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The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is
the source of all true art and science.
ALBERT EINSTEIN

She dares out a you from her cube of near blackness, cam,
quiet, bresthing eedly, just looking at you. She is naked to the hips,
where a jeweled girdle encircles her, and she dts regdly on a pile of
luxurious pillows. Her long white hair cascades down over her
apricot-colored shoulders and is made to shimmer dightly by some
hidden light.

Asyou come closer to the life-sze sensatron the vibrations get to
you. The datling redity of the three-dimensond image cannot be
overdated, for Michae Cilento's portrait of one of hidory’s grestest
society courtesansis a great work of art.

As you view the cube the imege of Diana Snowdragon stops
being quite so cdm and in some subtle way becomes predatory,
commanding, compdling. She is naked, not nude. The drifting bdl
sounds of meora mudcians are heard . . . dmost. The power of her
unigue persondity is overwhdming, asit is in person, but in this artist’s
interpretation there are many other facets exposed.

Diands sensaron cube portrait is univerdly haled as a
masterpiece. The subject was delighted.

The artigt was disgusted and told me that the ego of the subject
prevented her from seeing the redlity he had constructed.



But it was this cube that gave Michad Benton Cilento the fame
he wanted, needed, and hated. This was his fird mgor sensatron cube
and cubes were just then beginning to be used by atigts, indead of
scientigs. It was becoming “fashionable’ to be working in sensatrons
then and everywhere there was shop tak of eectron brushes, dlli nets,
multilayer screens, broadcast aress, blankers, and junction symmetry.

Sensatrons are the ultimate marriage of art and science. At least
S0 far. The sciences are congantly supplying tools to the artists, whether
it be fade-safe paint that will be bright a thousand years from now, or an
electron brush to make meticulous changesin a scan pattern. Already the
quiver groups are exploring the new brain-wave ingruments thet create
music only inthe brain itsdf.

But the sensatrons are the rage of the moment. Jugt as the
shimmerdath fashions of the quiver generation were seized by the media
and exploited, the advertisng world is impaient for immense sensatrons
to be made possible, building-sze product replicas with “Buy me!”
shouting in your forebrain. In anticipation | have started one of my
research labs on a blanker device to shut out the anticipated eectronic
noise.

The cubes can be so exily lifdike that the rumors of them taking
a piece of your soul persist. Perhaps they are right. Not only do the
cameras cgpture the exterior, providing the basis from which the
sensatron arti works, but the dpha and beta recorders, the EEG
machines, the subtle heartbeat repesters, dl record what is going on
within. Many artists use a blending of many recordings taken over a
period of gttings Some use sngle specific moments or moods, each
recorded and then projected by the differentiated sonic cones and
apha-beta projectors. Along with these projections the artist adds his
own interpretation, creating an amos mudcd concerto of waves,
working upon any human brain within the area of reception. It is dill the
prerogative of the atig to sdect, diminate, diminish, or whatever he
desires. Some sensatron portrait artists put in the emotiond warts as wel
as the strengths, and others are flatterers. Some artists are experimenting
with switched recordings, woman for man, animd for subject, pure
abstracts subdituting for redlity. Every one that attempts it brings to it a
new point of view.

All Mike Cilento wanted to do is project the truth as he saw it.
Perhaps he did ped off a layer of soul. | have stood next to the living
modd of a sensatron portrait and found the cube much more interesting
then the person, but only when the artist was greater than the subject.

Mike€s portrat of society's most  infamous—and
richest—wanton made him famous overnight. Even the repro cubes you
can buy today are impressve, but the origind, with its origind subtle
creuits and focused broadcasts, is saggering.

A collector in Rome brought Cilento to my attention and when |
hed seen the Snowdragon cube | managed an introduction. We met at
Santini’ svillain Ostia. Like mogt young artists he had heard of me.

We met by a pool and his firsd words were, “You sponsored
Wiesenthd for years, didn't you?’ | nodded, wary now, for with every
atig you hdp there are ten who demand it.

“His Montezuma opera was trash.”



| smiled. “1t was well received.”

“He did not understand that Aztec anymore than he understood
Cortez.” He looked at mewith a chalenge.

“l agree, but by the time | heard it, it was too late” He rdlaxed
and kicked his foot in the water and sguinted at two nearly nude
daughters of a lunar minerd baron who were waking by. He seemed to
have made his point and had nothing more to say.

Cilento intrigued me. In the course of a number of years of
“discoveing” atigs | had met dl types, from the sy ones who hide to
the burly ones who demand my patronage. And | had met the kind who
seem indifferent to me, as Cilento seemed to be. But many others had
acted that way and | had learned to disregard everything but finished
work and the potentia for work.

“Your Snowdragon cube was superb,” | said.

He nodded and squinted in another direction. “Yeah,” he sad.
Then as an afterthought he added, “Thank you.” We spoke for a moment
of the cube and he told me what he thought of its subject.

“But it made you famous” | said.

He squinted at me and after a moment he said, “Is that what art
is about?’

| laughed. “Fame is very usseful. 1t opens doors. It makes things
possible. It makes it easier to be even more famous”

“It getsyou laid,” Cilento said with asmile

“It can get you killed, too,” | added.

“It'satool, Mr. Thorne, just like molecular circuits or dynamic
integration or a screwdriver. But it can give you freedom. | want that
freedom; every artist needsiit.”

“That’swhy you picked Diana?’

He grinned and nodded. “Besdes, that femde was a great
challenge”

“l imagne 0,” | sad and laughed, thinking of Diana at
seventeen, beautiful and predatory, dawing her way up the monalithic
wadls of society.

We had a drink together, then shared a psycheddic in the ruins
of atemple of Vesta, and became Mike and Brian to each other. We sat
on old stones and leaned againg the stub of a cumbling column and
looked down at the lights of Santini’svilla

“An artist needs freedom,” Mike said, “more than he needs paint
or eectricity or cube diagrams or stone. Or food. You can dways get
the materids, but the freedom to use them is precious. There is only s0
much time”

“What about money? That's freedom, too,” | said.

“Sometimes. You can have money and no freedom, though. But
usudly fame brings money.” | nodded, thinking that in my case it was the
other way around.

We looked out at thelight of a haf-moon on the Tyrrhenian Sea
and had our thoughts. | thought of Madelon.

“There's someone I'd likeyou to do,” | said. “A woman. A very
pecid woman.”

“Not right now,” he sad. “Perhaps later. | have severd



commissons that | want to do.”

“Kegp me in mind when you have time. She's a very unusud
woman.”

He glanced at me and tossed a pebble down the hill. “I'm sure
seis” hesad.

“You like to do women, don't you?’ | asked.

He amiled in the moonlight and said, “You figured that out from
one cube?”’

“No. | bought the three amdl ones you did before.”

He looked a me sharply. “How did you know they even
exiged? | hadn't told anyone.”

“Something as good as the Snowdragon cube couldn’t come out
of nowhere. There had to be something earlier. | hunted down the
owners and bought them.”

“The old lady is my grandmother,” he said. “I'm a little sorry |
sold it, but | needed money.” | made a mentd note to have it sent back
to him.

“Yes, | like doing women,” he sad softly, leening back againgt
the pale column. “Artigts have aways liked doing women. To . . . to
capture that dusve shadow of a flicker of a glimpse of amoment . . . in
pant, in stone, in clay, or in wood, or on film . . . or with molecular
condructs.”

“Rubens saw them plump and gay,” | said. “Lautrec saw them
depraved and red.”

“To DaVind they were mysterious” he said. “Matisse saw them
idle and voluptuous. Michdangdo hardly saw them at dl. Picasso saw
themin endless mad variety.”

“Gauguin . . . sensudity,” | commented. “Henry Moore saw them
as abdtracts, a garting point for form. Van Gogh’'s women reflected his
own mad genius brain.”

“Cezanne saw them as placid cows,” Mike laughed. “Fdlini saw
them as multifaceted creatures that were part angd, part beast. In the
photographs of Andre de Dienes the women are redidtic fantases, erotic
and gtrange.”

“Tennessee Williams saw them as insane cannibals, fascinatingly
repulsve. Steinberg’'s women were unred, harsh, dramatic,” | sad.
“Clayton’s femdes were predatory fiends”

“Jason sees them as angds, dightly confused,” Mike sad,
delighted with the little game. “ Coogan saw them as motherly mongters.”

“And you?' | asked.

He stopped and the gmile faded. After a long moment he
answered. “Asillusons, | suppose.”

He rdlled a fragment of stone from the time of Caesar in his
fingers and spoke softly, dmost to himsdf.

“They . .. aren’'t quite real, somehow. The critics say | created a
madterpiece of erotic redism, amiletoneinfigurdive art. But . . . they're
... wisps. They're incredibly red for only an indant . . . fantedicdly
shadowy another. Women are never the same from moment to moment.
Perhaps that’ s why they fascinate me.”

| didn't see Mike for some time after that, though we kept in
touch. He did a portrait of Princess Helga of the Netherlands, quite



modestly clad, the cube filled with its famous dozen golden sculptures
and the vibrations of love and peace.

For the monks a Wdls, on Mars, Mike did a large cube of
Buddha, and it quickly became a tourigt attraction. Repro cubes made a
grdl fortune for the monastery.

Anything Mike chose to do was quickly bought and commissions
flowed in from individuds, companies and foundations, even from
movements. What he did was a smple nude of his mistress of the
moment. It was erotic enough in pose, but powerfully pornographic in
vibrations, and after Mike left her she recaelved a Universa-Metro
contract. The young Shah of Iran bought the cube to ingdl in his
long-abuilding Gardens of Babylon.

For his use of dpha, beta, and gamma wave projectors, as wel
as advances in differentiaied sonics, Mike was the subject of an entire
issue of Modern Electronics.

Mike had paid his dues to art, for while sudying a Cd Tech he
hed worked on the Skyshidd Project, a systems approach to eectronic
defense agang low energy particles to use on the space dtations. After
graduation he had gone to work a the Bdl lab in ther brain-wave
complex on Long Idand. He quit when he got a Guggenhem grant for his
art.

From his “Pleasurewoman” cube Generd Electric picked up
some of Mike's modifications for their new multilayer image projectors
and beta wave generators. For the atists that use modds or
three-dimensond objects to record the basic image cycle—such as
breathing, running water, or repedting events—Nakamura, Ltd. brought
out a new camera desgn in circular pattern didribution that contained
may of Mike€s suggestions. For the artit working in origind
abgtractions, Mike built his own ultra-fine eectron brush and an image
generator linked with a graphics computer that produced an amost
infinite number of variables. Mike Cilento was proving himsdf as an
innovator and engineer as well as artist, an unusua combination.

| met Mike again at the opening of his “Solar System” series in
the Grand Museum in Athens. The ten cubes hung from the celling, each
with its nonlitera interpretation of the sun and planets, from the powerball
of Sol to the hard, shiny balbearing of Pluto.

Mike seemed caged, atiger ina trap, but very happy to see me.
He was a volunteer kidnapee as | spirited him away to my apartment in
the old part of town.

He sghed as we entered, tossed his jacket into a Lifestyle chair
and gtrolled out onto the balcony. | picked up two glasses and a bottle of
Cretan wine and joined him.

He sghed again, sank into the chair, and sipped the wine. |
chuckled and said, “Fame getting too much for you?’

He grunted a me. “Why do they dways want the atis a
openings? The art speaks for itsdf.”

“Public relations. To touch the hem of credtivity. Maybe some of
it will rub off on them” He grunted again, and we lapsed into
comfortable slence, looking out a the Parthenon, high up and night-lit.

At lagt he spoke. “Being an atigt isdl | ever wanted to be, like



kids growing up to be astronauts or bal players. It's an honor to be adle
to do it, whatever it is I've painted and I've sculpted. I’'ve done light
mosaics and glow dot patterns. | even tried music for awhile. None of
them redly seemed to be it. But | think molecular congtructs are the
closest.”

“Because of the extreme redism?’

“That's part of it. Abgtraction, redism, expressonism—they’re
just labels. What matters is what is, the thoughts and emotions that you
tranamit. The sensatron units are fairly good tools. You can work amost
directly on the emotions. When GE gets the new ones ready, | think it
will be possble to get even more subtle shadings with the apha waves.
And, of course, with more units you can get more complex.”

“You are as much an engineer asyou are an ati,” | said.

He amiled and sipped his wine. “Every medium, every technique
has those who find that area ther particular feast. Look at actors. Once
there was only the play, from gtart to finish, no retakes and live. Then
came film and tape and events shot out of sequence. No emotiond lineto
fdlow from gart to finish. It takes a particular kind of actor who can
discipline hmsdf to those flashbacks and flashforwards. In the days of
mime there were probably superb actors lost because ther art was in
their voice”

“And today?’ | prompted.

“Today the arti who cannot master eectronics has a difficult
timein many of the arts. Leonardo da Vind could have, but probably not
Michdangelo. There are many fine artists born out of their time, in both
directions”

| asked a question | had often asked artists working in
nontrditiond media. “Why is the sensatron such a good medium for
you?”

“It isimmensdy versdile. A penline can only do a certain number
of things and hint a others. An al painting is dtatic. It attempts to be red
but is a frozen moment. But sometimes frozen moments are better than
motion. A motion picture, atape, aplay dl convey a variety of meanings
and emoations, even changes of location and perspective. As such they
are very good tools. The more you can communicate the better. With the
power of the sensatron you can tranamit to the viewer such emations,
such fedings, that he becomes a paticipant, not just a viewer.
Involvement. Commitment. | wouldn't do a sensairon to communicate
some things, just because it's so much work and the communicetion
minor. But the sensatron units can do amos anything any other art form
can do. That's why | like it. Not because it's the fashionable art form
right now.”

“Y ou've had no trouble getting your firg license?” | asked.

“No, the Guggenhem people fixed it.” He shook his head. “The
idea of having to have a license to do a piece of art seems bizarre” He
lifted his hand before | spoke. “Yesh, | know. If they didn't watch who
hed control of apha and omega projectors we' d be trooping to the polls
to vote for a dictator and not even know we didn't want to. Or so they
think.”

“It's a powerful force, difficult to fight. Your own brain is tdling
you to buy, buy, buy, use, use, use, and that’s pretty hard to fight. Think



of it like prescription drugs”

He nodded his head. “Can’'t you just see it? ‘I'm sorry,
Michdangelo, but this piece of Carrara marble needs a priority IX
license and you have only a 1V.” And Michdangelo says, ‘But | want to
do this statue of David, see? Big, tdl boy, with a ding, kinda sullen
looking. It isn't because hell be nude, is it? ‘You just go to the Art
Control Board in beautiful downtown Florence, Sgnor Buonarroti, and
fill out the papers in triplicate, last name fird, firs name last. And
remember neatness counts. Speak to Pope Julius, maybe he can fix it for
you. ”

We laughed gently in the night. “But art and technology are
coexiging more now than ever,” | said.

“Oh, | understand,” Mike sghed, “but | don’'t have to like it.” |
thought about the Pornotron someone had given me, hanging from the
adling of my Moscow agpartment. One night with a hedthy blonde
caingis had been enough to convince me | didn't need atificd
enhancement of my sexud pleasures. 1t was like being force-fed your
favorite dessert.

We lapsad into dlence. The ancient aty murmured a us. |
thought about Madelon.

“| ill want you to do that portrait of someone very closeto me”
| reminded him.

“Soon. | want to do acube on agirl | know firs. But | must find
anew place to work. They bother me there, now that they found where |

| mentioned my villa on Skinos, in the Aegean, and Mike
seemed interested, s0 | offered it to him. “Theré's an ancient gran
storage there you could use as a sudio. They have a controlled plasma
fuson plant so there would be as much power as you need. There's a
house, just the couple that takes care of it, and a very smdl village
nearby. I’d be honored if you'd useit.”

He accepted the offer gracioudy and | talked of Skinos and its
higory for awhile,

“The very old avilizations interest me the mog,” Mike sad.
“Babylon, Assyria, Sumer, Egypt, the valey of the Euphrates. Crete
seems like a newcomer to me. Everything was new then. There was
evaything to invent, to see, to beieve. The gods were not parted into
Chrigianity and dl the others then. There was a god, a bdief for
everyone, big and smdl. It was not God and the Anti-gods. Life was
smpler then.”

“Also more desperate,” | sad. “Despotic kings. Disease.
Ignorance. Superdtition. There was everything to invent, dl right, because
nothing much had been invented.”

“Y ou' re confusing technology with progress. They had clean air,
new lands, freshness. The world wasn't used up then.”

“You're a pioneer, Mike,” | said. “You're working in a totdly
new medium.”

He laughed and took a gulp of wine. “Not redly. All art began as
stience and dl science began as art. The engineers were usng the
sensatrons before the artists. Before that there were a dozen lines of
thought and invention that crossed a one point to become sensatrons.



The sensatrons just hgppen to be a better medium to say certain things.
To say other things a pen drawing or a poem or a motion picture might
be best. Or evennot to say it &t all.”

| laughed and sad, “The atig doesn't see things he sees
himsdf.”

Mike smiled and stared for along time at the columned sructure
onthehill. “Yes, he cartainly does,” he said softly.

“Is that why you do women so wdl?’ | asked. “Do you see in
them what you want to see, those facets of ‘you' that interest you?’

He turned his sheggy dark head and looked & me. “I thought
you were some kind of big busnessman, Brian. You sound like an artist
tome”

“I am. Both. A busnessman with atdent for money and an artist
with no tdent a dl.”

“There are a lot of artists without talent. They use persstence
instead.”

“| often wish they wouldn’t,” 1 grumbled. “Everyone thinks he's
an atis. If | have any tdent a dl, itd be to redize | have none
However, | am afirg class appreciator. That's why | want you to do a
cube of my friend.”

“Peragtence, see?’ He laughed. “I'm going to do a very erotic
nude while I'm on Skinos. Afterwards, perhaps, I'll want to do
something more camly. Perhaps then I'll do your friend, if she interests
me”

“She might not be so cdming. She's. . . anorigind.”

Welleft it a that and | told him to contact my office in Athens
when he was ready to go to the idand and that they would arrange
everything.

| found out later, dmogt by accident, from a friend, that Mike
had been “drafted” temporarily to work on something cdled the
Guardian Project. | put in a vidcdl and found a wal of red tape and
Security preventing me from taking to him on Station Three, the space
medicne research satellite. Luckily, | knew a bluesky generd who
shaed my passon for Eskimo sculpture and old Louis L'Amour
westerns. He set it up and | caught Mike coming off duty.

“What do they have you doing, a portrait of the commanding
honcho?’

He amiled wearily and dumped on the bunk, kicking the pickup
around with his foot to put himsdf within range. “Nothing that easy.
Guardian is Skyshield dl over again, only on priority uno. They rotated
everyone out of here for observation and brought in fresh blood. They
seemed to think | could hep.” He looked tired and distracted.

“Anything | can do? Want me to see if | can get you out of
there? | know afew people.”

He shook his head. “No. Thank you, though. They gave me the
choice of an out-and-out priority draft or a contract. | just want to get it
over with and back to living my way.” He stared at the papersin his hand
with unseaing eyes.

“Isit the low energy particles that’ s giving them the trouble?’

He nodded. “Exposure over along period of timeis the problem.
There' s a sudden metabolic shift that's disastrous. Unless we can lick it it



will limit the time man can bein space.” He held up a thumb-size node. “I
think this might do it, but I'm not certain. It's the prototype of a Full
Scale Molecular System | designed.”

“Can you get a patent?’ | asked automaticaly.

He shook his head and scratched his face with the node.
“Anything | desgn istheirs. It'sin the contract. You see, the trouble isn't
inthis FSMS unit, but in the damned senaing and control systems. First
you gotta find the particles, then you gotta get thar attention. Chrigt, if |
could just shunt them into subspace and get rid of them, I'd . . .” His
voice tralled off and he stared at the bulkhead.

After a moment or two he shook himsdf and grinned a me.
“Sorry. Ligen, let me giveyou acdl later on. | just had an idea.”

“Artigic ingpiration?’ | grinned.

“Huh? Yeah, | suppose s0. Excuse me, huh?’

“Sure” He dapped the control and | was daing at dtic. |
didn’'t see him again for five months, then | took his call patched through
from the Sahara base to my Peking hotd. He said he couldn’t talk about
the Guardian Project but he was free to take me up on the Skinos offer,
if it was dill open. 1 sent im draight up to the idand and two more
months went by before anything more was heard. | received a pen
drawing from him of the view from the terrace at the villa, with a nude girl
sunbathing. Then in late Augudt | took a cdl from him a my Generd
Anomdly office.

“I finished the cube on Sophia. I'm in Athens. Where are you?
Your office was very secretive and indsted on patching me through to
you.”

“Thet's their job. Part of my job is not letting certain people
know where | am or what I’'m doing. But I'min New York. I'm going to
Bombay Tuesday, but | could stop off there. I'm anxious to see the new
cube. Who's Sophia?’

“A girl. She's gone now.”

“Isthat good or bad?’

“Nether. I'm at Nikki’s, so come on over. I'd like your opinion
on the new one”

| fdt suddenly proud. “Tuesday at Nikki’s. Give her and Barry
my love.”

| hung up and punched for Madelon.

Beautifu Madelon. Rich Madelon. Famous Madelon. Madelon
of the superlatives. Madelon the Elusve. Madeon the Illusion.

| saw her a nineteen, dim yet voluptuous, ganding at the center
of a semidrde of admiring men a a boring party in San Francisco. |
wanted her, ingantly, with that “shock of recognition” they talk about.

She looked a me between the shoulders of a communications
executive and a fossl fuds magnate. Her gaze was steady and her face



quiet. | fdt fantly foolish just staring and many of the autometic reflexes
that rich men develop to save themsdves money and heartbreak went
into action. | started to turn away and she smiled.

| stopped, dill looking at her, and she excused hersdf from the
men speaking to her and leaned forward. “Are you going now?’ she
asked.

| nodded, dightly confused. With great charm she excused
hersdf from the reluctant semicirde and came over to me. “I'm ready,”
she sad in that cam, certain way she had. | amiled, my protective circuits
dl activated and dert, but my ego was touched.

We went into the glass eevator that dropped down the outsde
of the Fairmont Tower Complex and looked out at the fog coming over
the hills near Twin Peaks and flowing down into the city.

“Where are we going?’ she asked.

“Where would you like to go?’ | had met a thousand women
who attached themsdves to me with dl the apparently naturd lug,
delight, and casudness possble between a poor gl and a rich man.
Some had been bold, some subtle, some as subtle as it was possible for
them to be. A few had frankly offered busness arrangements. | had
accepted some of each, in my time. But this one . . . this one was ether
different or more subtle than most.

“You expect me to say ‘Wherever you are going, don't you?’
she said with agmile

“Yes. One way or another.” We |eft the dlevator and went into
the guarded garage directly. Entering your car on a public Street is
sometimes dangerous for arich man.

“Wdl, where are we going?’ She amiled & me as Bowie hed the
door open for us. The door clicked shut behind us like the safe door it
nearly was.

“l had been contemplating two choices. My hotd and work on
some papers . . . or Earth, Fire, Air and Water.”

“Let’s do both. I've never been to ether place.”

| picked up the intercom. “Bowie, take us to Earth, Fire, Air and
Water.”

