since the day of the blowout. She saw it as anecessary but infamous thing to
do to aproud flying machine. She brooded about it for aweek, becoming short-tempered and dmost
unapproachable. Then she asked Crawford to join her in the private shelter. It wasthefirst time she
had asked any of the other four. They lay in each other'sarmsfor an hour, and Lang quietly sobbed
on his chest. Crawford was proud that she had chosen him for her companion when she could no
longer maintain her tough, competent show of strength. In away, it was a strong thing to do, to
expose weakness to the one person among the four who might possibly be her riva for leadership. He
did not betray the trust. In the end, she was comforting him.

After that day Lang was ruthlessin gutting the old Podkayne. She supervised the ripping out of
the motors to provide more living space, and only Crawford saw what it was costing her. They
drained the fud tanks and stored the fuel in every available container they could scrounge. It would be
useful later for heating and for recharging batteries. They managed to convert plastic packing crates
into fuel containers by lining them with sheets of the double-walled materid the whirligigs used to heat
water. They were nervous at this vandaism, but had no other choice. They kept looking nervoudly at
the graveyard asthey ripped up meter-square sheets of it.

They ended up with along cylindrical home, divided into two smal degping rooms, acommunity
room, and a laboratory-storehouse-workshop in the old fudl tank. Crawford and Lang spent the first
night together in the "penthouse,” the former cockpit, the only room with windows.



Lying there wide awake on the rough mattress, side by sidein the warm air with Mary Lang,
whose black leg was a crooked line of shadow lying across his body; looking up through the port at
the sharp, unwinking stars—with nothing done yet about the problems of oxygen, food, and water for
the years ahead and no assurance he would live out the night on a planet determined to kill
him—Crawford redlized he had never been happier in hislife.

On aday exactly eight months after the disaster, two discoveries were made. Onewasin the
whirligig garden and concerned a new plant that was bearing what might be fruit. They were clusters
of grape-sized white balls, very hard and fairly heavy. The second discovery was made by Lucy
McKillian and concerned the absence of an event that up to that time had been asregular asthe full
moon.

"I'm pregnant,” she announced to them that night, causing Song to delay her examination of the
whitefruit.

It was not unexpected; Lang had been waiting for it to happen since the night the Burroughs |eft.
But she had not worried about it. Now she must decide what to do.

"| was afraid that might happen,” Crawford said. "What do we do, Mary?"

"Why don't you tel me what you think?Y ou're the surviva expert. Are babies aplus or aminus
in our gtuation?'

"I'm afraid | haveto say they'realiability. Lucy will be needing extrafood during her pregnancy,
and afterward, and it will be an extramouth to feed. We can't afford the strain on our resources.”
Lang said nothing, waiting to hear from McKillian.

"Now wait aminute. What about al this line about 'colonists you've been feeding us ever since
we got stranded here? Who ever heard of acolony without babies? If we don't grow, we stagnate,
right? We have to have children.” She looked back and forth from Lang to Crawford, her face
expressing formless doubts.

"We'rein specia circumstances, Lucy," Crawford explained. "Sure, I'd bedl for it if we were
better off. But we can't be sure we can even provide for oursalves, much lessachild. | say we can't
afford children until we're established.”

"Do you want the child, Lucy?" Lang asked quietly.

McKillian didn't seem to know what she wanted. "No. I... but, yes. Yes, | guess| do." She
looked at them, pleading for them to understand.

"Look, I've never had one, and never planned to. I'm thirty-four years old and never, never felt
thelack. I've always wanted to go places, and you can't with ababy. But | never planned to become
acolonist on Mars, either. |... things have changed, don't you see? I've been depressed.” She looked
around, and Song and Ralston were nodding sympathetically. Relieved to see that she was not the
only onefeding the oppression, she went on, more strongly. "I think if | go another day like yesterday
and the day before—and today—I'll end up screaming. It seems so pointless, collecting al that



informeation, for what?"

"l agreewith Lucy," Raston said, surprisingly. Crawford had thought he would be the only one
Immune to the inevitable despair of the castaway. Raston in hislaboratory was the picture of carefree
detachment, exigting only to observe,

"Sodol," Lang said, ending the discussion. But she explained her reasonsto them.

"Look at it thisway, Matt. No matter how we stretch our supplies, they won't take us through
the next four years. We either find away of getting what we need from what's around us, or we dl
die. And if wefind away to doit, then what does it matter how many of usthere are? At the mog,
thiswill push our deadline afew weeks or amonth closer, the day we have to be self-supporting.”

"1 hadn't thought of it that way," Crawford admitted.

"But that's not important. The important thing iswhat you said from thefirst, and I'm surprised
you didn't seeit. If we're acolony, we expand. By definition. Historian, what happened to colonies
that failed to expand?'

"Dontrubitin."

"They died out. | know that much. People, we're not intrepid space explorers anymore. Were
not the career men and women we set out to be. Likeit or not, and | suggest we start liking it, were
pioneerstrying to livein ahogtile environment. The odds are very much againgt us, and we're not
going to be here forever, but like Matt said, we'd better plan asif we were. Comment?”

Therewas none, until Song spoke up, thoughtfully.

" think ababy around here would be fun. Two should be twice asmuch fun. | think I'll start.
Comeon, Marty."

"Hold on, honey," Lang said, dryly. "If you conceive now, I'll be forced to order you to abort.
We havethe chemicalsfor it, you know."

"That's discrimination.”

"Maybe s0. But just because were colonists doesn't mean we have to behave like rabbits. A
pregnant woman will have to be removed from the work force at the end of her term, and we can
only afford one at atime. After Lucy has hers, then come ask me again. But watch Lucy carefully,
dear. Have you redly thought what it's going to take? Have you tried to visudize her getting into her
pressure suit in Sx or saven months?”

From their expressons, it was plain that neither Song nor McKillian had thought of it.

"Right," Lang went on. "Itl beliterd confinement for her, right herein the Poddy. Unlesswe can
rig something for her, which | serioudy doubt. Still want to go through with it, Lucy?'

"Can | haveawnhileto think it over?'



"Sure. Y ou have about two months. After that, the chemicas aren't safe.”

"I'd adviseyouto doit,” Crawford said. "I know my opinion means nothing after shooting my
mouth off. | know I'm afine oneto talk; | won't be cooped up in here. But the colony needsit. Weve
al fet it: thelack of adirection or adriveto keep going. | think we'd get it back if you went through
with this™

McKillian tapped her teeth thoughtfully with thetip of afinger.

"You'reright," shesad. Y our opinion doesn't mean anything." She dgpped his knee ddightedly
when she saw him blush. "'l think it'syours, by theway. And | think I'll go ahead and haveit."

The penthouse seemed to have gone to Lang and Crawford as an unasked-for prerogative. It
just became a habit, since they seemed to have devel oped a bond between them and none of the
other three complained. Neither of the other women seemed to be suffering in any way. So Lang left it
at that. What went on between the three of them was of no concern to her aslong asit stayed happy.

Lang was leaning back in Crawford's arms, trying to decide if she wanted to make love again,
when agunshot rang out in the Podkayne.

She had given alot of thought to the last emergency, which she il saw as partly aresult of her
lag in responding. Thistime she was through the door almost before the reverberations had died
down, leaving Crawford to nurse the leg she had stepped on in her haste.

Shewasin timeto see McKillian and Raston hurrying into the lab at the back of the ship. There
was ared light flashing, but she quickly saw it was not the worst it could be; the pressure light till
glowed green. It was the smoke detector. The smoke was coming from the lab.

Shetook a deep breath and plunged in, only to collide with Ralston as he came out, dragging
Song. Except for a dazed expression and afew cuts, Song seemed to be dl right. Crawford and
McKillian joined them asthey lay her on the bunk.

"It was one of the fruit," she said, gasping for breeth and coughing. "I was heating it in a besker,
turned away, and it blew. | guessit sort of stunned me. The next thing | knew, Marty was carrying me
out here. Hey, | haveto get back in there! There's another one... it could be dangerous, and the
damage, | have to check on that—" She struggled to get up but Lang held her down.

"You take it easy. What's this about another one?"

"l had it clamped down, and the drill—did | turn it on or not?| can't remember. | was after a
core sample. You'd better take alook. If thedrill hits whatever made the other one explode, it might
gooff."

"I'll get it," McKillian said, turning toward the lab.

"Youll stay right here," Lang barked. "We know there's not enough power in them to hurt the
ship, but it could kill you if it bit you right. We stay right here until it goes off. The hdll with the



damage. And shut that door, quick!"

Before they could shut it they heard awhistling, like ateakettle coming to boil, then arapid
series of clangs. A tiny white ball came through the doorway and bounced off three walls. It moved
amogt fagter than they could follow. It hit Crawford on the arm, then fell to the floor whereiit
gradudly skittered to astop. The hissing died away, and Crawford picked it up. It waslighter than it
had been. There was a pinhole drilled in one side. The pinhole was cold when he touched it with his
fingers. Startled, thinking he was burned, he stuck hisfinger in his mouth, then sucked on it absently
long after he knew the truth.

"These 'fruit' are full of compressed gas," he told them. "We have to open up another, carefully
thistime. I'm amost afraid to say what gas| think itis, but | have ahunch that our problemsare
olved.”

By the time the rescue expedition arrived, no onewas calling it that. There had been thelittle
matter of along, bruta war with the Paestinian Empire, and a growing conviction that the survivors of
the First Expedition had not had any chancein thefirst place. There had been no time for luxurieslike
gpace travel beyond the Moon and no hillions of dollarsto invest while the world's energy policies
were being debated in the Arabian desert with tactical nuclear weapons.

When the ship findly did show up, it was no longer aNASA ship. It was sponsored by the
fledgling International Space Agency. Its crew came from al over Earth. Itsdrive was new, too, and a
lot better than the old one. Asusud, war had given research akick in the pants. Its misson wasto
take up the Martian exploration where the first expedition had |eft off and, incidentally, to recover the
remains of the twenty Americansfor return to Earth.

The ship came down with an impressive show of flame and billowing sand, three kilometersfrom
TharssBase.

The captain, an Indian named Singh, got his crew started on erecting the permanent buildings,
then climbed into acrawler with three officersfor thetrip to Tharss. It was amost exactly twelve
Earth years since the departure of the Edgar Rice Burroughs,

The Podkayne was barely visible behind anetwork of multicolored vines. The vines were tough
enough to frudtrate the rescuers efforts to push through and enter the old ship. But both lock doors
were open, and sand had drifted in rippled waves through the opening. The stern of the ship was
nearly buried.

Singh told his peopleto stop, and he stood back admiring the complexity of thelifein sucha
barren place. There were whirligigs twenty meterstall scattered around him, with vanes broad asthe
wings of acargo aircraft.

"WElIl haveto get cutting tools from the ship,” hetold his crew. "They're probably in there. What
aplacethisidsl | can seewe're going to be busy." He waked along the edge of the dense growth,
which now covered several acres. He came to a section where the predominant color was purple. It
was strangdly different from the rest of the garden. There weretall whirligig derricks but they were
frozen, unmoving. And covering al the derricks was a trand ucent network of ten-centimeter-wide



srips of plastic, which was thick enough to make an impenetrable barrier. 1t was like a cobweb made
of flat, thin materia instead of fibrous spider silk. It bulged outward between al the cross braces of
thewhirligigs

"Hello, can you hear me now?'

Singh jumped, then turned around, looked at the three officers. They were looking as surprised
ashewas.

"Héelo, hello, hello? No good on this one, Mary. Want meto try another channel ?*
"Wait amoment. | can hear you. Where are you?"

"Hey, hehearsme! Uh, that is, thisis Song Sue Lee, and I'm right in front of you. If you look
rea hard into the webbing, you can just make me out. I'll wave my arms. See?"

Singh thought he saw some movement when he pressed his face to the trand ucent web. The
web resisted his hands, pushing back like an inflated balloon.

"l think | seeyou." The enormity of it was just striking him. He kept hisvoice under tight control
as his officers rushed up around him, and managed not to ssammer. "Are you well? Is there anything
we can do?'

Therewas apause. "Well, now that you mention it, you might have come on time. But thet's
water through the pipes, | guess. If you have sometoys or something, it might be nice. The stories|'ve
told little Billy of dl the nice things you people were going to bring! Theres going to be no living with
him, let metdl you.”

Thiswas getting out of hand for Captain Singh.
"Ms. Song, how can we get in there with you?"'

"Sorry. Go to your right about ten meters, where you see the steam coming from the web.
There, seeit?’ They did, and as they looked, a section of the webbing was pulled open and arush of
warm air dmost blew them over. Water condensed out of it on their faceplates, and suddenly they
couldn't seevery well.

"Hurry, hurry, step inl We can't keep it open too long!" They groped their way in, scraping frost
away with their hands. The web closed behind them, and they were standing in the center of avery
complicated network made of single strands of the webbing materid. Singh's pressure gauge read 30
millibars

Another section opened up and they stepped through it. After three more gates were passed, the
temperature and pressure were nearly Earth-normal. And they were standing beside asmall orienta
woman with skin tanned amost black. She had no clothes on, but seemed adequately dressed ina
brilliant smile that dimpled her mouth and eyes. Her hair was stresked with gray. She would
be—Singh stopped to consider—forty-one years old.

"Thisway," she said, beckoning them into atunnd formed from more strips of plastic. They



twisted around through a random maze, going through more gates that opened when they neared
them, sometimes getting on their knees when the clearance was low. They heard the sound of
children'svoices.

They reached what must have been the center of the maze and found the people everyone had
given up on. Eighteen of them. The children became very quiet and stared solemnly at the new
arivas, whilethe other four adults...

The adults were standing separately around the space while tiny helicopters flew around them,
wrapping them from head to toe in strips of webbing like human maypoles.

"Of course we don't know if wewould have made it without the assist from the Martians,” Mary
Lang was saying, from her perch on an orange thing that might have been atoadstool. " Once we
figured out what was happening here in the graveyard, there was no need to explore dternative ways
of getting food, water, and oxygen. The need just never arose. We were provided for.”

Sheraised her feet so agroup of three gawking women from the rescue ship could get by. They
were |etting them come through in groups of five every hour. They didn't dare open the outer egress
more often than that, and Lang was wondering if it was too often. The place was crowded, and the
kids were nervous. But better to have the crew satisfy their curiosity in here where we can watch
them, she reasoned, than have them messing things up outside.

Theinner nest was free-form. The New Amsterdamites had allowed it to stay pretty much the
way thewhirlibirds had built it, only taking down an obstruction here and there to dlow humansto
move around. It was amaze of gauzy walls and plastic struts, with clear plastic pipesrunning al over
and carrying fluids of pae blue, pink, gold, and wine. Metd spigots from the Podkayne had been
inserted in some of the pipes. McKillian was kept busy refilling glassesfor the vigitors, who wanted to
sample the antifreeze solution that wasfifty percent ethanol. It was good stuff, Captain Singh reflected
ashedrained histhird glass, and that waswhat he till couldn't understand.

He was having trouble framing the questions he wanted to ask, and he redized he'd had too
much to drink. The spirit of celebration, the rgoicing at finding these people here past any hope—one
could hardly stay doof from it. But he refused afourth drink regretfully.

"I can understand the drink,” he said, carefully. "Ethanol isasimple compound and could fit into
many different chemigtries. But it's hard to believe that you've survived eating the food these plants
produced for you."

"Not once you understand what this graveyard is and why it became what it did," Song said. She
was Sitting cross-legged on the floor nursing her youngest, Ethan.

"First you have to understand that al thisyou see" shewaved around at the meters of hanging
soft sculpture, nearly causing Ethan to lose the nipple, "was designed to contain beings who are no
more adapted to this Marsthan we are. They need warmth, oxygen at fairly high pressures, and free
water. It isn't here now, but it can be created by properly designed plants. They engineered these
plantsto betriggered by the first signs of free water and to sart building placesfor them to live while
they waited for full summer to come. When it does, thiswhole planet will bloom. Then we can step



outside without wearing suits or carrying airberries.”

"Yes, | e Singh said. "And it'sdl very wonderful, amost too much to believe.” Hewas
digtracted for amoment, looking up to the celling where the airberries—white spheres about the Sze
of bowling balls—hung in clusters from the pipes that supplied them with high-pressure oxygen.

"I'd like to see that process from the start,” he said. "Where you suit up for the outside, | mean.”

"We were suiting up when you got here. It takes about haf an hour, so we couldn't get out in
timeto meet you."

"How long arethose... suitsgood for?"

"About aday," Crawford said. "Y ou have to destroy them to get out of them. The plastic strips
don't cut well, but there's another specialized anima that eats that type of plagtic. It'srecycled into the
system. If you want to suit up, you just grab awhirlibird and hold onto itstail and throw it. It Sarts
pinning asit flies, and wraps the end product around you. It takes some practice, but it works. The
stuff sticksto itsdlf, but not to us. So you spin severd layers, letting each one dry, then hook up an
arberry, and youreinflated and insulated.”

"Marvelous" Singh said, truly impressed. He had seen the tiny whirlibirds weaving the suits, and
the other ones, like small dugs, egting them away when the colonists saw they wouldn't need them.
"But without some sort of exhaust, you wouldn't last long. How isthat accomplished?

"We use the breather valvesfrom our old suits,” McKillian said. "Either the plantsthat grow
vaves haven't come up yet or we haven't been smart enough to recognize them. And theinsulation
isn't perfect. We only go out in the hottest part of the day, and our hands and feet tend to get cold.
But we manage.”

Singh redized he had strayed from his origina question.

"But what about the food? Surdly it's too much to expect these Martians to eat the same things
we do. Wouldn't you think so?"

"We sure did, and we were lucky to have Marty Ralston adong. He kept telling usthe fruitsin the
graveyard were edible by humans. Fats, starches, proteins, all identical to the ones we brought aong.
The cluewasin the orrery, of course.”

Lang pointed to the twin globesin the middle of the room, still keeping perfect Earth time.

"It was a beacon. Wefigured that out when we saw they grew only in the graveyard. But what
wasit teling us? We fdt it meant that we were expected. Song felt that from the start, and we all
cameto agree with her. But we didn't redlize just how much they had prepared for us until Marty
darted andyzing the fruits and nutrients here.

"Ligten, these Martians—and | can see from your look that you still don't really believein them,
but you will if you stay herelong enough—they know genetics. They redly know it. We havea
thousand theories about what they may be like, and | won't bore you with them yet, but thisisone
thing we do know. They can build anything they need, make ablueprint in DNA, encapsulateitina



spore and bury it, knowing exactly what will come up in forty thousand years. When it sartsto get
cold here and they know the cycle's drawing to an end, they seed the planet with the sporesand... do
something. Maybe they die, or maybe they have some other way of passing the time. But they know
they'll return.

"We can't say how long they've been prepared for avisit from us. Maybe only this cycle; maybe
twenty cyclesago. Anyway, at the last cycle they buried the kind of spores that would produce these
little gizmos." She tapped the blue ball representing the Earth with onefoot.

"They triggered them to be activated only when they encountered certain conditions. Maybe they
knew exactly what it would be; maybe they only provided for alikely range of possibilities. Song
thinks they've visited us, back in the Stone Age. In somewaysit's easer to believe than the
aternative. That way they'd know our genetic structure and what kinds of food we'd eat, and could

prepare.

" 'Causeif they didn't visit us, they must have prepared other spores. Spores that would andyze
new proteins and be able to duplicate them. Further than that, some of the plants might have been
ableto copy certain genetic materid if they encountered any. Take alook at that pipe behind you.”
Singh turned and saw a pipe about asthick ashisarm. It wasflexible, and had aswelling in it that
continuoudy pulsed in expansion and contraction.

"Takethat bulge apart and you'd be amazed at the resemblance to a human heart. So there's
another sgnificant fact; this place sarted out with whirligigs, but later modified itsdf to use human
heart pumps from the genetic information taken from the bodies of the men and women we
buried." She pausad to let that Snk in, then went on with adightly bemused smile.

"The same thing for what we eat and drink. That liquor you drank, for instance. It's half alcohal,
and that's probably what it would have been without the corpses. But the rest of it isvery smilar to
hemoglobin. It's sort of like fermented blood. Human blood.”

Singh was glad he had refused the fourth drink. One of his crew members quietly put his glass
down.

"I've never eaten human flesh,” Lang went on, "but | think | know what it must taste like. Those
vinesto your right; we strip off the outer part and eat the meat undernegth. It tastes good. | wish we
could cook it, but we have nothing to burn and couldn't risk it with the high oxygen count, anyway."

Singh and everyone dse was sllent for awhile. He found he redlly was beginning to believein the
Martians. The theory seemed to cover alot of otherwiseinexplicable facts.

Mary Lang sighed, dapped her thighs, and stood up. Like dl the others, she was nude and
seemed totally at home that way. None of them had worn anything but a Martian pressure suit for
eight years. Sheran her hand lovingly over the gossamer wall, thewall that had provided her and her
fellow colonists and their children protection from the cold and thethin air for so long. Singh was
struck by her easy familiarity with what seemed to him outlandish surroundings. She looked a home.
He couldn't imagine her anywhere dse.

Helooked at the children. One wide-eyed little girl of eight yearswasknedling at hisfeet. Ashis
eyesfel on her, she smiled tentatively and took his hand.



"Did you bring any bubblegum?"' the girl asked.

He amiled at her. "No, honey, but maybe there's somein the ship." She seemed satisfied. She
would wait to experience the wonders of Earthly science.

"Wewere provided for," Mary Lang said, quietly. "They knew we were coming and they dtered
their planstofit usin." Shelooked back to Singh. "It would have happened even without the blowout
and the burids. The same sort of thing was happening around the Podkayne, too, triggered by our
waste, urine and feces and such. | don't know if it would have tasted quite as good in the food
department, but it would have sustained life.”

Singh stood up. He was moved, but did not trust himsalf to show it adequately. So he sounded
rather abrupt, though polite.

"l suppose you'l be anxiousto go to the ship,” he said. "Y ou're going to be atremendous help.
Y ou know so much of what we were sent hereto find out. And you'll be quite famous when you get
back to Earth. Y our back pay should add up to quite asum.”

There was asilence, then it wasripped apart by Lang's huge laugh. Shewasjoined by the
others, and the children, who didn't know what they were laughing about but enjoyed the bregk in the
tenson.

"Sorry, Captain. That was rude. But we're not going back.”

Singh looked at each of the adults and saw no trace of doubt. And he was mildly surprised to
find that the statement did not tartle him.

"l won't take that asyour fina decision,” he said. "Asyou know, well be here sx months. If at
the end of that time any of you want to go, you're till citizens of Earth.”

"Weare? Youll haveto brief uson the politica situation back there. We were United States
citizenswhen we left. But it doesn't matter. Y ou won't get any takers, though we gppreciate the fact
that you came. It's nice to know we weren't forgotten.” She said it with total assurance, and the others
were nodding. Singh was uncomfortably aware that the idea of arescue mission had died out only a
few years after theinitia tragedy. He and his ship were here now only to explore.

Lang sat back down and patted the ground around her, ground that was covered in amultiple
layer of the Martian pressure-tight web, the kind of web that would have been made only by
warmblooded, oxygen-breathing, water-economy beings who needed protection for their bodies until
the full bloom of summer.

"We like it here. It'sagood placeto raise afamily, not like Earth the last time | wasthere. And
it couldn't be much better now, right after another war. And we can't leave, even if we wanted to."
Sheflashed him adazzling smile and patted the ground again.

"The Martians should be showing up any time now. And we aim to thank them.”



In the Bowl

Never buy anything at a secondhand organ bank. And while I'm handing out good advice, don't outfit
yoursdf for atrip to Venusuntil you get to Venus.

| wish | had waited. But while shopping around a Coprates afew weeks before my vacation, |
happened on thislittle shop and was talked into an infragye at avery good price. What | should have
asked mysalf waswhat was an infraeye doing on Marsin thefirst place?

Think about it. No one wears them on Mars. If you want to see at night, it's much cheaper to
buy asnooperscope. That way you can take the damn thing off when the sun comes up. So thiseye
must have come back with atourist from Venus. And theres no telling how long it sat therein the vat
until this sweet-talking old guy gave me hisline about how it belonged to anice little old schoolteacher
who never... ah, well. Y ou've probably heard it before.

If only the damn thing had gone on the blink before | left Venusburg. Y ou know Venusburg:
town of steamy swamps and deazy hotels where you can get mugged as you walk down the public
dreets, lose afortune at the gaming tables, buy any pleasure in the known universe, hunt the
prehistoric monsters that wallow in the fetid marshes that are just a swampbuggy ride out of town.

Y ou do? Then you should know that after hours—when they turn dl the holos off and the place
revertsto an ordinary cluster of slvery domessitting in darkness and eight hundred degree
temperature and pressure enough to give you asinus headache just thinking about it, when they shut
off dl the tourist razzle-dazzle—it's no trouble to find your way to one of the rental agencies around
the spaceport and get medicanica work done. They'll accept Martian money. Y our Solar Express
Card ishonored. Just walk right in, no waiting.

However...

| had caught the daily blimp out of Venusburg just hours after | touched down, happy asaclam,
my infraeye working beatifully. By thetime | landed in Cui-Cui Town, | was having my firgt inklings
of trouble. Bardly enough to notice; just the faintest hazing in the right-side periphera vison. |
shrugged it off. | had only three hoursin Cui-Cui before the blimp left for Last Chance. | wanted to
look around. | had no intention of wasting my few hoursin abody shop getting my eyefixed. If it was
gtill acting up at Last Chance, then I'd see about it.

Cui-Cui was moreto my liking than Venusburg. There was not such a cast-of-thousands feeling
there. On the streets of V enusburg the chances are about ten to one against meeting areal human
being; everyone eseisaholo put there to spice up the image and help the streets look not quite so
empty. | quickly tired of toot-suited pimpsthat | could see right through trying to sall me boysand
girlsof al ages. What'sthe point? Just try to touch one of those beautiful people.

In Cui-Cui the ratio was closer to fifty-fifty. And the theme was not decadent corruption, but
struggling frontier. The streets were very convincing mud, and the wooden storefronts were tastefully
done. | didn't carefor the eight-legged dragons with eyestalks that constantly lumbered through the
place, but | understand they are amemorid to the fellow who named the town That'sdl right, but |
doubt if hewould have liked to have one of the damn thingswalk through him like atwelve-ton tank
made of pixie dus.

| barely had timeto get my feet "wet" in the "puddles’ before the blimp was ready to go again.



And the eye trouble had cleared up. So | was off to Last Chance.

| should have taken a cue from the name of the town. And | had every opportunity to do so.
Whilethere, | made my last purchase of suppliesfor the bush. | was going out where there were no
air stations on every corner, and so | decided | could use atagaong.

Maybe you've never seen one. They're modern science's answer to the backpack. Or maybe to
the mule train, though in operation you're sure to be reminded of the safari bearersin old movies,
trudging stolidly aong behind the White Hunter with bales of supplieson their heads. Thethingisa
pair of metal legs exactly aslong as your legs, with equipment on the top and an umbilical cord
attaching the contraption to your lower spine. What it does is provide you with the capability of living
on the surface for four weeksinstead of the five days you get from your Venus-lung.

The medico who sold me mine had me laying right there on his table with my back laid open so
he could ingtall the tubesthat carry air from the tanksin the tagalong into my Venus-lung. It wasa
golden opportunity to ask him to check the eye. He probably would have, because while he was
hooking me up he inspected and tested my lung and charged me nothing. He wanted to know where |
bought it, and | told him Mars. He clucked, and said it seemed all right: He warned me not to ever let
thelevel of oxygenin thelung get too low, to aways chargeit up before | |eft apressure dome, even
if 1 was only going out for afew minutes. | assured him that | knew all that and would be careful. So
he connected the nervesinto ameta socket in the small of my back and plugged thetagaong intoit.
Hetested it severa ways and said the job was done.

And| didn't ask him to look at the eye. | just wasn't thinking about the eye then. I'd not even
gone out on the surface yet. So I'd no real occasion to seeit in action. Oh, things looked alittle
different, evenin visble light. There were different colors and very few shadows, and theimage | got
out of theinfraeye was fuzzier than the one from the other eye. | could close one eye, then the other,
and seeared difference. But | wasn't thinking abot it.

So | boarded the blimp the next day for the weekly scheduled flight to L odestone, acompany
mining town close to the Fahrenheit Desert. Though how they were able to distinguish a desert from
anything ese on Venuswas ill amystery to me. | was enraged to find that, though the blimp | eft
haf-loaded, | had to pay two fares: onefor me, and onefor my tagalong. | thought briefly of carrying
the damn thing in my lap but gave it up after aten-minute experiment in the depot. It wasfull of sharp
edges and poking angles, and the trip was going to be along one. So | paid. But the extra expense
had knocked alarge holein my budget.

From Cui-Cui the steps got closer together and harder to reach. Cui-Cui istwo thousand
kilometers from Venusburg, and it's another thousand to L odestone. After that the passenger service
Isspotty. | did find out how Venusians defined a desert, though. A desert isa place not yet inhabited
by human beings. So long as| was il able to board ascheduled blimp, | wasn't there yet.

The blimps played out on mein alittle place called Progperity. Population seventy-five humans
and one otter. | thought the otter was aholo playing in the poal in the town square. The place didn't
look prosperous enough to afford ared pool like that with real water. But it was. It was atransent
town catering to prospectors. | understand that atown like that can vanish overnight if the
prospectors move on. The owners of the shopsjust pack up and haul the whole thing away. Theratio
of thethingsyou seein afrontier town to what redlly isthereis something like a hundred to one.



| learned with considerable rdlief that the only blimps | could catch out of Prosperity were
headed in the direction | had come from. There was nothing at al going the other way. | was happy to
hear that and felt it was only amatter of chartering aride into the desert. Then my eye faded out
entirdy.

| remember feding annoyed; no, more than annoyed. | wasredly angry. But | was till viewing it
asanuisance rather than a disaster. It was going to be amatter of somelost time and some wasted

money.

| quickly learned otherwise. | asked the ticket sdller (thiswasin a saloon-drugstore-arcade;
there was no depot in Prosperity) where | could find someonewho'd sdl and ingtall an infraeye. He
laughed & me.

"Not out here you won't, brother," he said. "Never have had anything like that out here. Used to
be amedico in Ellsworth, three stops back on the local blimp, but she moved back to Venusburg a
year ago. Nearest thing now isin Last Chance.”

| was stunned. | knew | was heading out for the dead lands, but it had never occurred to me that
any place would be lacking in something so basic asamedico. Why, you might aswell not sell food
or ar asnot sal medicanica services. People might actudly die out here. | wondered if the planetary
government knew about this disgusting situation.

Whether they did or not, | redized that an incensed letter to them would do me no good. | was
inabind. Adding quickly in my head, | soon discovered that the cost of flying back to Last Chance
and buying anew eye would leave me without enough money to return to Prosperity and still makeit
back to Venusburg. My entire vacation was about to be ruined just because | tried to cut some
comers buying aused eye.

"What's the matter with the eye?’ the man asked me.

"Huh? Oh, | don't know. | mean, it'sjust stopped working. I'm blind in it, that's what's wrong." |
grasped at a straw, seeing the way he was studying my eye. "Say, you don't know anything about it,
doyou?'

He shook his head and smiled ruefully at me. "Naw, Just alittle here and there. | wasthinking if
it was the muscles that was giving you trouble, bad tracking or something like that—"

"No. Novisonat al."

"Too bad. Sounds like a shot nerveto me. | wouldn't try to fool around with that. I'm just a
tinkerer." He clucked histongue sympatheticaly. "Y ou want that ticket back to Last Chance?’

| didn't know what | wanted just then. | had planned thistrip for two years. | amost bought the
ticket, then thought what the hell. | was here, and | should at |east |ook around before deciding what
to do. Maybe there was someone here who could help me. | turned back to ask the clerk if he knew
anyone, but he answered before | got it out.

"l don't want to raise your hopestoo much," he said, rubbing his chin with abroad hand. "Likel
say, it'snot for sure, but—?"



"Yes what isit?'

"Well, thereésakid lives around here who's pretty crazy about medico stuff. Alwaystinkering
around, doing odd jobs for people, fixing herself up; you know the type. Thetroubleis she's pretty
loosein her ways. Y ou might end up worse when she's through with you than when you started.”

"l don't seehow,” | said. "It's not working at al; what could she do to make it any worse?"

He shrugged. "It's your funerd. Y ou can probably find her hanging around the square. If she's
not there, check the bars. Her name's Ember. She's got a pet otter that's always with her. But you'll
know her when you see her."

Finding Ember was no problem. | smply backtracked to the square and there she was, sSitting on
the sone rim of the fountain. She wastrailing her toesin the water. Her otter was playing on asmal
waterdide, looking immensdly pleased to have found the only open body of water within athousand
kilometers.

"Areyou Ember?" | asked, sitting down beside her.

She looked up at mewith that unsettling stare a Venusian can inflict on aforeigner. It comes of
having one blue or brown eye and onethat isal red, with no white. | looked that way mysdlf, but |
didn't haveto look at it.

"What if | am?’

Her apparent age was about ten or eleven. Intuitively, | felt that it was probably very closeto her
actud age. Since she was supposed to be handy at medicanics, | could have been wrong. She had
done some work on hersdf, but of course there was no way of telling how extensiveit might have
been. Mostly it seemed to be cosmetic. She had no hair on her head. She had replaced it with a
peacock fan of feathersthat kept faling into her eyes. Her scalp skin had been transplanted to her
lower legs and forearms, and the hair there was long, blonde, and flowing. From the contours of her
face | was sure that her skull was amass of file marks and bone putty from where she'd fixed the
understructure to reflect the face she wished to wesr.

"l wastold that you know alittle medicanics. Y ou see, thiseye has—"

She snorted. "I don't know who would havetold you that. | know ahell of alot about medicine.
I'm not just a backyard tinkerer. Come on, Mdibu."

She started to get up, and the otter looked back and forth between us. | don't think he was
ready to leave the poal.

"Wait aminute. I'm sorry if | hurt your fedings. Without knowing anything about you I'll admit
that you must know more abouit it than anyone esein town."

She sat back down, findly had to grin a me.



"So you'rein aspot, right? It'sme or no one. Let me guess: you're here on vacation, that's
obvious. And either time or money is preventing you from going back to Last Chance for professiond
work." Shelooked me up and down. "I'd say it was money."

"You hitit. Will you hdp me?'

"That depends.” She moved closer and squinted into my infragye. She put her hands on my
cheeksto hold my head steady. There was nowhere for me to look but her face. There were no scars
vigble on her; at least she wasthat good. Her upper canines were about five millimeterslonger than
therest of her teeth.

"Hold till. Whered you get this?'

"MHS,"

"Thought so. It'sa Gloom Piercer, made by Northern Bio. Cheagp modd; they peddle 'em
mostly to tourists. Maybe ten, twelve yearsold.”

"Isit the nerve? Theguy | talked to—"

"Nope." Sheleaned back and resumed splashing her feet in thewater. "Retina. Theright Sdeis
detached, and it's flopped down over the fovea. Probably wasn't put on very tight in thefirst place.
They don't make those thingsto last more than ayear.”

| sighed and dapped my kneeswith my palms. | stood up, held out my hand to her.

"Wel, | guessthat'sthat. Thanksfor your help.”

She was surprised. "Where you going?'

"Back to Last Chance, then to Marsto sue a certain organ bank. There are laws for this sort of
thingon Mars."

"Here, too. But why go back?I'll fix it for you."

Wewerein her workshop, which doubled as her bedroom and kitchen. It was just asimple
dome without asingle holo. It was refreshing after the ranch-style houses that seemed to be the rage
in Prosperity. | don't wish to sound chauvinigtic, and | redlize that Venusians need some sort of visua
gimulation, living asthey do in a cloud-covered desert. Still, the emphasis on illuson there was never
to my liking. Ember lived next door to aman who lived in a perfect replicaof the Palace at Versailles.
Shetold methat when he shut his holo generators off the resdue of his real possessonswould have
fitin aknapsack. Including the holo generator.

"What bringsyou to Venus?'

"Tourign."



Shelooked at me out of the corner of her eye as she swabbed my face with nerve deadener. |
was stretched out on the floor, since there was no furniture in the room except afew work tables.

"All right. But we don't get many tourigtsthisfar out. If it's none of my business, just say s0."
"It'snone of your busness"

She sat up. "Fine. Fix your own eye." Shewaited with ahaf smile on her face. | eventudly had
to smile, too. She went back to work, selecting a spoon-shaped tool from a haphazard pile at her
knees.

"I'm an amateur geologist. Rock hound, actudly. | work in an office, and weekends | get out in
the country and hike around. The rocks are an excuse to get me out there, | guess.”

She popped the eye out of its socket and reached in with one finger to deftly unhook the metal
connection aong the optic nerve. She held the eyeball up to the light and peered into the lens.

"Y ou can get up now. Pour some of this stuff into the socket and squint down onit.” | did asshe
asked and followed her to the workbench.

She sat on astool and examined the eye more closely. Then she stuck asyringeinto it and
drained out the agueous humor, leaving the orb looking like aturtle egg that'sdried in the sun. She
diced it open and started probing carefully. Thelong hairs on her forearms kept getting in the way. So
she paused and tied them back with rubber bands.

"Rock hound," she mused. "Y ou must be hereto get alook at the blast jewels."

"Right. Like | said, I'm strictly asmall-time geologist. But | read about them and saw one oncein
ajeweer's shop in Phobos. So | saved up and cameto Venusto try and find one of my own."

"That should be no problem. Easest gemsto find in the known universe. Too bad. People out
here were hoping they could get rich off them." She shrugged. "Not that there's not some money to be
made off them Just not the fortune everybody was hoping for. Funny; they're asrare as diamonds
used to be, and to make it even better, they don't duplicate in the lab the way diamonds do. Oh, |
guessthey could make 'em, but it's way too much trouble." She was using atiny deviceto staple the
detached retina back onto the rear surface of the eye.

"Goon."

"Huh?'

"Why can't they makethem inthelab?"

Shelaughed. "Y ou are an amateur geologist. Like | said, they could, but it'd cost too much.
They'reablend of alot of different dements. A lot of aluminum, | think. That'swhat makesrubies

red, right?"

"Yan



"It's the other impurities that make them o pretty. And you have to make them in high pressure
and heat, and they're so unstable that they usualy blow before you've got theright mix. So it's
cheaper to go out and pick ‘em up.”

"And the only placeto pick them up isin the middle of the Fahrenheit Desert.”

"Right." She seemed to be finished with her stapling. She straightened up to survey her work
with acritical eye. She frowned, then sedled up the incision she had made and pumped the liquid back
in. Shemounted it in acaliper and aimed alaser at it, then shook her head when she read some
figures on areadout by the laser.

"Itsworking," shesaid. "But you redly got alemon. Theirisisout of true. It'san ellipse, about
.24 eccentric. It'sgoing to get worse. See that brown discoloration on the left Side? That's progressive
decay in the muscle tissue, poisons accumulating in it. And you're adead cinch for cataractsin about
four months.”

| couldn't see what she was talking about, but | pursed my lipsasif | did.

"But will it lagt thet long?"

She smirked a me. "Are you looking for asix-month warranty? Sorry, I'm not amember of the
VMA. Butif itisn't legdly binding, | guess|'d fed safein saying it ought to last that long. Maybe.”

"Y ou sure go out on alimb, don't you?'

"It's good practice. We future medicos must always be on the alert for malpractice suits. Lean
over hereand I'll put it in.”

"What | waswondering,” | said, as she hooked it up and eased it back into the socket, "is
whether 1'd be safe going out in the desert for four weeks with thiseye.”

"No," she said promptly, and | felt agreat weight of disappointment. “Nor with any eye" she
quickly added. "Not if you're going done."

"| see. But you think the eye would hold up?'

"Oh, sure. But you wouldn't. That'swhy you're going to take me up on my astounding offer and
let me be your guide through the desert.”

| snorted. "Y ou think s0? Sorry, thisis going to be a solo expedition. | planned it that way from
thefirg. That'swhat | go out rock hunting for in thefirst place: to beaone.” | dug my credit meter out
of my pouch. "Now, how much do | oweyou?'

Shewasn't listening but was resting her chin on her palm and looking wistful.

"He goes out so he can be done, did you hear that, Maibu?' The otter looked up at her from his
place on thefloor. "Now take me, for instance. Me, | know what being aloneisal about. It'sthe
crowds and big cities| crave. Right, old buddy?" The otter kept looking at her, obvioudly ready to

agreeto anything.



"l suppose s0," | said. "Would ahundred be dl right?* That was about half what aregistered
medico A would have charged me, but like | said, | was running short.

"Y ou're not going to let me be your guide? Find word?"
"No. Find. Ligen, it'snot you, it'sjust—"

"l know. Y ou want to be done. No charge. Come on, Mdibu.” She got up and headed for the
door. Then she turned around.

"I'll be seeing you," she said, and winked a me.

It didn't take metoo long to understand what the wink had been al about. | can see the obvious
on thethird or fourth go-around.

The fact was that Prosperity was considerably bemused to have atourist initsmidst. There
wasn't arental agency or hotel in the entire town. | had thought of that but hadn't figured it would be
too hard to find someone willing to rent his private skycycleif the price was right. 1'd been saving out
alarge chunk of cash for the purpose of meeting extortionate demandsin that department. | felt sure
thelocas would be only too willing to soak atouridt.

But they weren't taking. Just about everyone had a skycycle, and absolutely everyone who had
onewas uninterested in renting it. They were a necessity to anyone who worked out of town, which
everyone did, and they were hard to get. Freight schedules were as spotty as the passenger service.
And every person who turned me down had a helpful suggestion to make. As| say, after the fourth or
fifth such suggestion | found mysdf back in the town square. She was Sitting just as she had been the
first time, trailing her feet in the water. Malibu never seemed to tire of the waterdide.

"Yes," shesaid, without looking up. "It so hgppensthat | do have askycyclefor rent.”
| was exasperated, but | had to cover it up. She had me over the proverbia barrel.

"Do you always hang around here?' | asked. " People tell me to see you about a skycycle and
tell meto look here, dmost like you and this fountain are a hyphenated word. What else do you do?"

She fixed mewith ahaughty glare. "I repair eyesfor dumb tourists. | dso do body work for
everyonein town at only twice what it would cost themin Last Chance. And | do it damn well, too,
though those rubesd be the last to admit it. No doubt Mr. Lamara at the ticket station told you
scandalous lies about my skills. They resent it because I'm taking advantage of the cost and timeiit
would take them to get to Last Chance and pay merely inflated prices, instead of the outrageous ones
| charge them.”

| had to smile, though | was sure | was about to become the object of some outrageous prices
myself. She was a shrewd operator.

"How old areyou?' | found myself asking, then dmost bit my tongue. Thelast thing a proud and
independent child likesto discussis age. But she surprised me.



"In mere chronologica time, eleven Earth years. That'sjust over six of your years. Inred,
internal time, of course, I'm ageless.”

"Of course. Now about that cycle...

"Of course. But | evaded your earlier question. What | do besides St hereisirrelevant, because
while stting here | am engaged in contemplating eternity. I'm diving into my navel, hoping to learn the
true depth of the womb. In short, I'm doing my yoga exercises." Shelooked thoughtfully out over the
water to her pet. "Besdes, it'sthe only pool in athousand kilometers." She grinned a me and dived
flat over thewater. She cut it like aknife blade and torpedoed out to her otter, who set up a happy
racket of barks.

When she surfaced near the middle of the pool, out by thejetsand fals, | called to her. "What
about the cycle?'

She cupped her ear, though she was only about fifteen meters avay.
"| said what about the cycle?"
"l can't hear you," she mouthed. "Y ou'll have to come out here.”

| stepped into the pool, grumbling to mysdlf. | could see that her price included more than just
money.

"I can't swim," | warned.

"Don't worry, it won't get much deeper than that.” It was up to my chest. | doshed out until |
was on tiptoe, then grabbed at ajutting curlicue on the fountain. | hauled mysdlf up and sat on the wet
Venusian marblewith water trickling down my legs.

Ember was sitting at the bottom of the waterdide, thrashing her feet in the water. Shewas
leaning flat againgt the smooth rock. The water that sheeted over the rock made abow wave a the
crown of her head. Beads of water ran off her head feathers. Once again she made me smile. If charm
could be sold, she could have been wedlthy. What am | talking about? Nobody ever sdlls anything
but charm, in one way or another. | got agrip on mysdf before shetried to sal me the north and
south poles. Innotimeat dl | was able to see her asan avaricious, cunning little guttersnipe again.

"One hillion Solar Marks per hour, not a penny less," she said from that swest little mouth.
There was no point in negotiating from an offer like that.

"Y ou brought me out hereto hear that? I'm really disappointed in you. | didn't take you for a
tease, | redly didn't. | thought we could do business. I—"

"Wdll, if that offer isn't satisfactory, try this one. Free of charge, except for oxygen and food and
water." Shewaited, threshing the water with her feet.

Of course there would be someteeth in that. In an intuitive legp of truly cosmic scale, asurmise
worthy of an Eingein, | saw the string. She saw me make that leap, knew | didn't like where | had



landed, and her teeth flashed at me. So once again, and not for the last time, | had to either strangle
her or smileat her. | smiled. | don't know how, but she had this knack of making her opponentslike
her even as she screwed them.

"Areyou abeliever inloveat first Sght?" | asked her, hoping to throw her off guard. Not a
chance.

"Maudlin wishful thinking, at best," she said. "Y ou have not bowled me over, Mister—"
"Kiku."

"Nice. Martian name?'

"l suppose so. | never redly thought of it. I'm not rich, Ember.”

"Certainly not. Y ou wouldn't have put yoursdlf in my handsif you were."

"Then why are you s0 attracted to me? Why are you so determined to go with me, when dl |
want from you isto rent your cycle? If | wasthat charming, | would have noticed it by now.”

"Oh, | don't know," she said, with one eyebrow climbing up her forehead. "There's something
about you that | find absolutely fascinating. Irresistible, even.” She pretended to swoon.

"Want to tell mewhat it is?'
She shook her head "L et that be my little secret for now."

| was beginning to suspect she was éttracted to me by the shape of my neck—so she could sink
her teeth into it and drain my blood. | decided to let it lie. Hopefully sheld tell me morein the days
ahead. Because it looked like there would be days together, many of them.

"When can you be ready to leave?"

"| packed right after | fixed your eye. Let'sget going.”

Venusis spooky. | thought and thought, and that's the best way | can describeit.

It's spooky partly because of the way you seeit. Y our right eye—the one that seeswhat's called
vishblelight—showsyou only asmdl circle of light that'silluminated by your hand torch. Occasiondly
theré's aglowing spot of molten metd in the distance, but it'sfar too dim to see by. Y our infraeye
pierces those shadows and gives you ablurry picture of what lies outside the torchlight, but | would
have dmogt rather been blind.

There'sno good way to describe how this dichotomy affects your mind. One eyetellsyou that
everything beyond a certain point is shadowy, while the other shows you what'sin those shadows.
Ember saysthat after awhile your brain can blend the two pictures as easily asit does for binocular
vison. | never reached that point. The wholetime | wasthere | wastrying to reconcile the two



pictures.

| don't like standing in the bottom of abowl athousand kilometerswide. That's what you see.
No matter how high you climb or how far you go, you're ill standing in the bottom of that bowl. It
has something to do with the bending of the light rays by the thick atmosphere, if | understand Ember
correctly.

Then theres the sun. When | wasthere it was night time, which meansthat the sunwasa
suashed dlipse hanging just above the horizon in the east, where it had set weeks and weeks ago.
Don't ask meto explainit. All I know isthat the sun never setson Venus. Never, no matter where
you are. It just getsflatter and flatter and wider and wider until it oozes around to the north or south,
depending on where you are; becoming aflat, bright line of light until it begins pulling itsalf back
together in the west, whereit'sgoing to risein afew weeks.

Ember saysthat at the equator it becomes a complete circle for asplit second when it's actudly
directly underfoot. Likethelights of aterrific stadium. All this happens up at the rim of the bowl you're
standing in, about ten degrees above the theoretica horizon. It's another refraction effect.

You don't seeitinyour left eye. Likel said, the clouds keep out virtudly dl of the visble light.
It'sinyour right eye. The color iswhat | got to think of asinfrablue.

It'squiet. Y ou begin to missthe sound of your own breathing, and if you think about that too
much, you begin to wonder why you aren't breathing. Y ou know, of course, except the hindbrain,
which never likesit at dl. It doesn't matter to the automatic nervous system that your Venus-lung is
dribbling oxygen directly into your bloodsiream; those circuits aren't made to understand things, they
are primitive and very wary of improvements. So | was plagued by afeding of suffocation, which was
my medullagetting even with me, | guess.

| was dso pretty nervous about the temperature and pressure. Silly, 1 know. Marswould kill me
just as dead without a suit, and do it more dowly and painfully into the bargain. If my suit failed here, |
doubt if I'd have fet anything. It wasjust the thought of that incredible pressure being held one
millimeter away from my fragile skin by aforcefield that, physicaly speaking, isn't even there. Or s0
Ember told me. She might have been trying to get my goat. | mean, lines of magnetic force have no
physcd redity, but they're there, aren't they?

| kept my mind off it. Ember was there and she knew about such things.

What she couldn't adequately explain to me waswhy askycycle didn't have amotor. | thought
about that alot, Stting on the saddle and pedading my ass off with nothing to look at but Ember's
Slver-plated buttocks.

She had atandem cycle, which meant four seats; two for us and two for our tagalongs. | sat
behind Ember, and the tagalongs sat in two seats of f to our right. Since they aped our leg movements
with exactly the same force we applied, what we had was afour human power cycle.

"l can't figure out for thelife of me," | said on our first day out, "what would have been so hard
about mounting an engine on thisthing and using some of the surplus power from our packs."

"Nothing hard about it, lazy," she said, without turning around. "Take my advice asafledgling



medico; thisis much better for you. If you use the muscles you're wearing, they'll last you alot longer.
It makes you fed hedlthier and keeps you out of the clutches of money-grubbing medicos. | know.
Half my work isexcisng fat from flabby behinds and digging varicose veins out of legs. Even out here,
people don't get more than twenty years use of their legs before they're ready for atrade-in. That's
pure waste."

" think | should have had atrade-in before we l€eft. I'm about done in. Can't we cal it aday?

She tut-tutted, but touched a control and began spilling hot gas from the balloon over our heads.
The steering vanes sticking out at our sidestilted, and we started asow spira to the ground.

We landed at the bottom of the bowl—my first experience with it, snce dl my other views of
Venus had been from the air whereit isn't so noticeable. | stood looking at it and scratching my head
while Ember turned on the tent and turned off the balloon.

The Venusans use null fiedsfor just about everything. Rather than try to cope with atechnology
that must stand up to the temperature and pressure extremes, they coat everything in anull field and
let it go a that. The balloon on the cycle was nothing but astandard globular field with a discontinuity
a the bottom for the air heater. The cycle body was protected with the same kind of field that Ember
and | wore, the kind that follows the surface at a set distance. The tent was a hemispherical field with
afla floor.

It smplified alot of things. Airlocks, for instance. What we did wasto smply walk into the tent.
Our suit fields vanished as they were absorbed into the tent field. To leave one need merely walk
through the wall again, and the suit would form around you.

| plopped myself down on the floor and tried to turn my hand torch off. To my surprise, | found
that it wasn't built to turn off. Ember turned on the campfire and noticed my puzzlement.

"Yes, itiswasteful,” she conceded. "There's something in aVenusian that hatesto turn out a
light. Y ou won't find alight switch on the entire planet. Y ou may not beieve this, but | was shocked
slly afew years ago when | heard about light switches. The idea had never occurred to me. See what
aprovincid | am?'

That didn't sound like her. | searched her face for cluesto what had brought on such a
satement, but | could find nothing. She was Sitting in front of the campfire with Malibu on her 1ap,
preening her festhers.

| gestured at the fire, which was a beautifully executed holo of snapping, crackling logswith a
heater concealed in the center of it.

"lan't that an uncharacteristic touch? Why didn't you bring afancy house, like the onesin town?”
"| likethefire. | don't like phony houses.”
"Why not?'

She shrugged. She wasthinking of other things. | tried another tack.



"Does your mother mind you going into the desert with strangers?”*
She shot mealook | couldn't read.

"How should | know?1 don't live with her. I'm emancipated. | think she'sin Venusburg.” | had
obvioudy touched atender area, so | went cautioudly.

"Persondity conflicts?"
She shrugged again, not wanting to get intoit.

"No. Well, yes, in away. She wouldn't emigrate from Venus. | wanted to leave and she wanted
to stay. Our interests didn't coincide. So we went our own ways. I'm working my way toward

passage off-planet.”

"How close areyou?'

"Closer than you might think." She seemed to be weighing something in her mind, szing me up. |
could hear the gears grind and the cash register bells cling as she studied my face. Then | felt the
charm gtart up again, like the flicking of one of those nonexistent light switches.

"See, I'm as close as I've ever been to getting off Venus. In afew weeks, I'll bethere. Assoon
as we get back with some blast jewels. Because you're going to adopt me."

| think | was getting used to her. | wasn't rocked by that, though it was nothing like what | had
expected to hear. | had been thinking vaguely dong the lines of blast jewels. She picks some up along
with me, sllsthem, and buys aticket off-planet, right?

That wassilly, of course. She didn't need me to get blast jewels. She wasthe guide, not |, and it
was her cycle. She could get as many jewels as she wanted, and probably aready had. This scheme
had to have something to do with me, persondly, as| had known back in town and forgotten about.
There was something she wanted from me.

"That's why you had to go with me? That'sthe fatdl attraction? | don't understand.”

"Y our passport. I'm in love with your passport. On the blank labeled ‘citizenship' it says ' Mars.!
Under ageit says, oh... about seventy-three." She was within ayear, though | keep my appearance at
about thirty.

||&’?|

S0, my dear Kiku, you are vidting a planet which isgroping itsway into the sone age. A
medieva planet, Mr. Kiku, that setsthe age of mgjority at thirteen—a capricious and arbitrary figure,
asI'm sureyou'll agree. The laws of this planet state that certain rights of free citizens are withheld
from minor citizens. Among these are liberty, the pursuit of happiness, and the ability to get out of the
goddam place!” She startled me with her fury, coming so hard on the hedls of her usua amusing
glibness. Her fists were clenched. Malibu, sitting in her 1ap, looked sadly up at hisfriend, then over to
me



She quickly brightened and bounced up to prepare dinner. She would not respond to my
questions. The subject was closed for the day.

| was ready to turn back the next day. Have you ever had stiff legs? Probably not; if yougoin
for that sort of thing—heavy physica labor—you are probably one of those health nuts and keep
yourself in shape. | wasn't in shape, and | thought I'd die. For apanicky moment | thought | was

dying.

Luckily, Ember had anticipated it. She knew | was a desk jockey, and she knew how pitifully
under-conditioned Martians tend to be. Added to the sedentary life styles of most modern people, we
Martians come off even worse than the mgjority because Mars gravity never gives us much of a
challenge no matter how hard wetry. My leg muscles were like soft noodles.

She gave me an old-fashioned massage and anewfangled injection thet killed off the
accumulated poisons. In an hour | began to take aflickering interest in the trip. So she loaded me
onto the cycle and we started off on another leg of thejourney.

There's no way to measure the passage of time. The sun getsflatter and wider, but it's much too
dow to see. Sometime that day we passed atributary of the Reynolds-wrap River. It showed up asa
bright linein my right eye, asacrusted, duggish semi-glacier in my left. Molten duminum, | wastold.
Malibu knew what it was, and barked plaintively for usto stop so he could go for adide. Ember
wouldn't let him.

Y ou can't get lost on Venus, not if you can dtill see. Theriver had been visible snce we | eft
Prosperity, though | hadn't known what it was. We could still see the town behind us and the
mountain range in front of us and even the desert. It was alittle ways up the dope of the bowl. Ember
said that meant it was till about three days journey away from us. It takes practice to judge distance.
Ember kept trying to point out Venusburg, which was severd thousand kilometers behind us. She said
it was eadily visible asatiny point on aclear day. | never spotted it.

Wetdked alot as we pedaed. There wash nothing €l se to do and, besides, she wasfun to talk
to. Shetold me more of her plan for getting off Venus and filled my head with her naive ideas of what
other planetswerelike.

It was a subtle salling campaign. We started off with her being the advocate for her crazy plan.

At some point it evolved into an assumption. Shetook it as settled that | would adopt her and take
her to Marswith me. | haf believed it mysdlf.

On the fourth day | began to notice that the bowl was getting higher in front of us. | didn't know
what was causing it until Ember called ahdt and we hung therein the air. We werefacing asolid line
of rock that doped gradually upward to a point about fifty meters higher than we were.

"What's the matter?' | asked, glad of therest.

"The mountains are higher,” she said matter-of-factly. "Let'sturn to the right and seeif we can



find apass.”
"Higher? What are you talking about?'

"Higher. Y ou know, tdler, sticking up more than they did thelast time | was around, of dightly
grester magnitude in devation, bigger than—"

"1 know the definition of higher,” | said. "But why? Are you sure?'

"Of course I'm sure. The air heater for the balloon is going flat-out; we're as high aswe can go.
Thelast time | came through here, it was plenty to get me across. But not today."

IIWMI

"Condensation. The topography can vary quite abit here. Certain metals and rocks are molten
on Venus. They bail off on ahot day, and they can condense on the mountain tops whereit's cooler.
Then they met when it warms up and flow back. to the valeys.”

"Y ou mean you brought me here in the middle of winter?"

Shethrew me awithering glance.

"Y ou're the one who booked passage for winter. Besides, it's night, and it's not even midnight
yet. | hadn't thought the mountains would be this high for another week.”

"Can't we get around?'
She surveyed the dope critically.

"Theré's apermanent pass about five hundred kilometers to the east. But that would take us
another week. Do you want to?"

"What's the dternative?"

"Parking the cycle here and going on foot. The desert isjust over thisrange. With any luck well
seeour firgt jewelstoday.”

| wasredizing that | knew far too little about Venusto make agood decison. | had findly
admitted to mysdlf that | waslucky to have Ember dong to keep me out of trouble.

"WEell do what you think best."

"All right. Turn hard left and well park.”

We tethered the cycle by along tungsten-aloy rope. Thereason for that, | learned, wasto
prevent it from being buried in case there was more condensation while we were gone. It floated at

the end of the cable with its heaters going full blast. And we started up the mountain.

Fifty meters doesn't sound like much. And it'snot, on level ground. Try it sometimeon a



seventy-five degree dope. Luckily for us, Ember had seen this possibility and come prepared with
apine equipment. She sank pitons here and there and kept us together with ropes and pulleys. |
followed her lead, staying dightly behind her tagalong. It was uncanny how that thing followed her up,
placing itsfeet in precisay the spot she had stepped. Behind me, my taga ong was doing the same
thing. Then there was Malibu, amost running aong, racing back to see how we were doing, going to
the top and chattering about what was on the other side.

| don't suppose it would have been much for amountain climber. Persondly 1'd have preferred
to dide on down the mountainside and cdll it quits. | would have, but Ember just kept going up. |
don't think I've ever been so tired as the moment when we reached the top and stood looking over
the desert.

Ember pointed ahead of us.
"There's one of the jewe s going off now," she said.
"Where?' | asked, bardly interested. | could see nothing.

"You missed it. It'sdown lower. They don't form up thishigh. Don't worry, you'll see more by
and by."

And down we went. Thiswasn't too hard. Ember set the example by sitting down in asmooth
place and | etting go. Maibu was close behind her, squealing happily as he bounced and rolled down
the dippery rock face. | saw Ember hit abump and go flying in the air to come down on her head.
Her suit was dready stiffened. She continued to bounce her way down, frozen in asitting position.

| followed them down in the sameway. | didn't much carefor theidea of bouncing around like
that, but | cared even lessfor adow, painful descent. It wasn't too bad. Y ou don't fed much after
your suit freezesin impact mode. It expands dightly away from your skin and becomes harder than
metal, cushioning you from anything but the most severe blows that could bounce your brain against
your skull and give you internd injuries. We never got going nearly fast enough for that.

Ember hel ped me up at the bottom after my suit unfroze. She looked like she had enjoyed the
ride. | hadn't. One bounce seemed to have impacted my back dightly. | didn't tell her about it but just
darted off after her, feding apain with each step.

"Where on Marsdo you live?' she asked brightly

"Uh? Oh, at Coprates. That's on the northern dope of the Canyon.”

"Yes, | know. Tell me more about it. Where will we live? Do you have a surface apartment, or
areyou stuck down in the underground? | can hardly wait to see the place.”

She was getting on my nerves. Maybe it was just the lower-back pain.
"What makes you think you're going with me?’

"But of course you're taking me back. Y ou said, just—?'



"| said nothing of the sort. If | had arecorder | could proveit to you. No, our conversations
over the last days have been a series of monologues. Y ou tel me what fun you're going to have when
we get to Mars, and | just grunt something. That's because | haven't the heart, or haven't had the
heart, to tell you what a hare-brained scheme you're talking about.”

| think | had findly managed to drive abarb into her. At any rate, she didn't say anything for a
while. She was realizing that she had overextended herself and was counting the spoils before the
battle was won.

"What's hare-brained about it?' she said at last.

"Jug everything.”

"No, comeon, tel me."

"What makesyou think | want adaughter?'

She seemed relieved. "Oh, don't worry about that | won't be any trouble. As soon aswe land,
you can file dissolution papers. | won't contest it. In fact, | can Sign abinding agreement not to contest
anything before you even adopt me. Thisis gtrictly abusiness arrangement, Kiku. Y ou don't haveto
worry about being amother to me. | don't need one. I'll—"

"What makes you think it'sjust abusiness arrangement to me?" | exploded. "Maybe I'm
old-fashioned. Maybe I've got funny ideas. But | won't enter into an adoption of convenience. I've
already had my one child, and | was agood parent. | won't adopt you just to get you to Mars. That's
my find word."

She was studying my face. | think she decided | meant it.

"] can offer you twenty thousand Marks."

| swallowed hard.

"Where did you get that kind of money?"

"I told you I've been soaking the good people of Prosperity. What the hell istherefor meto
spend it on out here? I've been putting it away for an emergency like this. Up againgt an unfedling
Neanderthal with funny idess about right and wrong, who—"

"That's enough of that." I'm ashamed to say that | was tempted. It's unpleasant to find that what
you had thought of as mora scruples suddenly seem not quite so important in the face of astack of
money. But | was helped aong by my backache and the nasty mood it had given me.

"Y ou think you can buy me. Well, I'm not for sdle. | told you, | think it'swrong.”

"Wdl, damn you, Kiku, damn you to hell." She ssomped her foot hard on the ground, and her

tagalong redoubled the gesture. She was going to go on damning me, but we were blasted by an
explosion as her foot hit the ground.



It had been quiet before, as| said. There's no wind, no animas, hardly anything to make a sound
on Venus. But when a sound gets going, watch out. That thick atmosphereis murder. | thought my
head was going to come off. The sound waves battered against our suits, partidly stiffening them. The
only thing that saved us from deafness was the millimeter of low-pressure air between the suit field
and our eardrums. It cushioned the shock enough that we wereleft with just aringing in our ears.

"What wasthat?' | asked.

Ember sat down on the ground. She hung her head, uninterested in anything but her own
disappointment.

"Blast jewd," she said. "Over that way." She pointed, and | could see adull glowing spot about
akilometer off. There were dozens of smaller points of light—infralight—scattered around the spot.

"Y ou mean you st it off just by stomping the ground?”
She shrugged. "They're ungtable. They're full of nitroglycerine, as near as anyone can figure.”
"Well, let's go pick up the pieces.”

"Go ahead." Shewas going limp on me. And she stayed that way, no matter how | cgoled her.
By thetime findly got her on her feet, the glowing spots were gone, cooled off. We'd never find
them now. She wouldn't talk to me aswe continued down into the valey. All the rest of the day we
were accompanied by distant gunshots.

We didn't talk much the next day. Shetried several times to reopen the negotiations, but | made
it clear that my mind was made up. | pointed out to her that | had rented her cycle and services
according to the terms she had set. Absolutely free, she had said, except for consumables, which |
had paid for. There had been no mention of adoption. If there had, | assured her, | would have turned
her down just as| was doing now. Maybe | even believed it.

That was during the short time the morning after our argument when it seemed like she was
having no more to do with thetrip. She just sat therein the tent while | made bregkfast. When it came
time to go, she pouted and said she wasn't going looking for blast jewels, that she'd just as soon stay
right there or turn around.

After | pointed out our verba contract, she reluctantly got up. Shedidn't likeit, but honored her
word.

Hunting blast jewels proved to be abig anticlimax. 1'd had visons of scouring the countryside for
days. Then the exciting moment of finding one. Eurekal 1'd have howled. The redity was nothing like
that. Heré's how you hunt blast jewels. you ssomp down hard on the ground, wait afew seconds, then
move on and stomp again. When you see and hear an explosion, you smply walk to whereit
occurred and pick them up. They're scattered dl over, lit up in the infrared bands from the hest of the
exploson. They might aswell have had neon arrows flashing over them. Big adventure.

When we found one, wed pick it up and pop it into a cooler mounted on our tagalongs. They



areformed by the pressure of the explosion, but certain parts of them are volatile at Venus
temperatures. These dementswill boil out and leave you with agrayish powder in about three hoursiif
you don't cool them down. | don't know why they lasted aslong asthey did. They were considerably
hotter than the air when we picked them up. So | thought they should have melted right off.

Ember said it was the impaction of the crystdline lattice that gave the jewel s the temporary
strength to outlast the temperature. Things behave differently in the temperature and pressure
extremes of Venus. Asthey cooled off, the lattice was weakened and a progressive decay set in.
That'swhy it was important to get them as soon as possible after the explosion to get unflawed gems.

We spent the whole day at that. Eventually we collected about ten kilos of gems, ranging from
peaszeto afew the size of an apple.

| sat beside the campfire and examined them that night: Night by my watch, anyway. Another
thing | was beginning to miss was the twenty-five-hour cycle of night and day. And whilel wasat it,
moons. It would have cheered me up considerably to spot Deimos or Phobos that night. But the sun
just squatted up there in the horizon, moving dowly to the north in preparation for itstrangition to the

morning sky.

Thejewe swere beautiful, I'll say that much for them. They were awine-red color, tinged with
brown. But when the light caught them right, there was no predicting what | might see. Most of the
raw gemswere coated with adull substance that hid their full glory. | experimented with chipping
some of them. What was left behind when | flaked off the patinawas a dippery surface that sparkled
even in candlelight. Ember showed me how to suspend them from a string and strike them. Then they
would ring liketiny bells, and every oncein awhile onewould shed dl itsimperfections and emerge
asaperfect eight-sided equilatera.

| was cooking for myself that day. Ember had cooked from the first, but she no longer seemed
interested in buttering me up.

"l hired on asaguide," she pointed out, with considerable venom. "Webster's defines guide
&—"

"l know what aguideis.

"—and it says nothing about cooking. Will you marry me?"

"No." | wasn't even surprised.

"Same reasons?”

"Yes. | won't enter into an agreement like that lightly. Besides, you're too young."
"Legd ageistweve. I'll be twelvein oneweek."

"That's too young. On Marsyou must be fourteen.”

"What adogmatist. Y ou're not kidding, are you?Isit really fourteen?’



That'stypical of her lack of knowledge of the place she wastrying so hard to get to. | don't
know where she got her ideas about Mars. | findly concluded that she made them up wholein her
daydreams.

We aethemed | prepared in silence, toying with our collection of jewels. | estimate that | had
about athousand Marks worth of uncut stones. And | was getting tired of the Venusian bush. |
figured on spending another day collecting, then heading back for the cycle. It would probably bea
relief for both of us. Ember could start laying traps for the next stupid tourist to reach town, or even
head for Venusburg and try in earnest.

When | thought of that, | wondered why she was il out here. If she had the money to pay the
tremendous bribe she had offered me, why wasn't she in town where the tourists were as thick as
flies?1 was going to ask her that. But she came up to me and sat down very close.

"Would you like to make love?' she asked.
I'd had about enough inducements. | snorted, got up, and walked through thewall of the tent.

Onceoutside, | regretted it. My back was hurting something terrible, and | belatedly redized
that my inflatable mattresswould not go through the wall of thetent. If | got it through somehow, it
would only burn up. But | couldn't back out after walking out; I'm likethat. | felt committed. Maybe|
couldn't think straight because of the backache; | don't know. Anyway, | picked out a soft-looking
spot of ground and lay down.

| can't say it wasdll that soft.

| came awake in the haze of pain. | knew, without trying, thet if | moved I'd get aknifein my
back. Naturaly | wasn't anxiousto try.

My arm was lying on something soft. | moved my head—confirming my suspicions about the
knife—and saw that it was Ember. She was adeep, lying on her back. Malibu was curled up in her
am.

Shewas asilver-plated doll, with her mouth open and alook of relaxed vulnerability on her face.
| felt asmile growing on my lips, just like the ones she had coaxed out of me back in Prosperity. |
wondered why |'d been treating her so badly. At least it seemed to me that morning that 1'd been
treating her badly. Sure, shed used me and tricked me and seemed to want to use me again. But what
had she hurt? Who was suffering for it? 1 couldn't think of anyone at the moment. | resolved to
apologize to her when she woke up and try to start over again. Maybe we could even reach some
sort of accommodation on this adoption j business.

Andwhilel was at it, maybe | could unbend enough to ask her to take alook at my back. |
hadn't even mentioned it to her, probably for fear of getting deeper in her debt. | was sure she
wouldn't have taken payment for it in cash. She preferred flesh.

| was about to awaken her, but | happened to glance on my other sde. There was something
there. | dmost didn't recognizeit for what it was.



It was three meters away, growing from the cleft of two rocks. It was globular, haf ameter
across, and glowing adull-reddish color. It looked like a soft gelatin.