“Yesgr; I'll report it to Control.”

Thegirl laughed and said, “Is someone watching you?’

“Yes, my locd Control. They must know where | am, even if |
don’'t want to be found. It's the pendty for having businesses in different
time zones. By the way, are we usng names?’

“Sure, why not?” she amiled. “You are Brian Thorne and | am
Maddon Morgana. You'rerich and I’'m poor.”

| looked her over, from the casudly tossed har to the fragile
sanddls. “No . . . | think you might be without money, but you are not
poor.”

“Thank you, gr,” she said.

San Francisco rolled by, an old but dignified daty reuctantly
keeping up with the modern world, and often beting it. We turned a
corner and saw asmdl riot ahead, near one of the governmenta offices.
Bowie blanked out the windows, and turned toward the waterfront. He
hit the brakes as he started into the turn and | heard the rattle of rocks on
the hood and windshidd.



“Hold on,” Bowie said over the comm, and the car thundered
into reverse. There was the crunch of something under the tires, then we
dammed forward through a hall of rocks and other thumps,

| glanced & Madelon, who was holding onto a strap and looking
detly in every direction, even though the opaqued windows were
featurdess. “Bowiewill handleit,” | said, but my hand was againg one of
the secret pand's behind which was a Smith & Wesson Rioteer, with four
big shot cartridges, and the exterior tear gas controls.

The car stopped suddenly, then reversed, throwing us forward
agang the safety belts, and with a squed of tires we drove forward up
over something, probably a curb. | heard a loud thump, a cry, and we
were going fast and draight.

In a fev moments Bowie brought back the cityscape and we
rolled down one hill and up another. “ Anyone hurt?’ | asked.

“One zongo with an iron bar bounced off a fender, but | saw him
get up and try to chase us. I'll have to take it in tomorrow to be pounded
out, Mr. Thorne”

“Thank you, Bowig” | said.

“Does this sort of thing happen to you often?” Madelon asked.

| shrugged. “Frustrated men need targets” | answered. “A
chauffered car, a beautiful woman . . .” | shrugged again. | couldn’t
aways blame them. “Y ou don’t want to hurt anyone, but you don’t want
to be hurt, ether.”

“What was that mob dl about, anyway?’ Madelon asked Bowie.

“l don’t know, miss. Not many food riots here. It may have been
a Work Week bunch, or some of the Zeropop people protesting that
new rule. It's hard to say. Sometimes folks just go zongo over nothing
definite, just a sort of sum of everything.”

Maddon dghed and struck her bet to move closer to me
“Help,” she said as we reached for each other’s hand.

When we arrived a Earth, Fire, Air and Water, Bowie cdled me
back apologeticaly as | was going through the door. | told Madelon to
wait and went back to get the report on the interphone. When | joined
Madelon ingde she amiled a me and asked, “How was my report?’

When | looked innocent she laughed. “If Bowie didn't have a
dossier on me from your Control or whatever it is I’d be very much
surprised. Tdl me, an | a dangerous type, an anarchist or a blagter or
something?’

| amiled, for | like perceptive people. “It says you are the
illegitimate daughter of Madame Chiang Kai-Shek and Johnny Potseed
with convictions for mopery, drudgery, and penury.”

“What's mopery?’

“I haven't the fantet. My omniscient daff tdls me you are
nineteen, a hick kid from Montana and a haf-orphan who worked for
deven months in Great Fals in an office of the Blackfoot Nationd
Enterprises”

Her eyes got big and she gasped. “Found out at last! My
desperate secrets reveded!” She took my am and tugged me into the
elevator that would drop us down to the cavern below. She looked up at
mewith big innocent eyes as we stood in the packed eevator. “Gee, Mr.
Thorne, when | agreed to baby-st for you and Mrs. Thorne | never



knew you'd be taking me out.”

| turned my head dowly and looked a her with a granite face,
ignaring the curious and the grinning. “The next time | catch you indulging
in mopery with my Afghan I’'m going to leave you home.”

Her eyes got dl wet and sad. “No, please, | promise to be good.
Y ou can whip me again when we get home.”

| raised my eyebrows. “No, | think wearing the collar will be
enough.” The door opened. “Come, my dear. Excuse me, please.”

“Yes, magter,” she said humbly.

The Earth part of the dub was the raw ground under one of the
may San Francisco hills, sprayed with a dructurd plastic so thet it
looked judt like a raw-dug cave, yet quite strong. We went down the
curving passage toward the maglstrom of noise that was a famous quiver
group and came out into the huge hemisphericd cave. Overhead, a
latticework of concrete supported a transparent svimming pool filled
with nude and semi-nude svimmers. Some were guests and some were
professond entertainers.

There was a waterfal a one end and torches burned in holders
inthe wall, while a flickering firdight was projected over everything. The
quiver group blasted forth from a rough cave hacked into the dirt wals
hafway up to the overhead svimming poal.

As | took her am to guide her into the quivering mob on the
dance floor | said, “You know thereisno Mrs. Thorne”

She amiled a me with a serene confidence. “That' s right.”

The night swirled around us. Winds blew in, scented and warm,
then cool and brisk. People crashed into the water over us with galaxies
of bubbles around them. One quiver group gave way to another, tawny
animds in pseudo-lion skins and shaggy hair, the women bare breasted
and wanton.

Maddlon was a hundred women in a hundred minutes, but
seamingly without effort. They were dl her, from slllen dren to
goshwowing teenie. | confess to a helpless infauation and cared not if
she was laying a trap for me.

The dementd decor was a gimulat and people joined us,
laughed and drank and tripped, and left, and others came. Madeon was
amagnet, atracting joy and ddight, and | was very proud.

We came to the surface a dawn and | triggered a tag-dong for
Bowie. We drove out to waich sunup over the Bay, then went to my
hotd. In the devator | said, “I'll have to make that up to Bowie, | don't
often stay out like that.”

“Oh?’ Her face was impish, then softened and we kissed outside
my door. She began undressing as we entered, with great naturaness,
and laughingly pulled me into the shower even as | was leamning the
beauty of her lithe young figure. We soaped and did our bodies over one
another and | fdt younger and more dive than | had in godknows.

We made love and mudc played. Outsde, the cty awakened
and began its business. What can you say about two people making love
for the firg time? Sometimesiit is a disaster, for neither of you knows the
other, and that disaster colors the subsequent events. But sometimes it is
exdting and new and wonderful and satisfying, meking you want to do it

agan and again.



It changed my life,

| took her to Triton, the bubble city benegth the Mediterranean
near Mdta, where we marveled at the organic gll research and watched
the plankton sweeper-subs docking. We donned atificid membrane gills
and dived among the rocks and fish to great depths. Her hair streamed
behind her like a mermaid, and we dipped and rose with a school of
awift lantern fish. We “discovered” the crusted remains of a Phoenician
war gdley and made love & twenty fathoms.

At Kos, the birthplace of Hippocrates, Hilary gave a greet party
a her villa, and we “premiered”’ a tape by Thea Smon, and ate fruit on
the terrace and watched the ships go into space from Sahara Base.

“That's s0 beautiful,” she said, looking at the firdrals of the
shuttles, left behind by the arcing ships. The tralls were twisted and
spread by the jet winds, becoming neon abstracts in the early evening
light.

| nodded in the fant lignt. Behind us | heard Respighi’s
Fountains of Rome replace the dreamy Bird of Visions. Maddlon and |
st in the companionable night slence.

The cdligrgphic neon scrawls had dmogt faded away when
someone turned on a compuiterized kinetic sculpture in the garden below.
It was a wildy whirling dazzle of lights and reflections by Congtantine 7,
a currently popular kineticist. Its many dipping, zipping, flashing parts
were controlled by a random numbers tape, so tha it was never
repetitive.

Maddon looked at it awhile, then said, “My life used to be like
that. Oh, yes. Running around, rushing about, getting nowhere, very
bright and au courant. | suppose | was trying to find out who | was. |
was. ..am. .. very ambitious but | fdt guilty being s0.”

“Don't be,” | said. “Without ambition nothing ever gets done.”

“I'm 4ill not certain . . . that | know who | am. Or even what |
want.” She reached out a hand and touched me. “I know | love you and
| want to be with you—"

“But—" | said.

“You are not the world, but you give me the biggest world |
know about.” Her voice was serious and low as the kinetic sculpture was
dided into darkness, probably by someone putting it out of its misery.

“You have dways been different,” she said. “Because you are
adwaysthe same. You're. . . arock.”

| grinned a her in the night. “1 sprang full-grown from Jupiter’s
forehead.”

She amiled back a me, and patted my arm. “You know, trying
to find out who you are is the londiest thing there is. If you are not you,
who are you?" She sighed, and was quiet a moment. “I have been many
people,” she said. “But each of those roles was me, a facet of me. But
you are dways you. I've watched you tak to the famous and the
infamous, the nobodies and the somebodies. You're just the same. I've
only seen you impatient with the fools and the time wasters. You share
your joy and you hide the hurt, but you are aways you.”

“That's the impresson people aways have of others, tha they
areful and complete, but that you are uncertain, fragmented, incomplete.
But it ign't true. We are dl in the process of growth. Even a rock



becomes grave, and gravd sand, and sand becomes sandstone, and
sandstone becomes rock.” Then | laughed in the dark and grumbled that
| dipped off the edge and got my foot wet in philosophy.

“What were you like as a litle gil?” | asked. | knew the
photographs from her dossier, but not her.

“l was plain and | had no breasts and | wanted breasts and hips
so that | could be a rea woman. Then, when | got breasts and hips and
dl the rest, | found out there was more than that to being a woman. |
learned. | survived. What were you like as a boy?’

| thought a moment and said, “Smadl. Isolated. Full of dreams.
Ignorant. Pig-headed. Inquistive”

“Did you want to be an artig?’

“Yes. But some connections were missing.”

“But you are famous as an art love—’

“That's along way from being an arti,” | said. “A long way.”

Maddon sad with asmile, “I love going to museums with you, to
gdleries and gtudios and things. You say what's in your mind and you
don’t try to phony it up.”

| took a 9p of wine and swirled the glass. “I've never been a
mean who thought you should be especidly quiet in a museum. As long as
| don't redly bother anyone else, or intrude on ther privacy, I've dways
fdt free to talk, laugh, discuss, or be glent. Art isn't holy to me, not in
that way.

“Something in a frame or on a pedestal does not require ether
my slence or my speech. Something in aframe is not automaticaly art, it
isjust something someone framed.”

“Sturgeon’'s Law?’ suggested Madelon. “ Ninety percent of
everything is crud. Including this statement.”

“Yes, and I'm afrad that's even more so with art. All my adult
life people have kept close to me in gdleries, because if | am with
someone, | talk of what | see and fed, and some people, strangers even,
seem to find that interesting. Or maybe it's just unusud. | try not to tak
of what | think the artist meant or fdt, but of whet | fdt, of whet the artist
communicated to me”

“Oh,” exdamed Madeon, “how | didike those who explain it
to you!”

| laughed, too. “You will never hear me say ‘A unique synthesis
of the purdy somatic and the archly conceptualized with an dmost verba
communication in his aesthetic cognitions.” | will never atribute motives
and intdlectudizations to men | don't know persondly, and well.”

“But there are obvious influences” Madelon said.

“Remember that Peruvian exhibit we saw? In the jungle world
that those potters and craftsmen lived in, which was ther only
reity—ther only concept of redity—they created those jaguar pots
that are as fierce and as deadly a manifedation of fear and respect as
I’'ve ever seen. | might talk of the impact of the Church on some artig,
who painted what he fdt, then added haoes and touched in the symbols
of the saint he had selected.”

“But dl artigs are influenced by ther times” Maddon indsted.
“And the times by the artigts”

“Of course. But | dways speak for me, not the artist. If he or she



isany good a dl the work speaks louder, clearer, and more concisdy
than anything | might say, and for a hdlavalot longer.”

“What about those new ones, the Fragmentdists? They work
with computers and cloud chambers, and never see their work; only
knowing that it happened.”

“Yes, it existed, for a nanosecond or two, and then was gone.
Since no one can see ther art, | suppose that’ swhy they prattle so much
about it. It can't speak, so they will.”

Madelon amiled a me in the dusk. “Brian, I've never known
anyone who wasn't an active, working artist to be as involved with art as
you are.”

| shrugged. “It is amply part of my life | didike it when people
buy art for investment. Art futures isa phrase I’ ve heard far too often. It
might be like buying future orgasms, | don’t know.” | looked again at the
fading firetrails. “1 have dways tried to be mysdf. But the best possible
me. My greatest falures are when | fal mysdf.”

| turned and amiled a the most beautiful woman | knew. “And
what do you want to be when you grow up?’

“Me” she said. “Only the best possible me”

“Would you be interested in inveding in a future orgaam?’ |
asked.

She unwound gracefully from the chair, amiling and slken. “Are
you asking me to forsake Hilary’s many pleasures, my dear Sr?’

“l am. | had something more intimate in mind.”

“l was hoping you had been taking your ESP pills, darling. | was
thinking dong those lines mysdf.”

Weflew to San Savador and rode through the tal grasses on my
cattle ranch there and made love by a stream. Maddon was witness to
me disdiplining a doppy supervisor, who had permitted the cattle to
consume too high a percentage of precious grains. She didn't mention it
until after our vigt to the ecology preserve off the Great Barrier Reef and
we were waking on the beach a Bora Bora a sunset.

Madelon looked a me after along dlence. “Sometimes you are
very hard on people, you know. Y ou demand much.”

“No. Just the best. Y ou become mediocre when you are satisfied
with mediocrity.”

She kicked some sand and grinned as she sad, “Modern
avilization has placed mediocrity on a levd with excellence . . . and then
looks down on excellence for having lowered itsdf.”

“My, my,” | said. “And I’'m supposed to be hard on people.”

“Wdl, you're famous, and people expect it, | suppose.”

“l have a reputation,” | said. “That means they’ve heard of you,
but know nothing about you. If you are famous, they know dl about you.
If you are notorious, they know dl about you whether they want to or

“It sounds as though you've made a study,” she said, the setting
aun reddening her face.

“Defense mechanism. A public figure is one who has been on the
vidgtats more than once. A cdebrity is someone whose face you know
and whose name you can't remember. Or vice versa. A famous figure is



an old celebrity. A noted figure is an old famous figure, while an actress
isayoung and famous figure”

She stopped and put her ams around my neck. “I knew you
would get around to sex.”

“| thought we had pontificated enough for one evening,” | said,
and kissed her.

“Portificate me right here” she said, dipping out of the
shimmerdoth sarong.

“Suppose | dogmatized you.”

“Oh, marvdoud” she said, pulling me down to dark sands under
purple clouds edged with rose.

At Ankara we vidted the tomb complex carved from a rocky
diff, where three generations of afamily had carved a marble fantasy and
leased tomb space to the affluent. Madelon commented on dl the years
of cutting and sanding. “Time has nothing to do with the creation of art,” |
sad. “It doesn't matter if it took ten years or ten minutes or ten
generations. The art mugt stand by itsdlf. The artist can't stand next to it
saying, ‘Look, this part took me three years and that part was a whole
winter.” Hemingway wrote two of his best short stories before lunch,
then went back to work. The Sistine Chapd took years. It only matters
to the artist how long something takes. If he works dowly it might be
difficult to hold the vison together for the time needed. It dso limits his
total output, and he might be frustrated in not being able to say everything
he wants. But working dowly might give more chance to interact with the
work. It dl depends on the artist.”

“Don't you like this?” she asked, gesturing toward the diffline of
facades and loggia and columned fronts.

“Yes, but the important fact isthet it exists, not the timeiit took to
do it. It's like saying something is better because it took a long time to
do, and that is certainly not true.”

“Then what is important is the artis’s vison, and his ability to
communicate thet vison?’

“To the viewer, yes. To the artigt it might be that he had done it,
and how close he was to stifying the ethered vison with the redity.”

“Then the closer the redlity is to the vison the better it iS?’

“Well, the more successful, yes. We 4ill have to ded with the
worth of the vison.”

“Oh, god, thisis endlesss How many visons dance on the head
of apantbrush?

“Onea atime”

The world was a playground, a beautiful toy. We could deplore
the harsh, but necessary, methods they were usng to reduce the
populétion in India, even as we flew high overhead to Paris, for Andre's
féte, where the most beautiful women in Europe appeared in sculptured
body jewdry and little else.

| took her to the digs a Ur in the hot, dusty Euphrates Valey,
but stayed in an air-conditioned mobile-villa We salled the Indian Ocean
with Karpolis even as the Bombay riots were killing hundreds of
thousands. The rest of the world seemed far away, and | redly didn't



care much, for | was gorging a a love-feast. My man Huo handled the
routine matters, and | put dmogt everything ese off for awvhile.

We went up to Station One and “danced” in the null-gravity of
the so-called “Star Bdlroom” in the big can of the centra hub. We took
the shuttle to the moon, for Maddon's firg vist. | saw Tycho Base with
fresh eyes and a sense of adventure and wonder which she generated.
We went on up to Copernicus Dome then around to the new Young
Observatory on Backside. We looked at the stars together, seeing them
50 clearly, so close and unblinking. | ached to go dl the way out and s0
did she. Bundled into bulky suits we took a wak on the surface, dightly
annoyed to be discreetly watched over by a Lunar Tour guide, there to
see that the greenhorns didn’t muck up.

We loved every minute of it. We lay spoon-fashion in our bed at
night and talked of the stars and dien life and made lover’s plans for the
future.

| was in love. | was blind, raw, sengtive, happy, insane, and
medly foolish. | spent an emationd treasure and counted it well-used.

| was indeed in love.

But love cannot difle, nor can it be bought, not even with love.
Love can only be a gift, fredy given, fredy taken. | used my money as a
tool, as Cilento might use a scan pattern, to give us time and pleasure,
not to “buy” Madelon.

All these trips cost afortune, but it was one of the reasons | had
money. | could have stopped working a making it long before, except |
knew | would serioudy drain my capitd with commissons and projects
and joy rides and women. | was dready dating to think of going to
Mars with Madelon, but it was a one month trip and that was a hig
chunk of time to carve from my schedule.

Instead, | introduced her to my world. There were the obvious,
public events, the concerts and exhibitions and parties. She shared my
enthusasm in finding and assding young artists in every fidd, from the
dirt-poor Mexican peasant with a naturd taent for day sculpture to the
hairy, sulky Slav with the house full of extraordinary synthecizor tapes,
that few had heard.

Maddon's observations on art, on people and events, on
philosophy, on things large and smdl were dways interesting, often
deeply probing and full of ingght. “Redity is unred to those not sane”
she said once. “And insanity unred to the sane.”

During the premiere of Warlock, the opera by Douglas Weiss,
she whispered to me, “Actors try to fuse the wishes of childhood with the
needs of adultery.” | raised my eyebrows a her and she grinned,
shrugging. “My mind wanders,” she said.

During a party in a bubble amid the Ondine complex, while a
gorm raged a hundred fathoms up, she turned to me from watching a
group of people. “If you can be nathing more than you are, you must be
caeful to be dl that you can be.”

Lifting from the Thor Heyerdahl plankton skimmer she said, “I
aways say goodbye. That way | am not burdened with gppointments |
cannot keep.”

She dso commented that Texas was the largest glacier-free state
in the Union, and that Peter Brueghd was an atis that could draw a



crowd.

But life with Madelon was hardly alife of one-liners and sex. It
was varied and complex, Imple and fast, dow and comfortable—all of
those things.

“How did you get s0 rich? Madelon asked one night, after
seding me authorize a consderable expenditure on a project. “Is your
family rich?’

“No, my father was an engineer and my mother was a musician.
We weren't poor, but we were cetanly not rich. Sometimes | do
wonder why I'm rich—or rather, how | got that way. | know why, |
suppose. It was to indulge mysdf. There were things | wanted to do and
they took money. | found | had the tdent. If you want money badly
enough, you can get it.”

“Ian't that a diché?’ she asked. “I know lots of people who are
desperate for money.”

“Desperate, yes, but not willing to do those things that must be
done. Or don't have the tdent for it. I'm an exploiter, | suppose. | see a
need, and | fill it as best | can. | try not to create a need, which is redly
just a want. My luck was good, my tdent was sufficient, and | was
willing to do the homework. | worked long hours, hard hours.”

“I've worked long, hard hours, too,” Maddon said, “and | hed
to do alot of things | didn’t want to do, but I’'m not rich.”

“Isthat what you want, to be rich?’

“l suppose not. But | want freedom, and that usudly takes

money.

“Yes, sometimes. Having money at dl offers freedom, too, but
there are problems with that condition aswell. | know, I’'ve had both.”

| continued to show Madeon that private world of the rich, my
world, with the “secure’ housesin various parts of the world, the private
beaches and fast cars, the collections and gatherings and nonsense. |
introduced her to worthy friends, like Burbee, the senator, and Dunn, the
percussonist; like Hilary, Barbara, Greg, Joan, and the others. She had
gowns by Queen Kong, in Shangha, and cusom powerjewes by
Simpson. She had things, and experiences, and | shared her ddight and
interest.

| learned about her, | learned those samdl, intimate things that are
idiomatic, but reveding—the slly, dumb things. She rarely used makeup,
but carried five kinds of shampoo. She rardly becameill, but was subject
to ingrown toenals. She indsted on degping on the right sde of the bed
and dways seemed to get up an hour before | did. She ingsted on
carying certan clothes with her everywhere, even though we had
wardrobes in houses dl over the world. If we were scheduled to meset
someone of importance or prominence she read up on them rdigioudy,
but dways seemed to give that person the impresson she reacted to him
or her as a person, not as a shah or a crown prince or a Beaux Arts
prizewinner.

She had everything she wanted, or so | thought, which was
probably my fird mistake.



| wanted Madelon and | got her. Getting a woman | wanted was
nat dl that difficult. Standing on my money and fame, | was very tdl.
Sometimes | wondered how well | might do as a lover without money,
but | was too lazy to try.

| wanted Madelon because she was the most beautiful womean |
hed ever seen, and the least boring. Sooner or later dl women bored me,
and most men. When there are no surprises even the mogt dtractive
people grow stale. Maddon may have aroused a great vaiety of
emotionsin me, from love to hate, a times, but she never bored me and
boredom is the greatest In. Even those who work a not being boring
can become boring because ther efforts show.

But Madelon was beautiful ingde as wel as out, and | had had
my fill of beautiful flesh and gargoyle minds.

It was't so much thet | “got” Madelon as that | married her. |
attracted her, our sex life was outgtanding, and my wedth was exactly
the convenience she needed. My money was her freedom.

| opened up to her as | had not to anyone ese. | tried to show
her my world, at least the art part of it. The business part was the game
part, a sort of globd chess, or interplanetary poker, and dull to most
people.

| took her to a concert by a young synthecizor muscian whose
career one of my foundations was sponsoring. Afterwards we lay on a
fur-covered liquibed under the one-way glass dome of my New York
gpartment and watched the lights in the towers and the flying insect dots
of hdos.

“Aredl muddans as arrogant as that eectronic musc composer
who cornered you in the foyer?” Madelon asked.

“No, thank god. But when you are convinced you have
conceived something the world must experience, you are anxious to have
it presented.”