It wasablast jewel, before the blast.

| was afraid to talk, then remembered that talking would not affect the atmosphere around me
and could not set off the explosion. | had aradio transmitter in my throat and areceiver in my ear.
That's how you talk on Venus; you subvocalize and people can hear you.

Moving very carefully, | reached over and gently touched Ember on the shoulder.

She came awake quietly, stretched, and started to get up.

"Don't move," | said, in what | hoped was awhisper. It's hard to do when you're subvocalizing,
but | wanted to impress on her that something was wrong.

She camedert, but didn't move.

"Look over to your right. Move very dowly. Don't scrape against the ground or anything. | don't
know what to do."

She looked, said nothing.

"You're not done, Kiku," shefinaly whispered. "Thisisone | never heard of."

"How did it happen?

"It must have formed during the night. No one knows much about how they form or how long it
takes. No on€e's ever been closer than about five hundred metersto one. They always explode before
you can get that close. Even the vibrations from the prop of acycle will set them off before you can
get close enough to see them.”

"So what do we do?"

Shelooked at me. It's hard to read expressions on areflective face, but | think she was scared. |
know | was.

"I'dsay Sttight.”

"How dangerousisthis?'

"Brother, | don't know. There's going to, be quite a bang when that monster goes off. Our suits
will protect usfrom most of it. But it'sgoing to lift us and accelerate us very fast. That kind of sharp
accel eration can mess up your inddes. I'd say aconcussion at the very least”

| gulped. "Then—"

"Judt gt tight. I'm thinking."



Sowas|. | was frozen there with a hot knife somewhere in my back. | knew rd have to squirm
ometime.

The damn thing was moving.

| blinked, afraid to rub my eyes, and looked again No, it wasn't. Not on the outside anyway. It
was more like the movement you can seeinsde aliving cell benesth amicroscope. Interna flows,
exchanges of fluidsfrom hereto there. | watched it and was hypnotized.

There were worldsin the jewel. There was ancient Barsoom of my childhood fairy taes; there
was Middle Earth with brooding castles and sentient forests. The jewel was awindow into something
unimaginable, a place where there were no questions and no emotions but avast awareness. It was
dark and wet without menace. It was growing, and yet complete asit came into being. It was bigger
than thisball of hot mud called Venus and had its roots down in the core of the planet. Therewasno
corner of the universethat it did not reach.

It was aware of me. | felt it touch me and felt no surprise. It examined mein passing but was
totally uninterested. | posed no questionsfor it, whatever it was. It dready knew me and had always
known me.

| felt an overpowering attraction. The thing was exerting no influence on me; the attraction wasa
yearning within me. | was reaching for acompletion that the jewel possessed and | knew | could
never have. Life would aways be a series. of mysteries for me. For the jewel, there was nothing but
awareness. Awareness of everything.

| wrenched my eyes away at the last possible ingtant. | was covered in swest, and | knew I'd
look back in amoment. It was the most beautiful thing | will ever see.

"Kiku, ligen to me."

"What?' | remembered Ember asfrom ahuge distance.
"Ligten. Wake up. Don't look at that thing."

"Ember, do you see anything? Do you fed something?”

"| see something. I... | don't want to talk about it. | can't talk about it. Wake up, Kiku, and don't
look back."

| felt like | wasaready apillar of sdt; so why not look back? 1 knew that my life would never be
quite like what it had been. It was like some sort of involuntary religious conversion, asif dl of a
sudden | knew what the universe wasfor. The universe was abeautiful silk-lined box for the display
of thejewe | had just beheld.

"Kiku, that thing should aready have gone off. We shouldn't be here. | moved when | woke up.
| tried to sneak up on one before and got five hundred meters away fromiit. | set my foot down soft
enough to walk on water, and it blew. So thisthing can't be here.”

"That'snice," | said. "How do we cope with the fact that it is here?’



"All right, dl right, it ishere. But it must not befinished. It must not have enough nitro in it yet to
blow up. Maybe we can get away."

| looked back at it, then away again. It was like my eyeswere welded to it with eastic bands;
they'd stretch enough to let me turn away, but they kept pulling me back.

"I'm not sure | want to."

"1 know," she whispered. "I... hold on, don't look back. We have to get away."

"Ligen,” | said, looking at her with an act of will. "Maybe one of us can get away. Maybe both.
But it's more important that you not be injured. If I'm hurt, you can maybe fix me up. If you're hurt,
you'l probably die, and if we're both hurt, we're dead.”

"Yegh. S07'

"0, I'm the closest to the jewe. Y ou can start backing away fromit first, and I'll follow you. I'll
shield you from theworst of the blast, if it goes off. How does that sound?”

"Not too good." But she thought it over and could see no flawsin my reasoning. | think she
didn't relish being the protected instead of the heroine. Childish, but natural. She proved her maturity
by bowing to theinevitable.

"All right. I'll try to get ten metersfromit. I'll let you know when I'm there, and you can move
back. | think we can surviveit a ten meters.”

"Twerty."

"But... oh, dl right. Twenty. Good luck, Kiku. I think | loveyou." She paused. "Uh, Kiku?'
"What isit?Y ou should get moving. We don't know how long it'll stay stable.”

"All right. But | haveto say this. My offer last night, the one that got you so angry?"
"Yesh?'

"Well, it wasn't meant as a bribe. | mean, like the twenty thousand Marks. | just... well, | don't
know much about that yet. | guessit wasthe wrong time?”

"Y eah, but don't worry about it. Just get moving."

Shedid, acentimeter at atime. It was lucky that neither of us had to worry about holding our
breath | think the tenson would have been unbearable.

And | looked back. | couldn't hep it. | wasin the sanctuary of acosmic church when | heard
her calling me. | don't know what sort of power she used to reach me where | was. She was crying.

"Kiku, please ligen to me."



"Huh? Oh, what isit?"

She sobbed inrelief. "Oh, Chrigt, I've been caling you for an hour. Please come on. Over here.
I'm back far enough.”

My head wasfoggy. "Oh, Ember, theré's no hurry | want to look at it just another minute. Hang
on."

"Nol! If you don't start moving right thisminute, I'm coming back and I'll drag you out.”

"Y ou can't do—Oh. All right, I'm coming.” | looked over & her Stting on her knees. Maibu was
besde her. Thelittle otter was staring in my direction. | looked at her and took adiding step, scuttling
on my back. My back was not something to think about.

| got two meters back, then three. | had to stop to rest. | looked at the jewel, then back at
Ember. It was hard to tell which drew me the strongest. | must have reached a balance point. | could
have gone ether way.

Then asmall slver streak came a me, running asfast asit could go. It reached me and dived
across.

"Malibu!™ Ember screamed. | turned. The otter seemed happier than | ever saw him, evenin
thewaterdide in town. He legped, right at the jewd!....

Regaining consciousnesswas avery gradua business. There was no dividing line between
different states of awarenessfor two reasons: | was deaf, and | was blind. So | cannot say when |
went from dreams to redlity; the blend was too uniform, there wasn't enough change to notice.

| don't remember learning that | was deaf and blind. | don't remember learning the hand-spelling
language that Ember talked to me with. Thefirst rational moment that | can recal as such waswhen
Ember wastelling me her plansto get back to Prosperity.

| told her to do whatever shefelt best, that she wasin complete control. | was desolated to
redizethat | was not where | had thought | was. My dreams had been of Barsoom. | thought | had
become ablast jewel and had been waiting in a sort of detached ecstasy for the moment of explosion.

She operated on my left eye and managed to restore some vision. | could seethingsthat werea
meter from my face, hazily. Everything else was shadows. At least shewas able to writethingson
sheets of paper and hold them up for meto see. It made things quicker. | learned that she was desf,
too. And Malibu was dead. Or might be. She had put him in the cooler and thought she might be able
to patch him up when she got back. If not, she could aways make another otter.

| told her about my back. She was shocked to hear that—I had hurt it on the dide down the
mountain, but she had sense enough not to scold me about it. It was short work to fix it up. Nothing
but a bruised disc, shetold me.

It would be tediousto describe al of our trip back. It was difficult, because neither of us knew



much about blindness. But | was able to adjust pretty quickly.

Being led by the hand was easy enough, and | sumbled only rardly after the first day. Onthe
second day we scaed the mountains, and my tagalong malfunctioned. Ember discarded it and we
traded off with hers. We could only do it when | was Sitting till, as hers was made for amuch shorter
person. If | tried to walk with it, it quickly fell behind and jerked me off balance.

Then it was amatter of being set on the cycle and pedding. There was nothing to do but pedd. |
missed the talking we did on the way out. | missed the blast jewd . | wondered if I'd ever adjust to life
without it.

But the memory had faded when we arrived back a Progperity. | don't think the human mind
can redly contain something of that magnitude. It was dipping away from me by the hour, likea
dream fades away in the morning. | found it hard to remember what it was that was so great about the
experience. Tothisday, | can't redly tell about it except inriddles. I'm left with shadows. | fed like an
earthworm who has been shown a sunset and has no place to store the memory.

Back in town it was asmple matter for Ember to restore our hearing. Shejust didn't happen to
be carrying any spare eardrumsin her first-aid kit.

"It was an oversght,” shetold me. "L ooking back, it ssems obvious that the most likely injury
from ablast jewel would be burst eardrums. | just didn't think."

"Don't worry about it. Y ou did beautifully.”
Shegrinned at me. "Yes, | did, didn't I?*

Thevison wasalarger problem. She didn't have any spare eyes and no onein town waswilling
to sell one of theirsat any price. She gave me one of hers as atemporary measure. She kept her
infragye and took to wearing an eye patch over the other. It made her look bloodthirsty. Shetold me
to buy another a Venusburg, as our blood types weren't much of amatch. My body would rgect it in
about three weeks,

The day came for the weekly departure of the blimp to Last Chance. We were sitting in her
workshop, facing each other with our legs crossed and the pile of blast jewel s between us.

They looked awful. Oh, they hadn't changed. We had even polished them up until they sparkled
three times as much asthey had back in thefirdight of our tent. But now we could see them for the
rotten, yellowed, broken fragments of bone that they were. We had told no one what we had seen
out in the Fahrenheit Desert. There was no way to check on it, and al our experience had been purely
subjective. Nothing that would stand up in alaboratory. We were the only oneswho knew their true
nature. Probably we would aways remain the only ones. What could wetell anyone?

"What do you think will happen?' | asked.
Shelooked at me keenly. "I think you already know that.”

"Yeah." Whatever they were, however they survived and reproduced, the one fact we knew for
surewas that they couldn't survive within ahundred kilometers of acity. Once there had been blast



jewesin the very spot where we were sitting. And humans do expand. Once again, we would not
know what we were destroying.

| couldn't keep the jewes. | felt likeaghoul. | tried to give them to Ember, but she wouldn't
have them either.

"Shouldn't we tdll someone?' Ember asked.

"Sure. Tell anyone you want. Don't expect peopleto start tiptoeing until you can prove
something to them. Maybe not even then.”

"Well, it lookslike I'm going to spend afew more yearstiptoeing. | find | just can't bring myself
to ssomp on the ground.”

| was puzzled. "Why? Y ou'll be on Mars. | don't think the vibrationswill travel that far."
She dared a me, "What'sthis?'

Therewasabrief confusion; then | found myself apologizing profusdy to her, and shewas
laughing and telling me what adirty rat | was, then taking it back and saying | could play that kind of
trick on her any time | wanted.

It was amisunderstanding. | honestly thought | had told her about my change of heart whilel
was deaf and blind. It must have been a dream, because she hadn't gotten it and had assumed the
answer was a permanent no. She had said nothing about adoption since the explosion.

"1 couldn't bring mysdlf to pester you about it any more, after what you did for me," she said,
breethlesswith excitement. "I owe you alot, maybe my life. And | used you badly when you first got
here

| denied it, and told her | had thought she was not talking about it because she thought it wasin
the bag.

"When did you change your mind?" she asked.

| thought back. "At first | thought it was while you were caring for me when | was so helpless.
Now | can recal when it was. It was shortly after | walked out of the tent for that last night on the
ground."

She couldn't find anything to say about that. She just beamed at me. | began to wonder what
sort of papers |1'd be signing when we got to Venusburg: adoption, or marriage contract.

| didn't worry about it. It's uncertainties like that which make life interesting. We got up together,
leaving the pile of jewe s on the floor. Waking softly, we hurried out to catch the blimp.

Gotta Sing, Gotta Dance



Sailing in toward arendezvous with Janus, Barnum and Bailey encountered a giant, pulsing quarter
note. The ssem was agood five kilometerstal. The noteitself was akilometer in diameter, and
glowed afaint turquoise. It turned ponderoudy on its axis asthey approached it.

"Thismust bethe place” Barnum said to Bailey.

"Janus gpproach control to Barnum and Bailey," came avoice from the void. ™Y ou will
encounter the dragline on the next revolution. Y ou should be seeing the visua indicator in afew
minutes”

Barnum looked down at the dowly turning irregular ball of rock and ice that was Janus,
innermost satellite of Saturn. Something was coming up behind the curve of the horizon. It didn't take
long for enough of it to become visible so they could see what it was. Barnum had a good laugh.

"Isthat yours, or theirs?' he asked Baliley.
Bailey sniffed. "Thers. Just how silly do you think | am?’

The object risng behind the curve of the satellite was a butterfly net, ten kilometerstall. It had a
long, fluttering net trailing from a gigantic hoop. Bailey sniffed again, but applied the necessary vectors
to pogition them for being swooped up in the preposterous thing.

"Comeon, Balley," Barnum chided. "Y ou're just jedl ous because you didn't think of it first."
"Maybe s0," the symb conceded. "Anyway, hold onto your hat, thisislikely to be quite ajerk.”

Theillusonwas carried asfar aswas practica, but Barnum noticed that thefirgt tug of
deceleration started sooner than one would expect if the transparent net was more than anillusion.
Theforce built up gradualy asthe eectromagnetic field clutched at the metal belt he had strapped
around hiswaigt. It lasted for about aminute. When it had trailed off, Janus no longer appeared to
rotate beneath them. It was coming closer.

"Ligentothis" Balley sad. Barnum's head wasfilled with music. It was bouncy, featuring the
reedy, flatulent, yet engaging tones of a bass saxophone in ahonky-tonk tune that neither of them
could identify. They shifted position and could just make out the location of Pearly Gates, the only
human settlement on Janus. It was easy to find because of the weaving, floating musica staffs that
extruded themselves from the spot like parallel strands of spider web.

The people who ran Pearly Gates were abarrel of laughs. All the actual structures that made up
the above-ground parts of the settlement were disguised behind whimsica holographic projections.
The whole place |ooked like a cross between a child's candy-land nightmare and an early Walt
Disney cartoon.

Dominating the town was agiant calliope with pipes athousand meterstall. There were fifteen of
them, and they were dl bouncing and swaying in time to the saxophone music. They would squat
down asif taking adeep breath, then stand up again, emitting a colored smoke ring. The buildings,
which Barnum knew were actudly functiond, uninteresting hemispheres, appeared to be square
houses with flower boxesin the windows and cartoon eyes peering out the doors. They trembled and
jigged asif they were made of jdlo.



"Dont you think it'satrifle overdone?"' Bailey asked.
"Depends on what you like. It'skind of cute, in its own gaudy way."

They drifted in through the spaghetti maze of lines, bars, Sixteenth notes, rests, smoke rings, and
blaring music. They plowed through an insubstantia eighth-note run, and Bailey killed their remaining
velocity with the jets. They lighted softly in the barely perceptible gravity and made their way to one of
the grinning buildings.

Coming up to the entrance of the building had been quite an experience. Barnum had reached
for abutton marked LOCK CY CLE and it had dodged out of hisway, then turned into atiny face,
leering at him. Practical joke. Thelock had opened anyway, actuated by his presence. Insde, Pearly
Gates was not so flamboyant. The corridors looked decently like corridors, and the floors were solid
and gray.

"I'd watch out, dl the same." Bailey advised, darkly. "These people are red self-panickers. Their
ideaof agood laugh might beto dig aholein thefloor and cover it with aholo. Watch your step.”

"Aw, don't be such asoreloser. Y ou could spot something like that, couldn't you?”

Bailey didn't answer, and Barnum didn't pursueit. He knew the source of the symb's uneasiness
and didike of the station on Janus. Bailey wanted to get their business over as soon as possible and
get back to the Ring, where he felt needed. Here, in acorridor filled with oxygen, Bailey was
physicaly usdess.

Bailey'sfunction in the symbiotic team of Barnum and Bailey wasto provide an environment of
food, oxygen, and water for the human, Barnum. Conversaly, Barnum provided food, carbon dioxide,
and water for Bailey. Barnum was ahuman, physicaly unremarkable except for asurgica ateration of
his knees that made them bend outward rather than forward, and the oversized hands, called peds,
that grew out of his ankleswhere hisfeet used to be. Bailey, on the other hand, was nothing like a
hurmen.

Strictly spesking, Bailey was not even ahe. Bailey was a plant, and Barnum thought of himasa
male only because the voice in Barnum's head—Bailey's only means of communication—sounded
measculine. Bailey had no shape of hisown. He existed by containing Barnum and taking on part of his
shape. He extended into Barnum's alimentary cana, in the mouth and al the way through to emerge at
the anus, threading him like aneedle. Together, the team looked like ahuman in afeatureless
spacesuit, with abulbous heed, atight waist, and swollen hips. A ridiculoudy exaggerated female, if
youwish.

"Y ou might aswell sart breething again,” Balley said.

"What for? | will when | need to talk to someone who's not paired with asymb. In the
meantime, why bother?'

"| just thought you'd liketo get used to it."



"Oh, very well. If you think it's necessary."

So Bailey gradudly withdrew the parts of him that filled Barnum'slungs and throat, freeing his
speech gpparatus to do what it hadn't done for over ten years. Barnum coughed asthe air flowed into
histhroat. It was cold! Well, it felt likeit, though it was actudly at the standard seventy-two degrees.
Hewas unused to it. His digphragm gave one shudder then took over the chore of breathing asif his
medulla had never been disconnected.

"There" he said doud, surprised a how his voice sounded. " Satisfied?”

"It never hurtsto do alittle testing.”

"Let'sget thisout in the open, shal we? | didn't want to come here any more than you did, but
you know we had to. Are you going to give me trouble about it until we leave? Were supposed to be
ateam, remember?’

Therewasasigh from his partner.

"I'm sorry, but that's just it. We are supposed to be ateam, and out in the Ring we are. Neither
of usisanything without the other. Here I'm just something you haveto carry around. | can't walk, |
can't talk; I'm revealed as the vegetable that | am."

Barnum was accustomed to the symb's periodic attacks of insecurity. In the Ring they never
amounted to much. But when they entered agravitationd field Bailey was reminded of how ineffectua

abeing hewas.

"Here you can breathe on your own," Bailey went on. ™Y ou could see on your owniif |
uncovered your eyes. By theway, do you—"

"Dont be slly. Why should | use my own eyes when you can give me abetter picture than |
could on my own?'

"In the Ring, that'strue. But here al my extrasenses are just excess mass. What good isan
adjusted velocity display to you here, where the farthest thing | can senseis twenty meters off, and
dationary?'

"Listen, you. Do you want to turn around and march back out that lock? We can. I'll do it if this
Isgoing to be such atraumafor you."

Therewas along slence, and Barnum was flooded with awarm, gpol ogetic sensation that |eft
him wesek at his splayed-out knees.

"There'sno need to gpologize," he went on in amore sympathetic tone. "I understand you. This
isjust something we haveto do together, like everything e se, the good aong with the bad.”

"l loveyou, Barnum.”

"Andyou, Slly."



The sign on the door read:

TYMPANI & RAGTIME
TINPANALLEYCATS

Barnum and Bailey hesitated outside the door.

"What are you supposed to do, knock?' Barnum asked out loud. "It's been so long I've
forgotten how."

"Judt fold your fingersinto afist and—"

"Not that." He laughed, dispelling his momentary nervousness. " I've forgotten the politenesses of
human society. Well, they doitin al thetapes| ever saw." He knocked on the door and it opened by
itself on the second rap.

There was aman sitting behind a desk with hisbare feet propped up on it. Barnum had been
prepared for the shock of seeing another human, one who was not enclosed in asymb, for he had
encountered severa of them on the way to the offices of Tympani and Ragtime. But he was il
reding from the unfamiliarity of it. The man seemed to redize it and slently gestured him to achair. He
sat downinit, thinking that in the low gravity it redly wasn't necessary. But somehow he was grateful.
Theman didn't say anything for along while, giving Barnum time to settle down and arrange his
thoughts. Barnum spent the time looking the man over carefully.

Severd things were apparent about him; most blatantly, he was not a fashionable man. Shoes
had been virtudly extinct for over a century for the smple reason that there was nothing to walk on
but padded floors. However, current fashion decreed that Shoes Are Worn.

The man was young-looking, having halted his growth at around twenty years. He was dressed
in aholo suit, agenerated illusion of flowing color that refused to stay in one pot or take on adefinite
form. Under the suit he might well have been nude, but Barnum couldn't tell.

"Y ou're Barnum and Bailey, right?" the man said.

"Yes. And you're Tympani?"

"Ragtime. Tympani will be herelater. I'm pleased to meet you. Have any trouble on the way
down?Thisisyour firg vigt, | think you sad.”

"Yes, itis. Notrouble. And thank you, incidentdly, for theferry fee."

Hewaved it away. "Don't concern yoursdf. It'sdl in the overhead. We're taking a chance that
you'll be good enough to repay that many times over. We're right enough times that we don't lose
money on it. Most of your people out there can't afford being landed on Janus, and then where would
we be? Wed have to go out to you. Cheaper thisway."



"l supposeit is" Hewas slent again. He noticed that his throat was beginning to get sore with
the unaccustomed effort of talking. No sooner had the thought been formed than hefdlt Bailey gointo
action. Theinternd tendril that had been withdrawn flicked up out of his stomach and lubricated his
larynx. The pain died away asthe nerve endings were suppressed. It'sdl in your head, anyway, he
told himsdf.

"Who recommended usto you?' Ragtime said.

"Who... oh, it was... who wasiit, Bailey?' He realized too late that he had spoken it dloud. He
hadn't wanted to, he had avague feding that it might be impolite to speak to his symb that way.
Rag-time wouldn't hear the answer, of course.

"It was Antigone," Bailey supplied.

"Thanks" Barnum said, sllently thistime. "A man named Antigone," hetold Ragtime.
The man made anote of that, and looked up again, smiling.

"Well now. What isit you wanted to show us?"

Barnum was about to describe their work to Ragtime when the door burst open and awoman
saledin. Shesaledintheliterd sense, banking off the doorjamb, grabbing at the door with her |eft
ped and damming it shut in one smooth mation, then spinning in the air to kissthe floor with the tips of
her fingers, using them to dow her speed until she was stopped in front of the desk, leaning over it and
talking excitedly to Ragtime. Barnum was surprised that she had pedsinstead of feet; he had thought
that no one used them in Pearly Gates. They made walking awkward. But she didn't seem interested
inwalking.

"Wait till you hear what Myers has done now!" she said, dmogt levitating in her enthusiasm. Her
ped-fingers worked in the carpet as she talked. "He realigned the sensorsin the right anterior ganglia,
and you won't believe what it doesto the—"

"Wehave adient, Tympani."

She turned and saw the symb-human pair sitting behind her. She put her hand to her mouth asiif
to hush hersdlf, but she was smiling behind it. She moved over to them (it couldn't be caled walking in
the low gravity; she seemed to accomplish it by perching on two fingers of each of her pedsand
walking on them, which madeit look like she was floating). She reached them and extended her hand.

She was wearing aholo suit like Ragtime's but instead of wearing the projector around her
waist, ashedid, she had it mounted on aring. When she extended her hand, the holo generator had
to compensate by weaving larger and thinner webs of light around her body. It looked like an
exploson of pastels, and left her body barely covered. What Barnum saw could have been agirl of
gxteen: lanky, thin hips and breasts, and two blonde braids that reached to her waist. But her
movements belied that. There was no adolescent awkwardness there,

"I'm Tympani," she said, taking his hand. Bailey was taken by surprise and didn't know whether
to bare hishand or not. So what she grasped was Barnum's hand covered by the three-centimeter
padding of Bailey. She didn't seem to mind.



"Y ou must be Barnum and Bailey. Do you know who the origina Barnum and Bailey were?!
"Y es, they're the people who built your big caliope outside.”

Shelaughed. "The place is akind of acircus, until you get used to it. Rag tells me you have
somethingto sal us”

"l hope s0."

"Y ou've cometo the right place. Rag's the business side of the company; I'm the talent. So I'm
the oneyou'll be sdlling to. | don't suppose you have anything written down?"

He made awry face, then remembered she couldn't see anything but ablank stretch of green
with aholefor hismouth. It took some timeto get used to dedling with people again.

"| don't even know how to read music.”

She sighed, but didn't seem unhappy. "l figured as much. So few of you Ringersdo. Honestly, if
| could ever figure out what it isthat turnsyou peopleinto artists | could get rich.”

"The only way to do that isto go out in the Ring and seefor yoursdlf.”

"Right," shesaid, alittle embarrassed. Shelooked away from the misshapen thing Stting in the
chair. The only way to discover the magic of alifein the Ring wasto go out there, and the only way to
do that was to adopt a symb. Forever give up your individuaity and become apart of ateam. Not
many people could do that.

"We might aswell get started,” she said, slanding and patting her thighsto cover her
nervousness. " The practice room is through that door."

Hefollowed her into adimly lit room that seemed to be half-buried in paper. He hadn't realized
that any business could require so much paper. Their policy seemed to be to stack it up and when the
stack got too high and tumbled into alanddide, to kick it back into acorner. Sheets of music
crunched under his peds as he followed her to the corner of the room where the synthesizer keyboard
stood beneath alamp. The rest of the room was in shadows, but the keys gleamed brightly in their
ancient array of black and white.

Tympani took off her ring and sat at the keyboard. "The damn holo getsin my way," she
explained. "1 can't seethe keys." Barnum noticed for the first time that there was another keyboard on
the floor, down in the shadows, and her peds were poised over it. He wondered if that wasthe only
reason she wore them. Having seen her walk, he doubted it.

She st il for amoment, then looked over to him expectantly.

"Tdl meabout it," shesaid inawhisper.

He didn't know what to say.

"Tdl you about it? Just tell you?"



She laughed and relaxed again, handsin her lap.

"l waskidding. But we have to get the music out of your head and onto that tape some way.
How would you prefer? | heard that a Beethoven symphony was once written out in English, each
chord and run described in detall. | can't imagine why anyone would want to, but someone did. It
made quite athick book. We can do it that way. Or surely you can think of another." He was silent.
Until she sat at the keyboard, he hadn't redlly thought about that part of it. He knew hismusic, knew it
to the last hemi-semi-demi-quaver. How to get it out?

"What'sthefirst note?' she prompted.

Hewas ashamed again. "l don't even know the names of the notes,”" he confessed.

Shewasnot surprised. "Singit."

"l... I'venever triedto sing it."

"Try now." Shesat up straight, looking a him with afriendly smile, not coaxing, but encouraging.

"l can hear it," he said, desperately. "Every note, every dissonance—isthat the right word?"

Shegrinned. "It's a right word, but | don't know if you know what it means. It'sthe quality of
sound produced when the vibrations don't mesh harmonioudy: dis-chord, it doesn't produce a
sonically pleasing chord. Likethis," and she pressed two keys close together, tried severa others,
then played with the knobs mounted over the keyboard until the two notes were only afew vibrations
gpart and wavered snuoudy. "They don't automatically please the ear, but in the right context they
can make you St up and take notice. Isyour music discordant?’

"Some places. Isthat bad?”

"Not at dl. Used right, it's... well, not pleasing exactly..." She spread her arms helplesdly.
"Taking about music isapretty frustrating business, at best. Singing's much friendlier. Areyou going
to sing for me, love, or must | try to wade through your descriptions?”

Hegtantly, he sang thefirgt three notes of his piece, knowing that they sounded nothing like the
orchestrathat crashed through his head, but desperate to try something. Shetook it up, playing the
three unmodul ated tones on the synthesizer: three pure sounds that were pretty, but lifeless and
light-years away from what he wanted.

"No, no, it hasto bericher."

"All right, I'll play what | think of asricher, and well seeif we spesk the same language.” She
turned some knobs and played the three notes again, thistime giving them the modulations of astring
bass.

"That'scloser. But it's ill not there."

"Don't despair,” she said, waving her hand at the bank of dias before her. "Each of these will
produce adifferent effect, sngly or in combination. I'm reliably informed that the permutations are



infinite. So somewhere in there welll find your tune. Now. Which way should we go; thisway, or
this?"

Twisgting the knob she touched in one direction made the sound becomettinnier; the other,
brassier, with ahint of trumpets.

He sat up. That was getting closer till, but it lacked the richness of the soundsin hisbrain. He
had her turn the knob back and forth, finally settled on the place that most nearly approached his
phantom tune. She tried another knob, and the result was an even closer approach. But it lacked
something.

Getting more and more involved, Barnum found himsdf standing over her shoulder as shetried
another knob. That was closer ill, but...

Feverishly, he sat beside her on the bench and reached out for the knob. He tuned it carefully,
then realized what he had done.

"Do you mind?" he asked. "It's S0 much easier stting here and turning them mysdif.”

She dapped him on the shoulder. ™Y ou dope,” she laughed, "I've been trying to get you over
here for the last fifteen minutes. Do you think | could redly do thisby myself? That Beethoven story
wasalie"

"What will we do, then?"

"What you'll do isfiddle with this machine, with me hereto help you and tell you how to get
what you want. When you get it right, I'll play it for you. Believe me, I've done thistoo many timesto
think you could St over there and describeit to me. Now sing!”

He sang. Eight hourslater Ragtime came quietly into the room and put a plate of sandwichesand
apot of coffee on the table besde them. Barnum was till snging, and the synthesizer was singing
adongwith him.

Barnum came swimming out of his cregtive fog, aware that something was hovering in hisfield of
vison, interfering with hisview of the keyboard. Something white and steaming, at the end of along...

It was a coffee cup, held in Tympani's hand. He looked at her face and she tactfully said nothing.

Whileworking a the synthesizer, Barnum and Bailey had virtualy fused into asinglebeing. That
was appropriate, since the music Barnum was trying to sell wasthe product of their joint mind. It
belonged to both of them. Now he wrenched himsdlf away from his partner, far enough away that
talking to him became allittle more than talking to himsdlf.

"How about it, Bailey? Should we have some?*

"I don't see why not I've had to expend quite a bit of water vapor to keep you cool in this place.
It could stand replenishing.”



"Listen, why don't you roll back from my hands? It would make it easier to handle those
contrals, give me finer manipulation, see? Besides, I'm not sureif it's polite to shake hands with her
without actualy touching flesh.”

Bailey said nothing, but hisfluid body drew back quickly from Barnum's hands. Barnum reached
out and took the offered cup, starting at the unfamiliar sensation of heat in his own nerve endings.
Tympani was unaware of the discussion; it had taken only asecond.

The sensation was explosive when it went down histhroat. He gasped, and Tympani looked
worried.

"Takeit easy there, friend. Y ou've got to get your nerves back in shape for something as hot as
that." Shetook acareful sip and turned back to the keyboard. Barnum set his cup down and joined
her. But it seemed like time for arecess and he couldn't get back into the music. She recognized this
and relaxed, taking asandwich and egting it asif she were starving.

"Sheisgarving, you dope,” Bailey said. "Or at least very hungry. She hasn't had anything to eat
for eight hours, and she doesn't have a symb recycling her wastes into food and dripping it into her
vens. So she gets hungry. Remember?'

"l remember. I'd forgotten.” He looked at the pile of sandwiches. "1 wonder what it would fed
like to eet one of those?'

"Likethis"" Barnum's mouth was flooded with the taste of atuna salad sandwich onwhole
whegt. Bailey produced thistrick, likeal hisothers, by direct stimulation of the sensorium. With no
trouble at dl he could produce completely new sensations smply by shorting one sector of Barnum's
brain into another. If Barnum wanted to know what the taste of atuna sandwich sounded like, Bailey
could let him hear.

"All right. And | won't protest that | didn't fed the bite of it against my teeth, because | know
you can produce that, too. And dl the sensations of chewing and swallowing it, and much more
besides. Still," and histhoughtstook on atone that Bailey wasn't sure heliked, "I wonder if it would
be the polite thing to eat one of them?"

"What'sal thispoliteness dl of asudden?' Bailey exploded. "Eat it if you like, but I'll never
know why. Be acarnivorous anima and seeif | care”

"Temper, temper,” Barnum chided, with tendernessin hisvoice. " Settle down, chum. I'm not
going anywhere without you. But we have to get long with these people. I'm just trying to be
diplomatic."

"Ed it, then,” Bailey sghed. "Y oull ruin my ecology schedulesfor months—what'll 1 do with all
that extra protein?—but why should you care about that?*

Barnum laughed silently. He knew that Bailey could do anything he liked withit: ingest it, refine
it, burn it, or amply contain it and expe it a the first opportunity. He reached for a sandwich and felt
the thick substance of Bailey's skin draw back from hisface as heraised it to his mouth.

He had expected a brighter light, but he shouldn't have. He was using his own retinas to see with



for thefirg timein years, but it was no different from the cortex-induced pictures Bailey had shown
himdl that time.

"You have aniceface," Tympani said, around amouthful of sandwich. "I thought you would
have. Y ou painted avery nice picture of yoursdf."

"I did?' Barnum asked, intrigued. "What do you mean?"

"Your music. It reflectsyou. Oh, | don't see everything in your eyesthat | saw inthe music, but |
never do. Therest of itisBailey, your friend. And | can't read his expression.”

"No, | guessyou couldn't. But can you tell anything about him?"

She thought about it, then turned to the keyboard. She picked out atheme they had worried out
afew hoursbefore, played it alittle faster and with subtle dterationsin the tonality. It was ahappy
fragment, with ahint of something just out of reach.

"Thet's Bailey. HE'sworried about something. If experienceisany guide, it'sbeing here at Pearly
Gates. Symbs don't like to come here, or anywhere there's gravity. It makes them feel not needed.”

"Hear that?' he asked his silent partner.

"Umm.”

"Andthat'sso slly," shewent on. "I don't know about it firsthand, obvioudy, but I've met and
talked to alot of pairs. Asfar as| can see, the bond between ahuman and asymbis... well, it makes
amother cat dying to defend her kittens seem like a case of casud affection. | guessyou know that
better than | could ever say, though.”

"You stated it well," he said.

Bailey made agrudging sign of approva, amenta sheepish grin. " She's outpointed me,
mest-eater. I'll shut up and let you two talk without meintruding my basslessinsecurities.”

"You relaxed him," Barnum told her, happily. ™Y ou've even got him making jokes about himsaif.
That's no smal accomplishment, because he takes himsdlf pretty serioudy.”

"That'snot fair, | can't defend mysdlf.”

"] thought you were going to be quiet?'

Thework proceeded smoothly, though it was running longer than Bailey would have liked. After
three days of transcribing, the music was beginning to take shape. A time came when Tympani could
press a button and have the machine play it back: it was much more than the skeletal outline they had
evolved on thefirst day but till needed finishing touches.

"How about 'Contrapunctual Cantata?' Tympani asked.



"What?'

"For atitle. It hasto have atitle. I've been thinking about it, and coined that word. It fits,
because the piece isvery metrical in construction: tight, on time, on the beet. Yet it hasastrong
counterpoint in the woodwinds.”

"That's the reedy sections, right?'

"Yes. What do you think?'

"Bailey wantsto know what a cantatais.”

Tympani shrugged her shoulders, but looked guilty. "Totel you thetruth, | stuck that in for
dliteration. Maybe asasdling point. Actualy, acantatais sung, and you don't have anything like
voicesinthis. Y ou sure you couldn't work somein?

Barnum considered it. "No."

"It'syour decision, of course." She seemed about to say something else but decided againgt it.

"Look, | don't caretoo much about thetitle" Barnum said. "Will it help you to el it, naming it
thet?"

"Might."
"Then do asyou please.”

"Thanks. I've got Rag working on some preliminary publicity. We both think this has
possibilities. Heliked thetitle, and he's pretty good at knowing what will sdll. He likes the piece, too.”

"How much longer before well haveit ready?"
"Not too long. Two more days. Areyou getting tired of it?"
"A little. I'd like to get back to the Ring. So would Bailey."

Shefrowned at him, pouting her lower lip. "That means | won't be seeing you for ten years. This
sure can be adow business. It takesforever to develop new talent.”

"Why areyouinit?'

She thought about it. "1 guess because musiciswhat | like, and Janusis where the most
innovative music in the system is born and bred. No one else can compete with you Ringers.”

Hewas about to ask her why she didn't pair up and seewhat it was like, firsthand. But
something held him back, some unspoken taboo she had set up; or perhapsit was him. Truthfully, he
could no longer understand why everyone didn't pair with asymb. It seemed the only saneway to
live. But he knew that many found the idea unéattractive, even repugnant.



After the fourth recording session Tympani relaxed by playing the synthesizer for the pair. They
had known she was good, and their opinion was confirmed by the artistry she displayed at the
keyboard.

Tympani had made astudy of musica history. She could play Bach or Beethoven aseaslly as
the works of the modern composers like Barnum. She performed Beethoven's Eighth Symphony, first
movement. With her two hands and two peds she had no trouble at al in making an exact
reproduction of afull symphony orchestra. But she didn't limit herself to that. The music would segue
imperceptibly from the traditiond stringsinto the concrete sounds that only an eectronic instrument
could produce.

Shefollowed it with something by Ravel that Barnum had never heard, then an early compaosition
by Riker. After that, she amused him with some Joplin rags and amarch by John Philip Sousa. She
alowed hersdlf no license on these, playing them with the exact instrumentation indicated by the

COMPOSEY.

Then she moved into another march. Thisonewasincredibly lively, full of chromatic runsthat
soared and swooped. She played it with aprecision in the bass parts that the old musicians could
never have achieved. Barnum was reminded of old films seen asachild, filmsfull of snarling lionsin
cages and el ephants bedecked with feathers.

"What wasthat?' he asked when she was through.

"Funny you should ask, Mr. Barnum. That was an old circus march cdled Thunder and Blazes!'
Or somecall it 'Entry of the Gladiators." There's some confusion among the scholars. Some say it had
athird title, '‘Barnum and Bailey's Favorite," but the mgjority think that was another one. If it was, it's
lost and too bad. But everyoneis sure that Barnum and Bailey liked this one, too. What do you think
of it?"

"I likeit. Would you play it again?'

Shedid, and later athird time, because Bailey wanted to be sure it was safe in Barnum's
memory where they could replay it later.

Tympani turned the machine off and rested her elbows on the keyboard.

"When you go back out,” she said, "why don't you give some thought to working in a synapticon
part for your next work?"

"What's a synapticon”?"

She stared at him, not believing what she had heard. Then her expression changed to one of
delight.

"Y ou redly don't know? Then you have something to learn.” And she bounced over to her desk,
grabbed something with her peds, and hopped back to the synthesizer. It was asmdll black box with
asgtrap and awire with an input jack at one end. She turned her back to him and parted her hair &t the



base of her skull.
"Will you plug mein?' she asked.

Barnum saw thetiny gold socket buried in her hair, the kind that enabled oneto interface directly
with acomputer. He inserted the plug into it and she strapped the box around her neck. It was
severely functional, and had an improvised, bread-boarded look abouit it, scarred with tool marks and
chipped paint. It gave theimpression of having been tinkered with dmost daily.

"It's till in the development process,” she said. "Myers—he's the guy who invented it—has been
playing with it, adding things. When we get it right welll market it as anecklace. The circuitry can be
compacted quite abit. Thefirst one had awire that connected it to the spesker, which hampered my
style considerably. But this one has atranamitter. Y ou'll seewhat | mean. Come on, thereisn't room
in here”

Sheled the way back to the outer office and turned on abig speaker against the wall.

"What it does," she said, standing in the middle of the room with her hands at her Sdes, "is
trand ate body motion into music. It measures the tensionsin the body nerve network, amplifiesthem,
and... well, I'll show you what | mean. Thispositionisnull; no sound is produced.” She was standing
draight, but relaxed, pedstogether, hands at her sdes, head dightly lowered.

She brought her arm up in front of her, reaching with her hand, and the speaker behind her made
aswooping sound up the scale, bresking into a chord as her fingers closed on theinvisbletonein the
air. She bent her knee forward and a soft bass note crept in, strengthening as she tensed the muscles
in her thighs. She added more harmonics with her other hand, then abruptly cocked her body to one
sde, exploding the sound into a cascade of chords. Barnum sat up straight, the hairs on hisarms and
pinestting up with him,

Tympani couldn't see him. Shewaslost in aworld that existed dightly out of phase with theredl
one, aworld where dance was music and her body was the instrument. Her eyeblinks became
staccato punctuating phrases and her breathing provided a solid rhythmic base for the nets of sound
her arms and legs and fingers were weaving.

To Barnum and Bailey the beautty of it lay in the perfect fitting together of movement and sound.
The pair had thought it would be just a novelty, that she would be swesting to twist her body into
shapes that were awkward and unnatura to reach the notes she was after. But it wasn't like that. Each
element shaped the other. Both the music and the dance were improvised as she went along and were
subordinate to no rules but her own internal ones.

When shefindly cameto rest, baancing on thetips of her peds and letting the sound die away to
nothingness, Barnum was amost numb. And he was surprised to hear the sound of hands clapping.
Heredized it was his own hands, but he wasn't clapping them. It was Bailey. Bailey had never taken
over motor control.

They had to have dl the detalls. Bailey was overwhelmed by the new art form and grew so
impatient with relaying questions through Barnum that he almost asked to take over Barnum'svocal
cordsfor awhile.



Tympani was surprised at the degree of enthusiasm. She was a strong proponent of the
synapticon but had not met much successin her effortsto popularizeit. It had itslimitations, and was
viewed as an interesting but passing fad.

"What limitations?' Bailey asked, and Barnum vocaized.

"Badicdly, it needsfree-fal performance to befully effective. There are resdual tonesthat can't
be eliminated when you're sanding up in gravity, even on Janus. And | can't stay intheair long
enough here. Y ou evidently didn't noticeit, but | was unable to introduce many variations under these
conditions.”

Barnum saw something at once. "Then | should have oneingtaled. That way | can play it as|
move through the Ring."

Tympani brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes. She was covered in sweat from her
fifteen-minute performance, and her face was flushed. Barnum almost didn't hear her reply, hewas so
intent on the harmony of motion in that Smple movement. And the synapticon was turned off.

"Maybe you should. But I'd wait if | were you." Barnum was about to ask why but she went on
quickly. "It isn't an exact instrument yet, but we'reworking on it, refining it every day. Part of the
problem, you see, isthat it takes specid training to operate it so it produces more than white noise. |
wasn't drictly truthful with you when | told you how it works."

"How 07"

"Wdl, | said it measurestensonsin nerves and trand atesit. Where are most of the nervesin the

body?"
Barnum saw it then. "Inthe brain.”

"Right. So mood is even more important in thisthan in most music. Have you ever worked with
an dpha-wave device? By listening to atone you can control certain functions of your brain. It takes
practice. The brain providesthe reservoir of tone for the synapticon, modul ates the whole
composition. If you aren't in control of it, it comes out as noise.”

"How long have you been working with it?"

"About three years.

While Barnum and Bailey were working with her, Tympani had to adjust her day and night
cyclesto fit with hisbiological processes. The pair spent the periods of sunlight stretched out in
Januss municipa kitchen.

The kitchen was afree service provided by the community, one that was well worth the cog,
since without it paired humans would find it impossible to remain on Janus for more than afew days.
It was a bulldozed plain, three kilometers square, marked off in agrid with sections one hundred
meters on an edge. Barnum and Bailey didn't care for it—none of the pairsliked it much—but it was



the best they could do in agravity field.

No closed ecology istruly closed. The same heat cannot be reused endlesdy, asraw materias
can. Heat must be added, energy must be pumped in somewhere aong the line to enable the plant
component of the pair to synthesize the carbohydrates needed by the anima component. Bailey could
use some of the low-level heat generated when Barnum's body broke down these molecules, but that
process would soon lead to ecological bankruptcy.

The symb's solution was photosynthesis, like any other plant's, though the chemicas Bailey
employed for it bore only avague resemblance to chlorophyll. Photosynthesis requires large amounts
of plant surface, much more than is available on an areathe size of ahuman. And theintensity of
sunlight at Saturn's orbit was only one hundredth what it was at Earth's.

Barnum walked carefully ong one of thewhitelinesof the grid. To hisleft and right, humans
werereclining in the centers of the large squares. They were enclosed in only the thinnest coating of
symb; the rest of the symb's mass was spread in a sheet of living film, dmost invisble except asa
sheen on theflat ground. In space, this sunflower was formed by spinning dowly and letting centrifugal
force form the large parabolic organ. Hereit lay inert on the ground, pulled out by mechanical devices
a the corners of the square. Symbs did not have the musculature to do it themselves.

No part of their stay on Janus made them yearn for the Rings as much as the kitchen. Barnum
reclined in the middle of an empty square and et the mechanical clawsfit themsslvesto Bailey's outer
tegument. They began to pull, dowly, and Bailey was Stretched.

In the Ring they were never more than ten kilometers from the Upper Half. They could drift up
there and deploy the sunflower, dream away afew hours, then use the light pressure to push them
back into the shaded parts of the Ring. It was nice; it was not exactly deep, not exactly anythingin
human experience. It was plant consciousness, a dreamless, Smple avareness of the universe,
unencumbered with thought processes.

Barnum grumbled now as the sunflower was spread on the ground around them. Though the
energy-intake phase of their existence was not deep, severa days of trying to accomplishitin gravity
left Barnum with symptoms very like lack of deep. They were both getting irritable. They were eager
to return to weightlessness.

Hefdt the pleasant lethargy creep over him. Beneath him, Bailey was extending powerful
rootletsinto the naked rock, using acid compoundsto egt into it and obtain the smal amounts of
replacement mass the pair needed.

"So when arewe going?' Bailey asked, quietly.

"Any day, now. Any day." Barnum was drowsy. He could fed the sun starting to heet thefluid in
Bailey's sunflower. He waslike adaisy nodding lazily in agreen pasture.

"] guess| don't need to point it out, but the transcription is complete. There's no need for usto
gw.ll

"I know."



That night Tympani danced again. She madeit dow, with none of the flying leaps and swelling
crescendos of thefirst time. And dowly, almost imperceptibly, atheme crept in. It was changed,
rearranged; it was arun here and a phrase there. It never quite became melodic, asit was on the tape,
but that was only right. It had been scored for strings, brass, and many other instruments but they
hadn't written in atympani part. She had to transpose for her instrument. It was till contrapunctudl .

When she was done she told them of her most successful concert, the one that had almost
captured the public fancy. It had been a duet, she and her partner playing the same synapticon while
they made love.

Thefirst and second movements had been well received.

"Then we reached thefinde," she remembered, wryly, "and we suddenly lost sight of the
harmonies and it sounded like, well, one reviewer mentioned ‘the death agonies of ahyena.' I'm afraid
wedidn't hear it."

"Who wasit? Ragtime?"

She laughed. "Him? No, he doesn't know anything about music. He makeslove al right, but he
couldn't do it in three-quarter time. It was Myers, the guy who invented the synapticon. But he's more
of an engineer than amusician. | haven't really found a good partner for that, and anyway, | wouldn't
doitin public again. Thosereviews hurt.”

"But | get theideayou fed theided conditionsfor making music with it would be aduet, infree
fdl, whilemaking love"

Shesnorted. "Did | say that?' Shewas quiet for along time,

"Maybeitis" shefinaly conceded. She sighed. "The nature of the instrument is such that the
maost powerful music is made when the body ismost in tune with its surroundings, and | can't think of
abetter time than when I'm gpproaching an orgasm.”

"Why didn't it work, then?"

"Maybe| shouldn't say this, but Myers blew it. He got excited, which isthe whole point, of
course, but he couldn't contral it. There | was, tuned like a Stradivarius, feding heavenly harps playing
insgde me, and he starts blasting out ajungle rhythm on akazoo. I'm not going through that again. I'll
dtick to thetraditiona bdlet likel did tonight.”

"Tympani," Barnum blurted, "1 could make lovein three-quarter time."

She got up and paced around the room, looking at him from time to time. He couldn't see
through her eyes, but felt uncomfortably aware that she saw a grotesgue green blob with ahuman face
st high upinamass of putty. Hefdt atwinge of resentment for Bailey's exterior. Why couldn't she
see him? Hewasin there, buried dive. For thefirg time he felt dmaost imprisoned. Bailey cringed
away from thefeding.



"Isthat an invitation?' she asked.
"YS"
"But you don't have a synapticon.”

"Meand Bailey talked it over. He thinks he can function as one. After al, he does much the
same thing every second of our lives. HES very adept a rearranging nerve impulses, both in my brain
and my body. He more or lesslivesin my nervous system.”

She was momentarily speechless.

"Y ou say you can make music... and hear it, without an instrument at all? Bailey doesthisfor
you?'

"Sure. Wejust hadn't thought of routing body movements through the auditory part of the brain.
That'swhat you're doing.”

She opened her mouth to say something, then closed it again. She seemed undecided about
what to do.

"Tympani, why don't you pair up and go out into the Ring? Wait aminute; hear usout. Y ou told
me that my music was great and you think it might even sell. How did | do that? Do you ever think
about it?"

"| think about it alot,” she muttered, looking away from him.

"When | came here | didn't even know the names of the notesthat werein my head. | was
ignorant. | till don't know much. But | write music. And you, you know more about music than
anyone I've ever met; you loveit, you play it with beauty and skill. But what do you create?”

"I'vewritten things," she said, defensively. "Oh, dl right. They weren't any good. | don't seem to
havethetaent in that direction.”

"But I'm proof that you don't need it. | didn't write that music; neither did Bailey. We watched it
and listened to it happening al around us. Y ou can't imagine what it's like out there. It'sall themusic
you ever heard."

At first congderation it seemed logical to many that the best art in the system should issue from
the Rings of Saturn. Not until humanity reaches Beta L yrae or farther will amore beautiful placeto
live befound. Surely an artist could draw endless inspiration from the sightsto be seen in the Ring.
But artists are rare. How could the Ring produce art in every human who lived there?

The artigtic life of the solar system had been dominated by Ringersfor over acentury. If it was
the heroic scale of the Rings and their superb beauty that had caused this, one might expect the art
produced to be mainly heroic in nature and beautiful in tone and execution. Such had never been the
case. The paintings, poetry, writing, and music of the Ringers covered the entire range of human



experience and then went a step beyond.

A man or awoman would arrive at Janus for any of avariety of reasons, determined to abandon
hisor her former life and pair with asymb. About adozen people departed like that each day, not to
be heard of for up to adecade. They were areasonable cross section of the race, ranging from the
capable to the helpless, some of them kind and others crud. There were geniuses among them, and
idiots. They were precisely asyoung, old, sympathetic, callous, talented, useless, vulnerable, and
fdlible as any random sample of humanity must be. Few of them had any training or inclination in the
fiddsof painting or music or writing.

Some of them died. The Rings, after al, were hazardous. These people had no way of learning
how to survive out there except by trying and succeeding. But most came back. And they came back
with pictures and songs and stories.

Agentry was the only industry on Janus. It took a specia kind of agent, because few Ringers
could walk into an office and present afinished work of any kind. A literary agent had the easiest job.
But atinpanaleycat had to be ready to teach some rudiments of music to the composer who knew
nothing about notation.

Therewardswere high. Ringer art was Satistically about ten timesmorelikely to sl than art
from anywhere e sein the system. Better yet, the agent took nearly al the profitsinstead of a
commisson, and the artists were never pressuring for more. Ringers had little use for money. Often,
an agent could retire on the proceeds of one successful sale.

But the fundamenta question of why Ringers produced art was unanswered.

Barnum didn't know. He had some idess, partially confirmed by Bailey. It wastied up in the
blending of the human and symb mind. A Ringer was more than ahuman, and yet ill human. When
combined with a symb, something el se was created. It was not under their control. The best way
Barnum had been able to expressit to himsaf was by saying that this meeting of two different kinds of
mind set up atension at the junction. It was like the addition of amplitudes when two waves meet
head on. That tension was menta, and fleshed itsalf with the symbols that were lying around for the
taking in the mind of the human. It had to use human symbols because the intellectud life of asymb
darts at the moment it comesin contact with a human brain. The symb has no brain of its own and has
to make do with using the human brain on atime-sharing basis.

Barnum and Bailey did not worry about the source of their inspiration. Tympani worried about it
alot. She resented the fact that the muse which had dways eluded her paid such indiscriminate visits
to human-symb pairs. She admitted to them that she thought it unfair, but refused to givethem an
answer when asked why she would not take the step pairing hersdlf.

But Barnum and Bailey were offering her an aternative, away to sample what it waslike to be
paired without actudly taking thet fina step.

Inthe end, her curiosity defeated her caution. She agreed to make love with them, with Bailey
functioning as aliving syngpticon.



Barnum and Bailey reached Tympani's apartment and she held the door for them. Inside, she
dided dl the furnitureinto thefloor, leaving alarge, bare room with whitewals.

"What do | do?' she asked in asmall voice. Barnum reached out and took her hand, which
melted into the substance of Bailey.

"Give meyour other hand." Shedid so, and watched stoically as the green stuff crept up her
hands and arms. "Don't look at it," Barnum advised, and she obeyed.

Hefdt air next to his skin as Bailey began manufacturing an atmosphereinsde himsdlf and
inflating like abaloon. The green sphere got larger, hiding Barnum completely and gradually
absorbing Tympani. In five minutes the featurel ess green bdl filled the room.

"I'd never seen that," she said, asthey stood holding hands.
"Usudly wedo it only in space.
"What comes next?"

"Just hold till." She saw him glance over her shoulder, and started to turn. She thought better of
It and tensed, knowing what was coming.

A dimtendril had grown out of the inner surface of the symb and groped itsway toward the
computer termina at the back of her head. She cringed asiit touched her, then relaxed asit wormed
itsway in.

"How'sthe contact?' Barnum asked Bailey.

"Just aminute. I'm gtill feding it out.” The symb had oozed through the microscopic entry points
a the rear of the termina and was following the network of filamentsthat extended through her
cerebrum. Reaching the end of one, Bailey would probe further, searching for the loci he knew so
wdl in Barnum.

"They'redightly different,” hetold Barnum. "I'll haveto do alittle testing to be sure I'm &t the
right spots.”

Tympani jumped, then looked down in horror as her arms and legs did a dance without her
valition.

"Tdl himto stop that!" she shrieked, then gasped as Bailey ran through arapid series of
memory-sensory loci; in amost instantaneous succession she experienced the smell of an orange
blossom, the void of the womb, an embarrassing incident asachild, her first freefal. Shetasted a
meal eaten fifteen yearsago. It waslike spinning aradio did through the frequencies, getting fragments
of athousand unrelated songs, and yet being able to hear each of them initsentirety. It lasted less
than a second and | eft her weak. But the weakness was illusory, too, and she recovered and found
hersdf in Barnum'sarms.

"Makehim stopit," she demanded, struggling away from him.



"It'sover," hesad.

"Well, dmogt," Bailey said. Therest of the process was conducted beneath her consciouslevel.
"I'min," hetold Barnum. "'l can't guarantee how well thiswill work. | wasn't built for this sort of thing,
you know. | need alarger entry point than that termina, more like the one | sank into the top of your
heed."

"|sthere any danger to her?!

"Nope, but there'sachance I'll get overloaded and have to halt the whole thing. Thereés going to
bealot of traffic over that little tendril and | can't be sureit'll handle theload.”

"WEll just haveto do our best.”
They faced each other. Tympani was tense and stony-eyed.

"What's next?' she asked again, planting her feet on the thin but springy and warm surface of
Balley.

"1 was hoping you'd do the opening bars. Give me alead to follow. Y ou've done this once, even
it it didn't work."

"All right. Take my hands..."

Barnum had no idea how the composition would start. She chose avery subdued tempo. It was
not adirge; in fact, in the beginning it had no tempo at al. It was afree-form tone poem. She moved
with aglacid downessthat had none of the loose sexudity he had expected. Barnum watched, and
heard a deep undertone develop and knew it as the awakening awarenessin hisown mind. It was his
first response.

Gradudly, as she began to move in his direction, he essayed some movement. Hismusic added
itself to hersbut it remained separate and did not harmonize. They were sitting in different rooms,
hearing each other through the walls.

She reached down and touched hisleg with her fingertips. She drew her hand dowly along him
and the sound was like fingernails rasping on ablackboard. It clashed, it grated, it tore at his nerves. It
left him shaken, but he continued with the dance.

Again shetouched him, and the theme repested itself. A third time, with the same results. He
relaxed into it, understood it asapart of their music, harsh asit was. It was her tenson.

Hekndt infront of her and put his handsto her waist. She turned, dowly, making asound likea
rusty metal plate rolling along a concrete floor. She kept spinning and the tone began to modulate and
acquire arhythm. It throbbed, syncopated, as afunction of their heartbeats. Gradually the tones
began to soften and blend. Tympani's skin was glistening with sweset as sheturned faster. Then, at a
sgna he never conscioudy received, Barnum lifted her in the air and the sounds cascaded around
them asthey embraced. She kicked her legsjoyoudy and it combined with the thunderous bass
protest of his straining leg musclesto produce an airborne series of chromatics. It reached a
crescendo that was impossible to sustain, then tapered off as her feet touched the floor and they



collapsed into each other. The sounds muttered to themsalves, unresolved, asthey cradled each other
and caught their bregth.

"Now werein tune, at least,” Tympani whispered, and the symb-synapticon picked up the nerve
impulsesin her mouth and ears and tongue as she said it and heard it, and mixed it with the impulses
from Barnum's ears. The result was avanishing series of arpeggios constructed around each word that
echoed around them for minutes. She laughed to hear it, and that was music even without the
dressings.

The music had never stopped. It till inhabited the space around them, gathering itsdlf into dark
pools around their feet and pulsing in adiminishing alegretto with their hissng breeth.

"It's gotten dark," she whispered, afraid to brave theintensity of sound if she were to speak
aoud. Her words wove around Barnum's head as he lifted his eyesto look around them. "There are
things moving around out there," she said. The tempo increased dightly as her heart caught on the
dark-on-dark outlines she sensed.

"The sounds are taking shape,” Barnum said. "Don't be afraid of them. It'sin your mind."

"I'm not sure | want to see that deeply into my mind.”

Asthe second movement started, stars began to appear over their heads. Tympani lay supine on
asurface that was beginning to yield beneeth her, like sand or some thick liquid. She accepted it. She
let it conform to her shoulder blades as Barnum coaxed music from her body with his hands. He
found handfuls of pure, bell-like tones, unencumbered with timbre or resonance, existing by
themselves. Putting hislipsto her, he sucked out amouthful of chordswhich he blew out one by one,
where they clustered like bees around his nonsense words, ringing change after change on the
harmoniesin hisvoice.

She stretched her arms over her head and bared her teeth, grabbing at the sand that was now as
real to her touch as her own body was. Here was the sexuality Barnum had sought. Brash and
libidinous as a goddess in the Hindu pantheon, her body shouted like a Dixieland clarinet and the
sounds caught on the waving tree limbs overhead and thrashed about like tattered sheets. Laughing,
she held her hands before her face and watched as sparks of blue and white fire arced across her
fingertips. The sparkslegped out to Barnum and he glowed where they touched him.

The universe they were visiting was an extraordinarily cooperative one. When the sparks jumped
from Tympani's hand into the dark, cloud-streaked sky, bolts of lightning came skittering back at her.
They were awvesome, but not fearsome. Tympani knew them to be productions of Bailey's mind. But
sheliked them. When the tornadoes formed above her and writhed in adance around her head, she
liked that, too.

The gathering storm increased as the tempo of their music increased, in perfect step. Gradually,
Tympani lost track of what was happening. Thefirein her body was transformed into madness. a
piano rolling down ahillside or a harp being used as atrampoline. There was the drunken looseness
of adide trombone played at the bottom of awell. She ran her tongue over his cheek and it wasthe
sound of beads of ail falling on a snare drum. Barnum sought entrance to the concert hal, sounding



like a head-on collision of harpsichords.

Then someone pulled the plug on the turntable motor and the tape was | eft to thread its way
through the heads a adowly diminishing Speed asthey rested. The music gabbled insgtently at them,
reminding them that this could only be abrief intermission, that they were in the command of forces
beyond themsdlves. They accepted it, Tympani Sitting lightly in Barnum'slap, facing him, and dlowing
hersdlf to be cradled in hisarms.

"Why the pause?’ Tympani asked, and was delighted to see her words escape her mouth not in
sound, but in print. She touched the small letters as they fluttered to the ground.

"Bailey requested it,” Barnum said, also in print. "Hiscircuits are overloading.” Hiswords orbited
twice around his head, then vanished.

"And why the skywriting?*
"So as not to foul the music with more words.”
She nodded, and rested her head on his shoulder again.

Barnum was happy. He gently stroked her back, producing awarm, fuzzy rumble. He shaped
the contours of the sound with hisfingertips. Living in the Ring, he was used to the feding of
triumphing over something infinitely vast. With the aid of Bailey he could scde down the mighty Ring
until it was within the scope of ahuman mind. But nothing he had ever experienced rivaled the sense
of power hefdt in touching Tympani and getting music.

A breeze was starting to eddy around them. It rippled the leaves of the tree that arched over
them. Thelovers had stayed planted on the ground during the height of the storm; now the breeze
lifted them into the air and wafted them into the gray clouds.

Tympani had not noticed it. When she opened her eyes, al she knew was that they were back in
limbo again, done with the music. And the music was beginning to build.

Thelast movement was both more harmonious and lessvaried. They werefindly in tune,
acknowledging the baton of the same conductor. The piece they were extemporizing was jubilant. It
was noisy and broad, and gave signs of becoming Wagnerian. But somewhere the gods were

laughing.

Timpani flowed with it, letting it become her. Barnum was sketching out the melody linewhile
she was content to supply the occasiona gppogiatura, the haunting nuance that prevented it from
becoming ponderous.

The clouds began to withdraw, dowly revealing the new illusion that Bailey had moved them to.
It was hazy. But it was vast. Tympani opened her eyes and saw

—the view from the Upper Half, only afew kilometers above the plane of the Rings. Below her
was an infinite golden surface and above her were stars. Her eyes were drawn to the plane, down
there.... It wasthin. Insubgtantid. One could seeright through it. Shielding her eyesfrom the glare of
the sun (and introducing aforlorn minor theme into the music) she peered into the whirling marvel they



had taken her out here to see, and her ears werefilled with the shrieks of her unspoken fear as Bailey
picked it up. There were stars down there, al around her and moving toward her, and she was
moving through them, and they were beginning to revolve, and

—theinner surface of Bailey. Above her unseeing eyes, adim green tendril, severed, was
writhing back into thewall. It disappeared.

"Burnt out."
"Areyou dl right?' Barnum asked him.
"I'mdl right. Burnt out. Y ou felt it. | warned you the connection might not handle the traffic.”

Barnum consoled him. "We never expected that intensity.” He shook his head, trying to clear the
memory of that awful moment. He had hisfears, but evidently no phobias. Nothing had ever gripped
him the way the Rings had gripped Tympani. He gratefully felt Bailey dip in and ease the pain back
into acorner of hismind where he needn't look at it. Plenty of time for that later, on thelong, silent
orbits they would soon befollowing....

Tympani was Sitting up, puzzled, but beginning to smile. Barnum wished Bailey could givehima
report on her menta condition, but the connection was broken. Shock? Held forgotten the symptoms.

"Il haveto find out for mysdf,” hetold Bailey.

"Shelooksdl right to me,” Bailey said. "I was calming her as the contact was breaking. She
might not remember much.”

Shedidn't. Mercifully, she remembered the happiness but had only avague impression of the
fear at the end. She didn't want to look at it, which wasjust aswell. There was no need for her to be
tantdized or taunted by something she could never have.

They made lovethereinsde Bailey. It was quiet and deep, and lasted along time. What lingering
hurts there were found healing in that gentle silence, punctuated only by the music of their breathing.

Then Bailey dowly retracted around Barnum, contracting their universe down to man-size and
forever excluding Tympani.

It was an awkward time for them. Barnum and Bailey were due at the catapult in an hour. All
three knew that Tympani could never follow them, but they didn't speek of it. They promised to
remain friends, and knew it was empty.

Tympani had afinancid statement which she handed to Barnum.



"Two thousand, minus nineteen ninety-five for the pills." She dropped the dozen small pdletsinto
his other hand. They contained the trace e ements the pair could not obtain in the Rings, and
congtituted the only reason they ever needed to visit Janus.

"Isthat enough?" Tympani asked, anxioudy.

Barnum looked at the sheet of paper. He had to think hard to recall how important money was
to sngle humans. He had little use for it. His bank balance would keep him in supplement pillsfor
thousands of yearsif he could live that long, even if he never came back to sdl another song. And he
understood now why there was 0 little repeat business on Janus. Pairs and humans could not mix.
The only common ground was art, and even there the single humans were driven by monetary
pressures aien to pairs.

"Sure, that'sfing," he said, and tossed the paper aside. "It's more than | need.”

Tympani wasrdieved.

"l know that of course," she said, feding guilty. "But | dwaysfed like an exploiter. It'snot very
much. Rag says this one could really take off and we could get rich. And that's dl you'll ever get out
of it."

Barnum knew that, and didn't care. "It'sreally al we need," he repeated. "1've already been paid
intheonly coin | value, which isthe privilege of knowing you."

They left it at that.

The countdown wasn't along one. The operators of the cannon tended to herd the pairs through
the machine like cattle through agate. But it was plenty of timefor Barnum and Bailey, on
gretched-time, to embed Tympani in amber.

"Why?' Barnum asked at one point. "Why her? Where does the fear come from?"

"l saw somethings" Bailey said, thoughtfully. "I was going to probe, but then | hated mysdlf for
it. | decided to leave her private traumas aone.”

The count wasticking dowly down to thefiring sgnd, and abass, mushy music beganto play in
Barnum'sears.

"Doyou Hill love her?' Barnum asked.
"Morethan ever."

"Sodol. It feelsgood, and it hurts. | suppose well get over it. But from now on, we'd better
keep our world down to asize we can handle. What is that music, anyway?"

"A send-off,"” Bailey said. He accd erated them until they could hear it. "It's coming over the
radio. A circusmarch."

Barnum had no sooner recognized it than he felt the gentle but increasing push of the cannon



accderating him up the tube. He laughed, and the two of them shot out of the bulging brass pipe of the
Pearly Gates cdliope. They made abull's-eye through a giant orange smoke ring, accompanied by the
grainsof "Thunder and Blazes."

Overdrawn at the Memory Bank

It was schoolday at the Kenya disneyland. Five nine-year-olds were being shown around the medico
section where Fingd lay on the recording table, the top of his skull removed, looking up into amirror.
Finga wasin abad mood (hence the trip to the disneyland) and could have done without the children.
Their teacher was doing hisbest, but who can control five nine-year-olds?

"What's the big green wire do, teacher?"' asked alittle girl, reaching out one grubby hand and
touching Fingd's brain where the main recording wire clamped to the built-in termind.

"Lupus, | told you you weren't to touch anything. And look at you, you didn't wash your hands."
The teacher took the child's hand and pulled it away.

"But what does it matter? Y ou told us yesterday that the reason no one cares about dirt like they
used toisdirt isn't dirty anymore.”

"I'msurel didn't tdll you exactly that. What | said was that when humans were forced off Earth,
we took the golden opportunity to wipe out dl harmful germs. When there were only three thousand
people dive on the moon after the Occupation it was easy for usto Sterilize everything. So the medico
doesn't need to wear gloves like surgeons used to, or even wash her hands. There's no danger of
infection. But it isn't polite. We don't want this man to think were being impoalite to him, just because
his nervous system is disconnected and he can't do anything about it, do we?'

"No, teacher."

"What's asurgeon?"'

"What's'infection?"

Finga wished the little perishers had chosen another day for their lessons, but as the teacher had
said, therewas very little he could do. The medico had turned his motor control over to the computer
while she took the reading. He was parayzed. He eyed the little boy carrying the carved stick, and
hoped he didn't get anotion to poke him in the cerebrum with it. Fingal wasinsured, but who needs

thetrouble?

"All of you stand back alittle so the medico can do her work. That's better. Now, who can tell
mewhat the big green wireis? Destry?"

Destry alowed as how he didn't know, didn't care, and wished he could get out of here and play
gpat ball. The teacher dismissed him and went on with the others.

"The green wireisthe main sounding electrode,” the teacher said. "It's attached to a series of
very finewiresin the man's head, like the ones you have, which are implanted at birth. Can anyonetdll



me how the recording is made?"
Thelittle girl with the dirty hands spoke up.
"By tying knotsin sring.”

The teacher laughed, but the medico didn't. She had heard it all before. So had the teacher, of
course, but that was why he was ateacher. He had the patience to deal with children, arare quality
now that there were so few of them.

"No, that wasjust an andogy. Can you dl say anaogy?
"Analogy," they chorused.

"Fine. What | told you isthat the chains of FPNA are very much like stringswith knotstied in
them. If you make up a code with every millimeter and every knot having ameaning, you could write
wordsin string by tying knotsin it. That's what the machine doeswith the FPNA. Now... can anyone
tell mewhat FPNA standsfor?'

"Ferro-Photo-Nucleic Acid,” said the girl, who seemed to be the star pupil.

"That'sright, Lupus. It'savariant on DNA, and it can be knotted by magnetic fields and light,
and made to go through chemical changes. What the medico is doing now isthreading long strings of
FPNA into the tiny tubesthat are in the man's brain. When she's done, shelll switch on the machine
and the current will start tying knots. And what hagppens then?”

"All hismemories go into the memory cube," said Lupus.