“But he was demanding you sponsor it!” She shook her head
angrily, spreading out her hair on my chest. “What an ego!”

“Everyone has one” | said, my fingertips on her flesh. “People
are catain | have avery big one because of dl the art and events | assst.
But | want the art to come into existence, not to further my own fame or

“Oh, Brian,” she sad, flipping over and pressng her voluptuous
body to mine “Sometimes you just modest yoursdf right out the back
door!”

| didn't reply. People never understand. She would, | hoped, in
time. | wanted to midwife creativity, not scratch my ego onto the base of
greatness.

| took a deep bresth and said it. “Why don’'t we get married?’

Her eyes opened wide in astonishment. “ Married?” She sat up
and waved her hand around at the jewd towers of New York. “You
mean legally, infront of God and everybody?’



| nodded and she seemed amused. “What is the point of that?’
ghe asked. “If | should find | am in that amdl percentage for whom the
shots don't work, | can dways abort, or you could Sgn on as the father.
There's no need for marriage, Brian.”

“What about your family?’ | asked. “From what you tdl me your
father is an old-fashioned tiger.”

“He doesn't tdl me what to do, even when he wants to.”

“Wl, let's just say he might like me better if we were married.”

“l didn't think you sought anyone' s approva for anything.”

“I'm avery Hf-indulgent person,” | said. “I do only what | want
to do. | want to go to Mars some day and | shdl. | might have to pass on
the stars, however. But right now | want us to be married, legdly, and in
front of whoever.”

“And what will you want tomorrow?” she asked. “Not to be?’

| pulled her down to me and kissed her. “You don't seem to
understand, my dear. | am a very powerful man and what | want, | get.”

She looked a me through ditted eyes. “Oh? Redly? Do | have
anything to say about that?’

“Anything you want.”

“Inthat case, | say yes”

We were married atop the Temple of the Magicians, in Uxmd,
Y ucatan, two weeks later. It was sunset and the temple faces east. We
hed torches, and afew close friends. There was no particular reason for
the Mayan pyramid setting, it was just that they had closed the monument
for amonth to handle the new digs and there were no tourids there.

We drank and feasted hdf the night, toagting the ancients and
getting toasted. Madelon's father was there, a wiry tough man of fifty,
who said little and saw much. He and | stood on the sheer western edge
of the stone, looking down at the wide, steep steps, and ligened to the
song that Alison had written, coming from the other sde of the temple.
We looked out over the dark jungle, seeing the faint bulk of the rains to
our right, and the white tent covering the new tomb finds.

“Thorne” said Sam Morgana, “if you hurt her, I'll dice you to
dogmesat.”

| turned to look a him, a lean, hard face in the night. He took a
swalow from hiswineglass and looked at me without expression “I don't
like threats, Sam,” | said. “Not even that kind.”

He nodded “Yesh, nether do I.” He finished his wine and went
back around the temple, leaving me done. After a little time Madelon
came, and put her am around me.

“How do you fed about virgin sacrifices,” | asked.

“I'm disqudlified.”

“Oh, drat, | knew we should have waited.”

“It'snot too late to cdl Rent-A-Virgin.”

We stood there for a time and the world was ill: There was
night and jungle, garlight and the crescent moon slvering a path across
the glossy dark leaves below. The people started leaving, laughing and
cdling out good wishes, going down the steps, but holding onto the
safety chain. Sam was the ladt to leave. He stood a moment, looking at
us, then waved and started down. Madeon broke free and ran to him to
kisshim goodbye, and then we were done.



Madelon and | walked back around to the eastern Sde of the
temple and found that our friends had created a pagan couch for us just
within the rectangular door. It was covered with fur and a gorgeous
shimmerdoth canopy hung down over and behind us. There were severd
large candles flickering in the cool predawn breeze, bowls of fresh fruit
and a carafe of wine. The ar was scented with exotic flowers and
primeva jungle.

As the firg light of dawn lightened the east we made love in the
spot where Mayan chiefs had stood, hundreds of years before, gregting
their sun god.

After our marriage Madelon Morgana became, not Madelon
Thorne, but Madelon Morgana. She blossomed in a marvdous and
adigntful way. The indant datus that was hers was something she
handled well, and with dignity and tact. Beng the wife or companion of
someone rich, or famous, or powerful is often a troublesome position.

It was interesting watching her test her wings. At fird | was a
convenient and attractive aid, a refuge, a teacher, a shoulder, an open
door, a defender. She liked what | was, then later, even more, who |
was.

We became friends as well as lovers.

In time, of course, she had other lovers, just as | knew women
who interested me, in their own way.

No one owned Maddon, not even |. Her other lovers were
infrequent, but quite red. | never kept count, though | knew Control
could retrieve the data from the survelllance section’s computers. It was
not that | had her watched, but that she must be watched for her own
protection. It is dl part of being rich and how better to extract a few
million from me than by the ancient and dishonorable means of
kidnapping. Guarding againg an assasin was dmog impossible, if the
men was intdligent and determined, but the watch teams gave me
comfort when she was not close. Meanwhile. | sudied mazeru with
Shigeta, when | could, and target shooting with Wedey. Your own
reflexes are your best protection.

In four years Madelon had only two lovers that | thought were
beneath her. One was a rough miner who had struck it big in the Martian
mines near Bradbury and was expending a certain animd vitdity dong
with his new wedth. The second was a tape dar, quite chaming and
beautiful, but essentidly hollow. They were momentary liaisons and when
ghe perceived that | was distressed she broke off immediatdly, something
thet neither man could understand.

But Madelon and | were friends, as wdl as man and wife, and
oneis not knowingly rude to friends. | frequently insult people, but | am
never rude to them. Madelon's taste was excdlent, and these other
relationships were usudly fruitful in learning and joy, so that the two that
were disasteful to me were very much in the minority.

Michad Cilento was different.

| talked to Madelon, who was in the Aegean with a new lover,
and then flew to see Mike a Nikki’s. Our megting was warm. “| can't
thank you enough for the villg” he said, hugging me. “It was so beautiful
and Nikos and Maria were so very nice to me. | did some drawings of



their daughter. But the idand—ah! Beautiful . . . very peaceful, yet . . .
exating, somehow.”

“Wheré s the new cube?’

“At the Athena Gdlery. They're having a one-man, one-cube
show.”

“Wel, let's go. I'm anxious to see it” | turned to my man
Stamos. “Maddon will be dong soon. Please meet her and take her
directly to the Athena” To Mike | said, “Come—I’m excited.”

The cube weas life-sze, as were dl of Mike's works. Sophia was
olive-skinned and full-breasted, lying on a couch covered with deep fur,
curled like a cat, yet fully displayed. There was a richnessin the work, an
opulence reminiscent of Matisse's odadisques. But the sheer animd
eroticiam of the girl overpowered everything.

She was the Earth Mother, Eve, and Lilith together. She was the
pagan princess, the high priestess of Bd d, the great whore of Babylon.
She was nude, but a sun ornament gleamed dully between her bressts.
Beyond her, through an arch of ancient, worn stone, was a dawn world,
lush and green beyond a high wdl. There was a feding of time here, a
sting far back beyond recorded higtory, when myths were men and
mongters perhaps redl.

She lounged on animd furs, with the faint suggestion of a wanton
Sprawl, with no part of her hidden, and a haf-esten apple in her hand.
The direct suggestion of Eve would have been ludicrous, except for the
sheer raw power of the piece. Suddenly the symbolism of the Biblicd
Eve and her gpple of knowledge had a redity, a meaning.

Here, somewhere in Man's past, there was a turning. From
ampliaty toward complexity, from innocence to knowledge and beyond,
perhaps to wisdom. And dways the intimate personal secret ludts of the
body.

All thisin one cube, from one face. | waked to the side. The girl
did not change, except that | was now looking a her side, but the view
through the arch had changed. It was the sea, Sretching under heavy
clouds to the unchanging horizon. The waves rolled in, ally and amost
Slent.

The back view was past the voluptuous girfl toward what she
looked a: adim room, a corridor leading to it, lit with flickering torches,
going back into darkness . . . into time? Forward into time? The Earth
Mother was waiting.

Thefourth side was a s0lid stone wall beyond the waiting woman
and on the wall was set aring and from the ring hung a chain. Symbol?
Decoration? But Mike was too much an artist to have something without
meaning in his work, for decoration was just desgn without content.

| turned to Mike to speak, but he was looking &t the door.

Maddon stood in the entrance, looking & the cube. Sowly she
walked toward it, her eyes intent, secret, searching. | said nothing, but
stepped aside. | glanced at Mike and my heart twisted. He was daring at
her as intently as she looked at the sensatron cube.

As Maddon waked closer, Mike stepped near me. “Is this your
friend?’ he asked. | nodded. “I'll do tha cube you wanted,” he sad
softly.

We waited slently as Madelon walked dowly around the cube. |



could see she was excited. She was tanned and fit, wearing a Draco
origind, fresh from her submarine exploration of the Aegean with
Markos. At last she turned away from the cube and came directly to me
with aswirl of her skirt. We kissed and held each other along time.

We looked into each other’s eyes for along time. “You're wdl?’
| asked her.

“Yes” She looked a me a long moment more, a soft amile on
her face, searching my eyes for any hurt she might have caused. In that
shorthand, intimate language of old friends and old lovers, she questioned
mewith her look.

“I'mfing” | said, and meant it. | was aways her friend but not so
often her lover. But | gill had more than most men, and | do not mean
my millions. | had her love and respect, while others had usudly just her
interest.

She turned to Mike with a amile “You are Michad Cilento.
Would you do my portrait, or use me as a subject?’ She was perceptive
enough to know that there was a more than subtle difference.

“Brian has dready spoken to me about it,” he said.

“And?" She was not surprised.

“l dways need to spend some time with my subject before | can
do acube.” Except with the Buddha cube, | thought with a amile.

“Whatever you need,” Madelon said.

Mike looked past her & me and raised his eyebrows. | made a
gesiure of acquiescence. Whatever was needed. | flatter mysdf thet |
understand the credtive process better than most nonartists. What was
needed was needed; what was not needed was unimportant. With Mike,
technology had ceased to be anything but a minimd hindrance between
him and his art. Now he needed only intimacy and understanding of what
he intended to do. And that meant time.

“Use the Tranget,” | said. “Blake Mason has finished the house
on Maagasy. Use that. Or roam around awhile”

Mike amiled & me. “How many homes do you have, anyway?’

“l like to change environments. It makes life more interesting.
And asmuch as | try to keep my face out of the news it keeps cregping
inand | can’'t be mysdf in as many placesas I'd like”

Mike shrugged. “I thought a little fame would be hepful, and it
has, but | know what you mean. After the interviews on Artworld and
the Jmmy Brand show | can't seem to go anywhere without someone
recognizing me”

“The bitter with the sweet,” | said.

“Brian uses a number of personas as wdl,” Madelon said. Mike
rased his eyebrows. “The secret lives of Brian Thorne, complete with
passports and unicards,” she laughed.

Mike looked a me and | explained. “It's necessary when you
are the center of a power dructure. There are times you need to Get
Away From It All, or to Smply not be you for awhile. It's much like an
atig changing dyles. The Maagasy house belongs to ‘Ben Ford’ of
Publitex . . . | haven't been there yet, so you be Ben.”



People have said that | asked for it. But you cannot stop the tide;
it comes in when it wants and it goes when it wants. Madelon was unlike
any individud that | had ever known. She owned hersdf. Few people
do. So many are mere reflections of others, mirrors of fame or power or
persondity. Many let others do their thinking for them. Some are not
redly people, but gatigtics.

But Madelon was unlike the others. She took and gave without
regard for very many things, demanding only truth. She was hard on her
friends, for even friends sometimes require a touch of nontruth to help
them out.

She conformed to my own definition of friendship: friends must
interest, amuse, hep and protect you. They can do nothing more. To
what extent they fufill these criteria defines the degree of friendship.
Without interest there is no communication; without amusement there is
no zest; without hep and protection there is no trust, no truth, no
security, no intimacy. Friendship is a two-way street and Maddlon was
my friend.

Miched Cilento was aso unlike most other people. He was an
Origind, on his way to beng a Legend. At the bottom levd there are
people who are “interesting” or “different.” Those below that should not
be dlowed to waste your time. On the next step above is Unique. Then
the Originds, and findly those rare Legends.

| might flatter mysdf and say that | was certainly different,
possbly even Unique on a good day. Maddon was an undisputed
Origind. But | sensed that Michad Cilento had that something extra, the
art, the drive, the vison, the taent that could make him a Legend. Or
destroy him.

So they went off together. To Maagasy, off the African coast.
To Capri. To New York. Then | heard they were in Algiers. | had my
Control keep an extra specid eye on them, even more than the usud
protective surveillance | kept on Madelon. But | didn't check mysdf. It
was ther business

A vidreport had them on Station One, dancing in the null gravity
of the big balroom balloon. Even without Control 1 was kept abreast of
their actions and whereabouts by that host of people who found ddight in
tdling me where my wife and her lover were. And what they were doing.
How they looked. What they said. And so forth.

Somehow none of it surprised me. | knew Madelon and what
ghe liked. | knew beautiful women. | knew that Mike's sensatron cubes
were passports to immortdity for many women.

Mike was not the only artist working in the medium, of course,
for Hayworth and Powers were both exhibiting and Coe had aready
done his great “Family.” But it was Mike the women wanted. Presidents
and kings sought out Cinardo and Lisa Araminta Vidstars thought
Hampton fashionable. But Mike was the firg choice for dl the great
beaties.

| was determined that Mike have the time and privacy to do a



sensatron cube of Madelon and | made it mandatory at al my homes,
offices, and branches that Mike and Maddon be isolated from the
vidhacks and nuts and time wasters as much as possible.

It was the purest ego on my part, that luging toward a sensatron
portrait of Madelon. | suppose | wanted the world to know that she was
“mingé’ as much as she could belong to anyone. | redized that dl my
commissoning of art was, at the bottom, ego.

Make no mistake—| enjoyed the art | heped make possble,
with a few mistakes that kept me dert. But | am a busnessman. A very
rich one, a vay tdented one, a very famous one, but no one will
remember me beyond the memory of my few good friends.

But the art | help create will make me live on. | am not unigue in
that. Some people endow colleges, or create scholarships or build
dadiums. Some build great houses, or even cause laws to be passed.
These are not dways acts of pure egotism, but the ego often enters into
it, I'm certain, and epecidly if it istax deductible.

Over the years | have commissoned Vardi to do the Fates for
the Terrace Garden of the Generd Anomdy complex, my finandd base
and main corporation. | pressed for Darin to do the Rocky Mountan
sculptures for United Motors. | talked Willoughby into doing his golden
beast series & my home in Arizona. Caruthers did his “Man” series of
cubes because of a commisson from my Manpower company. The
pands that are now in the Metropolitan were done for my Tahiti estate
by Elinor Ellington. | gave the Universty of Pennsylvania the money to
impregnate those hundreds of sandstone dab carvings on Mars and get
them safdly to Earth. | subsidized Eldundy for five years before he wrote
his Martian Symphony. | sponsored the fird ar musc concert a
Sydney.

My ego has had a good working out.

| received a tape from Madelon the same day | had a cdl from
the Pope, who wanted me to hdp him convince Mike to do his tomb
sculptures. The new Reformed Church was once again involved in art
patronage, a 2,100-year-old tradition.

But getting a tape from Madelon, instead of a call, where | could
reply, hurt me. | half-suspected | had lost Madelon.

My armored layers of sophidication told me dlibly that | had
asked for it, even had intrigued to achieve it. But my beast-gut told me
thet | had been afool. Thistime | had outsmarted mysdif.

| dropped the tape in the playback. She was recording from a
garden of martian lichen in Trumpet Vdley, and the granite boulders
behind her were covered with the rust and dlive green and glossy black
of the dien transplants. | arranged for Ecolco to give Tashura the grant
that made the transfer from Mars possible. The subtle, subdued colors
seemed a suitable background for her beauty, and her message.

“Brian, he' s fantadtic. I’ ve never met anyone like him.”

| died alitle and was sad. Others had amused her, or pleased
her lush golden body, or were momentarily mysterious to her, but this
time. . . thistime | knew it was different.

“He's going to dtart the cube next week, in Rome. I'm very
excited. I'll beintouch.” | saw her punch the remote and the tape ended.
| put my men Huo on the trace and found her in the Eternd City, looking



radiant.

“How much does he want to do it?’ | asked. Sometimes my
busnessman’s brain likes to keep things orderly and out front, before
confuson and misunderstanding sets in. But thistime | was abrupt, crass,
and rather brutd, though my words were ddivered in a normd, light
tone. But dl | had to offer was the wherewithd that could pay for the
sensatron cube.

“Nothing,” she said. “He s doing it for nothing. Because he wants
to, Brian.”

“Nonsense. | commissoned him. Cubes cost money to make.
He s not that rich.”

“He told me to tdl you he wants to do it without any money.
He's out now, getting new dlli nets.”

| felt cheated. | had caused the series of events that would end in
the creation of a sensatron portrait of Madelon, but | was going to be
cheated of my only contribution, my only connection. | had to sdvage
something.

“It. . . it should be an extraordinary cube. Would Mike object if
| built a Sructure just for it?’

“| thought you wanted to put it in the new house on Battle
Mountain.”

“l do, but | thought | might make a specid smdl dome of
spraystone. On the point, perhaps. Something extra nice for a Cilento
magterpiece.”

“It sounds like a hrine” Her face was quiet, her eyes looking
into me.

“Yes” | answered dowly, “perhaps it is” Maybe people
shouldn’'t get to know you so well that they can read your mind when
you cannot. | changed the subject and we taked for a few minutes of
vaious friends. Steve on the Venus probe. A fashionable couturier who
was showing a line based on the new Martian tablet finds. A new
sculptor working in magnaplastics. Blake Mason's designs for the
Gardens of Babylon. A festivd in Rio that Jules and Gina had invited us
to. The Pope's dedre for Mike to do his tomb. In short, dl the gossp,
trivia, and things of importance between friends.

| talked of everything except what | wanted to talk about.

When we parted Madeon told me with a sad, proud gmile that
she had never been so happy. | nodded and punched out, then stared
sghtledy a the dark screen. For a long moment | hated Michad
Cilento, and he was probably never so near death. But | loved Madelon
and she loved Mike, so he mud live and be protected. | knew that she
loved me, too, but it was and had dways been a different kind of love.

| went to a science board meeting a Tycho Base and looked a
the green-brown-blue white-stresked Earth “overhead” and only paid
minimd attention to the speakers. | came down to a petroleum mesting at
Hargessa, in Somdia | visted a migress of mine in Samarkand, sold a
company, bought an eectrosnake for the Louvre, vidted Armand in
Nardonne, bought a company, commissoned a concerto from a new
composer | liked in Ceylon, and donated an early Caruthers to the
Prado.

| came, | went. | thought about Madelon. | thought about Mike.



Then | went back to what | did best: making money, meking work,
getting things done, making time pass.

| had just come from a policy megting of the North American
Continent Ecology Council when Madelon cdled to say the cube was
finished and would be ingdled in the Baitle Mountain house by the end
of the week.

“How isit?’ | asked.

She amiled. “ See for yoursdf.”

“Smug bitch,” 1 grinned.

“It'shis best one, Brian. The best sensatron in the world.”

“I'll see you Saturday.” | punched out and took the rest of the
day off and had an early dinner with two Swedish blondes and did a little
fleshly purging. It did not redly help very much.

On Saturday | could see the two tiny figures waving a me from
the causeway bridging the house with the tip of the spire of rock where
the copter pad was. They were holding hands.

Maddon was tanned, fit, glowing, dressed in white with a
necklace of Cartier Tempoimplant tattoos across her shoulders and
breastsin glowing facets of liquid fire. She waved at Bowie as she came
to me, squinting againg the dust the copter blades were ill swirling
about.

Mike was there, dressed in black, looking haunted.

Getting to you, boy? | thought. There was a vicious thrill in
thinking it and | shamed mysdif.

Maddon hugged me and we walked together back over the high
causaway and directly to the new spraystone dome in the garden, at the
edge of a two-hundred-foot diff.

The cube was magnificent. There hadn’t been anything like it,
ever. Not ever.

It was the largest cube I'd seen. There have been bigger ones
since, hone has been better. Its impact was sunning.

Madedlon sat like a queen on what has come to be known as the
Jewd Throne, a great solid thronelike block that seemed to be part
temple, part jewe, part dream. It was immensdy complex, set with
faceted dectronic patterns that gave it the effect of a superbly cut jewd
that was somehow aso liquid. Michael Cilento would have made his
placein art higory with thet throne alone.

But on it sat Madelon. Nude. Her waist-long hair fdl in a smple
cascade. She looked right out a you, Stting erect, dmogt primly, with an
amog triumphant expression.

It drew me from the doorway. Everyone, everything was
forgotten, induding the origind and the creator with me. There was only
the cube. The vibrations were getting to me and my pulse increased.
Even knowing that pulse generators were working on my apha waves
and broadcast projectors were doing this and sonics were doing that and
my own dpha wave was beng synchronized and reprojected did not
affect me. Only the cube affected me. All ese was forgotten.

There was just the cube and me, with Madeon in it, more red
then the redlity.

| walked to stand before it. The cube was dightly raised so that
she sat wel above the floor, as a queen should. Behind her, beyond the



dark viole eyes, beyond the incredible presence of the woman, there
was a dark, midy background that may or may not have been moving
and changing.

| stood there a long time, just looking, experiencing. “It's
incredible” | whispered.

“Wak around it,” Maddlon sad. | fdt the note of pride in her
voice. | moved to theright and it was as if Madeon followed me with her
eyes without moving them, falowing me by senang me, dert, dive, ready
for me. Already, the éectronic image on the multilayered surfaces was
real. Mike's dectronic brushes had trandformed the sraight basic video
images in subtle ways, atful shifts and fragile shadings on many levels
reveding and emphasizing delicately.

The figure of Maddlon sat there, proudly naked, bresthing
normdly with that fantagticdly lifdike movement possible to the skilled
molecular congtructors. The figure had none of the flamboyance tha
Caruthers or Stibbard brought to ther figures, so ddighted in their ability
to bring “lifé’ to their work that they saw nothing else.

But Mike had redrant. He had power in his work,
understatement, demanding that the viewer put something of himsdf into
it.

| walked around to the back. Madelon was no longer Stting on
the throne. It was empty, and beyond it, stretching to the horizon, was an
ocean and above the toppling waves, stars. New congdlations glowed.
A meteor flashed. | stepped back to the sde. The throne was unchanged
but Madelon was back. She sat there, a queen, waiting.

| walked around the cube. She was on the other sde, waiting,
breething, being. But in back she was gone.

But to where?

| looked long into the eyes of the figure in the cube. She stared
back & me, into me. | seemed to fed her thoughts. Her face changed,
seemed about to smile, grew sad, drew back into queenliness.

| drew back into mysdf. | went to Mike to congratulate him.
“I’'m stunned. There are no words.”