"That'sright. But it'salittle more complicated than that. Y ou remember what | told you about a
divided cipher? The kind that hastwo parts, neither of which isany good without the other? Imagine
two of the strings, each with alot of knotsin them. Wéll, you try to read one of them with your
decoder, and you find out that it doesn't make sense. That's because whoever wrote it used two
srings, with knotstied in different places. They only make sense when you put them side by sdeand
read them that way. That's how this decoder works, but the medico uses twenty-five strings. When
they're dl knotted the right way and put into the right openingsin that cube over there," he pointed to
the pink cube on the medico's bench, "they'll contain &l this man's memories and persondlity. Ina
way, helll bein the cube, but he won't know it, because he's going to be an African lion today."

This excited the children, who would much rather be stalking the Kenya savannathan listening to
how amulti-holo was taken. When they quieted down the teacher went on, using andogies that got
more strained by the minute,

"When the strings arein... class, pay attention. When they'rein the cube, acurrent setsthemin
place. What we have then isamulti-holo. Can anyone tell me why we can't just take atape recording
of what'sgoing on in thisman'sbrain, and use that?"

One of the boys answered, for once.

"Because memory isn't... what's that word?"



"Sequential 7

"Yeah, that'sit. Hismemories are stashed all over his brain and there's no way to sort them out.
So thisrecorder takes apicture of the whole thing at once, like a hologram. Does that mean you can
cut the cubein haf and have two people?’

"No, but that'sagood question. Thisisn't that sort of hologram. Thisis something like... like
when you press your hand into clay, but in four dimensions. If you chip off apart of the clay after it's
dried, you lose part of the information, right? Well, thisis sort of like that. Y ou can't seethe imprint
becauseit'stoo smdl, but everything the man ever did and saw and heard and thought will bein the
cube.”

"Would you move back alittle?" asked the medico. The children in the mirror over Fingd's head
shuffled back and became more than just heads with shoulders sticking out. The medico adjusted the
last strand of FPNA suspended in Fingd's cortex to the close tolerances specified by the compuiter.

"I'd like to be amedico when | grow up,” said one boy.
" thought you wanted to go to college and study to be ascientist.”
"Well, maybe. But my friend isteaching meto beamedico. It looksalot easier.”

"Y ou should stay in school, Destry. I'm sure your parent will want you to make something of
yourself." The medico fumed silently. She knew better than to speak up—education was a serious
business and interference with the duties of ateacher carried a tiff fine. But she was obvioudy
pleased when the class thanked her and went out the door, leaving dirty footprints behind them.

Shevicioudy flipped aswitch, and Fingd found he could bresthe and move the musclesin his
head.

"Lousy conceited college graduate,” she said. "What the hell'swrong with getting your hands
dirty, | ask you?" She wiped the blood from her hands onto her blue smock.

"Teachersarethewordt,” Fingd said.

"Aintit thetruth? Wdl, being amedico is nothing to be ashamed of. So | didn't go to college, so
what?| can domy job, and | can see what I've done when I'm through. | aways did like working
with my hands. Did you know that being amedico used to be one of the most respected professions
therewas?'

"Reglly?

"Fact. They had to go to college for years and years, and they made ahdll of alot of money, let
metdl you."

Fingal said nothing, thinking she must be exaggerating. What was so tough about medicine? Just
alittle mechanical sense and a steady hand, that was dl you needed. Fingd did alot of maintenance
on hisbody himsdlf, going to the shop only for mgor work. And agood thing, at the pricesthey
charged. It was not the sort of thing one discussed while lying helpless on the table, however.



"Okay, that's done." She pulled out the modules that contained the invisble FPNA and set them
in the devel oping solution. She fastened Fingal's skull back on and tightened the recessed screws set
into the bone. She turned his motor control back over to him while she sedled his scalp back into
place. He stretched and yawned. He dways grew deepy in the medico's shop; he didn't know why.

"Will that be dl for today, sir? Weve got a specia on blood changes, and since you'll just be
lying there while you're out doppling in the park, you might as well—"

"No, thanks. | had it changed ayear ago. Didn't you read my history?'

She picked up the card and glanced at it. "So you did. Fine. Y ou can get up now, Mr. Fingd."
She made a note on the card and set it down on the table. The door opened and asmall face peered
in.

"l left my stick,” said the boy. He camein and started looking under things, to the annoyance of
the medico. She attempted to ignore the boy as she took down the rest of the information she needed.

"And are you going to experience this holiday now, or wait until your double hasfinished and
play it back then?"

"Huh? Oh, you mean... yes, | see. No, I'll go right into the animal. My psychist advised meto
come out here for my nerves, so it wouldn't do me much good to wait it out, would it?"

"No, | supposeit wouldn't. So you'll be deeping here while you dopple in the park. Hey!" She
turned to confront the little boy, who was poking his nose into things he should stay away from. She
grabbed him and pulled him away.

"Y ou ether find what you're looking for in one minute or you get out of here, you see?' Hewent
back to his search, giggling behind his hand and looking for more interesting thingsto fool around
with.

The medico made a check on the card, glanced at the glowing numbers on her thumbnail and
discovered her shift was dmost over. She connected the memory cube through amachineto a
termina in the back of Fingd's head.

"Y ou've never donethisbefore, right? We do thisto avoid blank spots, which can be confusing
sometimes. The cubeisamost s, but now I'll add the last ten minutes to the record at the sametime
| put you to deep. That way you'll experience no disorientation, you'll move through adream Sate to
full awareness of being in the body of alion. Y our body will be removed and taken to one of our
dumber rooms while you're gone. There's nothing to worry about.”

Finga wasn't worried, just tired and tense. He wished she would go on and do it and stop
talking about it. And he wished the little boy would stop pounding his stick againgt the tableleg. He
wondered if his headache would be transferred to the lion.

Sheturned him off.

They hauled his body away and took his memory cube to the ingtalation room. The medico
chased the boy into the corridor and hosed down the recording room. Then she was off to a date she



was dready latefor.

The employees of Kenyadisneyland ingtalled the cube into ametal box set into the skull of a
full-grown African lioness. The socid structure of lions being what it was, the proprietors charged a
premium for the use of amale body, but Fingd didn't care one way or the other.

A short ridein an underground railroad with the sedated body of the Finga-lioness, and he was
deposited beneath the blazing sun of the Kenya savanna. He awvoke, sniffed the air, and felt better
immediady.

The Kenyadisneyland was atotal environment buried twenty kilometers benesth Mare
Moscoviense on thefar Sdeof Luna. It wasroughly circular, with aradius of two hundred kilometers.
From the ground to the "sky" was two kilometers except over the full-sized replicaof Kilimanjaro,
where it bulged to allow cloudsto form in aredistic manner over the snowcap.

Theilluson wasflawless. The curve of the ground was consistent with the curvature of the Earth,
S0 that the horizon was much more distant than anything Finga was used to. Thetreeswerered, and
so weredl theanimals. At night an astronomer would have needed a spectroscope to distinguish the
garsfrom thered thing.

Fingd certainly couldn't spot anything wrong. Not that he wanted to. The colors were strange
but that was from the limitations of feline optics. Sounds were much morevivid, aswere smdls. If
he'd thought about it, he would have redized the gravity was much too week for Kenya. But he
wasn't thinking; hed come hereto avoid that.

It was hot and glorious. The dry grass made no sound as he walked over it on broad pads. He
smelled antelope, wildebeest, and... was that baboon? He felt pangs of hunger but he redlly didn't
want to hunt. But he found the lioness body starting on astalk anyway.

Finga wasin an odd position. Hewasin control of the lioness, but only more or less. He could
guide her where he wanted to go, but he had no say at dl over ingtinctive behaviors. He was as much
apawn to these asthe lioness was. In one sense, he was the lioness; when he wished to raise apaw
or turn around, he smply did it. The motor control was complete. It felt great to walk on al fours, and
it came as eadlly as breathing. But the scent of the antelope went on adirect route from the nostrilsto
the lower brain, made a connection with the rumblings of hunger, and started him on the stalk.

The guidebook said to surrender to it. Fighting it wouldn't do anyone any good, and could
frustrate you. If you were paying to be alion, read the chapter on "Thingsto Do," you might aswell
be one, not just wear the body and see the Sights.

Finga wasn't sure he liked this as he came downwind of the antelope and crouched behind a
withered clump of scrub. He pondered it while he sized up the dozen or so animals grazing just afew
meters from him, picking out the small, the weak, and the young with a predator's eye. Maybe he
should back out now and go on hisway. These beautiful creatures were not harming him. The Fingal
part of him wished mostly to admire them, not eat them.

Before he quite knew what had happened, he was standing triumphant over the bloody body of
asmdll antelope. The otherswere just dusty trailsin the distance.



It had been incredible!

The lioness wasfast, but might aswell have been moving in dow motion compared to the
antelope. Her only advantage lay in surprise, confusion, and quick, al-out attack. There had been the
lifting of ahead; ears had flicked toward the bush he was hiding in, and he had exploded. Ten
seconds of furious exertion and he bit down on a soft throat, felt the blood gush and the dying kicks of
the hind legs under his paws. He was breathing hard and the blood coursed through hisveins. There
was only one way to release the tension.

He threw his head back and roared his bloodlust.

Hed had it with lions at the end of the weekend. It wasn't worth it for the few minutes of
exhilaration at thekill. It was alife of endless staking, countlessfailures, then apitiful sruggleto get a
few bitesfor yoursdf from thekill you had made. He found to his chagrin that hislioness was very low
in the dominance order. When he got hiskill back to the pride—he didn't know why he had dragged
it back but the lioness seemed to know—it was promptly stolen from him. He/she sat back helplessly
and watched the dominant male take his share, followed by the rest of the pride. He was | eft with a
dried haunch four hours|ater, and had to contest even that with vultures and hyenas. He saw what the
premium payment was for. That male had it easy.

But he had to admit that it had been worth it. He felt better; his psychist had beenright. It did
one good to leave the insatiable computers at his office for aweekend of smpleliving. There were no
complicated choices to be made out here. If he wasin doubt, he listened to hisingtincts. It was just
that the next time, hed go as an eephant. Hed been watching them. All the other animal's pretty much
left them aone, and he could see why. To be asolitary bull, free to wander where he wished with
food as close as the nearest tree branch...

Hewas till thinking about it when the collection crew camefor him.

He awoke with the vague fedling that something was wrong. He sat up in bed and looked
around him. Nothing seemed to be out of place. There was no onein the room with him. He shook
hishead to clear it.

It didn't do any good. There was still something wrong. He tried to remember how he had gotten
there, and laughed at himself. His own bedroom! What was so remarkable about that?

But hadn't there been a vacation, aweekend trip? He remembered being alion, eating raw
antelope mest, being pushed around within the pride, fighting it out with the other femaesand losing
and retiring to rumble to him/herslf.

Certainly he should have come back to human consciousnessin the disneyland medica section.
He couldn't remember it. He reached for his phone, not knowing who he wished to call. His psychit,
perhaps, or the Kenya office.

"I'msorry, Mr. Fingd," the phone told him. "Thislineis no longer available for outgoing calls. If



youll—"
"Why not?" he asked, irritated and confused. "I paid my bill."

"That is of no concern to this department, Mr. Fingal. And please do not interrupt. It's hard
enough to reach you. I'm fading, but the message will be continued if you look to your right." The
voice and the power hum behind it faded. The phone was dead.

Fingal looked to hisright and jerked in surprise. There was a hand, awoman's hand, writing on
hiswall. The hand faded out at the wrigt.

"Mene, Mene..." it wrote, inthin letters of fire. Then the hand waved in irritation and erased that
with its thumb. The wall was smudged with soot where the words had been.

"You're projecting, Mr. Fingd," the hand wrote, quickly etching out the words with a manicured
nall. "That'swhat you expected to see.” The hand underlined the word "expected” threetimes. "Please
cooperate, clear your mind, and seewhat is there, or were not going to get anywhere. Damn, I've
about exhaugted this medium.”

And indeed it had. The writing had filled the wall and the hand was now down near the floor.
The gpparition wrote smaler and smaler inan efforttogetit dl in.

Fingd had an excdlent grasp on redity, according to his psychist. He held tightly onto that
evauation like ataisman as he leaned closer to the wall to read the last sentence.

"L ook on your bookshdf," the hand wrote. "Thetitleis Orientation in your Fantasy World."
Finga knew he had no such book, but could think of nothing better to do.

His phone didn't work, and if he was going through a psychotic episode he didn't think it wiseto
enter the public corridor until he had some idea of what was going on. The hand faded out, but the
writing continued to smolder.

Hefound the book easily enough. It was a pamphlet, actudly, with agaudy cover. It wasthe
sort of thing he had seen in the outer offices of the Kenya disneyland, apromotional booklet. At the
bottom it said, "Published under the auspices of the Kenya computer; A. Joachim, operator.” He
opened it and began to read.

CHAPTER ONE

"WhereAm 1 ?"

You' re probably wondering by now where you
are. This is an entirely healthy and nor nal
reaction, M. Fingal. Anyone woul d wonder,
when beset by what seemto be paranornal

mani festations, if his grasp on reality had
weakened. O, in sinple |anguage, "Am | nuts,
or what ?"



No, M. Fingal, you are not nuts. But you are
not, as you probably think, sitting on your
bed, reading a book. It's all in your m nd.
You are still in the Kenya di sneyl and. Mre
specifically, you are contained in the menory
cube we took of you before your weekend on the
savanna. You see, there's been a big goof-up.

CHAPTER TWO
"What Happened?"

We'd like to know that, too, M. Fingal. But
here's what we do know. Your body has been

m spl aced. Now, there's nothing to worry
about, we're doing all we can to locate it and
find out how it happened, but it wll take
sone tine. Maybe it's small consol ati on, but
this has never happened before in the
seventy-five years we've been operating, and
as soon as we find out how it happened this
time, you can be sure we'll be careful not to
let it happen again. We're pursuing severa

| eads at this tinme, and you can rest easy that
your body will be returned to you intact just
as soon as we locate it.

You are awake and aware right now because we
have i ncorporated your menory cube into the
wor ki ngs of our H-210 conputer, one of the
finest hol o-nmenory systens avail able to nodern
busi ness. You see, there are a few probl ens.

CHAPTER THREE
"What Problems?"

It's kind of hard to put in ternms you'd
understand, but let's take a crack at it,
shal | we?

The medi um we use to record your nenories
isn't the one you' ve probably used yourself as
i nsurance agai nst acci dental death. As you
must know, that systemw || store your
menories for up to twenty years with no
degradation or loss of information, and is
qui te expensive. The system we use is a
tenporary one, good for two, five, fourteen,
or twenty-eight days, depending on the |ength
of your stay. Your nmenories are put in the
cube, where you m ght expect themto remain
static and unchangi ng, as they do in your



i nsurance recording. If you thought that, you
woul d be wong, M. Fingal. Think about it. If
you di e, your bank will immedi ately start a
clone fromthe plasmyou stored along with the
menory cube. In six nonths, your nenories
woul d be played back into the clone and you
woul d awaken, m ssing the nmenories that were
accurmul ated in your body fromthe time of your
| ast recording. Perhaps this has happened to
you. If it has, you know the shock of
awakening fromthe recording process to be
told that it is three or four years later, and
that you had died in that tine.

I n any case, the process we use i s an ongoing
one, or it would be worthless to you. The cube
we install in the African animal of your
choice is capable of adding the nmenories of
your stay in Kenya to the nmenory cube. When
your visit is over, these nenories are played
back into your brain and you | eave the

di sneyland with the exciting, educational, and
refreshi ng experiences you had as an ani nal

t hough your body never |eft our slunber room
This is known as "doppling,"” fromthe German
doppel ganger.

Now, to the problens we tal ked about. Thought
we'd never get around to them didn't you?

First, since you registered for a weekend
stay, the medico naturally used one of the

t wo- day cubes as part of our budget-excursion
fare. These cubes have a safety factor, but
aren't nmuch good beyond three days at best. At
the end of that time the cube would start to
deteriorate. O course, we fully expect to
have you installed in your own body before
then. Additionally, there is the probl em of
storage. Since these ongoing nmenory cubes are
intended to be in use all the tinme your
menories are stored in them it presents
certain problems when we find ourselves in the
spot we are now in. Are you follow ng ne, M.
Fi ngal ? While the cube has already passed its
potency for use in coexisting with a live

host, like the lioness you just left, it nust
be kept in constant activation at all times or
|l oss of information results. |I'm sure you

woul dn't want that to happen, would you? O
course not. So what we have done is to "plug
you in" to our conputer, which will keep you



aware and heal thy and guard agai nst the
random zing of your menory nexi. | won't go
into that; let it stand that random zing is
not the sort of thing you' d like to have
happen to you.

CHAPTER FOUR
" So What Gives, Huh?"

" m glad you asked that. (Because you did ask
that, M. Fingal. This booklet is part of the
anal ogi zi ng process that 1'Il explain further
down t he page.)

Life in a conputer is not the sort of thing
you could just junmp into and hope to retain
the worl d-picture conpatibility so necessary
for sane functioning in this conplex society.
This has been tried, so take our word for it.
O rather, my word. Did | introduce nyself?
' m Apol I onia Joachim First Class Operative
for the DataSafe conmputer trouble-shooting
firm You' ve probably never heard of us, even
t hough you do work with conputers.

Since you can't just beconme aware in the
baffling, on-and-off world that passes for
reality in a data system your mnd, in
cooperation with an anal ogi zi ng program |’ ve
given the conputer, interprets things in ways
that seem safe and confortable to it. The
worl d you see around you is a figment of your
i mgi nation. OF course, it |ooks real to you
because it conmes fromthe same part of the

m nd that you normally use to interpret
reality. If we wanted to get phil osophical
about it, we could probably argue all day
about what constitutes reality and why the one
you are perceiving now is any |less real than
t he one you are used to. But let's not get
into that, all right?

The world will likely continue to function in
ways you are accustoned for it to function. It
won't be exactly the same. Nightmares, for
instance. M. Fingal, | hope you aren't the
nervous type, because your nightnmares can cone
to life where you are. They'll seem quite
real. You should avoid themif you can,
because they can do you real harm 1'll say
nore about this later if | need to. For now,



there's no need to worry.

CHAPTER FIVE

"What Do | Do Now?"

|'d advi se you to continue with your nornal
activities. Don't be alarnmed at anything
unusual . For one thing, | can only comunicate
with you by nmeans of paranormal phenonmena. You
see, when a nessage fromnme is fed into the
conputer, it reaches you in a way your brain
is not capable of dealing with. Naturally,
your brain classifies this as an unusual event
and fl eshes the comruni cation out in unusual
fashion. Most of the weird things you see, if
you stay calmand don't let your own fears out
of the closet to persecute you, will be ne.

Ot herwi se, | anticipate that your world shoul d
| ook, fed, taste, sound, and snell pretty
normal. |1've tal ked to your psychist. He
assures ne that your world-grasp is strong. So
sit tight. We'll be working hard to get you
out of there.

CHAPTER SIX
"Help!"
Yes, we'll help you. This is a truly
unfortunate thing to have happened, and of
course we will refund all your noney pronptly.

In addition, the |awer for Kenya wants ne to
ask you if a lunp sum settl enent agai nst al
future damages is a topic worthy of

di scussion. You can think about it; there's no
hurry.

In the meantinme, 1'Il find ways to answer your
gquestions. It m ght become unw el dy the harder
your m nd struggles to normalize ny

comruni cations into things you are famliar
with. That is both your greatest strength—the
ability of your mnd to bend the conputer
world it doesn't wish to see into nmedia you
are famliar wth—and my biggest handi cap.
Look for ne in tea | eaves, on billboards, on
hol ovi si on; anywhere! It could be exciting if
you get into it.

Meanwhi l e, if you have received this nessage
you can talk to me by filling in the attached
coupon and dropping it in the mail-tube. Your



reply will probably be waiting for you at the
of fice. Good | uck!

Yes! | received your nessage and aminterested
in the exciting opportunities in the field of
conputer living! Please send ne, w thout cost
or obligation, your exciting catalog telling
me how | can nove up to the big, wonderfu
wor | d out si de!

NAME

ADDRESS

. D.

Finga fought the urgeto pinch himsdlf. If what this booklet said was true—and he might aswell
believe it—it would hurt and he would not wake up. He pinched himsdlf anyway. It hurt.

If he understood this right, everything around him was the product of hisimagination.
Somewhere, awoman was Stting at acomputer input and talking to him in normal language, which
cameto hisbrain in the form of eectron pulsesit could not cope with and so edited into forms he was
conversant with. He was anaogizing like mad. Hewondered if he had caught it from the teacher, if
analogies were contagious.

"What the hell'swrong with asmple voice from the air?* he wondered doud. He got no
response, and was rather glad. He'd had enough mysteriousness for now. And on second thought, a
voice from the air would probably scare the pants off him.

He decided his brain must know what it was doing. After dl, the hand startled him but he hadn't
panicked. He could see it, and he trusted his visua sense more than he did voicesfrom the air, a
classcd sgn of insanity if ever therewas one.

He got up and went to the wall. The letters of fire were gone, but the black smudge of the
erasure was il there. He sniffed it: carbon. He fingered the rough paper of the pamphlet, tore off a
corner, put it in hismouth and chewed it. It tasted like paper.

He sat down and filled out the coupon and tossed it to the mail-tube.

Fingal didn't get angry about it until he was at the office. He was an easygoing person, ow to
bail. But hefindly reached a point where he had to say something.

Everything had been so norma he wanted to laugh. All hisfriends and acquaintances were there,
doing exactly what he would have expected them to be doing. What amazed and bemused him was
the number and variety of spear carriers, minor playersin thisinternal soap opera. The extrasthat his



mind had cooked up to people the crowded corridors, like the man he didn't know who had bumped
into him on the tube to work, apologized, and disappeared, presumably back into the bowels of his
imaginetion.

There was nothing he could do to vent his anger but test the whole absurd setup. There was
doubt lingering in his mind that the whole morning had been afugue, atemporary lapseinto
dreamland. Maybe held never goneto Kenya, after al, and hismind was playing tricks on him. To get
him there, or keep him away? He didn't know, but he could worry about thet if the test failed.

He stood up at hisdesk termind, which wasin the third column of the fifteenth row of other
identical desks, each with its diligent worker. He held up his hands and whistled. Everyone looked up.

"l don't believeinyou," he screeched. He picked up a stack of tapes on his desk and hurled
them at FeliciaNahum at the desk next to his. Feliciawas agood friend of his, and she registered the
proper shock until the tapes hit her. Then she melted. He looked around the room and saw that
everything had stopped like afreeze-framein amotion picture.,

He sat down and drummed hisfingers on his desk top. His heart was pounding and hisface was
flushed. For an awful moment he had thought he was wrong. He began to calm down, glancing up
every few secondsto be sure theworld redlly had stopped.

In three minutes he wasin acold sweat. What the hell had he proved? That thismorning had
been red, or that he realy was crazy? It dawned on him that he would never be able to test the
assumptions under which helived.

A lineof print flashed acrosshistermindl.
"But when could you ever do so, Mr. Fingd?"
"Ms. Joachim?" he shouted, looking around him. "Where are you? I'm afraid.”

"You musin't be" the termind printed. "Cam yoursdlf. Y ou have astrong sense of redlity,
remember? Think about this: even before today, how could you be sure the world you saw was not
the result of catatonic delusons? Do you see what | mean? The question 'What isredlity? is, inthe
end, unanswerable. We all must accept at some point what we see and are told, and live by a set of
untested and untestable assumptions. | ask you to accept the set | gave you this morning because,
stting herein the computer room where you cannot see me, my world picture tellsmethat they are
the true set. On the other hand, you could believe that I'm deluding mysdlf, that theré's nothing in the
pink cube | see and that you're a spear carrier in my dream. Does that make you more comfortable?’

"No," he mumbled, ashamed of himsdf. "l see what you mean. Evenif | am crazy, it would be
more comfortable to go dong with it than to keep fighting it."

"Perfect, Mr. Fingd. If you need further illustrations you could imagine yoursdlf locked in a
sraitjacket. Perhaps there are technicians laboring right now to correct your condition, and they are
putting you through this psychodramaas afirst step. Isthat any more attractive?"

"No, | guessitisnt."



"The point isthat it's as reasonable an assumption asthe set of facts| gave you thismorning. But
the main point isthat you should behave the same whichever set istrue. Do you see? Tofight it in the
one case will only cause you trouble, and in the other, would impede the trestment | redlize I'm asking
you to accept me on faith. And that'sdl | can giveyou."

"l believeinyou," he said. "Now, can you art everything going again?'

"] told you I'm not in control of your world. In fact, it's a considerable obstacle to me, seeing as|
haveto tak to you in these awkward ways. But things should get going on their own as soon asyou
let them. Look up.”

Hedid, and saw the normal hum and bustle of the office. Feliciawasthere at her desk, as
though nothing had happened. Nothing had. Y es, something had, after dl. The tapes were scattered
on thefloor near his desk, where they had fallen. They had unreded in an unruly mess.

He started to pick them up, then saw they weren't as messy as he had thought. They spelled out
amessagein coils of tape.

"You're back on thetrack," it said.

For three weeks Fingal was avery good boy. His co-workers, had they been red people, might
have noticed a certain standoffishnessin him, and hissocid life a home was drastically curtailed.
Otherwise, he behaved exactly asif everything around him wereredl.

But his patience had limits. This had dready dragged on for longer than he had expected. He
began to fidget at his desk, let his mind wander. Feeding information into a computer can be
frugtrating, unrewarding, and eventudly stultifying. He had been feding it even before histrip to
Kenya; it had been the cause of histrip to Kenya. He was sixty-eight years old, with centuries ahead
of him, and stuck in aferro-magnetic rut. Longlife could be amixed blessng when you felt boredom

Ccreeping up on youl.

What was getting to him was the growing disgust with hisjob. It was bad enough when he
merdly sat in ared office with two hundred red people, shoveding dightly unrea datainto a
much-less-than-real-to-his-senses computer. How much worse now, when he knew that the data he
handled had no meaning to anyone but himself, was nothing but occupational therapy created by his
mind and acomputer program to keep him busy while Joachim searched for his body.

For thefirgt timein hislife he began punching some buttons for himsdf. Under dightly less stress
he would have gone to see his psychist, the gpproved and perfectly norma thing to do. Here, he
knew hewould only betalking to himsdlf. Hefailed to perceive the advantages of such anidedlized
psychoandytic process; hed never redly believed that apsychist did little but listen in the first place.

He began to change his own life when he becameirritated with his boss. She pointed out to him
that hiserror index was on the rise, and suggested that he shape up or begin looking for another
source of employment.

This enraged him. He'd been agood worker for twenty-five years. Why should she take that



attitude when he was just not feding himsdf for aweek or two?

Then he was angrier than ever when he thought about her being merely aprojection of hisown
mind. Why should helet her push him around?

"l don't want to hear it," hesaid. "Leave me done. Better yet, givemearaisein sdary.”

"Fingd," she said promptly, "you've been acredit to your section these last weeks. I'm going to
giveyouarase"

"Thank you. Go awvay." Shedid, by dissolving into thin air. Thisredly made hisday. He leaned
back in his chair and thought about his Stuation for the first time since he was young.

Hedidn't like what he saw.

Inthe middle of hisruminations, his computer screen lit up again.

"Watchit, Fingd," it read. "That way lies catatonia.”

He took the warning serioudy, but didn't intend to abuse the newfound power. He didn't see
why judicious use of it now and then would hurt anything. He stretched, and yawned broadly. He
looked around, suddenly hating the office with its rows of workersindistinguishable from their desks.
Why not take the day off?

Onimpulse, he got up and walked the few stepsto Felicia's desk.

"Why don't we go to my house and make love?' he asked her.

She looked a him in astonishment, and he grinned. She was amost as surprised as when he had
hurled the tapes at her.

"Isthisajoke? In the middle of the day? Y ou have ajob to do, you know. Y ou want to get us
fired?'

He shook his head dowly. "That's not an acceptable answer."

She stopped, and rewound from that point. He heard her repesat her last sentences backwards,
then shesmiled.

"Sure, why not?' shesaid.

Felicialeft afterwardsin the same dightly disconcerting way his boss had |eft earlier, by meting
into theair. Finga sat quietly in hisbed, wondering what to do with himsalf. He felt he was getting off
to abad start if he intended to edit hisworld with care.

Histelephone rang.

"You're damn right,” said awoman'svoice, obvioudy irritated with him. He sat up straight.



“Apollonia?”

"Ms. Joachim to you, Fingdl. | can't talk long; thisis quite astrain on me. But listen to me, and
listen hard. Y our navel isvery deep, Finga. From where you're standing, it'sapit | can't even seethe
bottom of. If you fal intoit | can't guaranteeto pull you out.”

"But do | haveto take everything asit is? Arent | dlowed some sdlf-improvement?’

"Don't kid yoursdlf. That wasn't self-improvement. That was sheer laziness. It was nothing but
measturbation, and while there's nothing wrong with that, if you do it to the exclusion of al ese, your
mind will grow inonitsdlf. You'rein grave danger of excluding the externd universe from your redlity.

"But | thought there was no externa universe for me here.”

"Almodt right. But I'm feeding you externd stimuli to keep you going. Besides, it'sthe dtitude
that counts. Y ou've never had trouble finding sexud partners, why do you fee compelled to ater the
odds now?"

"I don't know," he admitted. "Like you sad, laziness, | guess.”

"That'sright. If you want to quit your job, fed free. If you're serious about self-improvement,
there are opportunities available to you there. Search them out. Look around you, explore. But don't
try to meddle in things you don't understand. I've got to go now. I'll write you aletter if | can, and
explan more.”

"Wait! What about my body? Have they made any progress?’

"Y es, they've found out how it happened. It seems..." Her voice faded out, and he switched off
the phone.

The next day he received aletter explaining what was known o far. It seemed that the mix-up
had resulted from the visit of the teacher to the medico section on the day of hisrecording. More
specificaly, thereturn of the little boy after the others had left. They were sure now that he had
tampered with the routing card that told the attendants what to do with Fingd's body. Instead of
moving it to the dumber room, which was a green card, they had sent it somewhere—no one knew
where yet—for asex change, which was ablue card. The medico, in her haste to get homefor her
date, had not noticed the switch. Now the body could bein any of several thousand medico shopsin
Luna. They werelooking for it, and for the boy.

Fingd put the letter down and did some hard thinking.

Joachim had said there were opportunities for him in the memory banks. She had dso said that
not everything he saw was his own projections. He was recelving, was capable of receiving, externa
gtimuli. Why was that? Because he would tend to randomize without them, or some other reason? He
wished the letter had gone into that.

In the meantime, what did he do?

Suddenly he had it. He wanted to learn about computers. He wanted to know what made them



tick, to fed asense of power over them. It was particularly strong when he thought about being a
virtual prisoner ingde one. Hewaslike aworker on an assembly line. All day long helabors, taking
small parts off amoving belt and ingtaling them on larger assemblies. One day, he happensto wonder
who puts the parts on the belt. Where do they come from? How are they made? What happens after
heingdlsthem?

He wondered why he hadn't thought of it before.

The admissions office of the Lunar Peopl€'s Technical School was crowded. He was handed a
form and told tofill it out. It looked bleak. The spacesfor "previous experience’ and "aptitude scores’
were dmogt blank when he was through with them. All in dl, not avery promising gpplication. He
went to the desk and handed the form to the man sitting at the terminal.

The man fed it into the computer, which promptly decided Fingal had no talent for being a
computer repairperson. He started to turn away when his eye was caught by alarge poster behind the
man. It had been there on the wall when he camein, but he hadn't read it.

LUNA NEEDS
COVPUTER TECHNI CI ANS.
THI S MEANS YOU,
MR.  FI NGAL!

Are you dissatisfied with your present

enpl oynent? Do you feel you were cut out for
better things? Then today may be your | ucky
day. You've cone to the right place, and if
you grasp this gol den opportunity you wl|
find doors opening that were closed to you.

Act, M. Fingal. This is the time. Wo's to
check up on you? Just take that stylus and
fill in the application any old way you want.
Be grandi ose, be daring! The fix is in, and
you're on your way to

Bl G MONEY!

The secretary saw nothing unusua in Fingd's coming to the desk asecond time, and didn't even
blink when the computer decided he was digible for the accelerated course.

It wasn't easy at first. Heredly did have little gptitude for eectronics, but aptitude is adippery
thing. His persondity matrix was asflexible now asit would ever be. A little effort at theright time
would go along way toward sef-improvement. What he kept telling himsalf was that everything that
made him what he was, was etched in that tiny cube wired in to the computer, and if he was careful he
could edit it.



Not radicaly, Joachim told himin along, helpful letter later in the week. That way led to
complete disruption of the FPNA matrix and catatonia, which in this case would be distinguishable
from desth only to ahair splitter.

He thought alot about degth as he dug into the books. He wasin astrange position. The being
known as Finga would not die in any conceivable outcome of this adventure. For one thing, his body
was going toward asex change and it was hard to imagine what could happen to it that would kill it.
Whoever had custody of it now would be taking care of it just aswell asthe medicosin the dumber
room would have. If Joachim was unsuccessful in her attempt to keep him aware and sanein the
memory bank, he would merely awake and remember nothing from thetime hefell adeep on the
table.

If, by some compounded unlikelihood, hisbody was alowed to die, he had an insurance
recording safe in the vault of hisbank. The recording was three years old. He would awaken in the
newly grown clone body knowing nothing of the last three years, and would have afantagtic story to
listen to as he was brought up to date.

But none of that mattered to him. Humans are atime-binding species, existing in an eterna now.
The future flows through them and becomes the past, but it is always the present that counts. The
Finga of three years ago was not the Finga in the memory bank. The smple fact about immortaity
by memory recording was that it was a poor solution. The three-dimensional cross section that was
the Fingd of now must dways behave asif hislife depended on hisactions, for hewould fed the pain
of death if it happened to him. It was small consolation to adying man to know that he would go on,
severd yearsyounger and lesswise. If Fingd lost out here, hewould die, because with memory
recording he was three people: the onewho lived now, the one lost somewhere on Luna, and the one
potential person in the bank vault. They were redlly no more than closerelatives.

Everyone knew this, but it was so much better than the aternative that few people rgjected it.
They tried not to think about it and were generdly successful. They had recordings made as often as
they could afford them. They heaved asigh of relief asthey got onto the table to have another
recording taken, knowing that another chunk of their liveswas safe for dl time. But they awaited the
awakening nervoudy, dreading being told that it was now twenty years later because they had died
sometime after the recording and had to start al over. A lot can happen in twenty years. The person
in the new clone body might have to cope with achild he or she had never seen, anew spouse, or the
shattering newsthat his or her employment was now the function of amachine.

So Fingd took Joachim's warnings serioudy. Death was death, and though he could chest it,
desth gtill hed the last laugh. Instead of taking your whole life from you, deeth now only claimed a
percentage, but in many ways it was the most important percentage.

He enrolled in classes. Whenever possible, he took the onesthat were available over the phone
lines s0 he needn't tir from his room. He ordered his food and supplies by phone and paid his billsby
looking at them and willing them out of existence. It could have been intensely boring, or it could have
been wildly interesting. After dl, it was adream world, and who doesn't think of retiring into fantasy
from timeto time? Fingd certainly did, but firmly suppressed the ideawhen it came. He intended to
get out of thisdream.

For one thing, he missed the company of other people. He waited for the weekly |etters from
Apollonia(she now alowed himto cdl her by her first name) with a consuming passion and devoured



every word. Hisfile of such letters bulged. At lonely moments he would pull one out at random and
read it again and again.

On her advice, heleft the gpartment regularly and tirred around more or less at random. During
these outings he had wild adventures. Literdly. Apolloniahurled the externd stimuli & him during
these times and they could be anything from The Mummy's Curse to Cugter's Last Stand with the
origina cast. It beat hell out of the movies. Hewould just walk down the public corridors and open a
door a random. Behind it might be King Solomon's mines or the sultan's harem. He endured them all
stoically. Hewas unable to get any pleasure from sex. He knew it was a one-handed exercise, and it
took dl the excitement away.

Hisonly pleasure camein his studies. He read everything he could about computer science and
cameto stand at the head of his class. And as he learned, it began to occur to him to apply his
knowledge to his own Stuation.

He began seeing things around him that had been veiled before. Patterns. The redlity was sarting
to seep through hisillusons. Every so often he would look up and see the faintest shadow of the red
world of eectron flow and fluttering circuits he inhabited. It scared him at first. He asked Apollonia
about it on one of hisdream journeys, thistime to Coney Idand in the mid-twentieth century. He liked
it there. He could lie on the sand and talk to the surf. Overhead, a skywriter's plane spelled out the
answersto his questions. He studioudy ignored the brontosaurus rampaging through the roller coaster
off to hisright.

"What does it mean, O Goddess of Trangstoria, when | begin to see circuit diagrams on the
walls of my apartment? Overwork?'

"1t meanstheilluson is beginning to wear thin," the plane spelled out over the next haf-hour.
"Y ou're adapting to the redlity you have been denying. It could be trouble, but were hot on thetrail of
your body. We should have it soon and get you out of there." This had been too much for the plane.
The sun was down now, the brontosaurus vanquished and the plane out of gas. It spiraled into the
ocean and the crowds surged closer to the water to watch the rescue. Finga got up and went back to
the boardwalk.

Therewas a huge billboard. He laced hisfingers behind his back and read it.

"Sorry for the ddlay. As| was saying, were amogt there. Give us another few months. One of
our agentsthinks he will be at the right medico shop in about one week'stime. From thereit should go
quickly. For now, avoid those places where you see the circuits showing through. They're no good for
you, take my word for it."

Fingd avoided the circuits aslong as he could. Hefinished hisfirst coursesin computer science
and enrolled in the intermediate section. Sx monthsrolled by.

Hisstudies got easier and easier. Hisreading speed was increasing phenomendlly. He found that
it was more advantageous for him to see the library as composed of booksinstead of tapes. He could
take abook from the shdf, flip through it rapidly, and know everything that wasin it. He knew enough
now to redlize that he was acquiring afacility to interface directly with the stored knowledge in the
compuiter, bypassing his senses entirely. The books he held in his hands were merdly the sensua
analogs of the proper terminasto touch. Apolloniawas nervous about it, but let him go on. He



breezed through the intermediate and graduated into the advanced classes.

But he was surrounded by wires. Everywhere he turned, in the patterns of veins beneath the
surface of aman'sface, in aplate of French fries he ordered for lunch, in his pamprints, overlaying the
gpparent disorder of ahead of blonde hair on the pillow beside him.

The wireswere andogs of analogs. There wasllittle in amodern computer that consisted of
wiring. Mogt of it was made of molecular circuits that were either embedded in acrystd lattice or
photographically reproduced on achip of slicon. Visudly, they were hard to imagine, so hismind was
making up these complex circuit diagrams that served the same purpose but could be experienced
directly.

One day he could resist it no longer. He was in the bathroom, on the traditional place for the
pondering of the imponderable. His mind wandered, speculating on the necessity of moving his
bowes, wondering if he might safely diminate the need to diminate. Histoeidly traced out the
pathways of acircuit board incorporated in the pattern of tiles on the floor.

Thetoilet began to overflow, not with water, but with coins. Bellswere ringing happily. He
jumped up and watched in bemusement as his bathroom filled with money.

He became aware of asubtle dteration in the tone of the bells. They changed from the merry
clang of jackpot to the tolling of adeath knell. He hastily looked around for amanifestation. He knew
that Apolloniawould be angry.

She was. Her hand appeared and began to write on the wall. Thistime thewriting wasin his
blood. It dripped menacingly from the words.

"What are you doing?"' the hand wrote, and having writ, moved on. "I told you to leave the wires
alone. Do you know what you've done? Y ou may have wiped the financia recordsfor Kenya. It
could take months to straighten them out.”

"Wdl, what do | care?' he exploded. "What have they donefor me lately? It's incredible that
they haven't located my body by now. It'sbeen afull year."

The hand bunched up in afist. Then it grabbed him around the throat and squeezed hard enough
to make hiseyes bulge out. It dowly relaxed. When Fingal could see straight, he backed warily avay
fromit.

The hand fidgeted nervoudy, drummed itsfingers on the floor. It went to thewall again.

"Sorry," it wrote, "1 guess|'m getting tired. Hold on."

He waited, more shaken than he remembered being since his odyssey began. There's nothing
like adose of pain, hereflected, to make you redlize that it can happen to you.

The wall with the words of blood dowly dissolved into a heavenly panorama. As he watched,
clouds streamed by his vantage point and mixed beautifully with golden rays of sunshine. He heard
organ music from pipesthe size of sequoias.



He wanted to applaud. It was o overdone, and yet so convincing. In the center of the whirling
mass of white mist an angel faded in. She had wings and ahalo, but lacked the traditional white robe.
Shewas nude, and hair floated around her asif she were under water.

Shelevitated to him, walking on the billowing clouds, and handed him two stone tablets. He tore
his eyes away from the gpparition and glanced down at the tablets.

Thou shalt not screw around with things thou
dost not under st and.

"All right, | promise | wont," hetold theange. "Apollonia, isthat you? Redly you, | mean?'
"Read the Commandments, Fingd. Thisishard on me.”

He looked back at the tablets.

Thou shalt not nmeddle in the hardware systens
of the Kenya Corporation, for Kenya shall not
hol d hi mindemifiable who taketh freedons
with its property.

Thou shalt not explore the Iimts of thy
prison. Trust in the Kenya Corporation to
extract thee.

Thou shalt not program

Thou shalt not worry about the |ocation of thy
body, for it has been |located, help is on the

way, the cavalry has arrived, and all is in
hand.
Thou shalt neet a tall, handsone stranger who

will guide thee fromthy current plight.

Thou shalt stay tuned for further
devel opnent s.

He looked up and was happy to see that the angel was ill there.
"l won't, | promise. But whereis my body, and why hasit taken so long to find it? Can you—?"
"Know thou that appearing like thisis agreet taxation upon me, Mr. Fingd. | am undergoing

srainsthe nature of which | have not timeto reved to thee. Hold thy horses, wait it out, and thou shalt
soon seethelight at the end of the tunnd.”



"Wait, don't go." She was dready starting to fade out.
"l cannot tarry."

"But... Apollonia, thisis charming, but why do you gppear to mein these crazy ways? Why dl
the pomp and circumstance? What's wrong with |etters?’

She looked around her at the clouds, the sunbeams, the tabletsin his hand, and at her body, asiif
seeing them for the first time. She threw her head back and laughed like a symphony orchestra. It was
amogt too beautiful for Finga to bear.

"Me?" she sad, dropping the angelic bearing. "Me?1 don't pick ‘em, Fingal. | told you, it's your
head, and I'm just passing through." She arched her eyebrows at him. "And redlly, sir, | had no idea
you felt thisway about me. Isit puppy love?' And she was gone, except for the grin.

The grin haunted him for days. He was disgusted with himself about it. He hated to seea
metaphor overworked so. He decided his mind wasjust an inept anaogizer.

But everything had its purpose. The grin forced himsalf to look at hisfedings. Hewasin love,
hopelesdly, ridiculoudy, just like ateenager. He got out al hisold |etters from her and read through
them again, searching for the magic words that could have inflicted thison him. Because it was slly.
Hed never met her except under highly figurative circumstances. The one time he had seen her, most
of what he saw was the product of his own mind.

There were no cluesin the letters. Mot of them were asimpersona as atextbook, though they
tended to be rather chatty. Friendly, yes; but ultimate, poetic, indghtful, revedling? No. Hefailed
utterly to put them together in any way that should add up to love, or even ateenage crush.

He attacked his studies with renewed vigor, awaiting the next communication. Weeks dragged
by with no word. He called the post office severd times, placed persond advertissmentsin every
periodica he could think of, took to scrawling messages on public buildings, seded notesin bottles
and flushed them down the disposdl, rented billboards, bought television time. He screamed at the
empty wals of his apartment, buttonholed strangers, tapped Morse Code on the water pipes, started
rumorsin skid-row taprooms, had | esflets published and distributed all over the solar system. Hettried
every medium he could think of, and could not contact her. Hewas aone.

He consdered the possibility that he had died. In his present situation, it might be hard to tell for
sure. He abandoned it as untestable. That line was hazy enough aready without his effortsto
determine which side of the life/desth dichotomy he inhabited. Besides, the more he thought about
exigting as nothing more than kinksin a set of macromolecules plugged into adata system, the more it
frightened him. Hed survived thislong by avoiding such thoughts.

His nightmares moved in on him, set up housekeeping in his apartment. They were asevere
disgppointment, and confirmed his conclusion that hisimagination was not asvivid asit might be. They
were infantile boogeymen, the sort that might scare him when glimpsed hazily through the fog of a
nightmare, but were amost laughable when exposed to the full light of consciousness. Therewasa
large, talkative snake that was cruddy put together, fashioned from the incomplete picture a child
might have of a serpent. A toy company could have done a better job. There was awerewolf whose
chief claim to dread was atendency to shed al over Fingd's rugs. There was awoman who consisted



mostly of breasts and genitds, left over from his adolescence, he suspected. He groaned in
embarrassment every time helooked a her. If he had ever been that infantile he would rather have left
the dirty traces of it buried forever.

He kept booting them into the corridor but they drifted in at night like poor reations. They talked
incessantly, and aways about him. The things they knew! They seemed to have avery low opinion of
him. The snake often expressed the opinion that Fingal would never amount to anything because he
had so docilely accepted the results of the aptitude tests he took as a child. That hurt, but the best
salve for the wound was further sudy.

Findly aletter came. He winced as soon as he got it open. The salutation was enough to tell him
hewasn't going to likeit.

Dear M. Fingal,

| won't apologize for the delay this tine. It
seens that nost of ny nmanifestations have

i ncluded an apology and | feel | deserved a
rest this tinme. | can't be always on call. |
have a life of ny own.

| understand that you have behaved in an

exenpl ary manner since | last talked with you.
You have ignored the inner workings of the
conputer just as | told you to do. | haven't

been conpletely frank with you, and I wll
expl ain nmy reasons.

The hook-up between you and the conputer is,
and al ways has been, two-way. Qur greatest
fear at this end had been that you would begin
interfering with the workings of the conputer,
to the great disconfort of everyone. O that
you would go nmad and run anok, perhaps
wrecking the entire data system W installed
you in the conputer as a humane necessity,
because you woul d have died if we had not done
so, though it would have cost you only two
days of nenories. But Kenya is in the business
of selling nmenories, and holds themto be a
sacred trust. It was a m x-up on the part of

t he Kenya Corporation that got you here in the
first place, so we decided we should do
everything we could for you.

But it was at great hazard to our operations
at this end.

Once, about six nmonths ago, you got tangled in
t he weat her-control sector of the conputer and
set off a stormover Kilimanjaro that is still



not fully under control. Several aninmals were
| ost.

| have had to fight the Board of Directors to
keep you on-line, and several tines the
program was al nost term nated. You know what
t hat means.

Now, |'ve leveled with you. I wanted to from
the start, but the people who own things
around here were worried that you m ght start
fooling around out of a spirit of

vindi ctiveness if you knew these facts, so

they were kept fromyou. You could still do a
great deal of damage before we could shut you
off. I"'mlaying it on the line now, with

directors chewing their nails over ny
shoul der. Pl ease stay out of trouble.

On to the other matter.

| was afraid fromthe outset that what has
happened ni ght happen. For over a year |'ve
been your only contact with the world outside.
| " ve been the only other person in your
universe. | would have to be an extrenely
cold, hateful, awful person—-which | am not—or
you not to feel affection for nme under those
circunstances. You are suffering fromintense
sensory deprivation, and it's well known that
soneone in that state becones pliable,
suggesti ble, and | onely. You' ve attached your
feelings to me as the only thing around worth
caring for.

|"ve tried to avoid intimacy with you for that
reason, to keep things firmy on a | ast-nane
basis. But | relented during one of your

peri ods of despair. And you read into ny
letters some things that were not there.
Remenmber, even in the printed mediumit is
your mnd that controls what you see. Your
censor has let through what it wanted to see
and maybe even added sone things of its own.

|"m at your nercy. For all | know, you may be
reading this letter as a passionate
affirmati on of love. |I've added every

reinforcement | know of to make sure the
message cones through on a priority channel
and is not garbled. I"'msorry to hear that you
love nme. | do not, repeat not, |ove you in
return. You'll understand why, at least in



part, when we get you out of there.
It will never work, M. Fingal. Gve it up.

Apol | oni a Joachim

Fingd graduated first in his class. He had finished the required coursesfor his degree during the
last long week after hisletter from Apollonia. It was abitter victory for him, marching up to the stage
to accept the shegpskin, but he clutched it to him fiercely. At least he had made the most of his
Stuation, at least he had not meekly let the whedls of the machine chew him up like agood worker.

He reached out to grasp the hand of the college president and saw it transformed. He looked up
and saw the bearded, robed figure flow and writhe and become atall, uniformed woman. With a
surge of joy, he knew who it was. Then the joy became ashesin his mouth, which he hurriedly spit
out.

"l dways knew you'd choke on afigure of speech,” she said, laughing tiredly.

"You're here," he said. He could not quite believeit. He stared dully at her, grasping her hand
and the diplomawith equd tenacity. Shewastal, asthe prophecy had said, and handsome. Her hair
was cropped short over a capable face, and the body beneath the uniform was muscular. The uniform
was open at the throat, and wrinkled. There were circles under her eyes, and the eyeswere
bloodshot, She swayed dightly on her feet.

"I'm here, dl right. Are you ready to go back?' She turned to the assembled students. "How
about it, gang? Do you think he deservesto go back?"

The crowd went wild, cheering and tossing mortarboards into the air. Finga turned dazedly to
look at them, with adawning redization. He looked down at the diploma.

"I don't know," he said. "'l don't know. Back to work at the data room?"
She clapped him on the back.
"No. | promiseyou that."

"But how could it be different? I've come to think of this piece of paper as something... redl.
Redl! How could | have deluded mysdlf like that? Why did | accept it?!

"l helped you dong,” shesad. "But it wasn't dl agame. You redly did learn al the thingsyou
learned. It won't go away when you return. That thing in your hand isimaginary, for sure, but who do
you think printsthe real ones? Y ou're registered where it counts—in the computer—as having passed
al the courses. Youl'l get ared diplomawhen you return.”

Fingd wavered. There was atempting vision in hishead. Hed been herefor over ayear and had
never redly exploited the nature of the place. Maybe that business about dying in the memory bank
was dl ashuck, another lieinvented to keep himin his place. In that case, he could remain here and



satisfy hiswildest desires, become king of the universe with no opposition, wallow in pleasure no
emperor ever imagined. Anything he wanted here he could have, anything at all.

And heredly felt he might pull it off. Hed noticed many things about this place, and now had the
knowledge of computer technology to back him up. He could squirm around and evade their attempts
to erase him, even surviveif they removed his cube by programming himsdf into other parts of the
computer. He could doit.

With asudden ingght he realized that he had no desireswild enough to keep him herein his
navel. He had only one mgor desire right now, and she was dowly fading out. A 1ap dissolve was
replacing her with the old college president.

"Coming?' she asked.

"Yes" It was as smple asthat. The stage, president students, and auditorium faded out and the
computer room at Kenyafaded in. Only Apolloniaremained constant. He held onto her hand until
everything stabilized.

"Whew," she said, and reached around behind her head. She pulled out awire from her occipital
plug and collgpsed into achair. Someone pulled asmilar wirefrom Fingal's head, and he wasfinaly
free of the computer.

Apolloniareached out for asteaming cup of coffee on atable littered with empty cups.

"Y ou were atough nut,” she said. "For aminute | thought you'd stay. It happened once. You're
not the first to have this happen to you, but you're no more than the twentieth. It's an unexplored area.
Dangerous”

"Redly?' hesad. "Y ou werent just saying that?"

"No," shelaughed. "Now the truth can betold. It is dangerous. No one had ever survived more
than three hoursin that kind of cube, hooked into a computer. Y ou went for Six. You do havea

strong world picture.”

She was watching him to see how he reacted to this. She was not surprised to see him accept it
readily.

"| should have known that," he said. "'l should have thought of it. It was only six hours out here,
and more than ayear for me. Computersthink faster. Why didn't | see that?’

"I helped you not seeit,” she admitted. "Like the push | gave you not to question why you were
studying so hard. Those two orders worked alot better than some of the orders | gave you.”

She yawned again, and it seemed to go on forever.

"See, it was pretty hard for me to interface with you for six hours straight. No one's ever doneit
before; it can get to be quite a strain. So we've both got something to be proud of "

She amiled at him but it faded when he did not return it.



"Don' look so hurt, Finga. What is your first name? | knew it, but erased it early in the game.”
"Doesit maiter?'

"l don't know. Surely you must seewhy | haven't fdlen in love with you, though you may bea
perfectly lovable person. | haven't had time. It'sbeen avery long six hours, but it was still only six
hours. What can | do?'

Fingal's face was going through awkward changes as he absorbed that. Things were not so
blesk after all.

"Y ou could go to dinner with me.”
"I'm dready emotionadly involved with someone dse, | should warn you of that."

"Y ou could till go to dinner. Y ou haven't been exposed to my new determination. I'm going to
reglly make acase.”

She laughed warmly and got up. Shetook his hand.

"Y ou know, it's possible that you might succeed. Just don't put wingson me again, al right?
Y oull never get anywherelike that.”

"l promise. I'm through with visions—for the rest of my life."

The Persistence of Vision

It was the year of the fourth non-depression. | had recently joined the ranks of the unemployed. The
President had told methat | had nothing to fear but fear itsdlf. | took him at hisword, for once, and
set out to backpack to California.

| was not the only one. The world's economy had beep writhing like a snake on ahot griddie for
thelast twenty years, since the early seventies. We werein aboom-and-bust cycle that seemed to
have no end. It had wiped out the sense of security the nation had so painfully won in the golden years
after the thirties. People were accustomed to the fact that they could be rich one year and on the
breadlines the next. | was on the breadlinesin ‘81, and againin '88. Thistime | decided to use my
freedom from the time clock to see the world. | had ideas of stowing away to Japan. | was
forty-seven years old and might not get another chanceto beirresponsible,

Thiswasin late summer of the year. Sticking out my thumb along the interstate, | could easly
forget that there were food riots back in Chicago. | dept at night on top of my bedroll and saw stars
and listened to crickets.

I must have walked most of the way from Chicago to Des Moines. My feet toughened up after a
few days of awful blisters. The rides were scarce, partly competition from other hitchhikers and partly
the timeswe wereliving in. Thelocas were none too anxious to give ridesto city people, who they
had heard were mostly abunch of hunger-crazed potential mass murderers. | got roughed up once



and told never to return to Sheffidd, Illinois.

But | gradualy learned the knack of living on theroad. | had started with asmall supply of
canned goods from the welfare and by the time they ran out, | had found that it was possible to work
for amedl a many of the farmhouses along the way.

Some of it was hard work, some of it was only atoken from people with adeeply ingrained
sense that nothing should comefor free. A few measwere gratis, at the family table, with
grandchildren sitting around while grandpa or grandmatold oft-repeated tales of what it had been like
in the Big One back in '29, when people had not been afraid to help afelow out when he was down
on hisluck. | found that the older the person, the more likely | wasto get a sympathetic ear. One of
the many tricksyou learn. And most older people will give you anything if you'll only sit and listento
them. | got very good &t it.

The rides began to pick up west of Des Moines, then got bad again as| neared the refugee
camps bordering the China Strip. Thiswas only five years after the disaster, remember, when the
Omahanuclear reactor melted down and a hot mass of uranium and plutonium began egting itsway
into the earth, headed for China, spreading aband of radioactivity six hundred kilometers downwind.
Mogt of Kansas City, Missouri, was il living in plywood and sheet-metd shantytownstill the city
was rendered habitable again.

The refugees were atragic group. Theinitial solidarity people show after agreat disaster had
long since faded into the lethargy and disillusionment of the displaced person. Many of them would be
in and out of hospitalsfor the rest of ther lives. To make it worse, the loca people hated them, feared
them, would not associate with them. They were modern pariahs, unclean. Their children were
shunned. Each camp had only anumber to identify it, but the local populace called them all
Gelgertowns.

| made along detour to Little Rock to avoid crossing the Strip, though it was safe now aslong
asyou didn't linger. | wasissued a pariah's badge by the National Guard—a dosmeter—and
wandered from one Geigertown to the next. The people were pitifully friendly once | made the first
move, and | dways dept indoors. The food was free at the community messes.

Onceat Little Rock, | found that the aversion to picking up strangers—who might be tainted
with "radiation disease"'—dropped off, and | quickly moved across Arkansas, Oklahoma, and Texas.
| worked alittle here and there, but many of the rideswere long. What | saw of Texas wasthrough a
car window.

| was alittletired of that by thetime | reached New Mexico. | decided to do some more
walking. By then | waslessinterested in Cdiforniathan in the trip itsalf.

| left the roads and went cross-country where there were no fences to stop me. | found that it
wasn't easy, evenin New Mexico, to get far from sgns of civilization.

Taoswas the center, back inthe '60's, of cultural experimentsin aternative living. Many
communes and cooperatives were st up in the surrounding hills during that time. Most of them fell
gpart in afew months or years, but afew survived. In later years, any group with anew theory of
living and ayento try it out seemed to gravitate to that part of New Mexico. Asaresult, theland was
dotted with ramshackle windmill, solar heating pandls, geodesic domes, group marriages, nudists,



philosophers, theoreticians, messiahs, hermits, and more than afew just plain nuts.

Taoswasgreat. | could drop into most of the communes and stay for aday or aweek, eating
organic rice and beans and drinking goat's milk. When | got tired of one, afew hours wak in any
direction would bring me to another. There, | might be offered anight of prayer and chanting or a
ritudigtic orgy. Some of the groups had spotless barns with automatic milkers for the herds of cows.
Othersdidn't even have latrines; they just squatted. In some, the members dressed like nuns, or
Quakersin early Pennsylvania. Elsewhere, they went nude and shaved dl their body hair and painted
themsalves purple. There were dl-mae and dl-female groups. | was urged to stay a most of the
former; at the latter, the responses ranged from a bed for the night and good conversation to being
met at a barbed-wire fence with a shotgun.

| tried not to make judgments. These people were doing something important, al of them. They
were testing ways whereby people didn't haveto live in Chicago. That was awonder to me. | had
thought Chicago wasinevitable, like diarrhea.

Thisisnot to say they were dl successful. Some made Chicago look like Shangri-La Therewas
one group who seemed to fed that getting back to nature consisted of degping in pigshit and esting
food a buzzard wouldn't touch. Many were obviousy doomed. They would leave behind agroup of
empty hoves and the memory of cholera

So the place wasn't paradise, not by along way. But there were successes. One or two had
been there since '63 or '64 and were raising their third generation. | was disappointed to see that most
of these were the ones that departed least from established norms of behavior, though some of the
differences could be startling. | suppose the most radical experiments are the least likely to bear fruit.

| stayed through the winter. No one was surprised to see me asecond time. It seems that many
people came to Taos and shopped around. | seldom stayed more than three weeks at any one place,
and dways pulled my weight. | made many friends and picked up skillsthat would serve meif |
stayed off the roads. | toyed with the idea of staying at one of them forever. When | couldn't make up
my mind, | was advised that there was no hurry. | could go to Cdiforniaand return. They seemed
sure| would.

So when spring came | headed west over the hills. | stayed off the roads and dept in the open.
Many nights| would stay at another commune, until they finally began to get farther gpart, then
tapered off entirely. The country was not as pretty as before.

Then, three days leisurdly walking from the last commune, | cameto awall.

In 1964, in the United States, there was an epidemic of German meades, or rubdla. Rubdlais
one of the mildest of infectious diseases. The only timeit's a problem iswhen awoman contractsit in
the first four months of her pregnancy. It is passed to the fetus, which usualy devel ops complications.
These complications include deafness, blindness, and damage to the brain.

In 1964, in the old days before abortion became readily available, there was nothing to be done
about it. Many pregnant women caught rubella and went to term. Five thousand deaf-blind children
were born in oneyear. The norma yearly incidence of deaf-blind children in the United Statesis one



hundred and forty.

In 1970 these five thousand potentiad Helen Kellerswere dl six years old. It was quickly seen
that there was a shortage of Anne Sullivans. Previoudly, deaf-blind children could be sent to asmall
number of pecid inditutions.

It was a problem. Not just anyone can cope with a deaf-blind child. Y ou can't tell them to shut
up when they moan; you can't reason with them, tell them that the moaning is driving you crazy. Some
parents were driven to nervous breakdowns when they tried to keep their children a home.

Many of the five thousand were badly retarded and virtudly impossible to reach, evenif anyone
had been trying. These ended up, for the most part, warehoused in the hundreds of anonymous
nursing homes and ingtitutes for "specia” children. They were put into beds, cleaned up once aday by
afew overworked nurses, and generdly allowed the full blessngs of liberty: they were dlowed to rot
fredly intheir own dark, quiet, private universes. Who can say if it was bad for them? None of them
were heard to complain.

Many children with undamaged brains were shuffled in among the retarded because they were
unableto tell anyone that they were in there behind the sightless eyes. They failed the batteries of
tactile tests, unaware that their fates hung in the balance when they were asked to fit round pegsinto
round holesto the ticking of aclock they could not see or hear. Asaresult, they spent the rest of their
livesin bed, and none of them complained, either. To protest, one must be aware of the possibility of
something better. It helpsto have alanguage, too.

Severa hundred of the children were found to have IQ's within the normal range. There were
news stories about them as they approached puberty and it was reved ed that there were not enough
good people to properly handle them. Money was spent, teachers were trained. The education
expenditureswould go on for aspecified period of time, until the children were grown, then things
would go back to norma and everyone could congratulate themsalves on having dedt successfully
with atough problem.

And indeed, it did work fairly well. There are ways to reach and teach such children. They
involve patience, love, and dedication, and the teachers brought al that to their jobs. All the graduates
of the pecid schoolsleft knowing how to spesk with their hands. Some could talk. A few could
write. Mogt of them |eft the ingtitutionsto live with parents or relatives, or, if neither was possible,
received counseling and help infitting themselvesinto society. The options were limited, but people
can live rewarding lives under the most severe handicaps. Not everyone, but most of the graduates,
were as happy with their |ot as could reasonably be expected. Some achieved the dmost saintly
peace of their role model, Helen Keller. Others became bitter and withdrawn. A few had to be put in
asylums, where they became indistinguishable from the others of their group who had spent the last
twenty yearsthere. But for the most part, they did well.

But among the group, asin any group, were some misfits. They tended to be among the
brightest, the top ten percent in the 1Q scores. Thiswas not ardliable rule. Some had unremarkable
test scores and were gtill infected with the hunger to do something, to change things, to rock the boat.
With agroup of five thousand, there were certain to be afew geniuses, afew artists, afew dreamers,
hell-raisers, individuaists, movers and shapers, afew glorious maniacs.

There was one among them who might have been President but for the fact that shewas blind,



deaf, and awoman. She was smart, but not one of the geniuses. She was adreamer, a creative force,
an innovator. It was she who dreamed of freedom. But she was not a builder of fairy castles. Having
dreamed it, she had to make it come true.

Thewall was made of carefully fitted stone and was about five feet high. 1t was completely out
of context with anything | had seen in New Mexico, though it was built of native rock. Y ou just don't
build that kind of wall out there. Y ou use barbed wire if something needs fencing in; but many people
gtill made use of the free range and brands. Somehow it seemed transplanted from New England.

It was subgtantial enough that | felt it would be unwise to crawl over it. | had crossed many wire
fencesin my travels and had not gotten in trouble for it yet, though | had some talks with some
ranchers. Mostly they told me to keep moving, but didn't seem upset about it. Thiswas different. | set
out to walk around it. From the lay of theland, | couldn't tell how far it might reach, but | had time.

At thetop of thenext rise | saw that | didn't havefar to go. The wal made aright-angle turn just
ahead. | looked over it and could see some buildings. They were mostly domes, the ubiquitous
structure thrown up by communes because of the combination of ease of construction and durability.
There were sheep behind thewall, and afew cows. They grazed on grass so green | wanted to go
over and roll init. The wall enclosed arectangle of green. Outside, where | stood, it wasdl scrub and
sage. These people had accessto Rio Grande irrigation water.

| rounded the corner and followed the wall west again.

| saw aman on horseback about the same time he spotted me. He was south of me, outside the
wall, and he turned and rode in my direction.

Hewas adark man with thick features, dressed in denim and boots with agray battered stetson.
Navaho, maybe. | don't know much about Indians, but I'd heard they were out here.

"Hello," | said when held stopped. He was|ooking me over. "Am | on your land?’
"Tribd land," hesaid. "Yeah, youreonit."

"l didn't seeany Sgns”

He shrugged.

"It's okay, bud. Y ou don't look like you out to rustle cattle." He grinned at me. Histeeth were
large and stained with tobacco. ™Y ou be camping out tonight?"

"Y es. How much farther doesthe, uh, tribal land go? Maybe I'll be out of it before tonight?”

He shook his head gravely. "Nah. Y ou won't be off it tomorrow. 'S dl right. Y ou make afire,
you be careful, hun?' He grinned again and started to ride off.

"Hey, what isthis place?’ | gestured to thewall, and he pulled his horse up and turned around
again. It raised alot of dust.



"Why you asking?' He looked alittle suspicious.
"l dunno. Just curious. It doesn't look like the other places I've been to. Thiswall..."

He scowled. "Damnwall." Then he shrugged. | thought that was al he was going to say. Then he
went on.

"These people, we look out for ‘em, you hear? Maybe we don't go for what they're doin'. But
they got it rough, you know?" He looked at me, expecting something. | never did get the knack of
talking to these laconic Westerners. | always fdt that | was making my sentencestoo long. They usea
shorthand of grunts and shrugs and omitted parts of speech, and | alwaysfelt like adude when |
talked to them.

"Do they welcome guests?' | asked. "I thought | might seeif | could spend the night.”
He shrugged again, and it was awhole different gesture.

"Maybe. They dl deaf and blind, you know?" And that was dl the conversation he could take
for the day. He made a clucking sound and galloped away.

| continued down the wall until | cameto adirt road that wound up the arroyo and entered the
wall. There was awooden gate, but it stood open. | wondered why they took al the trouble with the
wall only to leave the gate like that. Then | noticed acircle of narrow-gauge train tracks that came out
of the gate, looped around outsideit, and rgjoined itsdlf. Therewasasmall siding that ran aong the
outer wall for afew yards.

| stood there afew moments. | don't know what entered into my decision. | think | wasalittle
tired of degping out, and | was hungry for ahome-cooked med. The sun was getting closer to the
horizon. The land to the west looked like more of the same. If the highway had been visible, | might
have headed that way and hitched aride. But | turned the other way and went through the gate.

| walked down the middle of the tracks. There was awooden fence on each side of the road,
built of horizontal planks, like acorral. Sheep grazed on one Side of me. There was a Shetland
sheepdog with them, and she raised her ears and followed me with her eyesas| passed, but did not
comewhen | whistled.

It was about half amileto the cluster of buildings ahead. There were four or five domes made of
something tranducent, like greenhouses, and severa conventiond square buildings. There weretwo
windmillsturning lazily in the breeze. There were severd banks of solar water heaters. These areflat
congtructions of glass and wood, held off the ground so they can tilt to follow the sun. They were
amost vertica now, intercepting the oblique rays of sunset. There were afew trees, what might have
been an orchard.

About halfway there | passed under awooden footbridge. It arched over the road, giving access
from the east pasture to the west pasture. | wondered, What was wrong with asimple gate?

Then | saw something coming down the road in my direction. It wastraveling on the tracks and
it was very quiet. | stopped and waited.



It was asort of converted mining engine, the sort that pullsloads of cod up from the bottom of
shafts. It was battery-powered, and it had gotten quite close before | heard it. A small man was
driving it. He was pulling a car behind him and singing asloud as he could with absolutely no sense of
pitch.

He got closer and closer, moving about five miles per hour, one hand held out asif he was
ggnaing aleft turn. Suddenly | redlized what was happening, as he was bearing down on me. He
wasn't going to stop. He was counting fenceposts with his hand. | scrambled up the fence just intime.
There wasn't more than six inches of clearance between the train and the fence on ether Sde. His
palm touched my leg as | squeezed close to the fence, and he stopped abruptly.

He lesped from the car and grabbed me and | thought | wasin trouble. But he looked
concerned, not angry, and felt me all over, trying to discover if | was hurt. | was embarrassed. Not
from the examination; because | had been foolish. The Indian had said they were dl deaf and blind but
| guess| hadn't quite believed him.

He was flooded with relief when | managed to convey to him that | wasdl right. With eloquent
gestures he made me understand that | was not to stay on the road. Heindicated that | should climb
over the fence and continue through the fields. He repeated himsdlf severd timesto be surel
understood, then held on to me as| climbed over to assure himsdlf that | was out of theway. He
reached over the fence and held my shoulders, smiling at me. He pointed to the road and shook his
head, then pointed to the buildings and nodded. He touched my head and smiled when | nodded. He
climbed back onto the engine and started up, all the time nodding and pointing where he wanted me
to go. Then hewas off again.

| debated what to do. Most of me said to turn around, go back to the wal by way of the pasture
and head back into the hills. These people probably wouldn't want me around. | doubted that I'd be
ableto talk to them, and they might even resent me. On the other hand, | was fascinated, aswho
wouldn't be? | wanted to see how they managed it. | ill didn't believe that they were all deaf and
blind. It didn't seem possible.

The Shdtiewas sniffing a my pants. | looked down at her and she backed away, then daintily
approached me as | held out my open hand. She sniffed, then licked me. | patted her on the head,
and she hustled back to her sheep.

| turned toward the buildings.

Thefirst order of business was money.

None of the students knew much about it from experience, but the library wasfull of Braille
books. They started reading.

One of thefirgt things that became apparent was that when money was mentioned, lavyerswere
not far awvay. The students wrote |etters. From the replies, they selected alawyer and retained him.