He seemed rdieved a my gpprovd. “It's yours” he sad. |
nodded. There was nothing to say. It was the greastest work of art |
knew. It was more than Madelon or the sum of dl the Madelons that |
knew exigted. It was Woman as wdl as a specific woman. | fdt humble
inthe presence of such greet art. It was “miné’ only in that | could house
it. | could not contain it. It had to belong to the world.

| looked at the two of them. There was something ese. | sensed
whet it was and | died some more. A flicker of hate for both of them
flashed across my mind and was gone, leaving only emptiness.

“Maddon is coming with me” Mike said.

| looked a her. She made a dight nod, looking a me gravely,
with deep concern in her eyes. “I'm sorry, Brian.”

| nodded, my throat congtricted suddenly. It was dmos a
business ded: the greatest work of art for Madelon, even trade. | turned
back to look at the sensatron again and this time the image-Madelon
seemed sad, yet compassonate. My eyes were wet and the cube
shimmered. | heard them leave and long after the throb of the copter had
faded away | stood there, looking into the cube, into Madelon, into



mysdif.
They went to Athens, | heard, then to Russa for awhile. When

they went to India so that Mike might do hisHoly Men series | cdled off
the discreet monitors Control dill had on them. | saw him on a tak show
and he seemed withdrawn, and spoke of the pressures fame placed upon
him. Madelon was not on the show, nor did he speak of her.

As part of my technology updeting | was given an aticde on
Mike, from Science News, that spoke of his technica achievements
rather than hisartigtic. It seemed the Rull Scale Molecular System was a
success and much of the credit was his The rest of the article was on
spinoffs of his basic research.

It dl seemed remote from me, but the old habits died hard. My
firg thought on seeing the new Dolan exhibit was how Madelon would
like it. I bought a complete sculptured powerjewe costume from
Cartier’ s before | remembered, and ended up giving it to my companion
of aweekend in Mexico City just to get rid of it.

| bought companies. | made things. | commissoned art. | sold
companies. | went places. | changed mistresses. | made money. | fought
stock control fights. Some | logt. | ruined people. | made others happy
andrich. | wasdone alot.

| return often to Battle Mountain. That is where the cube is

The greatness of it never bores me it is different each time | see
it, for | am different each time. But then Madeon never bored me either,
unlike dl other women, who sooner or later reveded dther thar
shdlowness or my inahility to find anything deeper.

| look at the work of Michad Cilento, and | know that he is an
atig of his time, yet like many artists, not of his time. He uses the
technology of histime, the attitude of an dien, and the same basic subject
meaiter that generations of fascinated artists have used.

Miched Cilentois an artist of women. Many have sad he is the
artis who caught women as they were, as they wanted to be, and as he
saw them, dl in one work of art.

When | look a my sensatron cube, and at dl the other Cilentos |
have acquired, | am proud to have helped cause the cregtion of such art.
But when | look at the Maddon that isin my favorite cube | sometimes
wonder if the trade was worth it.

The cube is more than Maddon or the sum of the sum of dl the
Maddons who ever existed. But the redity of art is not the redity of
redity.

After the showing of the Cilento retrospective at the Modern the
socid grapevine told me nothing about them for severd months.
Rductantly, | asked Control to check.

The check reveded their occupancy of a sudio in London, but
enquiries in the neighborhood showed that they had not emerged in over
a month and no one answered a knock. | authorized a discreet illegd
entry. Within minutes they were back on the saidlite line to mein Tokyo.

“You probably should see this yoursdf, sir,” the man said.

“Arethey dl right?’ | asked, and it hurt to ask.

“They’re not here, ar. Clothes, papers, effects, but no trace.”

“Y ou checked with customs? Y ou checked the building?’

“Yes, gr, firg thing. No one knows anything, but . . .



-

“There s something here you should see”

The studio was large, a combination of junk yard, machine shop,
med scientist’ s laboratory and art gdlery, much as every other sensatron
atig’s dudio | had ever been in. Later, | was to see the detaills—the
flowerwine bottles painted with gay faces, the tiny sensatron cubes that
made you happy just to hold them and watch them change, the art books
with new drawings done over the old reproductions, the crates and
charts and diagrams.

Later, | would wander through the rubble and litter and museum
qudlity art and see afew primitive daubs on canvo that were undoubtedly
Maddon's. I'd find the barbaric jewdry, the laughing triphotos, the
tapes, the Persan hdmet stuck with dead flowers, the painted rock
wrapped in duminum fal in the refrigerator, the butterfly in permaplastic,
the unfinished sandwich.

But dl | saw when | walked in were the cubes.

| bought the building and had certain structurd changes made. |
didn't want to move one of the cubes a millimeter. The one that dl the
vidtabs and reviewers cdled “The Lovers’ | took. | couldn't keep it from
the world, even though it hurt me to show it.

The other cube was more of a tool, a piece of equipment,
rough-finished but complete, not redly awork of art, and | didn’t want it
moved.

Once it was seen people wanted “The Lovers’ in a curioudy
avid way. Museums bid, cgjoled, pleaded, compromised, regrouped into
phalanxes asking for tours, betrayed each other, regrouped to try again.

Inaway it'sdl | have l&ft of them. | pursued the lines of obvious
invedtigation but | found no trace of them, not on Earth, not on the
Moon, not on Mars. | ordered Control to stop looking when it became
obvious they did not want to be found. Or could not be.

But in away they are ill here. Alive. In the Cube.

They are ganding facing each other. Nude. Looking into each
other’'s eyes, hand in hand. There is rich new grass under their feet and
tiny flowers growing. In Mike's free hand he is holding out to Madeon
something glowing. A starpoint of energy. A amdl shining universe. He is
offering it to her.

Behind them is the sky. Great beautiful soring clouds move
maedticdly across the blue. Far down, far away are worn ancient rocks,
much like Monument Valey in Arizona, or the Crown of Mars, near
Burroughs. That'sthefirs Sde | saw.

| walked around to the right, dowly. They did not change. They
dill stared into each other’s eyes, adight and knowing amile on ther lips.
But the background was stars. A wal of stars beyond the grass at ther
feet. Space. Degp space filled with incredible red dwarfs, mongtrous blue
giants, ice points of glitter, millions upon millions of suns meking a starry
mig that wandered across the blackness.

The third Sde was another landscape, seen from a hilltop, with a
red-violet seain the distance and two moons,

The fourth Sde was darkness. A sort of darkness. Something
was back in there beyond them. Vague figures formed, disappeared,
reformed dightly differently, changed . . .



Then | appeared. | think it's me. | don’'t know why | think it is
me. | have never told anyone | think one of the dim faces is me, but |
bdieveitis

The vibraions were subtle, dmost unnoticed until you had
looked a the cube a long time. They were peaceful vibraions, yet
somehow exciting, as if the brainwave recordings upon which they were
based were anticipaing something marvdloudy different. There have
been books written about this one cube and each writer has his
interpretation.

But none of them saw the other cube.

It's a scenic view and it's the same as the third face of “The
Lovers” If you wak around it it's a 360-degree view from a low hillock.
In one direction you can see the shore curving around a bay of red-violet
water and beyond, dmly seen, are what might be spires or rocks or
possbly towers. In the other direction the blue-green waves in the gentle
breezes towards the distant mountains. The cycle is long, severd times
longer than any present sensatron, some thirty hours. But nothing
happens. The sun rises and sets and there are two moons, one large and
one amdl. The wind blows, the grass undulates, the tides come and go.
A hot G-type sun. Moonlight on the water. Peaceful vibrations. Quiet.

Alonein that studio | touched the smooth glassite surface and it
was unyidding, yet an dien world seemed within reach. Or was it? Had
Mike s particle research opened some new door for him? 1 was afraid to
have the cube moved for perhaps, in some way, it was digned.

You see, there are footsteps on the ground.

Two sets, and they dtart at the cube and go away, toward the
digant spires.

| had my best team look it over. They went away with the
diagrams and the notes they found on interdimensiond space. They even
hed a gat of some figures scribbled on a tabletop.

Sometimes | plug into the monitor and look at the Cube stting in
the empty, locked studio, and | wonder.

Where are they?

Where are they?

For dmog two years after Madelon and Mike disappeared |
was a sort of robot, going through the mations of being Brian Thorne,
being the Brian Thorne, dmost by reflex. But | was a changed man, less
comfortable in my ways, going from moody hermit holed up in a house or
an idand, to a party-giving playboy. Madelon’s leaving triggered a flood
of lush-bodied young ladies who had been waiting impatiently in the
wings, each promisng her intimate verson of Vahdla, Paradise, or Hell.

There were times when | lost mysdf in beds across the world,
burrowing into masses of prime young flesh, rutting mindedy,
shamedesdy letting my businesses run themsdalves with minimum attention



from me. Often | would subgtitute quantity for the qudity | redly wanted
in women and then be disllusoned, and go into meditation about the
universeinmy bdly button.

But the flesh would tug a me and | would break the shdl and
emerge, racing to the fleshpots, popping sensoids, pushing my body to
the limit, overdosng on sex and high speeds and variety, vaiety in
evaything. Once | selected agirl named Millicent Abigall Fletcher as my
consort Smply because her chocolate skin contrasted so wel with a
golden body jewelry desgn | had seen. | changed her name to Juno and
never let her wear anything but the totdly reveding costume, even when
we made love. My guilt over making her a nonperson sent me back into
another retreat, thistime into the Himaayas.

| came back from the snows, impatient with the weather-domed
Shangri-La, and dropped into the red world again with a large splash. |
acquired a par of identicd twins blonde and tanned and amost
grotesquely voluptuous, and made them my constant companions, cdling
them Left and Right, and dressing them in amirror image of each other. |
stood on a bacony at the New Metropalitan, waiting for Stephanie and
Harold, flanked by my shimmering voluptuaries, and | commented that
the nude was an art form invented by the Greeks in the fifth century.
“Before thet it was rdigious sex,” | said.

“Oh, | am devoutly sexud,” Left said.

“Me, too,” Right sad huskily, the nipple ornament of her Ileft
breast denting my jacket, going on automatic with any mention of sex.

The next day | had them signed with a good agent and | was in
Belin. | was moody and unhgppy and sorry for mysdf. An idle comment
to Von Arrow that a certain artist was lousy because he traced his nudes
amog destroyed the man's career.

It was while | was in these moods that | dudied hardest a
mazeru, becoming violent enough to be given a thumping by Shigeta,
then a lecture about control and baance and centering.

| awoke one morning, looking as if | had just gotten up from
ingde an egg, and redized there was a nude gil on each sde of me,
naked benegath the satin, and | couldn’t remember their names, nor was |
certain how they had gotten there. | lay quietly, ligening to the untroubled
dreams of the stereo nudes, immune and indifferent to the bared firm
bosoms and ripe curving hips, dl within reach. | stared at the big dead
pand of the abstraction channd overhead, now slvered and reflecting the
wanton trio below. | saw the rippled, distorted images, the black skin,
the white, the golden, and | thought my dark thoughts.

| rose to wak barefoot dong a curving Tahitian beach in the
early dawn and by the time the nameless, forgettable girls had awakened
to a breakfast of fruit, | was at a conference table a thousand kilometers
away, discussng interest rates and tax credits.

| do not think | have been cdlous in my treatment of the young
beauties who, in effect, sdl themsdlves to me, or a least rent. They are
pleasant companions, and the wisest of them know the time spent with
me s an invesment. | make outright gifts of stock or jobs, and | open
invetment opportunities for brothers and fathers, and sometimes
husbands. Our relations are busnesdike, a bartering process in laughter
and sex and companionship.



By no means were dl of my femde friends in this classfication,
dthough | have become friends with many women | met in this manner.
Many of my friends are the wives and mistresses or companions of
friends, wise and wonderful women whose friendship | vaue as much as
that of any man.

But there is dways the matter of sex. Sex has a beginning, a
middle, and an end, both in individud acts and in affairs. When the time
came that a woman no longer interested me, or | no longer interested
her, I might make a suggestion to a film producer, if she was the right
type, and wanted it. She might go from my bed to having her name
across every teleset on four continents. | might bring some rich-bodied,
hot-mouthed wench together with a sensatron artigt like Coe, give the
necessary commisson, and the aid of my Publitex firm to “glorify” it, and
another star would be born as payment for a week in Madagascar or
severd ddightful days of rutting in the Atlantis undersea world. It was
incidentd that my publicity company made money, that an atis was
helped, that the sensatron could be donated, and that my Voyage
Productions had a new sar. | migtt do the same sort of thing for
someone who had merdy pleased me, or someone | admired, without
ay sex or ego-caresses. It was something | seemed to do by reflex,
separating the whesat from the chaff, plucking the good from the poor and
meking it better.

All this was because of my money, and my money was, in part,
because of dl this Money, beyond a certain point, is only wedlth.
Wedth, after a certain point, is pointless. It's there, you know it's there,
but you don't redly know how much it is You redly only care when it
ig't there. Money is a burden, a responsbility, and just occasondly, a
J0y.

| bring up the matter of my wedth merely to provide a frame of
reference. It is wdl known that | am one of the world's five hundred
wedthiest men. It is not so wel known that | am one of the world's most
frustrated artists. The presstats often run features on me, tied in with
some unorthodox venture, and one of ther favorite dichés is “The Man
With the Midas Touch.” Thisis an overamplification that | find annoying.
They seem to think that dl it takes to make money is money. But many a
millionare has been reduced to trust income by meking the wrong
decisons too many times. Many aminor investor has risen by a series of
right decisons at the right times. The sensation press likes to refer to
these meteoric rises as arun of luck, a fortunate throw of the dice.

Luck does play a part in any venture when not dl the factors are
known. My modestly endowed archeologica team digging at the Martian
ruins near Bradbury was “lucky” enough to discover the treasure that has
come to be called the Royd Jewds of Ares, dthough no stentific proof
exigsthat they arein any way royd, or even if a Martian roydty existed.
Itisthiskind of luck that keeps mein the eye of the presstats, the darling
of Uninews, and the target for more get-rich-quick schemes then you
would believe.

Evey man with even a one-star credit raing is a mark for
swindlers, cheats, ambitious women, and the tax man. Every rich man
learns to protect his treasure with information, suspicion, wit, force,
research, quile ealy waning sysems, intdligence, and, often,



ruthlessness. When you become what the press services have dubbed
the super-rich you are the automatic magnet for countless secret
dossers, plans, luds, schemes, hatreds, and envy. You are shot a just
because you are rich. You are insulted, seduced, ignored, catered to,
and charged extra—not because of you, but amply because you have
money.
But, dl indl, it is better to be rich than poor, and it is better to be

super-rich than just rich, because it lets you do things few other people
can do. For one thing, it gives you some degree of privecy. In a world
bulging with eght hillion people, and more on the way, red privacy is
amaos impossible except to the very rich and the incurably insane.

Bang rich, | have been able to indulge mysdf shamdesdy in
those two things | deem most important: art and women.

It was when | went to Mars that everything changed.

| didn’'t need to go to Mars. Several charmen of severa boards
begged me not to, when | mentioned it as a possibility. At least a dozen
women saw it as a hopeess tragedy, not because of any great persona
concern or love, but because it would thwart the timing of certan
ventures they had in mind for me. My friends, who knew me, shrugged
and wished me luck, but | don’t think any of them redly expected me to
actudly go. Few men of my status had ever even consdered it serioudy.
| had no pressing business on Mars, | just wanted to go.

But beng the locus of hundreds of lines of power and
respongibility makes you a hostage to your own money, and to those
who depended upon the gability of my “empire” The only way | could
0o was to snesk away, and that wasn't easy. | knew that even my own
security guards might consider it a higher loydty, snce my life might be in
danger, to prevent me from going by lesking the news. Certanly dl my
company presdents and most of my gockholders considered it
unnecessary that | endanger mysdf. If | went, they went, and | don’t
meen to Mars.

But the adventure of going beyond the Moon excited me. It
adways had, but somehow | had just never had the time before. Or made
the time. When | was a andl| boy | saw for the fird time a recording of
the landing a Touchdown and | had never forgotten the feding of
excitement. Through the crackle and pop | heard that corny but dirring
line, “Today Mars, tomorrow the stars!”

My preoccupation with the fourth planet had lead me to invest
heavily in dmost anything Martian, athough my natural caution kept me
away from some of the more fraudulent schemes, such as the Martian
Edates, the Secret Knowledge Foundation, the Demos afar, and the
ludicrous “Cand Dud” panacess. It was my Martian Explorations teams
that discovered the ancient ruins at Burroughs and Wells, and explored
the huge Nix Olympica cone. | mugt admit it was | who suggested to
Mizaki and Villared, and later to the Tannberg group, thet they utilize the
names that had so intrigued and delighted us dl in our youth.

Yet it was redly not me, but my money that spoke. All 1 might
expect isa paragraph in art history, like one of the Borgias, or a pope. |
was merdy the patron of such sensatron artists as Cilento, Caruthers,
and Willoughby. It was my money that asssted the cregtion of Vardi's



gardens, Eklundy’s Martian Symphony # 1, and Darin's massve
Rocky Mountain sculptures. It was not | who had created those works
of art. | was no more than a laser operator hanging from a Mt. Elbert diff
or a cement finisher working under Vardi’s glare. | provided the brick
and electrodes and fuson power. | knew that what any artist redly needs
is the time and materid to do what he mugt do, the appreciation of
someone willing to pay for it, and, most importantly, the freedom to be
able to. And that was what | supplied.

Now | wanted the freedom to do something for mysdf, and
going to the Red Planet wasiit.

The more | thought of going, the more | desired to do so. | was
adso somewhat impedled by being once again in the news, the result of a
retrogpective exhibition a the Landau Gdley of Miched Cilento's
works. The mystery of his disappearance was dramétic enough to insure
another round of publicity and | was being enmeshed again.

It was Imply the time to go.

No passports were needed for Mars. The traffic was not dl that
heavy, and the Chinese, Russan, and American bases are fa enough
gpart so that there was no red friction. All the trip took was reasonable
hedth and an incredible amount of money. Sending Eklundy to stand on
the lip of Nix Olympica and to deep in the Grand Hal had cost over a
million Swiss francs, but we received his symphony in return, plus the
recent lcemountain Concerto, and others tha would come. To le
Powd| wak the rugged John Carter Range had cost even more, but |
hed thought it wel worth while.

| could not amply buy a ticket and go, however. Even &fter the
trip had been reduced from seven months to one month, and had
become much less of a dramatic affar, people such as mysdf would
recelve far too much publicity. | redize this is supposed to be a free
world, freer and more democratic than any in higtory, but some people
are freer than others. | was not one of them. There were those who
would raise such a fuss that there would be vibrations down dl those
lines of power, dl through that giant finendd and indudrid net. There
would be fear, breakages, shiftings of power, and even, possibly, deaths.
When Jean-Michel Voss thoughtlesdy disappeared for a mere eght
days, cuddled into a SensoryTrip with a gl of each race and a
Memorex-Ten, the rumor that he was dead spread out from Beirut,
across Syria and Turkey, and caused the collapse of the sheky Bgazet
government, the sabotage of the Karabuk sted plants, and the Ankara
Revalt that cost over a hundred thousand lives. Indirectly, it dowed the
formation of the Middle Eastern Union and the disruption of their plans
for aMartian colony a what is now Grandcand City.

No, | had to be extremey careful. My Golden Congo Company
was in delicate negotiations with United Africa people. My Baduchigan
al company was in trouble with the new government there. The new
governor in Maryland was conducting a publicity-seeking probe into the
Hagersown arcology project. Generd Motors was unsure  of
cooperating with my Generd Anomay complex on the new turbine
patent.

No busness is datic. Life is not static. Even as one project is
completed, it begets new projects. The beginning or end of one venture



inalife such as mineis aunit in an intricate house of cards, and | was the
deder. Even when | had little or nothing to do with a project persondly,
when | was but a tertiary mover, or a ample stockholder, 1 was ill
related. If something happened to me, “it” happened dl over.

| needed to arrange things indirectly. | cadled Carol Oakland a
Martian Explorations. “How is the documentary on the Vault coming?’

“It's dmogt done, dr. Avery will have a closed dircuit screening
inafew days. Wewill inform your office. They will have the new edition
of the Royd Jewels book out next month, Mr. Thorne. We presume you
wigh Publitex to handleit.”

She had given me a good opening. “Yes, of course. In fact, |
think you could have them handle the Star Palace project as wel.
Perhaps we should send someone out therein person. Who's available?’

She amiled. “For that kind of trip they’d dl be willing. Kramer,
Reiss, possbly Harrison. They're dl good.”

“What about Braddock? He might be the best.” | noted her
expresson and quickly added, “Don’'t worry. I'll give you a new
expropriation just for this. Let m wander around awhile, get the fed of
the place, and don't pressure him for reports.”

“Yes, gr. I've never met him, but if you likehim . . .” She paused
but a moment. “I'll get through to his service right away.”

“Good. How's everything ese?

Carol suddenly looked tired. “Cropsey isin jal. HE s the one
who was working on the correlations between the Burroughs 45-16 sda
and the new Y ucatan finds?’

“Yes, | remember. Not much to go on, but if anything develops
from it we might prove the Martians visted us here. But what happened
to him?’

“He was found with a pet, gr, a. . . Doberman.”

“Jesus. What the hdl was the maiter with him? He knows damn
wdl those things are over the legd limit. Couldn’t he keep a hamdter or
even a permakitten? Something that didn’t eat so much?’

“He was very fond of it, gr. He lives—uh, lived—in that old
arcology tower in Omaha, one of the red oldies, a chaming old place
like two intersecting reversed pyramids. Only about five hundred
thousand population.”

“Yes, | know the kind they used to build. Go on.”

“Wl, there was araid on some kind of black mass cult that was
supposed to be meking human sacrifices. Y ou know the sort that springs
up, the antitechnology types. Well, the police got the floor numbers
reversed and they blew open the wrong door and—well, they found
Armand with the anima—’

“Wha's hisfine?’

“It' s worse than that, Mr. Thorne. It's histhird offense. He had a
whole pride of catsin Borneo and an unlicensed collie in Atlanta. You'd
think he'd learn . . .” She sghed deeply. “I suppose they’ll let him work
in prison, but maybe not—"

“All right. Do what you can for him. You'd think they would
learn that we can't afford pets any longer. Maybe some day, when we
get over the food criss—"’

“They didn't destroy the animd, dir, that’s one nice thing. It was



sent to the preserve in Argentina. Maybe someday—"

“Yes, of course. Someday. They didn't impound the sela or
anything?”

“No, sr. We had dl his papers picked up when they cleaned out
his gpartment. I’ ve given the cubestone to Mittleman to study.”

“Hne You're doing well, keep it up.”

| thumbed the contact and then punched for Sandler, my chief
accountant, Sgnding for a scrambler circuit. “Lowell, 1 need about . . .
umn . . . Sx million for a private project.” His eyebrows went up and |
saw his hand go offscreen to pause over a computer. “Thereé's some
dack in Operation Epslon, isn't there?” He nodded.

“Not that much, though,” he said. He didn't ask me what |
wanted it for. His department was How and When. Mine was Why.

“Project Dakota came in under budget and that hasn't been
returned. The Louvre dill wants that Picasso. Sdl it to them. Move some
of my Lune Fabrique stock. Put everything in Diego Braddock’ s name.”