They werein aschool in Pennsylvaniaat thetime. The origina pupils of the specia schools, five
hundred in number, had been narrowed down to about seventy as peopleleft to live with relatives or



found other solutionsto their specia problems. Of those seventy, some had placesto go but didn't
want to go there; others had few aternatives. Their parents were either dead or not interested in living
with them. So the seventy had been gathered from the schools around the country into this one, while
ways to deal with them were worked out. The authorities had plans, but the students beat them to it.

Each of them had been entitled to a guaranteed annua income since 1980. They had been under
the care of the government, so they had not received it. They sent their lawyer to court. He came
back with aruling that they could not collect. They appeded, and won. The money was paid
retroactively, with interest, and came to a hedlthy sum. They thanked their lawyer and retained ared
estate agent. Meanwhile, they read.

They read about communesin New Mexico, and instructed their agent to look for something out
there. He made adedl for atract to be leased in perpetuity from the Navaho nation. They read about
theland, found that it would need alot of water to be productive in the way they wanted it to be.

They divided into groups to research what they would need to be sdlf-sufficient.

Water could be obtained by tapping into the canasthat carried it from the reservoirson the Rio
Grandeinto the reclaimed land in the south. Federa money was available for the project through a
|abyrinthine scheme involving HEW, the Agriculture Department, and the Bureau of Indian Affairs.
They ended up paying littlefor their pipdine.

Theland was arid. It would need fertilizer to be of usein raising sheep without resorting to open
range techniques. The cost of fertilizer could be subsidized through the Rurd Resettlement Program.
After that, planting clover would enrich the soil with dl the nitrates they could want.

There were techniques available to farm ecologicaly, without worrying about fertilizers or
pesticides. Everything was recycled. Essentidly, you put sunlight and water into one end and
harvested woal, fish, vegetables, gpples, honey, and eggs at the other end. Y ou used nothing but the
land, and replaced even that as you recycled your waste products back into the soil. They were not
interested in agribusiness with huge combine harvesters and crop dusters. They didn't even want to
turn aprofit. They merdly wanted sufficiency.

The details multiplied. Their leader, the one who had had the origina ideaand the drive to put it
into action in the face of overwheming obstacles, was adynamo named Janet Reilly. Knowing nothing
about the techniques generals and executives employ to achieve large objectives, she invented them
herself and adapted them to the peculiar needs and limitations of her group. She assigned task forces
to look into solutions of each aspect of their project: law, science, socid planning, design, buying,
logistics, congtruction. At any onetime, she wasthe only person who knew everything about what
was happening. Shekept it al in her head; without notes of any kind.

It wasin the areaof socid planning that she showed hersdlf to be avisonary and not just a
superb organizer. Her ideawas not to make a place where they could lead alife that was asightless,
soundlessimitation of their unafflicted peers. She wanted awhole new start, away of living that was
by and for the deaf-blind, away of living that accepted no convention just because that wasthe way it
had aways been done. She examined every human culturd ingtitution from marriage to indecent
exposure to see how it related to her needs and the needs of her friends. She was aware of the peril
of thisapproach, but was undeterred. Her Socid Task Force read about every variant group that had
ever tried to make it on its own anywhere, and brought her reports about how and why they had



failed or succeeded. Shefiltered thisinformation through her own experiencesto see how it would
work for her unusua group with its own set of needs and goals.

The detaillswere endless. They hired an architect to put their ideasinto Braille blueprints.
Gradually the plans evolved. They spent more money. The construction began, supervised on the Site
by their architect, who by now was so fascinated by the scheme that she donated her services. It was
an important break, for they needed someone there whom they could trust. Thereis only so much that
can be accomplished at such adistance.

When things were ready for them to move, they ran into bureaucrétic trouble. They had
anticipated it, but it was a setback. Socia agencies charged with overseeing their welfare doubted the
wisdom of the project. When it became apparent that no amount of reasoning was going to stop it,
whedlswere set in motion that resulted in arestraining order, issued for their own protection,
preventing them from leaving the school. They were twenty-one years old by then, al of them, but
were judged mentaly incompetent to manage their own affairs. A hearing was scheduled.

Luckily, they gtill had accessto their lawyer. He also had become infected with the crazy vison,
and put on agresat battle for them. He succeeded in getting aruling concerning the rights of
ingtitutionalized persons, later upheld by the Supreme Court, which eventualy had severe
repercussionsin state and county hospitals. Redlizing the trouble they were dready in regarding the
thousands of patientsin inadequate facilities across the country, the agencies gavein.

By then, it was the spring of 1988, one year after their target date. Some of their fertilizer had
washed away aready for lack of erosion-preventing clover. It was getting late to start crops, and they
were running short of money. Nevertheless, they moved to New Mexico and began the backbreaking
job of getting everything started. There werefifty-five of them, with nine children aged three monthsto
gxyears

| don't know what | expected. | remember that everything was asurprise, either because it was
so normal or because it was so different. None of my idiot surmises about what such aplace might be
like proved to be true. And of course | didn't know the history of the place; | learned that later,
picked up in bits and pieces.

| was surprised to see lightsin some of the buildings. Thefirst thing | had assumed was that they
would have no need of them. That's an example of something so normal that it surprised me.

Asto the differences, thefirgt thing that caught my attention was the fence around therail line. |
had apersona interest init, having dmaost been injured by it. | Struggled to understand, as| mustif |
wasto stay even for anight.

The wood fencesthat enclosed the rails on their way to the gate continued up to abarn, where
the railslooped back on themselvesin the same way they did outsde thewall. The entire line was
enclosed by the fence. The only access was aloading platform by the barn, and the gate to the
outside. It made sense. The only way a deaf-blind person could operate a conveyance like that would
be with assurances that there was no one on the track. These people would never go on the tracks,
there was no way they could be warned of an gpproaching train.



There were people moving around mein the twilight as | made my way into the group of
buildings. They took no notice of me, as | had expected. They moved fast; some of them were
actualy running. | stood till, eyes searching al around me so no one would come crashing into me. |
had to figure out how they kept from crashing into each other before | got bolder.

| bent to the ground and examined it. The light was getting bad, but | saw immediately that there
were concrete sdewalks crisscrossing the area. Each of the walks was etched with adifferent sort of
pattern in grooves that had been made before the stuff set lines, waves, depressions, patches of rough
and smooth. | quickly saw that the people who were in ahurry moved only on those wakways, and
they were dl barefoot. It was no trick to seethat it was some sort of traffic pattern read with the feet.
| stood up. | didn't need to know how it worked. It was sufficient to know what it was and stay off
the paths.

The people were unremarkable. Some of them were not dressed, but | was used to that by now.
They camein al shapes and sizes, but al seemed to be about the same age except for the children.
Except for the fact that they did not stop and talk or even wave as they approached each other, |
would never have guessed they were blind. | watched them come to intersectionsin the pathways—I
didn't know how they knew they were there, but could think of severa ways—and dow down as
they crossed. It was amarvelous system.

| began to think of approaching someone. | had been there for amost half an hour, an intruder. |
guess| had afdse sense of these people's vulnerability; | felt likeaburglar.

| walked dong beside awoman for aminute. She was very purposeful in her eyes-ahead stride,
or seemed to be. She sensed something, maybe my footsteps. She dowed alittle, and | touched her
on the shoulder, not knowing what else to do. She stopped ingtantly and turned toward me. Her eyes
were open but vacant. Her handswere all over me, lightly touching my face, my chest, my hands,
fingering my clothing. There was no doubt in my mind that she knew mefor astranger, probably from
thefirg tap on the shoulder. But she smiled warmly at me, and hugged me. Her hands were very
ddlicate and warm. That's funny, because they were calloused from hard work. But they felt sengitive,

She made me to understand—by pointing to the building, making eeting motionswith an
imaginary spoon, and touching a number on her watch—that supper was served in an hour, and that |
was invited. | nodded and smiled beneath her hands; she kissed me on the cheek and hurried off.

Wéll. It hadn't been so bad. | had worried about my ability to communicate. Later | found out
shelearned agreat deadl more about me than | had known.

| put off going into the messhadl or whatever it was. | strolled around in the gathering darkness
looking at their layout. | saw thelittle Sheltie bringing the sheep back to the fold for the night. She
herded them expertly through the open gate without any instructions, and one of the resdents closed it
and locked them in. The man bent and scratched the dog on the head and got his hand licked. Her
chores done for the night, the dog hurried over to me and sniffed my pant leg. Shefollowed me
around the rest of the evening.

Everyone seemed so busy that | was surprised to see one woman sitting on arail fence, doing
nothing. | went over to her.

Closer, | saw that she was younger than | had thought. She was thirteen, | learned later. She



wasn't wearing any clothes. | touched her on the shoulder, and she jumped down from the fence and
went through the same routine as the other woman had, touching me dl over with no reserve. She
took my hand and | felt her fingers moving rapidly in my pam. | couldn't understand it, but knew what
it was. | shrugged, and tried out other gestures to indicate that | didn't speak hand talk. She nodded,
dill feding my facewith her hands.

She asked meif | was staying to dinner. | assured her that | was. She asked meif | wasfrom a
university. And if you think that's easy to ask with only body movements, try it. But shewas so
graceful and supplein her movements, so deft at getting her meaning across. It was beautiful to watch
her. It was speech and ballet at the sametime.

| told her | wasn't from auniversity, and launched into an attempt to tell her alittle about what |
was doing and how | got there. She listened to me with her hands, scratching her head graphically
when | failed to make my meanings clear. All the time the smile on her face got broader and broader,
and shewould laugh slently a my antics. All thiswhile standing very closeto me, touching me. At last
she put her hands on her hips.

"l guess you need the practice" she said, "but if it'sall the sameto you, could we talk mouthtalk
for now?Y ou're cracking me up."

| jumped asif stung by abee. The touching, while something | could ignore for a deaf-blind girl,
suddenly seemed out of place. | stepped back alittle, but her hands returned to me. She looked
puzzled, then read the problem with her hands.

"I'm sorry,” she said. "Y ou thought | was deaf and blind. If I'd known | would havetold you
right off."

"] thought everyone herewas."

"Just the parents. I'm one of the children. We dl hear and see quite well. Don't be so nervous. If
you can't stand touching, you're not going to likeit here. Relax, | won't hurt you." And she kept her
hands moving over me, mostly my face. | didn't understand it at thetime, but it didn't seem sexudl.

Turned out | waswrong, but it wasn't blatant.

"Y ou'll need meto show you the ropes,” she said, and started for the domes. She held my hand
and waked close to me. Her other hand kept moving to my face every time | talked.

"Number one, Say off the concrete paths. That's where—"
"| dready figured that out."

"Y ou did? How long have you been here?' Her hands searched my face with renewed interest.
It was quite dark.

"Lessthan an hour. | wasamost run over by your train.”
She laughed, then apologized and said she knew it wasn't funny to me.

| told her it was funny to me now, though it hadn't been at thetime. She said therewasa



warning sign on the gate, but | had been unlucky enough to come when the gate was open—they
opened it by remote control before atrain started up—and | hadn't seenit.

"What's your name?" | asked her aswe neared the soft yellow lights coming from the dining
room.

Her hand worked reflexively in mine, then stopped. "Oh, | don't know. | have one; severd, in
fact. But they'rein bodytak. I'm... Pink. It trandatesas Pink, | guess.”

There was agtory behind it. She had been the first child born to the school students. They knew
that babies were described as being pink, so they called her that. She felt pink to them. Aswe
entered the hall, | could see that her name was visually inaccurate. One of her parents had been black.
She was dark, with blue eyes and curly hair lighter than her skin. She had a broad nose, but smal lips.

Shedidn't ask my name, so | didn't offer it. No one asked my name, in speech, the entiretimel
wasthere. They called me many thingsin bodytak, and when the children caled meit was "Hey,
you!" They weren't big on spoken words.

Thedining hall wasin arectangular building made of brick. It connected to one of thelarge
domes. It wasdimly lighted. | later learned that the lights were for me done. The children didn't need
them for anything but reading. | held Pink's hand, glad to have aguide. | kept my eyes and ears open.

"We'reinforma," Pink said. Her voice was embarrassingly loud in the large room. No onedse
wastalking at al there were just the sounds of movement and breathing. Severa of the children
looked up. "1 won't introduce you around now. Just fed like part of the family. People will fed you
later, and you can talk to them. Y ou can take your clothes off here at the door."

| had no trouble with that. Everyone else was nude, and | could easily adjust to household
customs by that time. Y ou take your shoes off in Japan, you take your clothes off in Taos. What's the
difference?

Wéll, quite abit, actualy. Therewas dl the touching that went on. Everybody touched
everybody dse, asroutingly as glancing. Everyone touched my face first, then went on with what
seemed like total innocence to touch me everywhere ese. Asusud, it was not quite what it seemed. It
was not innocent, and it was not the usual treatment they gave othersin their group. They touched
each other's genitals a lot more than they touched mine. They were holding back withmeso |
wouldn't be frightened. They were very polite with Strangers.

Therewas along, low table, with everyone sitting on the floor around it. Pink led metoit.

" See the bare strips on the floor? Stay out of them. Don't leave anything in them. That's where
people walk. Don't ever move anything. Furniture, | mean. That hasto be decided at full meetings, so
well al know where everything is. Smdll things, too. If you pick up something, put it back exactly
whereyou foundit."

" undergand.”

People were bringing bowls and platters of food from the adjoining kitchen. They set them on
the table, and the diners began fedling them. They ate with their fingers, without plates, and they did it



dowly and lovingly. They smelled things for along time before they took abite. Eating was very
sensud to these people.

They were terrific cooks. | have never, before or since, esten aswell as| did at Keller. (That's
my namefor it, in gpeech, though their bodytalk name was something very likethat. When | called it
Kdler, everyone knew what | wastalking about.) They started off with good, fresh produce,
something that's hard enough to find in the cities, and went at the cooking with artistry and
imagination. It wasn't like any nationd style I've eaten. They improvised, and seldom cooked the same
thing the same way twice.

| sat between Pink and the fellow who had amost run me down earlier. | stuffed myself
disgracefully. It wastoo far removed from beef jerky and the organic dry cardboard | had been eating
for meto beabletoresd. | lingered over it, but till finished long before anyone e se. | watched them
as| sat back carefully and wondered if I'd be sick. (I wasn't, thank God.) They fed themselves and
each other, sometimes getting up and going clear around the table to offer a choice morsdl to afriend
onthe other side. | wasfed in thisway by al too many of them, and nearly popped until | learned a
pidgin phrasein handtalk, saying | wasfull to the brim. | learned from Pink that afriendlier way to
refuse wasto offer something mysdlf.

Eventudly | had nothing to do but feed Pink and look &t the others. | began to be more
observant. | had thought they were eating in solitude, but soon saw thet lively conversation was
flowing around the table. Hands were busy, moving dmost too fast to see. They were spelling into
each other's pams, shoulders, legs, arms, bellies; any part of the body. | watched in amazement asa
ripple of laughter spread like falling dominoes from one end of the table to the other as some witticism
was passed dong the line. It was fast. Looking carefully, | could see the thoughts moving, reaching
one person, passed on while areply went in the other direction and wasin turn passed on, other
replies originating al dong the line and bouncing back and forth. They were awave form, like water.

It was messy. Let'sfaceit; eating with your fingers and talking with your handsis going to get
you smeared with food. But no one minded. | certainly didn't. | wastoo busy feding left out. Pink
talked to me, but | knew | was finding out what it'slike to be deaf. These people were friendly and
seemed to like me, but could do nothing about it. We couldn't communicate.

Afterwards, we all trooped outside, except the cleanup crew, and took a shower beneath a set
of faucetsthat gave out very cold water. | told Pink I'd like to help with the dishes, but shesaid I'd
just beintheway. | couldn't do anything around Keler until | learned their very specific ways of doing
things. She seemed to be assuming dready that I'd be around that long.

Back into the building to dry off, which they did with their usud puppy dog friendliness, making a
game and a gift of toweling each other, and then we went into the dome.

It waswarm insde, warm and dark. Light entered from the passage to the dining room, but it
wasn't enough to blot out the stars through the lattice of triangular panes overhead. It was dmost like
being out in the open.

Pink quickly pointed out the positiona etiquette within the dome. It wasn't hard to follow, but |
till tended to keep my arms and legs pulled in close so | wouldn't trip someone by sprawling into a



walk space.

My misconceptions got me again. There was no sound but the soft whisper of flesh againgt flesh,
50 | thought | wasin the middie of an orgy. | had been at them before, in other communes, and they
looked pretty much likethis. I quickly saw that | waswrong, and only later found out | had been right.
Inasense.

What threw my evaluations out of whack was the smplefact that group conversation among
these people had to look like an orgy. The much subtler observation that | made later wasthat with a
hundred naked bodies diding, rubbing, kissing, caressing, dl at the sametime, what wasthe point in
making adigtinction? There was no digtinction.

| haveto say that | usethe noun "orgy" only to get across ageneral idea of many peoplein close
contact. | don't liketheword, it istoo ripe with connotations. But | had these connotations myself at
thetime, so | wasrelieved to see that it was not an orgy. The ones| had been to had been tedious
and impersond, and | had hoped for better from these people.

Many wormed their way through the crush to get to me and meet me. Never morethan one at a
time; they were constantly aware of what was going on and were waiting their turn to talk to me.
Naturdly, | didn't know it then. Pink sat with meto interpret the hard thoughts. | eventually used her
words less and less, getting into the spirit of tactile seeing and understanding. No onefdlt they redly
knew me until they had touched every part of my body, so there were handson me dl thetime. |
timidly did the same.

What with al the touching, | quickly got an erection, which embarrassed me quite a bit. | was
berating myself for being unable to keep sexua responses out of it, for not being able to operate on
the same intellectua plane| thought they were on, when | redlized with some shock that the couple
next to me was making love. They had been doing it for the last ten minutes, actually, and it had
seemed such anaturd part of what was happening that | had known it and not known it at the same
time

No sooner had | redlized it than | suddenly wondered if | wasright. Were they? It wasvery
dow and the light was bad. But her legs were up, and he was on top of her, that much | was sure of.
It wasfoolish of me, but | redly had to know. | had to find out what the hell | wasin. How could |
givethe proper socid responsesif | didn't know the Situation?

| was very senditive to polite behavior after my months at the various communes. | had become
adept at saying prayers before supper in one place, chanting Hare Krishna at another, and going
happily nudigt at ill another. It'scdled "whenin Rome," and if you can't adapt to it you shouldn't go
visiting. | would knedl to Mecca, burp after my meals, toast anything that was proposed, et organic
rice and compliment the cook; but to do it right, you have to know the customs. | had thought | knew
them, but had changed my mind three timesin as many minutes.

They were making love, in the sense that he was penetrating her. They were dso deeply
involved with each other. Their hands fluttered like butterflies al over each other, filled with meanings
| couldn't see or fed. But they were being touched by and were touching many other people around
them. They weretaking to all these people, even if the message was assmple asa pat on the
forehead or arm.



Pink noticed where my attention was. She was sort of wound around me, without really doing
anything | would have thought of as provocative. | just couldn't decide. 1t seemed so innocent, and
yet it wasnt.

"That's (--) and (--)," she said, the parentheses indicating a series of hand motions against my
pam. | never learned asound word as a name for any of them but Pink, and | can't reproduce the
bodytalk names they had. Pink reached over, touched the woman with her foot, and did some
complicated business with her toes. The woman smiled and grabbed Pink'sfoot, her fingers moving.

"(--) would like to talk with you later,” Pink told me. "Right after she'sthrough talking to (--).
Y ou met her earlier, remember? She says she likes your hands."

Now thisisgoing to sound crazy, | know. It sounded pretty crazy to me when | thought of it. It
dawned on me with asort of revelation that her word for talk and mine were miles apart. Tak, to her,
meant acomplex interchange involving al parts of the body. She could read words or emotionsin
every twitch of my muscles, like alie detector. Sound, to her, was only aminor part of
communication. It was something she used to spesk to outsiders. Pink talked with her whole being.

| didn't havethe hdf of it, even then, but it was enough to turn my head entirely around in relaion
to these people. They talked with their bodies. It wasn't dl hands, asI'd thought. Any part of the
body in contact with any other was communication, sometimes avery smple and basic sort think of
McLuhan'slight bulb as the basic medium of information—perhaps saying no morethan "'l am here.”
But talk wastalk, and if conversation evolved to the point where you needed to talk to another with
your genitals, it was ill a part of the conversation. What | wanted to know was what wer e they
saying? | knew, even at that dim moment of redlization, that it was much morethan | could grasp.
Sure, you're saying. Y ou know about talking to your lover with your body as you make love. That's
not such anew idea. Of courseit isn't, but think how wonderful that talk is even when you're not
primarily tactile-oriented. Can you carry the thought from there, or are you doomed to be an
earthworm thinking about sunsets?

While this was hagppening to me, there was awoman getting acquainted with my body. Her
hands were on me, in my lap when | felt myself gaculating. It was abig surprise to me, but to no one
else. | had been telling everyone around me for many minutes, through signsthey could fed with their
hands, that it was going to happen. Instantly, hands were al over my body. | could almost understand
them asthey spelled tender thoughtsto me. | got the gist, anyway, if not the words. | wasterribly
embarrassed for only amoment, then it passed away in the face of the easy acceptance. It was very
intense. For along time | couldn't get my breath.

The woman who had been the cause of it touched my lipswith her fingers. She moved them
dowly, but meaningfully | was sure. Then she melted back into the group.

"What did she say?' | asked Pink.
She amiled a me. "Y ou know, of course. If you'd only cut loose from your verbdizing. But,
generdly, she meant 'How nicefor you.' It dso trandates as 'How nicefor me." And'me,’ inthis

sense, meansal of us. The organism.”

| knew | had to stay and learn to speak.



The commune had its ups and downs. They had expected them, in genera, but had not known
what shape they might take.

Winter killed many of their fruit trees. They replaced them with hybrid strains. They lost more
fertilizer and soil in windstorms because the clover had not had time to anchor it down. Their schedule
had been thrown off by the court actions, and they didn't redlly get things settled in agroove for more
than ayear.

Their fish dl died. They used the bodiesfor fertilizer and looked into what might have gone
wrong. They were using athree-stage ecology of the type pioneered by the New Alchemistsin the
seventies. It congsted of three domed ponds: one containing fish, another with crushed shellsand
bacteriain one section and algae in another, and athird full of daphnids. The water containing fish
waste from thefirst pond was pumped through the shells and bacteria, which detoxified it and
converted the ammoniait contained into fertilizer for the dgae. The adgae water was pumped into the
second pond to feed the daphnids. Then daphnids and agae were pumped to the fish pond asfood
and the enriched water was used to fertilize greenhouse plantsin al of the domes.

They tested the water and the soil and found that chemicals were being leached from impurities
in the shells and concentrated down the food chain. After athorough cleanup, they restarted and dl
went well. But they had lost their first cash crop.

They never went hungry. Nor were they cold; there was plenty of sunlight year-round to power
the pumps and the food cycle and to heet their living quarters. They had built their buildings
half-buried with an eye to the heating and cooling powers of convective currents. But they had to
spend some of their capita. Thefirst year they showed aloss.

Oneof their buildings caught fire during the first winter. Two men and asmall girl werekilled
when a prinkler systlem mafunctioned. Thiswas ashock to them. They had thought things would
operate as advertised. None of them knew much about the building trades, about estimates as
opposed to redlities. They found that severa of their installations were not up to specifications, and
ingtituted a program of periodic checks on everything. They learned to strip down and repair anything
on thefarm. If something contained e ectronics too complex for them to cope with, they toreit out
and ingaled something Smpler.

Socidly, their progress had been much more encouraging. Janet had wisely decided that there
would be only two hard and fast objectivesin therealm of their relaionships. Thefirst wasthat she
refused to be their president, chairwoman, chief, or supreme commander. She had seen from the art
that adriving personality was needed to get the planning done and the land bought and a sense of
purpose fostered from their formless desire for an dternative. But once at the promised land, she
abdicated. From that point they would operate as a democratic communism. If thet failed, they would
adopt anew approach. Anything but a dictatorship with her at the head. She wanted no part of that.

The second principle was to accept nothing. There had never been a deaf-blind community
operating on itsown. They had no expectationsto satisfy, they did not need to live asthe sighted did.
They were done. There was no oneto tell them not to do something smply because it was not done.

They had no clearer idea of what their society would be than anyone ese. They had been forced



into amold that was not relevant to their needs, but beyond that they didn't know. They would search
out the behavior that made sense, the mora things for deaf-blind people to do. They understood the
basic principles of moras: that nothing ismora aways, and anything ismora under theright
circumstances. It dl had to do with socia context. They were starting from ablank date, with no
modesto follow.

By the end of the second year they had their context. They continually modified it, but the basic
pattern was set. They knew themselves and what they were as they had never been ableto do at the
school. They defined themsdavesin their own terms.

| spent my first day at Keller in schooal. 1t was the obvious and necessary step. | had to learn
handtalk.

Pink was kind and very patient. | learned the basic alphabet and practiced hard at it. By the
afternoon she was refusing to talk to me, forcing me to spesk with my hands. She would spesk only
when pressed hard, and eventualy not at al. | scarcely spoke asingle word after the third day.

Thisisnot to say that | was suddenly fluent. Not at al. At the end of thefirst day | knew the
aphabet and could laboriousy make mysalf understood. | was not so good at reading words spelled
into my own palm. For along time | had to look at the hand to see what was spelled. But like any
language, eventudly you think init. | spesk fluent French, and | can recdl my amazement when |
findly reached the point where | wasn't trandating my thoughts before | spoke. | reached it at Keller
in about two weeks.

| remember one of the last things | asked Pink in speech. It was something that was worrying
me.

"Pink, am | welcome here?"
"Y ou've been here three days. Do you fed rgected?’

"No, it'snot that. | guess| just need to hear your policy about outsiders. How long am |
welcome?!

She wrinkled her brow. It was evidently a new question.

"Well, practically spesking, until amgjority of us decide we want you to go. But that's never
happened. No one's stayed here much longer than afew days. Weve never had to evolve apolicy
about what to do, for instance, if someone who sees and hears wantsto join us. No one has, so far,
but | guessit could happen. My guessisthat they wouldn't accept it. They're very independent and
jedlous of their freedom, though you might not have noticed it. | don't think you could ever be one of
them. But aslong as you're willing to think of yourself asaguest, you could probably stay for twenty
years

"You sad ‘they.’ Don't you include yoursdf in the group?”

For thefirgt time she looked allittle uneasy. | wish | had been better at reading body language at



thetime. | think my hands could have told me volumes about what she was thinking.

"Sure," shesaid. "The children are part of the group. Welikeit. | sure wouldn't want to be
anywhere dse, from what | know of the outside.

"l don't blameyou." There were things left unsaid here, but | didn't know enough to ask the right
guestions. "Buit it's never a problem, being able to see when none of your parents can? They don't...
resent you in any way?"'

Thistime she laughed. "Oh, no. Never that. They're much too independent for that. Y ou've seen
it. They don't need usfor anything they can't do themsalves. We're part of the family. We do exactly
the same thingsthey do. And it redlly doesn't matter. Sight, | mean. Hearing, either. Just look around
you. Do | have any specid advantages because | can see where I'm going?”

| had to admit that she didn't. But there was till the hint of something she wasn't saying to me.

"I know what's bothering you. About staying here." She had to draw me back to my origina
question; | had been wandering.

"What'sthat?"

"You don't fed apart of thedaily life. Y ou're not doing your share of the chores. Y ou're very
conscientious and you want to do your part. | cantell.”

She read meright, asusud, and | admitted it.

"And you won't be able to until you can talk to everybody. So let's get back to your lessons.
Y our fingersare il very doppy.”

Therewas alot of work to be done. Thefirst thing | had to learn was to dow down. They were
dow and methodica workers, made few mistakes, and didn't careif ajob took al day so long asit
was donewell. When | wasworking by mysdf | didn't have to worry about it: sSweeping, picking
apples, weeding in the gardens. But when | was on ajob that required teamwork | had to learn a
whole new pace. Eyesight enables a person to do many aspects of ajob at once with afew quick
glances. A blind person will take each aspect of thejob inturnif thejob is spread out. Everything has
to be verified by touch. At abench job, though, they could be much faster than |. They could make
mefed asthough | wasworking with my toesinstead of fingers.

| never suggested that | could make anything quicker by virtue of my sight or hearing. They quite
rightly would have told me to mind my own business. Accepting sighted help wasthefirst ep to
dependence, and after dl, they would still be here with the same jobsto do after | was gone.

And that got me to thinking about the children again. | began to be positive that there was an
undercurrent of resentment, maybe unconscious, between the parents and children. It was obvious
that there was agreat ded of |ove between them, but how could the children fail to resent the
regjection of their talent? So my reasoning went, anyway.



| quickly fit mysdf into the routine. | was trested no better or worse than anyone else, which
gratified me. Though | would never become part of the group, even if | should desireit, there was
absolutely no indication that | was anything but afull member. That'sjust how they treated guests. as
they would one of their own number.

Lifewasfulfilling out therein away it has never beeninthecities. It wasn't unique to Kdler, this
pastoral peace, but the people there had it in generous helpings. The earth beneath your barefeet is
something you can never fed in acity park.

Daily life was busy and satisfying. There were chickens and hogs to feed, bees and sheep to
carefor, fish to harvest, and cows to milk. Everybody worked: men, women, and children. It all
seemed to fit together without any apparent effort. Everybody seemed to know what to do when it
needed doing. Y ou could think of it asawell-oiled machine, but | never liked that metaphor,
especialy for people. | thought of it asan organism. Any socid group is, but this one worked. Most
of the other communesI'd visited had glaring flaws. Things would not get done because everyone was
too stoned or couldn't be bothered or didn't see the necessity of doing it in thefirst place. That sort of
ignorance leads to typhus and soil erosion and people freezing to deeth and invasions of socia
workerswho take your children away. I'd seen it happen.

Not here. They had agood picture of the world asit is, not the rosy misconceptions so many
other utopians labor under. They did the jobs that needed doing.

| could never detall dl the nuts and bolts (there's that machine metaphor again) of how the place
worked. The fish-cycle ponds aone were complicated enough to overawe me. | killed aspider in one
of the greenhouses, then found out it had been put there to eat a specific set of plant predators. Same
for the frogs. There wereinsectsin the water to kill other insects; it got to a point where | was afraid
to swat amayfly without prior okay.

Asthe days went by | wastold some of the history of the place. Mistakes had been made,
though surprisngly few.

One had been in the area of defense. They had made no provision. for it at first, not knowing
much about the brutality and random violence that reaches even to the out-of-the-way corners. Guns
werethelogica and preferred choice out here, but were beyond their capabilities.

One night a carload of men who had had too much to drink showed up. They had heard of the
placein town. They stayed for two days, cutting the phone lines and raping many of the women.

The people discussed dl the options after the invasion was over, and settled on the organic one.
They bought five German shepherds. Not the psychotic wretches that are marketed under the
description of "attack dogs," but specialy trained ones from afirm recommended by the Albuguerque
police. They weretrained as both Seeing-Eye and police dogs. They were perfectly harmless until an
outsider showed overt aggression, then they were trained, not to disarm, but to go for the throat.

It worked, like most of their solutions. The second invasion resulted in two dead and three badly
injured, al on the other side. Asabackup in case of a concerted attack, they hired an ex-marineto
teach them the fundamentals of close-in dirty fighting. These were not dewy-eyed flower children.

There were three superb mealsaday. And there was el sure time, too. It was not al work.



There wastime to take afriend out and sit in the grass under atree, usually around sunset, just before
the big dinner. There was time for someone to stop working for afew minutes, to share same specia
treasure. | remember being taken by the hand by one woman whom | must cdll
Tall-one-with-green-eyes to a pot where mushrooms were growing in the cool crawl space benegth
the barn. Wewriggled under until our faceswere buried in the patch, picked afew, and smelled them.
She showed me how to smell. | would have thought afew weeks before that we had ruined their
beauty, but after dl it wasonly visud. | was dready beginning to discount that sense, whichisso
removed from the essence of an object. She showed me that they were still beautiful to touch and
smd| after we had apparently destroyed them. Then she was off to the kitchen with the pick of the
bunch in her gpron. They tasted dl the better that night.

And aman—I will call him Bady—who brought me a plank he and one of the women had been
planing in the woodshop. | touched its smoothness and smelled it and agreed with him how good it
wes.

And after the evening med, the Together.

During my third week there | had an indication of my status with the group. It wasthefirst regl
test of whether | meant anything to them. Anything specid, | mean. | wanted to seethem asmy
friends, and | suppose | wasalittle upset to think that just anyone who wandered in here would be
treated theway | was. It was childish and unfair to them, and | wasn't even aware of the discontent
until later.

| had been hauling water in abucket into the field where a seedling tree was being planted.
There was ahose for that purpose, but it was in use on the other side of the village. Thistree was not
in reach of the automatic sprinklersand it was drying out. | had been carrying water to it until another
solution was found.

It was hot, around noon. | got the water from a standing spigot near the forge. | set the bucket
down on the ground behind me and leaned my head into the flow of water. | waswearing ashirt
made of cotton, unbuttoned in the front. The water felt good running through my hair and soaking into
theshirt. | letit go onfor dmost aminute.

There was a crash behind me and | bumped my head when | raised it up too quickly under the
faucet. | turned and saw awoman sprawled on her face in the dust. She was turning over dowly,
holding her knee. | redized with asinking feding that she had tripped over the bucket | had cardlesdy
left on the concrete express lane. Think of it: ambling along on ground that you trust to be free of dl
obgtruction, suddenly you're sitting on the ground. Their system would only work with trust, and it had
to betotal; everybody had to be responsible al thetime. | had been accepted into that trust and | had
blownit. | felt Sck.

She had anasty scrape on her left knee that was 0ozing blood. Shefdt it with her hands, Sitting
there on the ground, and she began to howl. It wasweird, painful. Tears came from her eyes, then she
pounded her fists on the ground, going "*"Hunnnh, hunnnh, hunnnh!™ with each blow. Shewas angry,
and she had every right to be.

Shefound the pail as| hedtantly reached out for her. She grablbed my hand and followed it up



to my face. Shefdt my face, crying al the time, then wiped her nose and got up. She started off for
one of the buildings. Shelimped dightly.

| sat down and felt miserable. | didn't know what to do.

One of the men came out to get me. It was Big Man. | called him that because he wasthe tallest
person at Keller. Hewasn't any sort of policeman, | found out later he was just thefirst onethe
injured woman had met. He took my hand and felt my face. | saw tears start when he fdlt the
emotionsthere. He asked meto comeinsde with him.

An impromptu pand had been convened. Cal it ajury. It was made up of anyone who was
handy, including afew children. There were ten or twelve of them. Everyone looked very sad. The
woman | had hurt was there, being consoled by three or four people. I'll call her Scar, for the
prominent mark on her upper arm.

Everybody kept talking to mein handtalk, you understand how sorry they were for me. They
petted and stroked me, trying to draw some of the misery away.

Pink came racing in. She had been sent for to act asatrandator if needed. Sincethiswasa
forma proceeding it was necessary that they be sure | understood everything that happened. She
went to Scar and cried with her for abit, then came to me and embraced mefiercdly, telling me with
her hands how sorry she was that this had happened. | was dready figuratively packing my bags.
Nothing seemed to be left but the formality of expelling me.

Then we dl sat together on the floor. We were close, touching on al aides. The hearing began.

Most of it wasin handtalk, with Pink throwing in afew words here and there. | seldom knew
who said what, but that was appropriate. It was the group speaking as one. No statement reached me
without already having become a consensus.

"Y ou are accused of having violated therules," said the group, "and of having been the cause of
aninjury to (theonel caled Scar). Do you dispute this? Isthere any fact that we should know™

"No," | told them. "l wasresponsible. It was my carel essness.”

"We understand. We sympathize with you in your remorse, which isevident to al of us. But
cardlessnessisaviolaion. Do you understand this? Thisisthe offense for which you are (----)." It
was aset of agnasin shorthand.

"What wasthat?' | asked Pink.

"Uh... 'brought before us?'Standing trid"?" She shrugged, not happy with either interpretation.

"Yes. | undersand.”

"Thefacts not being in question, it is agreed that you are guilty.” (" 'Responsible’ " Pink
whispered in my ear.) "Withdraw from us amoment while we cometo adecision.”

| got up and stood by the wall, not wanting to look at them as they went back and forth through



the joined hands.

There was aburning lump in my throat that | could not swallow. Then | was asked to rgjoin the
crce.

"The penalty for your offenseis set by custom. If it were not so, we would wish we could rule
otherwise. Y ou now have the choice of accepting the punishment designated and having the offense
wiped away, or of refusing our jurisdiction and withdrawing your body from our land. What isyour
choice?'

| had Pink repesat thisto me, because it was so important that | know what was being offered.
When | wassurel had read it right, | accepted their punishment without hesitation. | was very grateful
to have been given an dterndive.

"Very well. You have eected to be treated as we would treat one of our own who had done the
same act. Cometo us."

Everyone drew in closer. | was not told what was going to happen. | was drawn in and nudged
gently from all directions.

Scar was sitting with her legs crossed more or lessin the center of the group. She was crying
again, and sowas|, | think. It's hard to remember. | ended up face down across her l1ap. She
spanked me.

| never once thought of it asimprobable or strange. It flowed naturaly out of the Situation.
Everyone was holding on to me and caressng me, Spdlling assurancesinto my padmsand legsand
neck and cheeks. Weweredl crying. It was adifficult thing that had to be faced by the whole group.

Othersdrifted in and joined us. | understood that this punishment came from everyone there, but
only the offended person, Scar, did the actua spanking. That was one of theways | had wronged her,
beyond the fact of giving her ascraped knee. | had laid on her the obligation of disciplining me and
that was why she had sobbed so loudly, not from the pain of her injury, but from the pain of knowing
shewould haveto hurt me.

Pink later told me that Scar had been the staunchest advocate of giving me the option to Say.
Some had wanted to expel me outright, but she paid me the compliment of thinking | wasagood
enough person to be worth putting herself and me through the ordedl. If you can't understand that, you
haven't grasped the feding of community | felt among these people.

It went on for along time. It was very painful, but not crudl. Nor wasit primarily humiliating.
There was some of that, of course. But it was essentially a practical |esson taught in the most direct
terms. Each of them had undergone it during the first months, but none recently. Y ou learned fromiit,
believeme.

| did alot of thinking about it afterward. | tried to think of what €l se they might have done.
Spanking grown peopleisredly unheard of, you know, though that didn't occur to me until long after
it had happened. 1t seemed so natural when it was going on that the thought couldn't even enter my
mind that thiswas aweird Situation to bein.



They did something like thiswith the children, but not aslong or as hard. Responsibility was
lighter for the younger ones. The adults were willing to put up with an occasiona bruise or scraped
knee while the children learned.

But when you reached what they thought of as adulthood—uwhich was whenever amgjority of
the adults thought you had or when you assumed the privilege yourse f—that's when the spanking
redlly got serious.

They had a harsher punishment, reserved for repeated or malicious offenses. They had not had
toinvokeit often. It consisted of being sent to Coventry. No one would touch you for aspecified
period of time. By thetime | heard of it, it sounded like a very tough pendlty. | didn't need it explained
tome.

| don't know how to explain it, but the spanking was administered in such aloving way that |
didn't fed violated. This hurts me as much as it hurts you. I'm doing this for your own good. |
love you, that's why |I'm spanking you. They made me understand those old clichés by their actions.

When it was over, we al cried together. But it soon turned to happiness. | embraced Scar and
we told each other how sorry we were that it had happened. We tdked to each other—made love if
you like—and | kissed her knee and helped her dressit.

We spent the rest of the day together, easing the pain.

As| became more fluent in handtalk, "the scalesfell from my eyes.” Daily, | would discover a
new layer of meaning that had euded me before; it waslike pedling the skin of an onion to find anew
skin beneath it. Each time | thought | was at the core, only to find that there was another layer | could
not yet see.

| had thought that learning handtalk was the key to communication with them. Not so. Handtalk
was baby talk. For along time | was a baby who could not even say goo-goo clearly. Imagine my
surprise when, having learned to say it, | found that there were syntax, conjunctions, parts of speech,
nouns, verbs, tense, agreement, and the subjunctive mood. | was wading in atide pool &t the edge of
the Pacific Ocean.

By handtalk | mean the International Manua Alphabet. Anyone can learnit in afew hoursor
days. But when you talk to someone in speech, do you spell each word? Do you read each |etter as
you read this? No, you grasp words as entities, hear groups of sounds and see groups of lettersasa
geddt full of meaning.

Everyone a Kdler had an absorbing interest in language. They each knew severa
languages—spoken languages—and could read and spell them fluently.

While gtill children they had understood the fact that handtalk was away for deaf-blind people
to talk to outsiders. Among themsalves it was much too cumbersome. It was like Morse Code: useful
when you're limited to on-off modes of information transmission, but not the preferred mode. Their
ways of gpeaking to each other were much closer to our type of written or verbal communication,
and—dare | say it?>—better.



| discovered thisdowly, firgt by seeing that though | could spell rapidly with my hands, it took
much longer for meto say something than it took anyone else. It could not be explained by
differencesin dexterity. So | asked to be taught their shorthand speech. | plunged in, thistime taught
by everyone, not just Pink.

It was hard. They could say any word in any language with no more than two moving hand
positions. | knew thiswas a project for years, not days. Y ou learn the a phabet and you have dl the
tools you need to spell any word that exists. That's the great advantage in having your written and
spoken speech based on the same set of symbols. Shorthand was not like that at al. It partook of
none of the linearity or commondity of handtalk; it was not code for English or any other language; it
did not share congtruction or vocabulary with any other language. It was wholly constructed by the
Kédlerites according to their needs. Each word was something | had to learn and memorize separately
from the handtalk spelling.

For months| sat in the Togethers after dinner saying thingslike "Melove Scar much much well,”
while waves of conversation ebbed and flowed and circled around me, touching me only at the edges.
But | kept at it, and the children were endlesdy patient with me. | improved gradualy. Understand
that the rest of the conversations | will relate took place in either handtalk or shorthand, limited to
various degrees by my fluency. | did not speak nor was | spoken to oraly from the day of my
punishment.

| was having alesson in bodytalk from Pink. Y es, we were making love. It had taken me afew
weeks to see that she was a sexua being, that her caresses, which | had persisted in seeing as
innocent—as | had defined it at the time—both were and weren't innocent. She understood it as
perfectly naturd that the result of her talking to my peniswith her hands might be another sort of
conversation. Though still in the middle flush of puberty, shewasregarded by all asan adult and |
accepted her as such. It was cultural conditioning that had blinded me to what she was saying.

So wetaked alot. With her, | understood the words and music of the body better than with
anyone ese. She sang avery uninhibited song with her hips and hands, free of guilt, open and fresh
with discovery in every note she touched.

"Y ou haven't told me much about yoursdlf,” she said. "What did you do on the outsde?" | don't
want to give theimpression that this speech wasin sentences, as| have presented it. We were
bodytaking, sweating and smelling each other. The message came through from hands, feet, mouth.

| got asfar asthe sign for pronoun, first person singular, and was stopped.

How could | tell her of my lifein Chicago? Should | speak of my early ambition to be awriter,
and how that didn't work out? And why hadn't it? Lack of talent, or lack of drive?| could tell her
about my profession, which was meaningless shuffling of papers when you got down toiit, usdessto
anything but the Gross National Product. | could talk of the economic ups and downsthat had
brought me to Keler when nothing e se could didodge me from my easy diding through life. Or the
londliness of being forty-seven years old and never having found someone worth loving, never having
been loved in return. Of being a permanently displaced person in astainless-stedl society. One-night
stands, drinking binges, nine-to-five, Chicago Trangt Authority, dark movie houses, football gameson
television, deeping pills, the John Hancock Tower where the windows won't open so you can't



breathe the smog or jump out. That was me, wasn't it?
"l see" shesad.
"| travel around,” | said, and suddenly redlized that it was the truth.

"l see," sherepeated. It was adifferent sign for the same thing. Context was everything. She had
heard and understood both parts of me, knew oneto be what | had been, the other to be what |
hoped | was.

She lay on top of me, one hand lightly on my face to catch the quick interplay of emotionsas|
thought about my lifefor thefirs timein years. And she laughed and nipped my ear playfully when my
facetold her that for the first time | could remember, | was happy about it. Not just telling mysdlf |
was happy, but truly happy. Y ou cannot liein bodytalk any more than your swest glandscanlieto a

polygraph.

| noticed that the room was unusualy empty. Asking around in my fumbling way, | learned that
only the children werethere.

"Whereiseverybody?' | asked.

"They aredl out *** " she said. It waslike that: three sharp daps on the chest with the fingers
spread. Along with the finger configuration for "verb form, gerund,” it meant that they weredl out
***ing. Needlessto say, it didn't tell me much.

Wheat did tell me something was her bodytalk as she said it. | read her better than | ever had.
She was upset and sad. Her body said something like "Why can't | join them? Why can't |
(smell-taste-touch-hear-see) sense with them?' That isexactly what shesaid. Again, | didn't trust my
understanding enough to accept that interpretation. | was il trying to force my conceptions on the
things | experienced there. | was determined that she and the other children be resentful of their
parentsin some way, because | was sure they had to be. They must fed superior in someway, they
must fee held back.

| found the adults, after a short search of the area, out in the north pasture. All the parents, none
of the children. They were standing in agroup with no apparent pattern. It wasn't acircle, but it was
amost round. If there was any organization, it wasin the fact that everybody was about the same
distance from everybody else.

The German shepherds and the Sheltie were out there, Sitting on the cool grassfacing the group
of people. Their earswere perked up, but they were not moving.

| started to go up to the people. | stopped when | became aware of the concentration. They
were touching, but their hands were not moving. The slence of seeing dl those permanently moving
people standing that still was deafening to me.

| watched them for at least an hour. | sat with the dogs and scratched them behind the ears.
They did that chop-licking thing that dogs do when they appreciateit, but their full attention was on



the group.

It gradually dawned on me that the group was moving. It was very dow, just astep here and
another there, over many minutes. It was expanding in such away that the distance between any of
the individuas was the same. Like the expending universe, where al gaaxies move away fromal
others. Their arms were extended now; they were touching only with fingertips, in acrysd lattice
arrangement.

Findly they were not touching at al. | saw their fingers straining to cover distances that were too
far to bridge. And till they expanded equilateraly. One of the shepherds began to whimper alittle. |
felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Chilly out here, | thought.

| closed my eyes, suddenly deepy.

| opened them, shocked. Then | forced them shut. Crickets were chirping in the grass around
me.

There was something in the darkness behind my eyebdls. | felt that if | could turn my eyes
around | would seeit eadlly, but it duded mein away that made periphera vison seem like reading
headlines. If there was ever anything impossible to pin down, much less describe, that wasit. It tickled
a mefor awhile asthe dogs whimpered louder, but | could make nothing of it. The best andlogy |
could think of was the sensation a blind person might feel from the sun on acloudy day.

| opened my eyesagain.

Pink was standing there beside me. Her eyes were screwed shut, and she was covering her ears
with her hands. Her mouth was open and working silently. Behind her were severd of the older
children. They were dl doing the samething.

Some qudity of the night changed. The people in the group were about afoot away from each
other now, and suddenly the pattern broke. They al swayed for amoment, then laughed in that eerie,
unselfconscious noise deaf people usefor laughter. They fell in the grassand held their bellies, rolled
over and over and roared.

Pink was laughing, too. To my surprise, sowas|. | laughed until my face and sides were hurting,
like | remembered doing sometimeswhen I'd smoked grass.

And that was***ing.

| can seethat I've only given asurface view of Keller. And there are somethings | should deal
with, lest | foster an erroneous view.

Clothing, for ingance. Most of them wore something most of the time. Pink was the only one
who seemed temperamentally opposed to clothes. She never wore anything.

No one ever wore anything I'd call apair of pants. Clothes were loose: robes, shirts, dresses,
scarves and such. Lots of men wore things that would be called women's clothes. They were smply



more comfortable.

Much of it was ragged. It tended to be made of silk or velvet or something else that felt good.
The stereotyped Kéelerite would be wearing a Japanese silk robe, hand-embroidered with dragons,
with many gaping holes and loose threads and tea and tomato stains al over it while she doshed
through the pigpen with abucket of dop. Wash it at the end of the day and don't worry about the
colorsrunning.

| also don't seem to have mentioned homosexudlity. Y ou can mark it down to my early
conditioning that my two deepest relationships at Kdler were with women: Pink and Scar. | haven't
said anything about it smply because | don't know how to present it. | talked to men and women
equaly, onthe sameterms. | had surprisingly little trouble being affectionate with the men.

I could not think of the Kellerites as bisexua, though clinicaly they were. It was much deeper
than that. They could not even recogni ze a concept as poisonous as a homosexudity taboo. It was
oneof thefirg thingsthey learned. If you distinguish homosexudity from heterosexuality you are
cutting yoursdlf off from communication—full communication—with half the human race. They were
pansexud ; they could not separate sex from the rest of their lives. They didn't even haveaword in
shorthand that could trandate directly into English as sex. They had wordsfor male and femalein
infinite variation, and wordsfor degrees and varieties of physica experience that would be impossible
to expressin English, but al those words included other parts of the world of experience also; none of
them walled off what we call sex into its own discrete cubbyhole.

There's another question | haven't answered. It needs answering, because | wondered about it
mysdlf when | firgt arrived. It concerns the necessity for the communein thefirst place. Did it redlly
have to be like this? Would they have been better off adjusting themsalvesto our ways of living?

All was not apeaceful idyll. I've dready spoken of theinvasion and rape. It could happen again,
especidly if theroving gangsthat operate around the cities start to redly rove. A touring group of
motorcyclists could wipe them out in anight.

Therewere aso continuing legal hasdes. About once ayear the social workers descended on
Kedler and tried to take their children away. They had been accused of everything possible, from child
abuse to contributing to delinquency. It hadn't worked so far, but it might someday.

And after al, there are sophisticated devices on the market that allow ablind and deaf person to
see and hear alittle. They might have been helped by some of those.

| met adeaf-blind woman living in Berkeley once. I'll votefor Keller.

Asto those machines...

Inthelibrary at Keller thereisaseeing machine. It uses atelevison camera and acomputer to
vibrate aclosaly set series of metd pins. Using it, you can fed amoving picture of whatever the
cameraispointed at. It's small and light, made to be carried with the pinpricker touching your back. It
cost about thirty-five thousand dollars.

| found it in the corner of the library. | ran my finger over it and left agleaming streak behind as
the thick dust came away.



Other people came and went, and | stayed on.
Kdler didn't get as many visitors asthe other places| had been. It was out of the way.
One man showed up at noon, looked around, and left without aword.

Two girls, sixteen-year-old runaways from Cdlifornia, showed up one night. They undressed for
dinner and were shocked when they found out | could see. Pink scared the hell out of them. Those
poor kids had alot of living to do before they approached Pink'slevel of sophistication. But then Pink
might have been uneasy in Cdifornia. They left the next day, unsureif they had been to an orgy or not.
All that touching and no getting down to business, very strange.

There was anice couple from Santa Fe who acted as a sort of liaison between Kéller and their
lawyer. They had anine-year-old boy who chattered endlessly in handtalk to the other kids. They
came up about every other week and stayed afew days, soaking up sunshine and participating in the
Together every night. They spoke hating shorthand and did me the courtesy of not speaking to mein
Speech.

Some of the Indians came around at odd intervas. Their behavior was dmost aggressively
chauvinigtic. They stayed dressed at dll timesin their Levisand boots. But it was evident that they had
arespect for the people, though they thought them strange. They had business dedlings with the
commune. It was the Navahos who trucked away the produce that was taken to the gate every day,
sold it, and took a percentage. They would sit and powwow in sign language spelled into hands. Pink
sad they were scrupuloudy honest in their dedlings.

And about once aweek al the parentswent out in thefield and ***ed.

| got better and better at shorthand and bodytalk. | had been breezing along for about five
months and winter wasin the offing. | had not examined my desires asyet, not really thought about
what it was | wanted to do with the rest of my life. | guessthe habit of letting mysdlf drift wastoo
ingrained. | wasthere, and congtitutionaly unable to decide whether to go or to face up to the
problemif | wanted to stay for along, long time.

Then | got apush.

For along time thought it had something to do with the economic Stuation outside. They were
aware of the outside world at Kdller. They knew that isolation and ignoring problems that could easily
be dismissed as not relevant to them was a dangerous course, so they subscribed to the Braille New
York Times and most of them read it. They had atelevison set that got plugged in about once a
month. The kidswould watch it and trandate for their parents.

So | was aware that the non-depression was moving dowly into amore normal inflationary
spira. Jobs were opening up, money was flowing again. When | found mysdlf on the outsde again
shortly afterward, | thought that was the reason.



The redl reason was more complex. It had to do with pedling off the onion layer of shorthand
and discovering another layer beneathit.

| had learned handtalk in afew easy lessons. Then | became aware of shorthand and bodytalk,
and of how much harder they would beto learn. Through five months of constant immersion, whichis
the only way to learn alanguage, | had attained the equivaent level of afive- or Sx-year-old in
shorthand. | knew | could master it, given time. Bodytak was another matter. Y ou couldn't measure
progress as eadly in bodytalk. It was avariable and highly interpersond language that evolved
according to the person, the time, the mood. But | was learning.

Then | became aware of Touch. That'sthe best | can describeit in asingle, unforced English
noun. What they called thisfourth-stage |language varied from day to day, as| will try to explain.

| first became aware of it when | tried to meet Janet Reilly. | now knew the history of Keller,
and shefigured very prominently in al the stories. | knew everyone at Kdler, and | could find her
nowhere. | knew everyone by names like Scar, and She-with-the-missing-front-tooth, and
Man-with-wiry-hair. These were shorthand namesthat | had given them myself, and they al accepted
them without question. They had abolished their outside names within the commune. They meant
nothing to them; they told nothing and described nothing.

At firg | assumed that it was my imperfect command of shorthand that made me unable to
clearly ask the right question about Janet Rellly. Then | saw that they were not telling me on purpose.
| saw why, and | gpproved, and thought no more about it. The name Janet Reilly described what she
had been on the outside, and one of her conditionsfor pushing the whole thing through in the first
place had been that she be no one specia on the insde. She melted into the group and disappeared.
She didn't want to befound. All right.

But in the course of pursuing the question | became aware that each of the members of the
commune had no specific nameat dl. That is, Pink, for instance, had no less than one hundred and
fifteen names, one from each of the commune members. Each was a contextua name that told the
story of Pink's relationship to aparticular person. My simple names, based on physical descriptions,
were accepted as the names a child would apply to people. The children had not yet learned to go
benegth the outer layers and use namesthat told of themselves, their lives, and their relationshipsto
others.

What is even more confusing, the names evolved from day to day. It was my firgt glimpse of
Touch, and it frightened me. It was aquestion of permutations. Just the first Smple expansion of the
problem meant there were no less than thirteen thousand names in use, and they wouldn't stay still so
could memorize them. If Pink spoke to me of Baldy, for instance, she would use her Touch namefor
him, modified by the fact that she was speaking to me and not Short-chubby-man.

Then the depths of what | had been missing opened beneath me and | was suddenly breathless
with fear of heights.

Touch was what they spoke to each other. It was an incredible blend of all three other modes|
had learned, and the essence of it wasthat it never stayed the same. | could listen to them speak to
me in shorthand, which wasthe real basisfor Touch, and be aware of the currents of Touch flowing
just beneath the surface.



It was alanguage of inventing languages. Everyone spoke their own diaect because everyone
spoke with adifferent instrument: adifferent body and set of life experiences. It was modified by
everything. It would not stand till.

They would sit at the Together and invent an entire body of Touch responsesin anight;
idiomatic, persond, totaly naked in its honesty. And they used it only as abuilding block for the next

night's language.

| didn't know if | wanted to be that naked. | had looked into myself alittle recently and had not
been satisfied with what | found. The redlization that every one of them knew more about it than |,
because my honest body had told what my frightened mind had not wanted to revea, was shattering.
| was naked under aspotlight in Carnegie Hall, and dl the no-pants nightmares | had ever had came
out to haunt me. Thefact that they al loved me with al my warts was suddenly not enough. | wanted
to curl up in adark closet with my ingrown ego and let it fester.

| might have come through thisfear. Pink was certainly trying to help me. Shetold methat it
would only hurt for awhile, that | would quickly adjust to living my life with my darkest emotions
written in fire across my forehead. She said Touch was not ashard asit looked at first, either. Once |
learned shorthand and bodytak, Touch would flow naturdly from it like sap risng in atree. It would
be unavoidable, something that would happen to me without much effort at all.

| almost believed her. But she betrayed herself. No, no, no. Not that, but the thingsin her
concerning ***ing convinced methat if | went through this1 would only bang my head hard against
the next step up the ladder.

*k%

| had alittle better definition now. Not onethat | can eadly trandate into English, and even that
attempt will only convey my hazy concept of what it was.

"It isthe mode of touching without touching,” Pink said, her body going like crazy in an attempt
to reach me with her own imperfect concept of what it was, handicapped by my illiteracy. Her body
denied the truth of her shorthand definition, and at the same time admitted to me that she did not
know what it was hersdif.

"It isthe gift whereby one can expand onesdf from the eternal quiet and dark into something
els2" And again her body denied it. She best on the floor in exasperation.

"It isan attribute of being in the quiet and dark al the time, touching others. All | know for sureis
that vision and hearing preclude it or obscureit. | can makeit as quiet and dark as| possibly can and
be aware of the edges of it, but the visua orientation of the mind persists. That door is closed to me,
and to dl the children.”

Her verb "to touch” in thefirst part of that was a Touch amalgam, one that reached back into her
memories of me and what | had told her of my experiences. It implied and caled up the smell and fedl
of broken mushroomsin soft earth under the barn with Tall-one-with-green-eyes, she who taught me
to fedl the essence of an object. It aso contained references to our bodytalking whilel was
penetrating into the dark and wet of her, and her running account to me of what it waslike to receive
meinto hersdf. Thiswasal oneword.



| brooded on that for along time. What was the point of suffering through the nakedness of
Touch, only to reach the level of frustrated blindness enjoyed by Pink?

What wasit that kept pushing me away from the one place in my life where | had been happiest?

Onething wasthe redization, quite late in coming, that can be summed up as"What the hell am
| doing here?' The question that should have answered that question was "What the hell would | do if
| left?"

| wastheonly vigitor, theonly onein seven years to stay at Keller for longer than afew days. |
brooded on that. | was not strong enough or confident enough in my opinion of myself to seeit as
anything but aflaw in me, not in those others. | was obvioudy too easily satisfied, too complacent to
see theflaws that those others had seen.

It didn't have to be flawsin the people of Kdller, or in their system. No, | loved and respected
them too much to think that. What they had going certainly came as near as anyone ever hasin this
imperfect world to asane, rationa way for people to exist without warfare and with aminimum of
palitics. In the end, those two old dinosaurs are the only ways humans have yet discovered to be
socid animds. Yes, | do seewar asaway of living with another; by imposing your will on another in
terms so unmistakable that the opponent hasto either knuckle under to you, die, or beat your brains
out. And if that's a solution to anything, I'd rather live without solutions. Politicsis not much better.
The only thing going for it isthat it occasionally succeedsin subgtituting talk for fists.

Kdler was an organism. It was anew way of relating, and it seemed to work. I'm not pushing it
asasolution for the world's problems. 1t's possible that it could only work for agroup with acommon
sdf-interest as binding and rare as deafness and blindness. | can't think of another group whose needs
are o interdependent.

The cdls of the organism cooperated beautifully. The organism was strong, flourishing, and
possessed of dl the attributes I've ever heard used in defining life except the ability to reproduce. That
might have been itsfata flaw, if any. | certainly saw the seeds of something developing in the children.

The strength of the organism was communication. There's no way around it. Without the
elaborate and impossble-to-fasfy mechanisms for communication built into Kdler, it would have
eaten itsdlf in pettiness, jedl ousy, possessiveness, and any dozen other "innate" human defects.

The nightly Together was the basis of the organism. Here, from after dinner till it wastimeto fall
adeep, everyone taked in alanguage that was incapable of fasehood. If there was a problem
brewing, it presented itself and was solved dmost automaticaly. Jeal ousy? Resentment? Somelittle
festering wrong that you're nursing? Y ou couldn't concedl it at the Together, and soon everyone was
clustered around you and loving the sickness away. It acted like white corpuscles, clustering around a
sick cel, not to destroy it, but to hedl it. There seemed to be no problem that couldn't be solved if it
was attacked early enough, and with Touch, your neighbors knew about it before you did and were
aready laboring to correct the wrong, hed the wound, to make you fed better so you could laugh
about it. Therewas alot of laughter at the Togethers.

| thought for awhilethat | was fedling possessive about Pink. | know | had done so alittle at



first. Pink was my specid friend, the one who had hel ped me out from thefirst, who for severd days
wastheonly onel could talk to. It was her hands that had taught me handtalk. | know | felt stirrings
of territoridity thefirst time she lay in my lap while another man made loveto her. But if there was any
signd the Kellerites were adept at reading, it wasthat one. It went off like an darm bell in Pink, the
man, and the women and men around me. They soothed me, coddied me, told mein every language
that it wasdl right, not to fed ashamed. Then the man in question began loving me. Not Pink, but the
man. An observational anthropologist would have had subject matter for awhole thesis. Have you
seen thefilms of baboons socid behavior? Dogs do it, too. Many male mammals do it. When males
get into dominance battles, the weaker can defuse the aggression by submitting, by turning tail and
surrendering. | have never felt so defused as when that man surrendered the object of our clash of
wills—Pink—and turned his atention to me. What could | do? What | did was laugh, and he laughed,
and soon we were dl| laughing, and that was the end of territoridity.

That's the essence of how they solved most "human nature” problems at Keller. Sort of like an
orienta martia art; you yield, roll with the blow so that your attacker takes a pratfal with the force of
the aggression. Y ou do that until the attacker seesthat theinitial push wasn't worth the effort, that it
was a pretty slly thing to do when no one was resisting you. Pretty soon he's not Tarzan of the Apes,
but Charlie Chaplin. And he'slaughing.

So it wasn't Pink and her lovely body and my redization that she could never be dl mineto lock
away in my cave and defend with agnawed-off thighbone. If I'd persisted in that frame of mind she
would have found me about as attractive as an Amazonian leech, and that was a great incentive to
confound the behaviorists and overcomeit.

So | was back to those people who had visited and left, and what did they seethat | didn't see?

Wi, there was something pretty glaring. | was not part of the organism, no matter how nice the
organismwasto me. | had no hopes of ever becoming a part, either. Pink had said it in the first week.
Shefdt it hersef, to alesser degree. She could not ***, though that fact was not going to drive her
away from Keller. She had told me that many times in shorthand and confirmed it in bodytalk. If | l€ft,
it would be without her.

Trying to stand outside and look &t it, | felt pretty miserable. What was| trying to do, anyway?
Wasmy god inlife really to become a part of a deaf-blind commune? | wasfeding so low by that
timethat | actualy thought of that as denigrating, in the face of dl the evidence to the contrary. |
should be out in the real world where the real peoplelived; not these freskish cripples.

| backed off from that thought very quickly. | was not totaly out of my mind, just on the lunatic
edges. These people were the best friends I'd ever had, maybe the only ones. That | was confused
enough to think that of them even for a second worried me more than anything else. It's possible that
it'swhat pushed mefindly into adecison. | saw afuture of growing disillusion and unfulfilled hopes.
Unless| waswilling to put out my eyes and ears, | would always be on the outside. | would be the
blind and deaf one. | would be the fresk. | didn't want to be afreak.

They knew | had decided to leave before | did. My last few days turned into along goodbye,
with aloving farewell implicit in every word touched to me. | was not redlly sad, and neither were
they. It wasnice, like everything they did. They said goodbye with just the right mix of wistfulness and



life-must-go-on, and hope-to-touch-you-again.

Awareness of Touch scratched on the edges of my mind. It was not bad, just as Pink had said.
Inayear or two | could have mastered it.

But | was set now. | was back in thelife groove that | had followed for so long. Why isit that
once having decided what | must do, I'm afraid to reexamine my decision? Maybe because the
origina decison cost me so much that | didn't want to go through it again.

| left quietly in the night for the highway and Cdifornia. They wereout inthefidds, standing in
that circle again. Their fingertips were farther gpart than ever before. The dogs and children hung
around the edges like beggars at a banquet. It was hard to tell which looked more hungry and

puzzled.

The experiences at Keller did not fail to leave their mark on me. | wasunabletoliveas| had
before. For awhile | thought | could not live at al, but | did. | wastoo used to living to take the
decisve stop of ending my life. | would wait. Life had brought one pleasant thing to me; maybe it
would bring another.

| became awriter. | found | now had abetter gift for communicating than | had before. Or
maybe | had it now for thefirgt time. At any rate, my writing came together and | sold. | wrotewhat |
wanted to write, and was not afraid of going hungry. | took things asthey came.

| weathered the non-depression of '97, when unemployment reached twenty percent and the
government once moreignored it asatemporary downturn. It eventualy upturned, leaving the jobless
rate dightly higher than it had been the time before, and the time before that. Another million usdess
persons had been created with nothing better to do than shamble through the streetslooking for
beatings in progress, car smashups, heart attacks, murders, shootings, arson, bombings, and riots. the
endlessy inventive Street theater. It never got dull.

| didn't becomerich, but | was usudly comfortable. That isasocid disease, the symptoms of
which are the ability to ignore the fact that your society is developing weeping pustules and having its
brains eaten out by radioactive maggots. | had anice apartment in Marin County, out of sight of the
machine-gun turrets. | had acar, a atime when they were beginning to be luxuries.

| had concluded that my life was not destined to be al | would like it to be. We al make some
sort of compromise, | reasoned, and if you set your expectations too high you are doomed to
disappointment. It did occur to methat | was settling for something far from "high,” but I didn't know
what to do about it. | carried on with amixture of cynicism and optimism that seemed about the right

mix for me. It kept my maotor running, anyway.

| even madeit to Japan, as| had intended in thefirst place,

| didn't find someoneto share my life. Therewas only Pink for that, Pink and al her family, and
we were separated by agulf | didn't dare cross. | didn't even dare think about her too much. It would
have been very dangerous to my equilibrium. | lived with it, and told mysdf that it wasthe way | was.
Londly.



Theyearsrolled on like a caterpillar tractor at Dachau, up to the penultimate day of the
millennium.

San Francisco was having abig bash to celebrate the year 2000. Who gives a shit that the city is
dowly faling gpart, that civilization is disntegrating into hysteria? Let's have a party!

| stood on the Golden Gate Dam on the last day of 1999 The sun was setting in the Pacific, on
Japan, which had turned out to be more of the same but squared and cubed with neo-samurai. Behind
me the first bombshdlls of afirework celebration of holocaust tricked up to look like festivity
competed with the flare of burning buildings as the social and economic basket cases celebrated the
occasion intheir own way. The city quivered under the weight of misery, anxiousto dide off dong the
fracture lines of some sub-cortical San Andrews Fault. Orbiting atomic bombs twinkled in my mind,
up there somewhere, ready to plant mushrooms when we'd exhausted al the other possibilities.

| thought of Pink.

| found mysalf speeding through the Nevada desert, swesting, gripping the steering whed. | was
crying aoud but without sound, as| had learned to do a Keller.

Can you go back?

| dammed the citicar over the potholesin the dirt road. The car wasfalling apart. It was not built
for thiskind of travel. The sky was getting light in the east. It was the dawn of anew millennium. |
stepped harder on the gas pedal and the car bucked savagely. | didn't care. | was not driving back
down that road, not ever. One way or another, | was hereto stay.

| reached the wall and sobbed my relief. The last hundred miles had been anightmare of
wondering if it had been adream. | touched the cold redlity of thewall and it camed me. Light snow
had drifted over everything, grey in the early dawn.

| saw them in the distance. All of them, out in the field where | had |eft them. No, | waswrong.
It was only the children. Why had it seemed like SO many at first?

Pink wasthere. | knew her immediately, though | had never seen her in winter clothes. Shewas
taler, filled out. She would be nineteen years old. Therewasasmall child playing in the snow at her
feet, and she cradled an infant in her arms. | went to her and talked to her hand.

Sheturned to me, her face radiant with welcome, her eyes staringinaway | had never seen.
Her handsflitted over me and her eyes did not move.

"| touch you, | welcomeyou," her hands said. "1 wish you could have been herejust afew
minutes ago. Why did you go away, darling? Why did you stay avay so long?' Her eyeswere stones
in her head. Shewas blind. She was deef.

All the children were. No, Pink's child gitting at my feet looked up & mewith agmile.

"Whereiseverybody?' | asked when T got my breath. "Scar? Baldy? Green-eyes? And what's



happened? What's happened to you?' | was tottering on the edge of a heart attack or nervous
collgpse or something. My redlity felt in danger of dissolving.

"They've gone," she said. The word eluded me, but the context put it with the Mary Celeste and
Roanoke, Virginia. It was complex, the way she used the word gone. It waslike something she had
sad before: unattainable, a source of frudtration like the one that had sent me running from Keller. But
now her word told of something that was not hersyet, but was within her grasp. Therewas no
sadnessinit.

"Yes. | don't know where. They're happy. They ***ed. It was glorious. We could only touch a
part of it."

| felt my heart hammering to the sound of thelast train pulling away from the station. My feet
were pounding aong theties asit faded into the fog. Where are the Brigadoons of yesterday?I've
never yet heard of afairy tale where you can go back to the land of enchantment. Y ou wake up, you
find that your chanceisgone. Y ou threw it away. Fool! Y ou only get one chance; that's the moral,
intit?

Pink's hands laughed dong my face.

"Hold this part-of-me-who-speaks-mouth-to-nipple," she said, and handed me her infant
daughter. "'l will giveyou agift."

She reached up and lightly touched my earswith her cold fingers. The sound of the wind was
shut out, and when her hands came away it never came back. She touched my eyes, shut out dl the
light, and | saw no more.

Weliveinthelovey quiet and dark.
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