Agan, his eyes searched my face, but he said nothing. His fingers
moved and he glanced at the readout. “That will about do it. | might have
to sl futures on the Bga marijuana crop, but I'll see. What time do |
have?’

“Will aweek do it?’

He chewed on the indde of his cheek for a moment, then
nodded. “Ten days a the outsde.” He paused, then asked, “This is, or
course, a confidentia transaction?’ | nodded. “You know there will be
some difficulty in accounting for the transfers?”

“Don't worry,” | sad, “I'll take care of it.” | had dmost added
“When | get back,” but | caught mysdf. Sandler was not privy to the
Diego Braddock persona ploy, and | saw no reason to endanger him
with information he needn’t be concerned with.

| clicked off with awave and sat back in my chair. | had started
the cogs turning that would send “Diego Braddock” to Mars.

Evey men of wedth that | know has & least one standby
persona, a honperson complete with offidd papers, a history, dossiers,
bank accounts, hedth records, an address, and whatever dse was
needed. These personas are assumed as needed, ether for business or
persona reasons, or both. They are sometimes created for a lark, much
as Harun d-Rashid donned beggar’s rags to roam the Baghdad nights;
the lure of becoming someone else, even for an evening, is sirong.

| have severd of these ongoing personas, plus two tha | had
needed to terminate, complete with desth certificates and burid urns. In
various parts of the world there are offices and homes for Andrew Garth,
Howard Scott Miles, Waring Brackett, and Diego Braddock. They dl
hed jobs tha permitted travel, or were living on stock dividends. |
changed the “cadt” fairly frequently and only Billy Bob Culberson, a
pargplegic genius in Lampasas, Texas, knew them dl. He ddighted in
cregting redidic and authentic persondities. Only once did | have to
interfere, and that was when he had one persona working for another,
and carrying on a correspondence with yet another. It was getting too
complex for me, but it amused him.

It is a childish game, but necessary in certain areas of busness.
Usng the exiding formats | carefully constructed a schedule that my right



and left hand man, Huo, would follow, once | had I€ft. It was necessary
that he know the truth, so he could properly manipulate the “lesks’ and
reports that would create the illuson of my movement on Earth.

Everyone was to know where | was a dl times. Control was
kept informed from Huo's desk. Nothing extraordinary would seem to
happen, just the usud restless Thorne zigzeg.

Brian Thorne was on a private five-day SensoryTrip in his Battle
Mountain home. No communication.

Brian Thorne was to be reported in the Andes, and his
destination was “legked”’ a the las moment. Many would rush there,
thinking | had some ingde information on new iron discoveries.

Then | was to be seen in Missssppi, in Tsingtao “incognito,” and
sling on the Tasmanian Sea with Tommi Mitchell.

By that time | should be on Mars. A pretaped report by me
would then be given the Generd Anomay board of directors by Huo.
They would be angry, but too late. In ther own interests they would have
to keep up the pretense of shuffling Brian Thorne around the world.

| fdt like a boy snesking off to join the circus.

And | loved it.

Diego Braddock was one of my easest personas to don and
maintain, for his job was one of asking questions about anything that
suited him, a Stuation not unlike that of his boss, far up the table of
organizaion, acertan Brian T.

It was as Diego Braddock, Publitex scribbler, space-suited and
cleared, that | boarded the shuttle for Station Two from Sahara Base
Three. In my inner pocket, sedled by thumb ident, were cargo tickets for
gx containers, aready being transferred to the Vasco Nunez de Balboa
up a the space sation.

The money that | had “gtolen” from my own companies had gone
for the contents of those Sx containers, which were, in a way, my trade
goods and beads for the natives. They contained frozen bovine ova and
sperm, plus the apparatus that would give the nuvomartians ther firs
cdtle herds. . . if they lived. There were shimmerdloth and entertainment
tapes. There were a few cases of wine, dl vintages that traveled well,
seded in dads tubes. The largest contaner had its own inner
environment and hdd tiny mutant seedlings from the Universty of
Cdifornia Martian Research Center, trees and plants that the scientists
hoped would thrive on the new and ill thin Martian atmosphere.

The shuttle thundered up through the overcast that had drifted
over from the shdlow new Lake Sahara to the south, and then the safety
ports did back and we were in space. The trip was short and fast, and
we docked a Station Two without incident.

| unbuckled and let mysdf drift up, enjoying the familiar
weightlessness. | kicked off from the seat top and seded down the
faceplate of my suit, as | came up to the exit port with my felow
passenger's.

The steward guided us into the lock, where we were greeted by
a no-nonsense technician who directed us to grab a thin guiddine and
heave oursdves into the transfer tube. Another efficent technician, this
one a woman, met us a the other end of the short passage, keeping us
moving on into the station. It was a busy place, and there was no time for



gawkers. There would be plenty of time to be struck dumb by the vast
beauty of space later on. The romance of going to Mars was reduced to
“Keep it moving, hombre,” and a commicator’s order thet dl passengers
for the Balboa report to Decontamination at once.

“Don't they trust the Decon Earthsgde?’ | asked the tech who
was hanging up my suit in the six-sded locker tube.

She didn't even look around. “Don’'t wait around, amigo, get
your ass to E deck.”

“Have my cargo pods been trandferred?’

“Routine trandfer through Decon. C'mon, | have to cycle this
lock!”

| moved from the weightless center of the big can out through the
radid tubes to the Point Eight gravity of the exterior skin, dong with the
others, past the clearly marked sgns to Decon.

| overcompensated in an atempt to avoid a pinwheding
neophyte and bumped my head, not on the padded sides, but on a hatch
edge. But in the man the saling feding was ddightful, somehow much
more red than dancing in the big balroom on Station One. There, | had
aways been carefully VIPed, but thistime | knew the station commander
would not give me a persond tour. Diego Braddock was jugt a hired
hand, a nobody.

| was pushed through Decon dong with a couple of Marines
destined for the Ares Center police garrison who were ahead of me, and
a Redplanet Minerds geologist named Paf behind me. We were resuited
and hudled through to the smdler, al-purpose shuttlecraft that ran
passengers and cargo hundreds of kilometers out to where the asteroid
ships werein parking orhits.

We sdiled slently past severd of the older extended-flight ships,
which had long logt their origind globa shape benegth the additions of
domes, extra pods, dasis cylinders, antennae, modifications, exterior
storage tetrahedrons, spidery cargo waldos, and vacuum-welded lumps
studded with sensors. Most of these ships were now research vessdls or
served in the Earth-orbit-to-Moon-orbit run. The obliging copilot pointed
out the passenger ship Emperor Ming-huang, one of the deek new
moon ships.

Judt past it was the President Kennedy, under congruction, and
beyond, President Washington, with a swarm of shuttles and tugs
transhipping cargo and passengers from Luna City.

“Tha's the Nell A. Armstrong over there” the pilot sad.
“They’re modifying her again.” He laughed and said, “Ships may get old
in space, but they rardy die”

“Old ships never die, they just modify,” the copilot grinned,
repesting the old diché.

Pdf leaned past me to point ahead, where we could just see an
irregular blot againg the haf-moon. “There!”

The pilot nodded and thumbed a sud. “Two-seventeen to
Balboa NE-five, request approach computation check. Over.”

“Two-seventeen, this is Balboa NE-five Confirm on
Fifty-sx-five, over.”

“Roger, Balboa, out.”

“Look,” Pdf said, “more.”



Ahead of us were the asteroid ships, mountain-Szed rocks
brought in, mogly from the Agteriod Belt, by PanLunar or Transworld,
or by free-lancers. Clugters of sedled living and power units are sent out,
the asteroids are found, their center of mass determined, and the big
central corings made. The cylindrica units are inserted and seded, the
trim is checked, and if need be, big bull lasers cut off chunks to bdlast
the rock, and a ship is created. Skeleton crews hring them back into
Earth orbit, where cargo holds are scooped out of the ancient rock,
tunnds drilled to the surface, for access and observation ports, and a
more careful sudy is made of how the asteroid is to be cut up for
effident saf-destruction.

The agteroid ships literdly consume themsdves. The rock is cut
up and fed to the fuson torch for fud, the cuts monitored carefully to
preserve the ship’'s trim. The asteroid provides fud, storage capacity,
and protection from meteorites and radiation.

They aren't pretty, but they are big and work better and faster
then anything yet devised. The old ships had to carry their own fud,
whereas with these bulky beauties the ship is the fud. The seven or eght
months trip has been reduced to four or five weeks, and commerce is
dill picking up.

The copilot pointed a awork crew fitting a cylindrical unit into a
large pitted rock twenty times its Sze. “That's not the kind of ship
Captain Laser uses”

“ Captain Laser,” snorted the pilot. “If my ship had visted as
many dien planets as his and had been sabotaged, cut up, zapped,
Spacewarped, and eaten by intdligent dinosaurs as often as his it would
bein repair orbit ninety percent of the time.”

The two pilots began a good-natured argument about the
adventures of the legendary space hero seen on tdevison in eighteen
languages, but | gill watched the space ahead for our destination.

Naturdly, | had been to space gations before, and severd times
| had visted the Moon, on business usudly, but twice for pleasure. The
Moon was an exatic vacation, expensve but essly possble on any
number of commercid flights

Mars was a different maiter.

For dl practicd purposes the Moon was dead, but there had
been life on Mars, intdligent life, with an amazingly high avilization, even
though we didn’'t understand much of it yet. It seemed probable that it
hed developed early, for Mars was indeed younger than Earth, and its
avilizaion developed with great speed, pesking and disgppearing
centuries before man was much more than a hunter and gatherer.

Mars was as myderious to us as Africa had been in the
nineteenth century, when explorers were searching for the source of the
Nile and discovering whole cultures, new species, and great wonders.

With atrip to Mars, alot of work, and a little luck, a man might
get rich. He might be able to get himsdf up out of the mind-clogging
morass of eght hillion bodies and into sght of adice of sky.

Despite dl the misfortunes, dl the desth and suffering, dl the
expense and disgppointments, exploring Mars was romantic.

And | hadn’t done anything romantic in along time.



Wearing bulky al-purpose spacesuits we made the transfer from
the dhuttle to the recaiving tube of the Balboa, gathering like sheep ingde
the big Richter lock, dutifully waiting until the experts told us what to do
next.

We floated, weightless and awkward, bumping into each other
as we waited, and some of us got upside-down to the others. Not that it
mattered, for there would be no gravity until the big engines started
pushing us out. But it was disorienting and confusng to most of us, and |
saw some holding onto the guiddines and keeping out of the way of one
cdown who seemed to think kicking his legs and waving his arms would
get im dl right again, and that the faster he kicked, the quicker he would
get back in sync with us.

Merafully, a crewman snagged him and pulled him to a line
where he hung until the inner lock opened. | had been trying to see who
my felow passengers were, but the sexud and socid anonymity of the
auits prevented me,

A voice in our Uit radios told us to start pulling ourselves dong
the safety lines that hung on dl four wdls of the square-cut passage
beyond the lock, and we moved out in a ragged line. The more skilled
and experienced soon shot through and went dithering off down the
passage ahead, skimming the vacuum like sedls. The rest struggled with
our reflexes and eventudly made it dl the long way down through to the
central core and another airlock.

The pressurized cylinder was the gze of a andl tower, with
gpecid cargo holds at the “front” end, passenger cabins next, then the
sarvice modules, the control room, and the fuson power plant a the
“back” or “bottom,” or what would be the bottom when the one-g thrust
restored gravity.

| had no idea how they decided who bunked with whom, but |
drew a cabin with the man named Franklin R. Pdf. He indantly offered
his services as an experienced spacer, and | indantly didiked him,
athough he was polite and consderate.

“This old boat made the third trip to Mars, you know, | mean, of
the asteroid ships. You know, the one with Baley and Russl. Later on
I'll show you the laser scar on A Deck where Russdl cut down Bailey,
you know, on the way back, after he picked up that vitus worm.”

He was the origind stick-with-me-kid type. “Maybe | should
have gone out on the Spirit of the Revolution, or even the Leif Ericson
[11. They have great yums on those tubes, you know. But my business is
judt too urgent. I'min pure ore, you know.”

No, I didn't know. | was thinking about the higoric old ship
plugged into the inconcelvably ancient chunk of space trash, equating it
with the battered old tramp steamers of history, and romanticizing the hdll
out of it.

But Pef wouldn't leave me dlone. Once he found out | was from
Publitex he started feeding me endless canned pap about the eternd
gories of Redplanet Minerds, the beauties of Grabrock, etcetera. |
didiked him right from the start, and | never stopped. There was a sort of
snake-eyed watchfulness about him that rang the darm circuits honed by
nearly two decades of wheding and dedling in most of the countries of
the world. If 1 were Brian Thorne ingead of the easygoing Diego



Braddock he would never have gotten within ten kilometers of me. That
isone sort of protection that money can buy—sharp-witted sharpies who
are your sharpies to watch out for other sharpies.

But here | was, sedled in a amdl world of two hundred souls for
amonth, with a podmate whom | adready didiked, and we hadn’'t even
left orbit.

We were dill sowing luggage and he was well into the “Who are
you, what do you do, how can you hdp me?’ routine. Layered over it
like chocolate frogting was the ever-present “Boy, can | hdp you!” pitch
that | had heard from muitimillionare Arab rug merchants sdling ail rights
and hillionare service company czars and territoria senators and even a
few out-back presidents, minigters, and regents of the throne.

They do favors for you, and they expect them back. If you don’t
take the favors you are not obligated, but getting out of taking them is
often difficult; sovereign countries can make your refusa an internationa
incddent and beautiful women can attack your manhood. Pdf was
somewhere in between.

| quickly sedled up my gear in the lockers and headed up toward
the control decks. As Brian Thorne | would have been invited to the
bridge during takeoff, but as Braddock the best | could wangle was
permission to bein a pressurized observation bligter as we set sal for the
planet of the God of War.

Earth was below, dl blue and white and beatiful, as familiar an
unfamiliar sght as anyone on Earth has seen. A thousand films ten
thousand newscasts, have shown us oursaves, Spaceship Earth, in orbit
around aminor star. The dminishing crescent of the Home Planet was as
often seen as any viddtar. | remembered seaing it “live and direct” from
the torchship American Eagle as she went off on the firs manned trip to
the moons of Jupiter. Only thistimeit was no wal screen, but the curved
plastex dome before me. And out there, Earth’s billions.

And Brian Thorne.

The intercom announced the impending firing of the torch and |
checked my safety belt, dthough | knew the ship’s movement would be
bardy discernible a fird. We would gradudly increase speed until
Turnover, then “back down” to Mars orbit.

There was the fantest of tremors and then, very dowly, the
crescent of Earth did to one Sde of the port, and we were garting into
the long curve to the fourth planet.

| stayed in the bliger until they caled dinner and with a dgh |
unbuckled mysdf and cycled through the lock. | grabbed the guiddine
and arrowed down to the ship’s lock.

| was amiling and | couldn’t help feding the repetitive thrill of the
threshold of adventure. | was going to Marsl | was a kid skipping
school, an AWOL soldier, afdon out of prison. | fdt much younger, an
adventurer on hisway!

Brian Thorne on Mars.

Brian Thorne versus the Queen of Deneb.

Brian Thorne and the Space Pirates of Medusa 1V.

| entered the mess hdl with a gmile on my face. | darted
automaticaly toward the Captain’s table before | saw Pdf’s wave. Then
| remembered that the pecking order was quickly established on a ship,



whether in space or on the water. The Important Ones, rdaivey
pesking, were a the Captain’s table the firg night out. Everyone, or
amog everyone, would make it sometime, but that fird night or two
would set the socid order in cement. Diego Braddock was not invited
tonight.

As | did into my seat | was brought up to date by Our Genid
Hogt, Franklin R. Pdf. He introduced me to the two Marines, to Quam
Lem, an adminigtrator going to the People's Republic base at Polecand,
to a bidogis and to an ecologist destined for the new colony at
Northaxe.

Bu my eyes were on the Cgptan's table. The Marine
commander, an Ares Center palitico, the owner of the Enyo and Eris
mines near Northaxe, and the two doctors were just background, just
spear carriers asfar as | was concerned.

All'l saw was the woman.

“Who's tha? | interrupted Pef's cdculaedly chaming
approach to the placid Quam Lem. He turned to me with irritation,
quickly disguised. He followed my eyes to the only possble target.

He amiled. It was alizard' s amile. “Nice, huh?’

“Never mind the editorid. Who is she?’

“Nova Sunstrum.”

| tore my eyes away and looked a him. “But she looks orientd,
or some sort of mixture.”

“She is. Her father practically owns Bradbury, and her mother
was one of the fird colonigts the People's Republic sent out to
Polecand.” His lizad's grin grew intimae “Would you like an
introduction?’

| closed the armored leaves of my ego around me once again.
The Don’'t Give Away A Thing 9gn was lit.

“It'salong voyage” | said, digging into my sdad. “I imegine I'll
run into her.”

Pdf grinned a me and murmured, “I'm certain you will,” and
returned to his conversation with Quam Lem.

| didn’'t look over a her agan. Our eyes had met as | entered
and she had been cdmly expressionless, gpparently ligening to the
palitician next to her, the one with the polished charm. The contact had
broken as | sat down.

Beautiful women, I'm happy to say, are not that nove in my life
Keeping them out of my life has been the problem for over fifteen years,
ever dnce | appeared on the TIME lig of the Top Hundred Bachelors. |
knew there would be women on the Balboa, for they had condtituted
dmog hdf of the origind explorers and colonigts, but | had been
expecting technicians, a nurse or two, even an adminigrator or scientis,
and certainly afew contract wives, each with a solid degree in some fidd
necessary out there.

So | was not dl that surprised at finding a physicaly beatiful
womean, but | was surprised a finding magic. That sort of chemigtry was
just something | was neither looking for, nor expected.

And | could not deny the éectric charge of that magic, and it
disturbed me. It had passed through my thoughts to “arange’ for some
subgdiary of mine to send Arleen or Karin dong, or perhaps the exatic



Charla, someone to accompany me on the long voyage there and back.
They would have jumped a the chance, manly to have me, and my
millions aone to themsdves. But | had decided | didn't need that, and
trusted none of them to keep slent. Taking a beautiful woman dong
would be like buying an ad in globd prime time.

But here was a woman whose beauty had hit a resonating chord
within me. She sat like a queen in the sted core of a battered, scarred
old freighter. | amiled into my yoghurt. All | needed was fog outsde the
ports, a secret formula, Hitler's great-grandson with plans to raise the
swadtika on red soil, a comic character or two, and a drunken doctor to
perform the necessary brain surgery. Pelf was a secret agent and Nova
Sungrum was his accomplice. Quam Lem had some dastardly plot to
take over Mars conceded in his spacesuit and the ancient race of
Martians would be brought dive with the tanna leaves that the thin
ecologist had secreted in the lining of his jumpsuit.

Brian Thorne and the Empress of Mars.

Strikes Agan.

Blues.

| began to think that they had caught on back home and had
staged the whole thing to “get it out of his system o0 he can settle down.”

| finished the med, suited up, and headed toward the observation
blister again, without so much as a look a Nova Sunstrum’'s waist-long
black hair, her tilted dark eyes, her golden skin, or her softly amiling
mouth.

Only that's just what Brian Thorne would have done. Let 'em
come to me. Even the ones tha played it smart and didn't seem eager
just placed themsdlvesin my path for meto fdl over.

Yup. that's what the suave, worldly Brian Thorne would have
done dl right, so that's what | did. Except that | was Diego Braddock
and | was going on being Diego Braddock as long as possible.

| stared out at the ever-so-dowly retresting blue-green-white-tan
disk but | was seeing the dark eyes and thefdl of black hair.

Nova Sunstrum.

Nova Sungtrum.

There was an unconscious use of her sensudity that | found very
exdting, even though | thought she was aware of much of her sexudity.
A month of that kind of closeness would surdly affect both the mde and
the bisexud femdes of the ship. Suddenly | saw the pogtion she was in.
She was not the only woman. There were two computer techs, a plump
botanist, a brace of nurses, three contract wives with seven degrees
between them, and a sturdy adminofficer ticketed through to the Russan
base & Nabokov.

But Nova Sunsrum was the obvious phydsca beauty, the
head-turner. She mus have been the focus of many desires even on
Earth. Shipboard protocol brought us together rather rapidly. The
second dinner saw me at the Captain’s table, for even a lowly publicist
has his status, and his uses to the Navio Estrella company that operated
the Balboa. | was introduced to Nova Sungrum by Capitano Garcia
Ramirez.

Her eyes regarded me cdmly. She raised a tulip glass of wine to
her lips. “And what do you do, Mr. Braddock?’ She sipped the wine as



| thought about my answer.

“l point a finger,” | said. She raised her eyebrows. She ignored
the politician on her left who was trying to capture her atention with a
tde of how he had mastered a tricky Studion with the natives at Ares
Center. She was watching me steadily. | fdt constrained to explain a little
further.

“l point and make appropriate noises and people start paying
attention. The pointee becomes famous, or at least noticed.”

“Do you like being a pointer, Mr. Braddock?’ she asked.

Jud for a second | thought that perhaps the fragile disguise | had
concocted for this adventure had been penetrated. A dight dyeing of my
har from dark brown to near-black, a change of name and papers, and
the smple unlikeihood of B. Thorne being aboard had seemed sufficient.
Somehow, now, | was not so certain.

“Sometimes” | said, answering her question. “It depends a what
| point.”

“Do you point & things or people?’ The lady botanist & my side
had joined the conversation.

“Baoth,” | said. “Whichever interests me”

“He's a flack for Publitex,” the politidan sad quickly. “Miss
Sungrum, may | cdl you Nova? | know your father, of course. Fine
man. We are going to be together here for quite some time and —*

“Yes, we are, aren’'t we?” She amiled a the politician and said,
“There will be time for dmost everything, won't there?” She turned back
to me and asked softly, “And what interests you on Mars, Mr.
Braddock?’

“Everything,” | said, looking into her dark eyes, trying to read
them, and seeing only the tiny blurred reflections of mysdf.

“Won't that make it difficult to point & any one thing?’ asked
Miss Blount.

“I'll manage to find something to . . . point a, I'm sure” |
answvered, but my eyes were dill on the Martian-born beauty. Nova
gmiled and turned her gaze to the soydgae soup, while Miss Blount
buried me under wondrous stories of how they were bringing the dead
Martian sands to life, and how wdl the Lycoperscion esculentum had
adapted, giving superb tomatoes with their own built-in sty taste.

After dinner | went to my usud spot, the observation bligter,
which was il on the “down” side, toward Earth. | dumped in the couch,
opened my spacesuit, and wondered about a lot of things from
unfinished business to business to finish. Would Warfied be able to pull
off the merger with Sdenite, Ltd. over the Eratosthenes Crater ded?
Would the Mythaos fun park hit the estimated attendance? Would Huo
keep my marker moving across the map without premature detection? |
wondered how Africane would do in her new film, and if the Vdencia
project would redly result in low-cost housing. | thought about the cost
of the archotolog for retired people and if the Madayan hote complex
would open as scheduled.

And | thought about Nova Sunstrum.

Was she a plant by the Navahoe Organizaion to divert me
somehow? Had the boys in Quebec found out about my trip? Had they
put Clarke into the picture with his play-rough tactics? Was it something



cooked up by Ragburn’s bunch in Toronto?

Angrily, | thrugt dl these thoughts aside. There was nothing much
| could do about any of it. The wheds were ralling, the computers were
humming, the people were moving from Sguare A to Square B.
Everything was geared to run without me, at least for awhile. If | died, or
was killed, would the Generd Anomdy board just keep dive the
fabrication of Brian Thorne “reding” or “vacationing” or “tripping” while
they diced out chunks of my empire for themsdves?

But what did it matter, redly? If | were dead | couldn’t care. |
had long ago arranged for truds to be established for certain friends,
Certain organizations and grants and foundations would be happy.
Michdle, Louise, Huo, Langley, and Caleb would have theirs. What did it
meatter now to the world if Brian Thorne never came back? A few artigts
would find patrons esewhere. Some musc might not be written, some
sensatrons not constructed, some paintings not painted. But the world
would go on.

It was not the best batch of thoughts | ever had.

So, ingtead, | thought full-time about Nova. If | were Brian
Thorne | would aready have recelved a coded dossier on her from Huo,
with everything worth knowing in it, everything that could be put into
words or graphs or on film. But as Diego Braddock | would have to use
my gut indincts, the same ones that had brought me up from Brian
Thorne, a diversfied but minor investor in this and that, to Brian Thorne.

| decided | wanted Nova Sunstrum.

| wanted to make love to her, to that voluptuous body, to make
love with her, with tha quickslver mind | detected. | wanted to
penetrate her flesh and to couple with her intimate thoughts. To mate only
with flesh, however beatiful, is pleasant, but hardly meeningful. 1 had
had enough of that. | wanted more.

Someone like Madelon.

The thought of her came unasked, trapping me in an awkward
moment. Triggered by something perhaps hidden, the images and fedings
flooded back. | had loved.

Would | love again? Nova and Madelon popped in and out of
my awareness like spacewarping gypsies.

Nova, fresh and unique.

Madelon, lost and specidl.

It was too soon, and | did not yet know enough. But | knew
mysdf wdl enough to recognize the tug. | forced the dl-too-familar
fedings away, back into the dark closet, where | hoped they would
gather dust and mdt away, slently, unseen, unfdt. | knew those fedings
had been *decontaminated” many times and were but shadows of ther
former pain, but they had not gone entirely.

Nova was now, Maddon was then. | had no desre for
Madelon now, only curiogity. What | did have was a battered ego, one
of lifé's greatest pains. But | had lived and | had met Nova. | was wdl
aware that | was building afantasy on a very tenuous foundation. | knew
little about her, but | fdt much.

Oh, how we trap ourselves!

| heard the lock behind me cyding and | turned my head and
saw her appear in the light from the inner lock. She saw me, hestated a



moment, then mumbled an apology and started to leave.

“Don't go!” | sad quickly.

“l didn't know anyone was in here” she said. “I didn't mean to
intrude.”

“No, please, comein.”

She stepped over the lip of the hatch, thumbing the lock controls
to close and recycle. She stood looking out of the port for a moment,
then started to remove her wuit. “I hate these things. They are like
wearing a cardboard box.”

| watched her as she took it off and, as awkward as tha
procedure is, she did it with grace. | am definitdy attracted to graceful
women, especidly when they can be graceful under disadvantageous
circumstances.

She wore only a smple thin white dress that dung to her golden
skin like flowing milk. She hugged hersdlf and said, “It's cold out herel”

“St here” | sad and thumbed a hester circuit. She curled into
the padded couch like a cat and her lips formed a dight amile as she
dared out a Eath. Her scent was delicate and something | couldn’t
place.

| let the long moments pass as my eyes moved from one beautiful
Sght to another.

“lan't it exquigte?’ she murmured at last.

“Yes” | sad, and meant more.

“It's only the second time I've seen it, you know, | mean, for
redl. Thefird time was eight years ago when | came to Earth for school.”

“You were born on Mars, weren't you? Someone told me”

“Yes. At Bradbury.”

“You mug be glad to rid yoursdlf of Earth’s extra gravity.”

She amiled a me. “Oh, yes, but it made me very srong. | shdl
be an Amazon back homel” She laughed, softly and delicately, flipping
back awing of long black hair. “Have you been to my planet before, Mr.
Braddock?’ | shook my head. “Then you will not know at what to point,
will you?’

| raised a fig dowly, and dowly a finger svung out from it to
point a her. She laughed lightly once again, and asked, “Am | now
famous?’

“You are noticed.”

Sowly, with a amile twitching a her mouth, she raised her own
grdl fig, and garing at it indead of me, as if her hand were something
apart, she dowly pointed afinger a& me. Then she looked dong the path
of the finger and seemed astonished a what she found.

“By the sword and shidd of Ares” she sad solemnly, “I do
bdieve | have noticed someone.”

We sat there a moment with our fingers pointing at each other,
then she sad, “I was told it was impalite to point.” She closed her figt
with a pop of her mouth and | made a show of putting my fig into a
holster.

“Nova Sunstrum,” | said.

“Diego Braddock,” she sad, just as solemnly.

We watched the Earth for awhile, then | asked, “Will you be
happy to be getting back?’ | thought the question band, but wanted to



continue the conversation.

“Oh, yes. It has been so long, even though | got tapes on amost
evary ship. Mars is redly growing up fast, dmost too fast. There are
farms now where there was only desert. An atmosphere is forming. The
ar of Earth seemed s0 heavy and thick and filled with stink. The ar a
homewill be cold, but clean.”

She leaned back in her chair, and | couldn’t decide if the display
of the richness of her body was conscioudy bold or innocently naive. She
sghed, and the only other sounds were the faint hum from deep within
the asteroid, tranamitted through the rock, and the beeps and dicks of
the read-outs on the repeater console before us.

Sowly her face changed expresson and a shy amile formed on
her lips There was something about her look that sent the warning
sgnds up. Without looking a me she said, “Do you desire me?’ Then
her eyes swiveled towards me, dark and danted.

| waited a beat and nodded, carefully. “Of course. You are
beautiful. And . . . my type” | made a gesture with my hand. “If you are
asmuch awoman indde as outsde . . .” | Ieft it unfinished.

“l am atype, then?

“Everyone's a type. Some types we respond to, for whatever
reasons, and others we do not.”

“Many men have desired me” she said.

“Yes, I'm sure, but you need not cite tetimoniads” Her amile
broke wide and she moved in a very sdlf-aware and sensuous manner.
“Then you will protect me?’

| Sghed. “Protect you? From men? From the others? Why? You
are grownup, awoman, a citizen.”

“I'm tired of being groped,” she said. “I grew up on Mars, with
gpace dl around. Living on Earth was living in a box. | dways fdt
confined, pressured. | had <o little persona space.” She looked sad now.
“I'm s0 damned tired of it. | want to get home.” She looked up a me
agan, through her fal of dark har. “Perhaps if | were, you know, with
you, there would not be so much pressure.”

“You dedre a champion, my lady? If there were some zongo
aboard who really wanted you | might be *accidented’ to desth some
dark watch, or find that | had taken a wak on the outside of this pebble
without a suit. So would any other man who was foalish enough to try
and ‘protect’ you.”

She looked a me angrily and sat up draight, sticking out her
chest. “You desire me, but you wouldn't even try to protect me? She
made a rude sound and dumped back, and her long black har flowed
over her shoulders and fdl before her face in a black waterfal.

“There were no serious fights when | came to Eath in the
Armstrong,” she said, “but | was only sixteen then. | am . . . different

“You mugt have had fun trying out your powers on Earth,” | sad
with agrin. She blew air at me but did not look. “Granted, the trips now
aren't like the old days when they were seven, eght times longer. But
even amonthin space . . . Wdl, for example, what would happen if you
were to gmile a just one crewman, the same crewman, every day?’

She tossed back her hair and looked proudly a me. “He would



fdl medly in love with me” she said casudly. “They dways do.”

“And that's the trouble. On Earth, on Luna, perhaps even on
Mars, we would not dl be confined together, in enforced intimecy,
without privacy, stepping on each other’ s territory. Even in those massve
city-buildings, even in the most crowded archo, we would not be so
contained. Thisis a sedled environment. You, me, everyone, mug act in
aresponsible manner. You do not cry firein a crowded sensatorium.”

She tossed her head and looked down at the crescent of
vanishing Earth. “You sound like Primrose or Billinger, my teachers, the
old walabies. Live up to your responshilities, dear. Act your age. Don't
maeke waves. What do they know of life, those wizened hags?’ She sat
up again, defiantly throwing out her ample chest, the lovely heritage of
her Scandinavian ancestors. “I’ve spent years bang controlled by others.
Teachers, security people who knew whet was best for me, my father's
factors, the people at the bank. | ran away sometimes, catching hdl when
they traced me”

She looked a me moodily. “1 thought you would be fun to be
with. You look powerful and just a little deadly and as though you know
alot, but you are just dried munga like the othersl ‘Don’'t be like that,
dear!” ‘Behave yoursdf, Nova.’ ” She rose and stood over me, unsteady
inthe lignt gravity, the wet-like fabric swirling, gimmering in the fant cold
Earthlight and the reddish glow from the hester.

“I will not trouble you. There will not be trouble. | am not
promiscuous.”

“Perhaps it would be better if you were,” | said. “It's when one
or afew hog dl the goodies that the revolutions start.”

“I—1” She left it unsaid and turned to St down abruptly. The
cadm, cool woman of the world had disappeared again. What | was
seaing was the protected daughter of wedth, used to the power of her
beauty and persondity, aching to break loose into the imagined joys of
freedom, and unsure of both sdf and world.

Then very dowly | saw the return of tha mood. Her face
changed from the stern and unmoving to the serene and eegant. The
posture dowly softened and she seemed more at ease.

At lagt she again turned her gaze toward me. Before she had a
chance to speak | sad, “I like you better when you are playing the
Queen of Outer Space.”

She blinked and then broke into laughter and fell back againg the
cushioned couch. | liked her laughter, for it was full and unrestrained, and
she could laugh a hersdlf. Then she sobered and propped hersdf up,
flipping back her long dark hair.

“Youl” she said accusngly, her lips fighting a smile “How do
you know | am not the Queen of Space?”’
| grinned at her. “I don’t. If anyoneis qudified, you are . . . your
majesty.”
“Wdl, | could be” she sad. “If Mars becomes free my father
could be king.”

“You will be old and surrounded by grandchildren before Mars
is terraformed and independent enough to stand done. Don't make it
sound as if Mars were bang ground under the hed of the Teran
oppressors. You get more then your share.”



Her shoulders dumped. “Boy, you're just no fun at dl. | pant a
pretty little fantasy and you rip it down. It would have been ever so nice
to think that 1 might one day be the Queen of Mars”

| shrugged. “There isn't much romance in a democracy, is there?
No twin princes, no princesses solen by gypsies, no men locked iniron
gpacesuits, no sudden reveldions about lockets given a birth, no
mistresses of the king dictating policy inbed . . "

“You are dill mocking me.”

“Yes, | am. | goologize” The words were out before | thought.
Brian Thorne never apologized. Not in words, anyway. People would
think it aggn of weskness or indecison. It was nice not to have to be a
robber baron dl the time.

“Go to bed and dream of the ancient Martians” | said. “They
rose from ther dusty tombs and entered you at birth. The last royd
princess, Xotolyl the Fifteenth, is within you, guiding you. One day the
chrysdis of this mortd flesh shdl split and the firg of the new Martian
roydty shdl be born!” Her eyes were shining and her lips parted.

“Great butterfly wings of gossamer dreams shdl flutter again
under the twin moons,” | said dramaticaly. “The ghodts of the distant,
unknown past will gather around you, merging with those present, and
they shdl carry you to that hidden, ancient, untouched vault of time and
mystery, where the long-dead lords of Mars made their sacrifices to the
agdess gods, those gods that now deep beneeth the red sands. Mars will
grow green again. The cands will flow with clear, life-giving water. The
wals and battlements of olden timeswill rise, greater than before, and the
curious barbicans will stand guard. There will be feasts of old wine and
fresh fruit, there will be entertainments and marvels, and honors given.

“Therewill be you, in the glittering jeweled robes of the queen . .
. Novathe Firg, the Queen of Mars. . "

There was a long pause as she stared & me in wonder. “My
god,” she sad softly. “You are totdly mad!” She jumped up and threw
hersdf into my lap, hugging me and laughing. She pulled back, looking at
me, her eyes sparkling, her mouth a tongue's length away.

My hands were on her bare, smooth ams and | pulled her to
me She came without ressting, her face softening, her eyes dosng. We
kissed softly, without passion, but with a gentleness and a quiet loving.

After avery long time she moved away dightly and said huskily,
“| did not give you permission to approach the throne. . .”

“l dways was a rebd,” | sad and brought her close for another
kiss. It was longer and grew more intense. With a sudden low growl
Nova grabbed me tighter and our kiss became hunger, and | responded.

Then, after a long moment, she pulled back and looked a me
with great seriousness, her dark, danted eyes searching my face. Then
with akind of brisk, busnesdike move she nodded, pushed hersdf out of
my lgp and started putting on her suit. | helped her and we did not say
anything at dl.

We floated up as she thrust hersdf into the bulky suit, and |
buttoned up. Then she grabbed the edge of the hatch, grinned a me,
dapped her faceplate shut, and hit the lock control. We went out and
down the laser-cut passage, dipping and dodging like dolphins, laughing
and grabbing at each other. We sdized a line just in time to brake down



and we reentered the centra core in reative sobriety.

Mine was the closer cabin, but there was Pdf, so we went on to
Nova's. She shared it with a nurse who rarely dept there, and it was on
Nova's narrow bunk that we firsg made love.

No two sexud encounters are exactly dike. Each couple has its
interpersond  relationships spelled out in a different set of pogtions, a
different sequence and rhythm, different “body English’ and different
words from the last couple and, indeed, from the last coupling of the
same couple. Each orgasm rockets through the mind uniquely, caroming
off memories and senses and fantasiesin a different way each time.

From the firda Nova and | found that we fit. Not just the
plumbing, nor the slent agreement of podtion or choice of act, but the
time and place, the pace, the mood, whether gently and loving or frenetic
and demanding. There are times when you make love and there are
times when you fuck. We seemed attuned to one another in this and
responded wordlesdy, for words were not needed, nor would they be
adequate.

One of the things | had learned the hard way, but that Nova
seemed to understand indinctively was that each person has only his or
her kind of love to give, not your own kind. | fdt fortunate that the kinds
that we gave each other were so dike.

| dso had learned that you cannot love a person dl the way
unless the way was open. What is better to do than love, to beinlove, or
even to anticipate love?

Love is ego turned indde out, but there mugt be time spent
between loves. | had spent that time wildy and foolishly, and now it was
another time. It was time to be the roya escort to the Queen of Mars, by
gopointment, Lover to the Princess Nova, to be Brian and Nova,
perhaps even to be BrianandNova, NovaandBrian.

I must admit she did afine job of keeping the various proNova
factions from exploding. It had been our concelt that it took the other
passengers two weeks to find that we were deeping together, but
perhaps lovers are the last to know that others know. To keep the others
from becoming too jedous, she spent much of her time dancing and
gmiling and dining with other men, from the Captain to the lowest rating.
Naturdly, that drove me crazy, an emotion | found both foreign and
degrading. Brian Thorne would never have gotten jealous. But | was
Diego Braddock.

The month was both short and long. It seemed, in one way, as
though we were suddenly there, and yet, in another, it was a long trip
because so much happened.

Fump Miss Blount had affaires de coeur with the ranking
Marine, with the ship’s Number Two, and with the wispy little technician
she would become engaged to by trip's end. One of the nurses was the
subject of a dud between a crewman and one of the Marines. The
Marine won and was court-martialed.

There was condderable bed-hopping, which was to be
expected, and | fdt fortunate in having to deck only two men, a
torch-watcher who jumped me and damned near killed me, and the
biologigt, who had named a variant drain of Glycine soja the Nova in
hopes of attracting her atention. He went zongo during a quiet party in



the lounge and was sedated for the remainder of the journey.

It was Nova's own sweet nature that kept most of the men a
bay, and she handled any problems with grace and tact. It is dways
better to have the woman at least attempt to smooth over ruffled egos. It
leaves everyone in a better mood than the aftermath of any violence. |
hardly think violence shows an inner drength, but tact and mildness
should not be considered weakness, dther.

Other things happened as well, like passng close to a robot ore
ship on the long, cheap, dow route to Earth orbit, and having a fine look
a a phenomend solar flare. Nothing spectacular, but they broke the
monotony of space travel.

Nova and | did not involve oursdves much with the ship's
passengers and crew, dthough there were numerous organized activities
that kept the passengers from being idle. At firg we were invited to join a
handbal team, or to go to one of Miss Blount's gourmet dinners, but
soon the invitations dwindled as we politdy declined again and again.

Most of the time we explored one another. Nova showed an
amazing knowledge of Martian archaeology. “I played in the Star Pdlace
asachild, and sat on the throne in the Great Hall, playing Queen of Mars
to Georgi€' s Grand Vizier and Sabra' s Counterqueen. | was just a baby,
precticaly, when Martian Explorations made dl the big finds. Evans
used to put me up on hislap and we' d go over the holos together. | used
an emerdd crystd from the Palace for a paperweight.”

“Where do you think the Martians went, or what happened to
them?’ | asked.

“They ran their cycle, | suppose. They grew up, matured, aged,
went senile, and died. Like every other race. Where are the Assyrians,
the Maya? Ragged remnants absorbed into other cultures, only on Mars
there isno other, absorbent culture. So they died off, like the dinosaurs,
thetigers themusk ox . . "

“What about dl those legends of supermartians developing into
crestures of pure energy?’

“Legends. Human legends. Human wigh-fulfillment, like creating
God in thelr image so they could understand him. Maybe they’re right,
maybe the Secret Knowledge Foundation has a lock on the truth. With
about thirty gaaxies for every human being on Earth there is room
enough for dmogt anything,” she said.

“And that’sin this universe”

“Oh, concepts like that are just unredl! It would take amind or a
computer or something much bigger than mine to comprehend more than
one univee Even the idea of black holes popping out of
pace-as-we-know-it and popping back in as quasars is something very
difficult to understand.”

“If it's trug” | said, “then it's comforting to know there is an
outsde and an indde. If there’'san ‘outsde’ then there might be another
universe. If there's another, there might be universi.”

“There's no such word, Diego.”

“l was jugt checking your alertness. How about universa?’

“No, Diego. Theidea of black holes popping out and in is scary.
Wha would happen if there were too many holes punched? The whole

thing might fdl apart!”



“Quick! This is a job for Captunnnn Laserrr! Planetary
catastrophes averted, holocausts under cost, evil beings from
OuterWherever vanquished and captured, universes saved. Three FTL
ships, no waiting, no out-of-town checks, first come, first saved.”

“Oh, Diego. . ”

Thetime | spent with Nova was indructive, ddightful, sstiSfying,
joyous, ecgtatic, and quite mind-warping.

| knew | wasfdling in love, and the greet trap to that has dways
been that you rardly fight it. Once you start, you don't want to stop. |
had a woman who interested me and the time to get know her.

| mugt confess to a little concet here. As “Brian Thorné’ it was
very unusud for me not to obtain the woman of my desires. Money,
fame, and charm are great aphrodisiacs. But as “Diego Braddock” | fdt
it was | who earned the love of Nova Sungtrum, and | could not have
been more pleased.

| told her | loved her in the middle of the second week; it was the
fird timel had used that phrase snce Madelon. Saying it comes easy to
some men, but it has never come eadly to my lips. Some men say it and
bdieve it, a least for the moment, or say it cynicdly, knowing its
faseness, but bdieving it to be something the other person wants to hear.
| have never said it except honestly, an Nova was only the third womean
towhom | had sad it.

She was naked inmy arms, cuddled in her narrow bunk, when |
sd it. She pulled back to look up & me her face serious and
concerned. She studied me searchingly, and for a fleging moment |
thought that perhaps | had done the one thing she would not want, thet |
hed somehow ended a “game’ whose rules | did not know, doing the
one forbidden thing that our days of lovemaking, of learning and laughter,
would not permit.

Then she opened her lips and said the words back to me and the
fear dissolved, and the joy burst over both of us. We made love in a
burs of frenetic ddight that left us speechless, exhausted, and very
happy.

Sexudly, it was as if every thing, every time, was the firg time.
There was a freshness to her, a vitdity, and a times, great ingght. She
hed both innocence and wisdom; she was pixie and earth mother. She
seemed indinctively to have the kills and erotic ingenuity of the Great
Whore of Babylon, yet there was no coarseness or hardness.

For a man like me, jaded by a thousand superb bodies and
atfully acquired ills, it was like being reborn. To do the same old
things for the firgt time was a miracle of the mind. | had been spoiled by
women, sometimes lovingly, dways knowingly, for their own reasons or
for the best of reasons, but those who counted most—Suzanne, Gloria,
Michele Louise, Vincene, and, of course, Madelon—had ruined me for
the others.

There were those with finer bodies, grester eyes, bedroom skills
of amazing versdtility, fagt, shrewd minds, and an inner toughness like
ded. Sometimes | thought there was a secret factory someplace that
bred those deek creatures like thoroughbreds, with genetic star lines and
platoons of gylish teachers, a faculty of clever predators that trained
these women and sent them out. They were a familiar type to every man



of riches, supple-bodied beauties with brilliant minds. The dumb but
beautiful ones were weeded out a the lower leves, with corporation
presidents and big agee farmers and entertainment executives. The smart
ones, the redly smart ones, kept risng. They were the women | met
dmog daly, sometimes accidentally, sometimes by atfully arranged
means, designed to show them off to the best advantage. Some even had
managers, and dways lavyers.

It got so you didn't care. They dl wanted out of the mass, and if
one was a good example of a type you wanted, you bought her. A
ample business ded, no matter how gracefully put. Sometimes the two of
you never discussed it, letting it dl be handled by lawyers or expeditors.

But Nova was different. That each love is different, thet it is
somehow hand-made each time, is the conceit of dl lovers. Or perhaps it
was that Diego Braddock was different from Brian Thorne. As
Braddock, as Howard Scott Miles, as Waring Brackett, as Andrew
Garth, | had pursued and won the attention of certain women. Bt in the
secret room in the back of my mind there was dways the thought that
somehow they knew | was Brian Thorne.

Perhaps it was the going to Mars that made me leave that room
behind, and the thoughts with it. It didn't matter. Maybe | just wanted
not to cary that burden of a large question mark. There was a fine
feding of freedom to being someone other then Brian Thorne, just as
sometimes there was afine feding being Brian Thorne.

But the Imple matter was that | wanted to be in love with
someone. | wanted to be in love, not in lus. The time was right, the
woman was right, and | was ready.

What a strange world it is when whim is made of sted, when
chance seems like destiny, when mood diverts a life. But it is the way of
life You are alegf upon ariver and come rapids or quiet pool, you go
down theriver. You, the Lord Leef, proudly declam your free will, your
freedom of choice, your powerful ambitions, and everything changes
when the current shifts.

We sat in our favorite nook, the observation blister, looking at
the stars. “I have dways hoped they would invent a time meching” |
sad.

“Which direction would you go?’

“Back. It's the only direction | know. I’'m going ahead anyway,
without atime machine. There are things, I’d like to do.”

“Save Joan of Arc? Kennedy? Lincoln?’

“Oh, those are interesting enough, but what 1’d redly liketo do is
go back to, oh, 1888, 1889. Probably to afidd of sunflowersin Arles. |
would go buy a few pantings from a mad and wonderful painter. |
wouldn't tdl him how famous he would get, or how vauable his work
would be, in effect, and even in money. Tha might ruin him fagter than
abgnthe and madness, fagter than londiness But I'd like to talk to him
and encourage him in the only way artists need encouragement, by
buying his work.

“All artists have more than enough words given them, what they
need is some tangible, pragmatic hdp. Maybe van Gogh wouldn’'t go
insane so quickly, or even at dl. Think of the paintings we would havel”



“You might go to Tahiti,” Nova said, “and save the Gauguins that
were burned. Or the library at Alexandria”

“Yes, true. But van Gogh is . . . my friend. He has touched me
across the years as few others have, the poor, mad, son-of-a-bitch.”

“He is dways the example people use to point out how
misunderstood their work is” Nova said. “He sold one panting in his
lifetime, and on top of that they thought him mad, he thought himsdf mad,
he went mad. They shut him away in the funny place, too. All that.”

| samiled and said, “Oh, | know it is very sdfish of me, but | don’t
care. Imagine spending a few weeks in Arles, seaing Vincent go out a
dawn and come back a dusk with a painting, two paintingd My god,
what athrill! Taking art dl evening with Gauguin and van Gogh, watching
Vincent paint a night, making the stars like those out there, come into
swirling lifel”

“Fantasy time” Nova grinned.

“Maybe | could take those broke bastards up to Peris and we
could see what the others are doing. Poor, broken, drunk Lautrec, who
used to wak with his fdlow painters, then stop to point out some dght
with his cane, and discourse on it, because his stunted, pain-spiked legs
needed the rest. Cezanne once cut out a bowl of fruit from a larger
panting and traded it for food because that is the only part someone
wanted.”

“Maybe hdping them would be the worgt thing you could do,”
Nova sad.

“Yes, | know that. People like Picasso, Matisse, Bonnard, that
drunk Utrillo, they don't redly need help, not enough to screw around
with history. But van Gogh . . . to add a year to his life would have
added perhaps a hundred paintingd What a treasure! For that | would
meddle. Probably dong near the end, where if | did something wrong,
the loss in paintings wouldn't be too much. But, oh, how | would love to
doit!”

“Romantic!”

“Yea veily and say it thriced” | sghed. “Sorry, Vincent,” | sad
to the gtars, “I was born abit too late to hdp.”

We were in her bunk, with Nova turned away from me, quietly
resing from a rather prolonged period of loving exploration. | put my
hand on her hip, feding the bone beneath the flesh, and the curve of the
was. | moved my hand and took a full-handed fed of her buttock and
redly felt the great dome of flesh, the texture of skin, the flex and
movement of the underlying muscle. It fet different now than it had a few
minutes before, as | cupped both hemispheres in the frenzy of orgasm.
The skin there was different, different from the skin of her lower leg or
her breasts.

I ran my fingers up the long groove of her sping, feding the
knobs benegth. then down again to lightly touch the dimples that flaked
the spine at the top of her rounded buttocks.

My hand cupped afull breast and she snuggled back agangt me,
murmuring softly, pressing her body to mine. | fdt the weight and curving
richness within my hand, and | fdt the intimacy of it and her nipples,
dowly hardening in my pam.

My hand did down the flat, taut sSsomach to caress the warm



furrow below and she tilted her head back with a Sgh, her eyes closed
and her lips parted. She amiled and said, “ Strike while the mind is hot.”

“I loveyou,” | said.

“l know,” she said.

Thefirg thing | had noticed about Nova was her beauty. Then |
saw her beauty. The cariage, the awareness of sdf and others, the
dertness, the poise, even in one so young, was phenomend. Granted,
beautiful women can more eadly come to poise when they see, directly,
how insecure most people are.

But noticing her physicad beauty firg and her second does not
make me a shdlow person. It means that was her most obvious asset,
and the facet | saw fird. Unless we know something of a person in
advance, that is dways the thing we notice firs, the way they look and
act. | often meet beautiful women and have discarded perfectly fine
ladies that others might die for. It doesn’t mean that | am insengtive or
drange, it just means they were not the right woman for me, or the right
woman a the right time. Searching for and hopefully finding the right
person with whom to share your life takes up a great ded of one's time
and atention. Usudly we sttle for bits and pieces from a lot of different
people.

Berngen, in aprofilein Fortune, sad thet | tend to judge things
aestheticdlly firdt, induding women, and noted that | seemed to exclude
men from this aesthetic judgement. She was correct in that, but in a
world that openly admits and even encourages hi-sexudity, 1 was smply
not interested in the physca aspects of men, not as long as there were
women around, at least.

| have sddom cared what other people thought was beautiful. If
their tastes agreed with mine, fine. If not, so what? If | thought a womean
was beautiful in any way, then she was beautiful, and it didn't matter
what others thought. | had learned early that | had the courage of my
convictions, at least about beauty, and that others often smply followed
the trends, followed the mass, accepting the standards of others.

But phydcd beauty, or lack of it, is usudly the firg thing we do
notice about anyone, whether we cdl it by that name or another. If we
have advance notice, whether by reputation or pictures or a body of
work, or some other thing, we form opinions, then try to adjust those
prior opinions to the individud we actudly meet. Unfortunatdy, having
day feet is a very human condition.

| have noticed that reputations are often undeserved, incomplete,
or an image, as seen and “known” by others, to have little bearing on
redity, so | try to keep that in mind when encountering the reputations of
others.

Forming an opinion from the work of someone you do not know
can dso be a dangerous pastime. | know writers of virile, popular,
fagt-action stories who are physca cowards and dull plods. | know
noble appearing politicians who are dl front, the mouthpieces of the
interets who own them. | know writers of sendtive prose and
monumenta ingght who have petty, crud, insengtive streaks. | know
drunken dob sculptors, atheig minigers, homosexud he-men, frigid
glamour queens, and horny priests. | know actors whose Don Juan



reputation covers their impotence. | know quiet, shy, schoolteachers who
are hdl in bed. | know gatlingly beautiful women, envied by dl, who do
not think they are at dl pretty, and believe people are lying to them.

But as | taked to Nova, fird in that observation bliter, then
everywhere, | was very aware of her womanliness, of her ealy
explorations with the power of that beauty. But she seemed to be finding
her way through the myderious accident of her beauty, discovering the
parameters so that she might dabilize hersdf. She did not seem to be
udng it for any dictatorial power over others. Her self-confidence in her
adlity to handle a shipload of men was based on inexperience, not
egotism.

As | came to know her mind as wel as her voluptuous body, |
found her congtantly inquiring, eterndly interested, and rarely bored. |
saw her turn the near-rape by a torch tech into an hour-long lecture by
him on the ddicate baances tha mug be mantained in the magnetic
bottle so that it works and so that they can open one end of the bottle
and let out bits of the sun contained within. She left him glowing, proud of
himsdf, very flattered that she was interested, and a little surprised at
himsdf that his erection had gone away.

The more | knew of Nova the more there was to know.

Wha greater praise isthere?

Despite difficulties we dl survived, except the crewman who lost
the dud, which was played up beyond bdief in the vidpress on Earth.
The rather plain nurse was dubbed The Temptress in White and given
other lurid titles and became infamous and sought after.

The Balboa went into docking orbit and the shuttle came over
from Phobos and took us down to Ares Center, the “capitd” of Mars.
Thedisk of Mars was a great tawny-red, brown, and date globe and the
only sgn of life was Elizabeth Il in parking orbit nearby. As we came
down we could see the rectangular green fields around Polecand, then
the smudge of Grabrock and Northaxe. Over the pole, down the Rille,
Grandcand City was a dot on the night horizon as we settled down
toward Ares Center.

Dawn on Mars.

Thin cold air, thin enough 4ill to require armasks and bottles
despite the years of terraforming, cold enough, even in this “summer,” to
necessitate warmsauits. Great long rolling sandy stretches, with the soft
dlipses of ancient craters and the abrasive grit of the sand getting into
everything.

Dawn on Mars.

The rosy light was soft on the Sde of the shuttle. The lagt of the
passengers disembarked and went beyond the pink cement wall until the
ship had lifted off to go back for the cargo. “Come on,” Nova sad, “this

way.”



We huddled againg the blowing sand caused by the ship's
takeoff and angled across to the fusion-powered carrier that awaited us.
A big-chested man in a patched blue warmsuit took one look and
jumped off to embrace Novawarmly.

“Noval Damned if you haven't grown up to be the most beautiful
thing | ever—!” He saw me, obvioudy with her and just as obvioudy
annoyed. He looked from me to her and back again, his face friendly but
ready to go ather way.

“Johann, thisis Diego Braddock. Johann Taridovich. HE's a sort
o ...unde”

The big man hugged her to him and grinned & me. “Any man a
gr cdls an unde will never be anything but a friend, I’'m sorry to say.”
He stuck out a hand, then drew it back and pulled off a glove. | took it,
my fingers chilly, and found him carved from icerock.

His eyes went quickly from my face to hers, again scanning for
information. Then he grunted, nodded wisdy, then shook his head.
“Come on, doch, dimb aboard before we freeze these cleanboots!”

“Dvigat, dvigat!” he snapped a the last two aboard. “Movel” He
hopped into the seat and motioned Nova next to him. | sat in the back,
next to a Marine who was aready cursing his assgnment, oblivious to the
wonders of being on another planet.

On another planet.

On Mars.

| grinned to mysdf and scanned the horizon for John Carter as
we bumped over the road toward the bubble complex of Ares Center,
thinking that those firs explorers had not forgotten the heritage of ther
youth. Since a few things had been named by astronomers, some were
named for what happened, like Touchdown, where the firg ship landed.
Some were named for the way they looked, like Redrock and Mano
Rojo and lcemountain. One place was optimidicaly named because
someplace on this planet had to be named that, but so far Marsport was
atiny outpost with only a amdl landing fidd.

Pride of discovery had made early explorers pretty wel ignore
the fancy Latin names like Mare Hadtriacum and Syrtis Mgor and
Amazonis and just use those labels they thought they had aright to affix.

Wedls

Bradbury, where they discovered the great Star Palace.

Grandcand City, which had no candl.

Burroughs, with some of the finest relics and walls yet found.

The Rille, Grabrock, and Northaxe, where they found that most
ancient of archaeologicd finds

In arange of mountains named after John Carter what could you
cdl the firg mine of rare crimson diamonds but the Dejah Thoris?

Arlington Burl, who had been on the Balboa with us, had named
his twin mines Enyo, goddess of battle, and Eris, goddess of discord,
who have been described as sster, mother, wife, and daughter of Ares.
His sons, Phobos and Deimaos, gods of tumult and terror, fly overhead.

But too much fantasy can blind you to redity. A hard bump
threw me againg Pdf, who had not annoyed me especidly on the trip
once | became involved with Nova. He grinned, and shoved me back
hdpfully. I nodded my thanks and squinted againg the dust toward the



domes and towers of Ares Center ahead. Newly manufactured air from
the fuson torch’s mass accelerator poured out of the stack, credting a
permanent wind that flowed away in every direction, spreading the new
atmosphere over the planet. But my mind was not on the terraforming
project, but that nagging concern about Pdf that | couldn’t shake. | il
fdt that Pdf was oying on me, but perhaps he spied on everyone. |
have grown used to being spied on, directly and indirectly, dectronicaly
and by computer-directed dossiers that are supposed to predict my
future performance by past records. | have grown used to it but | have
never liked it. | had erected a wdl between us a month long and higher
then he could jump. | was hoping it would hold.

We trundled into the long, segmented zome and | noticed how
illful they had gotten with the sand-glicon sprayfoamed over the
complex of balloon structures. The lock cycled and we went on into the
oldest dome, now chipped and discolored, but kept servicegble. Johann
pulled up to the largest Structure in the center of the dome, a four-story
building of rosy blocks of fused sand. Mogt of the older buildings were
built in agmilar fashion.

“Here you are,” he said, killing the engine. “I'll go back out and
fetch your cargo when they land it,” he added. Severd men in worn
warmalits and one in a shiny new one came out of the building and
approached us. Some were known by my fdlow passengers and there
was a generd conversation, hubbub, chaos, and paty. Nova was
snatched away and wondered at and kissed and hugged and lusted after
and passed from one men to another or snatched away with good
natured desire to be marveled over.

Johann stood nearby, thumbs stuck in his harness belt, admiring
Nova as she laughed and kissed the wecoming throng. From time to
time | fdt him eyeing me and at last our eyes met.

He nodded his head toward Nova. “She certainly grew up fast
and fine” | agreed, waiting impatiently for her to return to me. Johann
dug into one of his zippered pockets and pulled out a pouch, offering me
apinch of what | recognized as Cannabis sativa Ares Ill, which was
fantadticdly expensve on Earth. |1 shook my head and thanked him. |
intended to keep dl my origind impressons clear. Time enough to Stretch
my senses when | wished to explore other aspects of this world.

Two dightly drunken men in pae blue warmsuits were carrying
Nova around on their shoulders and she was ydling at them hgppily. On
the backs of their warmauits there was gtitched a large red sunburgt with
agolden gpple in the center.

I ignored Johann's continued ingpection of me, and | don't think
even Raegburn’'s computers ever dissected me more deeply. | smply
waited until Nova would be “ming’ again, though | may not have waited
with very good grace. Jealousy was a surprising emotion and | resented
being surprised.

Findly Nova writhed back down to the ground and broke free,
running to me, flushed and happy. She pulled me forward to introduce
me to a group of what the vidtabs are fond of cdling Nuvomartians.
They were none too enthusiagtic, especidly with Nova hanging on nmy
am, but they restricted thair reaction to glances among themsdves.

| shook hands with Iceberg Eddie, D’Mico, Endrace, Big Ivan,



and Little Ivan. 1 had my hand mauled by Kum Ling, Jdisco, and a
hulking solemn brute named—or perhaps engraved—Aleksandrovich.
There were others, and latecomers, the names dl in a muddle, some
happy, some resentful, some undecided, some sour, but most of them
avil enough in welcoming me.

As everyone was going back through the lock in bunches | logt
Nova to the newest group and found mysdf flanked by Johann and
Endrace.

“What do you think of Mars so fa?’ Endrace asked me.

“I'm not certain I'm welcome,” | said.

“Oh, hdl, don't you worry too much,” Endrace sad. “If Nova
decided on one of us there would be fifteen sanders who might figure he
was't good enough for her and sandplug him some dark night. But an
outsider, well, you're not one of us so we don't have to fight each other.”

“Jugt me, huh?’ He grinned at me and we passed into the lock,
which was needed only to hold the dightly higher Earth-norm pressure
indde. “But you might lose Nova to an outsder.”

“Hdl, amigo, she's the Princess of Mars, didn't you know that?
No sandblasted rock grubber is good enough for her, anyway. Just got
to be some vigting prince or other, inthe end.”

“Has she been hearing that Princess of Mars suff snce she was
achild, from dl of you?

“It seems that way. Her daddy started cdling her Princess, the
way fathers do, | guess, and it sort of spread, her being so damned
pretty and al. She was dways redly bright and everyone was only too
happy to show her Suff, take her places. It just sort of became her way,
you know? It keeps mogt of these hardrock diggers from getting out of
line But if one of them ever did act a bit zongo toward her, there would
aways be four or five of uswilling to converse with him about the error
of hisways.

| stepped out of the lock and fdt the higher pressure. | looked a
Johann and asked, “Will there be four or five of you coming to have a
tak with me some moonless night?”

He grinned and Endrace grinned. “Hardly without a moon up
there, compadre, but not much moonlight.” He scratched his jawline and
he and Endrace exchanged looks. Johann looked back a me and his grin
sort of melted away, into another sort of amile “I don't just know yet
what we might have to tak to you about.”

The others were dready ahead of us, srung out through the
dreets that curved around the inner domes and other structures.
Overhead was the big geodesic man dome, and through the milky,
sandblasted triangles | could see the adjoining domes. Already we were
being joined by more of the ditizens of the Martian capita city, some
sober, some not. They surrounded the new nurses and other ladies and
some even talked to afew of the men. The Marines were collected by an
officer and rluctantly left us.

Johann pointed out some of the locd sghts—Fosati’'s
Emporium, the Sword and Shidd Pub, the Grand Martian Hotdl, the
Royd Bar, and Clugter’s. | kept trying to catch up with Nova, or at lesst
keep her ingght.

But the sghts of Mars kept getting my attention, little things as



wdl as big. There were sanddab wadls, rough and uneven, dightly shiny
from the pladtic that had been pressure-impregnated into them, and the
fine mica flakes. These formed many of the topless, flatsided structures
within the dome. The inner domes, most with airlocks for safety, were
the standard rockfoam construction.

Some of the walls were laser-cut from harder rock, and here and
there, imbedded in the sandstone, were museum-qudity artifacts, fossls,
and diced rosestones. | saw severd westhered carvings in deeper pink
and dugty red, as blurred as old coins, dien and indecipherable.

But, of course, everything Martian was of museum qudity
amply because of its novety and rarity. We stopped momentarily at the
Royd Bar; the backwal was a sngle massve dab of petrified fiber,
carved with a convoluted design that could have been purely decorative,
the Martians Eleven Commandments, a palitica ad, or a shopping lig. It
was beautiful, but unreadable.

| kept faling further behind diverted by these distractions. By the
time | got to middome there was no one close to me, 0 | stopped to
dare, the complete tourist. At the intersection of three narrow streets
curving in around the oldest inner domes stood a pylon of ancient rock
too big to transport back to Earth, even if the nuvomartians would dlow
it. It was an object familiar to dmos every Eathling. | stopped in
amazement, startled and ddighted, dthough | had known it was here
someplace.

| let the last of the celebrating miners and others go on down the
street, their arms around the laughing nurses. Temporarily, | forgot Nova,
for | had found the Colossus of Mars.

That'swhat it is caled, dthough it ian't that big. Only five meters
high, it gives the effect of something huge. It's deep rust-red, its origind
form melted by time and weather. It stands like a huge shrouded figure,
vagudy humanoid, vagudly dien, vagudy anything you care to read into
it.

It just had to be a representation of an intdligent being, not an
abstract carving or a naturd formation. There was too much authority,
too much “presence’ for it to be anything but a portrait or an inspired
representation of an ided.

“Beautiful, isn't it?’

Nova was leaning againg the light brown wal of a warmsuit
factory, her hands behind her, watching me look &t it.

“| thought you went with the others.” She shook her head and
amiled. | looked up at the graceful spire of rock that had been carved,
experts told us, twenty thousand years before the Egyptians raised
Khufu's pyramid. It graced the cover of hdf the books about Mars, in
situ usudly, with the thick walls of the Grand Hal behind it, helf buried in
arifting sand.

| reached out and touched it. It was cool and smoothed by the
thin winds, yet sensuous under my fingers. The convoluted rills of what
hed to be drapery but just as easily could have been huge folded wings
did under my pam as | touched time itsdf.

A burgt of distant laughter brought me back from wherever | had
been. Already Brian Thorne was imagining what it would cost and how it
might be taken back to Earth; but Diego Braddock was saying no, leave



it here. Leave dl of the Martian finds here. If people want to see them let
them come here. You don't put the Grand Canyon in a traller and take it
around to show.

| laughed a mysdf. Brian Thorne could afford to come here, but
99.9 percent of the world could not. Would they know what they saw if
they saw it? Did | know what | saw? All my life | had been hearing the
gatements in the museums. “He was the crazy one, you know. Cut off
his ear to giveit to some (whisper!) prostitute?”

“Left his wife and family and went off to pant in the South
Pecific, he did. But look a him! Can’'t even paint the sand right. When
Wilmaand | were down there last year with Tahiti Tours we took some
stereos of what it really looks like!”

“He was a sort of dwarf, you know. Drank something cdled
abganthe that rots your brain like headpoppers.”

“Old Pablo redly had 'em dl fooled, he did! They'd buy
anything he put his name tol”

“The intrindc vaue of the negative space is offset by the
chromatic change in the positive area, as anyone can see. What the artist
meant to say here, in this gray, undulating section, isthat the innate nature
of manisthat of violence and salf-defeat. In my opinion . . .”

“I9T't that cute?’

“I'd buy it if it was in blues. | like blue. Would go wel with the
new Lifestyle furniture, wouldn't it, honey?’

“My four-year-old robot can do that wel!”

| shook my head. Probably some lice-ridden, fur-clad grump
huddled in the Trois-Freres cave grumbled that Ogg was messing up the
nice clean limestone wadls with his scraichings, and anyway that didn't
look a hit like Grunt, the Boar-Killer.

The Colossus of Mars.

| looked up at it again. | think you're safe from that great
devourer of art, Brian Thorne.

Nova took my hand. “C mon, everyone's going to the Redplanet
Inn.”

| rased my eyebrows. The Redplanet Inn was the mogt
notorious restaurant, gambling hdl, hotd, and whorehouse in over
forty-eight million miles

“Oh, come on. Everyone goes there.”

| went with her down the street, past severa assay offices, a
sandcat repair shop, and a Bureau of Martian Affars office. We went
through a lock and into another dome, a sort of vast parking lot for
sandcats, capaule tralers, big-wheded prime movers, digger gear, and
scooters. In the center was a repair complex and spare parts storage.
Nova took me dong the left wal, curving around toward a side lock.

| looked at the battered, tough little vehicles and saw one lettered

Nova Il gtting between Uschi Luv and Le Zombie. Further on | saw
Miss Nova negtly |ettered on abig Catepillar gouger. The whole left side
hed been sandblasted down to the bare metd but the name had been
carefully repainted.

Nova was indeed known in these parts.

Thereis something about certain machinery, certain tools, thet is
beautiful: A sculptor's mdlet, the 1860 .44-caliber Army Colt, the



Generd Electronic C-model fuson plant, the World War 11 Jeep, the
Randdl verson of the Bowie knife, the GM Ldfitte Class torchship, the
Colt .2 laser, certain racing cars, Shark-class persond submarines—all
are beautiful examples of a merging of at and function. The rugged,
bulging, functiond Ford sandcat was one of those beauties. No artist
desgned it, no sylist smoothed over its features with a chocolate coating
of thin stedl and chrome striping. Few could afford to ship anything but
the bare necessties this far, and dready the cost of each sandcat was
severd timesthe cost of the most expengve scratch-built Sahara racer.

But they had turned out to be a triumph of unadorned beauty,
generding a certain affection in their owners. They worked, they
responded, they had persondities. Any craftsaman knows what it islike to
have the right toal for the right job, and the miners of Mars knew they
hed the right toal.

| dawdled behind Nova, inspecting persona modifications,
enjoying touching the machines as much as | enjoyed touching a Henry
Moore or a Gene Lamont. | saw Nova looking a me with a quizzicd
gmile from the opened lock and | hurried after her.

All my lifeit has been difficult to explain to others thet dl art is
not on museum walls or in concert hdls A freshly fdlen leef in the gutter,
a tool worn to the hand of its user, reflections of a megaopalis in the
mirrored sde of a building, a disant archotolog pyramid agang the
aunset were dl things that had pleased me as much as a Goya or
Firanes’s fanaful engravings or Turandot. A cascade of blonde har
across a bare golden back or the esoterica washed up by the tide
ddighted me as much as a Praxiteles fragment or a performance of Ten
Worlds by Kerrigan.

| suppose some of those things are not art, but beauty, and
perhaps something becomes art only when it is touched by the hand or
mind of man. But beauty is as much a part of men as his ugliness, his
madness, his darkness. To me the ultimate beauty was that of the person,
the completeness, not only the cosmetic exterior but the more important
interior.

| had found it oncein Madelon.

Was| closeto it again?

The years of naturd caution had prevented me from exposing
mysdf beyond a certain point with Nova. Perhaps it was the secret of the
Thorne-Braddock impersonation, perhaps it was the reluctance to once
agan be hurt. Perhaps it was everything, known and unknown.

| grinned and the dour thoughts that had flooded my mind melted
away. “Nice” | sad and patted a pockmarked sandcat. She made an
expresson that was in casud agreement but relegated it dl to the
everyday. | fdt faintly patronized.

The next dome was a noisy one. It was not as large as the firg
dome, but it was more thickly populated. Various companies and guilds
and unions operated “hotds’ for ther members and employees.
Laser-cut letters in one immense sandblock wall announced to dl it was
the Martian Miners Union Hal and Hostd. Next to it, an imbedded
mosac of semiprecious stones proclaimed the Elysum Tripper. Three
ydlow-clad men lurched from the entrance as we passed, ther faces
flushed and their eyes dilated.



An incoherent growl of lus came from the biggest one, dmost
drowning out the redhead’s “Well, hdlo there, pretty one!” They amed
for us and canted to the right, laughing.

“Haw, Nikola, you can't navigate any better here than you can
out on the Cimmerian!” The redhead laughed a the bigger man, whose
face clouded as he pulled his gaze away from Novas figure He
refocused on the laughing redhead and without warning he struck him by
the ear with a mesaty fist. The dighter men redled and fdl to one knee.

“Goddamn it, you sdt flat romeo! That hurt?”

But Nikola had Novain his sghts. Fresh from the sensory drugs
thet had aroused him but not satisfied him, he was ready for a woman.
Any woman.

“Hold it, amigo,” | sad, stepping forward. A sudden bearlike
am swept me asde and | fdl, my breath knocked out for a moment. |
came to my feet to see her sruggling in his grasp, her face more annoyed
then frightened. | started forward and the third man, hitherto slent,
flashed ablade a me.

Perhaps if | had thought | would have been killed. But | didn't
think, | just responded. As Shigeta had trained me, | did not go into any
predictable response of karate or kung fu, but rather the deceptive blend
of many disciplines cdled mazeru, suitable for those who do not wish to
completely devote ther lives to learning one discipline. | was of the
lowest grade, that of gunjin, or “soldier” class. | used my knee kick
agang the knife-man to propel mysdf at the hulking Nikola.

| wrapped mysdf around his head, carrying him with me, ralling
as we hit the ground. He came up with a roar, blocking the redhead who
was lurching in toward me. | soun, getting Nikolai with a boot in the face
and dipping the redhead with a usui blow that ruined his throat.

| heard Shigeta's voice. Except for training or exhibition you
never must fight. But if you must, fight to win. Combat is not polite
conversation.

The redhead was down, choking hoarsdly. The knife-man was
gaing & me, holding his kneecap. “You busted it, you goddamn tank
thief!”

Nikola was on his hands and knees, shaking his head. Blood
from his smashed nose was dripping into the pinkish ground. | looked at
Nova, who was looking at the three men. Her eyes came up to mewith a
kind of horror.

“They were judt alittle borracho. | could have handled them.”

| gestured towards the ripped shoulder seam of her warmsuit.
“Sure, you could.”

The man with the broken kneecap was swvearing a me. “You
rusted crawler, you dipped your blessed laich! You fucked up my
fucking knee, you dumb cleanboot!”

“Clear your core,” | sad to him. “Shut up and well get you a
medic.”

“We jugt wanted to play with the lady, goddamn it!”

“Maybe the lady didn't want to play,” | said.

“You tumbled your gyro or something? Hurting amen like that?’

| didn't mention his knife. | gave Nikola another look, then |
went into the Elysum Tripper and spoke to the lean dispenser just insde.



| came back out and spoke to Nova. “A medic team will be over
from Dome Eight in a few minutes” She was on her knees trying to get
the redhead to bresthe easier. She gave me a venomous | ook.

“You could have killed them!”

| rolled my eyes upwards. “Come on,” | sad, “let’s go to the
[nn.”

“And leave them?’ She shrugged away my suggestion and |
became angry. One minute they’re trying to rape her and the next she's
being Forence Nightingdle on Mars.

“Which way is it?’ | asked. She waved an am toward the
noisest part of the dome. Already afew drunken and curious bystanders
were gathering.

“God bless,” one of them said as | shouldered past. “Nikola and
hisgrunts. | wonder if the Tdlliver boys did it to 'em.”

The Redplanet Inn was the biggest structure | had yet seen on
the planet. Only a few months younger then the oldest dome, it was older
then | was and congderably more famous. A scandd when it was firg
congtructed, it had become a legend amply because the independent
nuvomartians wanted it there and to hdl with the bluenoses back home.
Eath had plenty of sx and entetanment places and
computer-controlled roving bisexud professonds. Eath had tri-di sex
shows, labor contracts that amounted to davery in a vadly overpopped
world, and specidigs gaore. Earth had “bdancing sdons’ where men or
women could “center” themsdves by experiencing carefully gpplied
amounts of everything from extreme pleasure to extreme masochiam.

But dl Mars had was the Redplanet Inn and others likeit.

| can't say | disapproved. Sex on Earth had become dmost
ritudidic, determinedly democratic, al-too-casud, and very, very zongo.
They s0ld everything with sex, and if that wasn't enough, the
SensoryTrips provided anything you thought you might have missed.
Evenillegd pleasure-center brain probes were to be had, for a price.

There was something old-fashioned about the Inn. Or perhaps
the word is timeless. There was direct and persond socid intercourse.
This was no Did-A-Progtie sarvice, impersond and effident as hl.
“Whirr-clickl  1.8-meter femde, brunette, 101.6—60.96—81.44
centimeters, D-cup. Fdlatio kill rating 12, as requested. Conversant
with the Baroque Period and the subkingdom Embryophyta B.A.,
Saskatchewan College of Erotic Arts. Minimum credit, period one,
goplied Account XL-7-4522-T-8733. Whirr-clickl 2.1 meter mae,
blonde, 29 centimeter penis, Type 6 muscularity, Fornicon rating 11.
Conversant with the Zorgasm Method, Early American Footbal, and
interior decoration of the Plagtiform Period. M.A., School for Cregtive
Sexudity, Bogton; B.A. from Climaxite. Minimum crediit, periods one to
five, applied Account GA-6-487-W-8990. Whirr-click!

AS per request.

Jug what you've aways wanted. So perfect you keep buying
more of them, trying varidions. Pleasure units Use and discard.
“American Concubine, good morning!” Nymphetron, Inc. “Flle de Joie,
sut, cheriel” Brutes, Unlimited. “Helo, handsome, here’ s my card. I'm
with the Adventuress Group.” The Wantons of the World, Ltd. “Fantasy
Man, of New York and Paris” Black Stud, Chicago. “Let us cater your



next afar . . .” Did-A-Stud, ask for our catdogue of certified service
men. “Perhaps you saw our ad onthetdly .. .”

At the Redplanet Inn you took your chances. Paramour, Inc.
was a few million miles away. The Oscar Wilde Society hadn’'t been
heard of here. Nymphomania was a word, not a corporation.

Johann thrust a mug of something bitter and acoholic into my
hand. He had his arm around a cheerful woman named Betting, and they
were laughing. Synthetic Martian panels ringed the main room, holding in
the noise. The new arivas were being toasted, especiadly the flush-faced
women.

Hundreds of drama tapes had reconstructed the Inn, usudly
larger and gaudier than it was. Top viddars portrayed the golden-hearted
whores, with blossoming breasts and costumes of rich fabrics. Laser
shootouts had cut the room to ribbons in a dozen adventures. Miched
Tackett and Gregory Batle had faced down the heavies here. Margo
Masters and Lila Fdlini had leaned againg various versons of the big
bar, cut from asngle dab of ruby-rock and polished to a high sheen.

It was d§avu, multiplied and overlaid.

| was hdfway through my second drink of locd top-pop when
Nova camein. | heard the shouts before | saw her, and she let someone
lift her to his shoulders only to be able to find me.

There wasfirein her eyes.

“Wheseten just died,” she said. Tha had to be the redhead. “A
good man gone because you had to play hero.”

|

She turned and pushed through the crowd. A few heard, and |
got some black looks. Johann put down his mug carefully. Without
looking a me he asked about it and | told the story as objectively as |
could.

He sghed and took a deep draft of the beer. “He asked for it.
He changed alot snce Nova left. HE's been on Nikola’s team for over
two years and they’re a mean bunch. Damned near got thrown out of the
Union because of the Planeta Rojo mine affair. Rough, but not nasty too
often.” He paused and | fdt his eyes on me. “All by yoursdf, hun?’

| fdt foolish. | had never thought of mysdf as a fighter, a
rough-house killer of men. | had studied with Shigeta for exercise and a
feding of confidence. | had never redly thought | would ever use it,
despite an dley fight in Montevideo's Canelones sector and one in the
“Indant Sums’ of the sprawling, shoddy Rangoon archotologica
complex of three million garving Indians.

But there | had been Brian Thorne. One hdicab fare and | was
dining with the governor or tdling about the affar as an amusng anecdote
inthe Bolivar Tower’s penthouse.

Here | was Diego Braddock, Publitex outsder, clean-boot
intruder, and someone associated with Nova.

Or was |? Was it boy-meets-girl, boy-loses-girl?

| didn’'t ask for those brain-mushed goons to dutch at Nova. She
couldn’'t have handled it—except by rdaxing and enjoying it—despite
her newfound earthside savoir-faire.

Pdf came out of the crowd and leered & me and melted away.
Why couldn't it have been Pdf who had the glommy hands?



“That's quite a cargo you brought with you,” Johann sad.
“Looks more like you plan to open up a busness here than pound out
copy.”

“| thought they might be needed. Or wanted.”

“Oh, the girlswill kiss your Ieft tube for the shimmerdoth! That's
for certain. But you mug think we're millionaires out here. That herd of
frozen cows you have there will cost a fortune to house and feed. Lucky
for you that Casey’s Lolium italicum has been working out.”

No luck, just Brian Thorne's intdligence service feeding him
information about dmogt everything on Mars, induding Dr. Lorraine
Casey’ s trangplanted mutated grass, used for holding down the sand and
highly suitable for cattle feed.

“If someone here can adapt the beagties to this ar pressure,” |
sad.

“Oh, Doc Hoffman has been working on that with those piglets
of his”

Ralph E. Hoffman, Ph. D., University of California at Davis.
See attached bio and time schedule. Return soonest to Red Dosser
file.

“Seems to me you are coming out here at about the right time”
admitted Johann. He took another gulp of beer. “Things are sort of
coming together. | took care with those seedlings of yours. Those
farmers over a Burroughs will pay plenty for firs crack at those.”

Marta Dolores Farms, Slva & FitzGerald, Deimos
Fecundity, Geoponics, Promised Land, Inc, Burroughs.
Astroagronomy, the Alfonso VI Hacienda, Slverberg Kibbutz,
Lambardar Ranch, Canalalgae, dl near Bradbury. Aragom Rancho,
Herbert Farms, Pantheon Nursery, George Grange & Mineral
Company, Wdls Olericulture of Mars, the People's communes,
Peteler Ranch, Polecand.

Thank you, Huo.

“That some sort of drinkables in those stasis capsules?’ Johann
asked with great solemnity and atwinklein his eye. | nodded. “I peeked
a the invoices. You redly have that many Raven Blacksword adventures
inthet tape library?’

| nodded again and with continued solemnity Johann raised his
finger. “Tender of the bar, a drink of alamajara for this gentlemen from
my persond bottle” We waited in sllence, even if no one ese did, until
the smokey purple glasses were filed, then he toasted me. “May your air
never give out and your strike be a pure one.”

| tipped my glass back a him. “May the wind be at your back
and the printouts never fouled.” We drank in dlence and the fluid was
liqud fire dl the way down.

“You!”

There was a great rumbling growl and | turned to see the crowd
parting. It became as slent as that place was ever going to get. Fantly |
heard the sounds of lovemaking and a gasp of digant passion. Someone
laughed near me, then choked it off.

Nikola stood near the door, the front of his ydlow warmsuit
drenched in blood. The white steriplast was gartling againg his sunburnt
face and dark beard. He was glaing a me.



| looked him over. He wasn't armed asfar as | could see, which
made me fed dightly better. Now that he was forewarned againg the
mazeru, | couldn’'t hope that he would fdl for the same thing again.

| hoped they had a good surgeon in Ares Center.

“Stomp that cleanboot, Nik!” Some partisan to my left.

“Hah! Git "em, fancy foot! He needs it!” | was not completely
done.

“You kill Wheaten.” The gutterd statement was news to some
and | fdt the shift of sympathy.

Survival of self isa constant. | heard Shigeta speaking. Never
do the expected unless the expected is the unexpected. | gill hadn’t
quite figured that one out, but then | hadn’t intended to use any of this.

He came toward me suddenly, dmog a a run, with a
determination | found appaling. We're supposed to be above such
things, | told mysdf. We're climbing to the stars, step by step.
Fledgling gods in torchships. Apprentice godlets do not have
barroom brawls with giant bullies whose brains are mismeshed on
Eroticine.

But no one ever informed Nikola of his latent godhood, and he
knocked me into a wal of miners and tried to somp me. | rolled aside
and kicked upward, kissang hiship with my boot. | rolled again and took
aglanang blow in the thigh that dl but numbed me. | used a drunk in a
worn crimson warmsaLit to dimb erect, then dodged Nikola just in time,
hiting him a jinzoo in the kidneys.

| backed quickly to get some room and when he charged again,
with a frightening anima growl, | feinted a face kick and got him in the
groin. As he doubled over | brought up my knee and broke his jaw.
Blood, teeth, and gobbets of flesh spattered me, but he fdl limply to the
floor.

There was a dlence, then a low roar. With dl senses dert |
expected someone to take up where he left off, but the roar became a
ay for more beer and dmgara and hands were dapping me on the
back.

“Had it coming to hm! Goddamn, boot, you sure toss a mean
somper!”

“Drinks on me, Diego. | never liked that sander anyway.”

“Wheseten, huh? Wel, the Guild won't ask much blood money
for the likes of him.”

“Hey, Johann, your bunkie here's not bad!”

“Where the hdl did Nikola get his degree, anyway? Caveman
u?

“Naw, some dinky sheepskin factory in the Urds. Sverdiosk, |
think.”

“lan’'t that where Menshikov came from?’

“Now there was a Russan what an a Russanl Do you
remember the time he—"

And they were off in Memory Lane. | rubbed my leg. It hurt like
hdl, and | was having a hard time dowing my heart down. | took two
mugs of almgara and soon was feding no pan.

That's the way Nova found me, sorawled in a char with a
bare-breasted wench of uncertain name on my lap and a tableful of



equaly drunk men around me. The pile of credits | had put on the table
had dwindled consderably in the last hour.

| looked up and there she was. | focused on her, then refocused,
and kept trying. “Noval” | said. The others echoed me and Banning, my
big scarred buddy Banning, swept her into his lgp, but she struggled free.

“Whesten dead, Antonio with a smashed knee, and now Nikola
with a broken jaw!”

| waved my hand. Somehow it ended up on What's-her-name's
breast. “Yup. That's about it. Kuh, oops, ku-cleen sweep, honey.
Yessr. Best damn fight | ever had.” We dl laughed at thet, except Nova

“And | thought you were . . . ohhh!” She turned and pushed her
way through the mob, dgpping a outstretched hands with very unladylike
karate chops.

“Boy loses gifl,” | said. “But don't you worry,” | sad into
What' s-her-name’ s breasts, “everything will come out dl right.”

About the only thing that came out that night was my dinner and
parts of lunch.

When | woke up the next day | found out why they cdled it
top-pop. | hurt, I limped, and | was sore dl over. And | must have done
something with What's-her-name. Getting dressed it seemed fantly
adonishing | was dive. When | got downgtairs | found Nova had gone
off to Bradbury, a thousand kilometers away, with the cargo train of
goods from the Balboa.

Johann found me leening againg the front of the Inn, wondering if
| should die there or in the street. He laughed and took me back indde to
guff meful of vitamins and something they jokingly caled “Cork.”

“This|l keep your brain ingde your skull,” he said.

About an hour later | decided to go on living and rgoin the
humen race, providing it wanted me. By lunchtime | was well enough to
rent asmdl sandcat and unpack my warmsuit and bregather.

| intended to see the Ruins.

| took no one with me. This was something | wanted to see
aone. A beeper would guide me back, and it wasn't dl that far anyway.
| headed west, feding quite good, congdering. | passed the cannibdized
wreck of a sandcat, but that was the only gn humans had ever been
there, except for the tracks.

Ffty kilometers out | came up over arise and there it was. | saw
that the rise was the softened edge of a vast crater, but out in the center
was the Grand Hall. It looked like a tumbled mass of haf-buried rocks,
but it was the accepted center of the ancient Martian race. The Ruins
were bigger and more complex than any yet found, but even so they did
not cover much more than a few dty blocks. Either there had not been
0 many Martians or the rest of thelr structures were considerably less
durgble.

| put the cat in gear and went down the dope, my eyes on the
ancient rubble, three kilometers avay. There were a few sandcat tracks,
but they were dl old and windblown. Mars did not have much of a
tourigt trade as yet, and for that | was grateful. | wanted to be aone.

Like much of Mars and dl of Luna the feding of d§a vu comes
often to the vigtor. In “God of Mars’ there had been the eerie Wargod
Symphony in the air. In fancful fiction there were adways “drange



vibrations’ or “the cdl of the ancient dead” or some such rot. All | heard
was the purr of the motor and the hiss and rush of sand fdling off the
treads.

All'l admit hearing, that is.

The great blocks of pink and rose and rust formed themsdves
into complex structures, open-topped, ruined, melted away in the icy
winds and carried off by the aborasive sandstorms of the millenia Most of
one dome had fdlen, but the arch next to it stood. | parked the sandcat
outsde and walked in through the Sungeate.

Maybe | could hear the whispers of the ancients or the first bars
of Wargod.

As | waked into the firg vast courtyard the sound of the dight
wind behind me was cut off and it was very quiet. | heard my boots
crunchin the sand driftsand | stopped.

Slence

Twenty-five millenia of slence Covered and uncovered a
hundred times by the sand. A dead city. A dead world. But it had lived
once and it would live again.

| knew which way the Great Hall lay but took the other direction.
| walked down wide streets and cut through fdlen walls. | found where
Evans had excavated to the point where the stones were rddively
unweathered and proved that they had once been so findy honed
together they shamed the magnificent Inca wadls of Machu Picchu. But
the centuries had eaten at the joins, degpening them, digging a ther
perfection until the individual stones stood out boldly, each carved away
from its neighbors.

| stepped around a fdlen column and suddenly there was the
Little Palace, a near-perfect structure buried completely except for the
minaretlike towers. | circled to where the Evans-Baker team had dug an
opening, extracting the sand drifts from within and shoring up the roofs.
The plagtex sheets across the arch a the bottom of the dope were dien,
intrusve, but quickly behind me as | went through the unlocked gate.

My torch threw its beam into the blackness and | saw the foyer
and hdls and andl rooms, each with its mosaics and carved designs,
Here the weathering had been consderably less, but Hill only an
ingrument could have told whether that smooth-faced wal once hed a
painted murd. Anything less permanent than rock itsdf was smoothed
away into oblivion.

| stood for a very long time looking at the hunting scene on the
wal of the main room. What were those blurred beasts? Did they redly
have sx legs, like John Carter’s thoats? | had to amile, but the smile
faded when | saw a crigp ydlow Kodak Sunpan box lying nearby. |
picked it up and put the anachronism in my pocket. Sorry, | sad to the
ghodts.

| sat on a block for an even longer time scanning the delicate
bas-rdief in the room that has come to be caled the Bedroom of the
Little Prince. Was it a child's room, with a fantasy murd of dves and
winged mice and fary queens? It could dmog as essly have been a
murd depicting some kind of Waterloo, with attacking armies and flying
bat raiders. Almogt. It did have a kind of delicacy, but what psychology
might these diens have had? We would never know. We don't even



know where the Maya went, or why, and that had been only a little
before Columbus landed.

Gone, but not forgotten, | sad to the ghosts.

| went back out into the weak sunlight and dong the Street of
Heroes with its sculptured columns blurred into tal rosy lumps protruding
from the sand. To my left was the Shdl Dome, with the remnants of
fosslized crustaceans embedded in the broken shards of dome. Further
on to the right was the Treasury, where they had found so many beautiful
pieces of what could only be jewdry. Nothing so extravagant as the
so-caled Royd Jewds of Ares from the Bradbury ruins, but wonderful
to look upon and ponder.

| was tempted to enter, but a quick look at the sky showed me |
did not have that much time. | hurried on toward the Great Hal.

The Circle of Juno, with its judgment seats. The Romulus and
Remus Blocks. Further on, the Athena Stone, definitdly graceful, quite
feminine, yet regd, and quite, quite beyond recognition.

Then the entrance to the Great Hall. | turned and looked back,
wondering a the Grecian and Roman mythology that had been forcefit
onto what man had found here. “We have to cdl it something,” Evans
hed said, “and Athena Stone is better than Item XV-4, 3 meters high, at
coordinates M-12, subsector A-7.” | had to admit he was right, but |
wondered how this nomenclature might blind someone to the discovery
of something else. Simpson, in the twentieth century said, “It's good that
things can be found by accident—otherwise you'd never find anything
you weren't looking for.”

So far, everything is “ yet.” So far we haven't met an intdligent
race. Yet. Men are not gods. Yet.

| turned and went in.

There is something about proportions that makes a dructure
greater than the sum of the parts. The Parthenon, that Doric temple to
Athena on the Acropoalis, is often cited as the perfect building because of
its proportions. The Great Temple of Amon at Luxor, the Aztec Pyramid
of the Sun at Teotihuacan, the Shinto Shrine a Nikko, the Temple of
Heaven at Peking, Persepolis, Angkor Wat, Versalles, and of course the
Tg Mahd, have dl been lauded as “perfect buildings,” and rightly so.

But they were dl made by humans. As diverse as ther builders
were they were dl Homo sapiens. The Xeno ares or, hopefully, the
Homo ares, were amply dien. Their idea of proportions was different,
and possibly everything else about them was different, too.

The Great Hdl was unlike Terran structures that were rigid,
rectangular or circular or even trisoctahedra. It flowed, an enormous
enclosed space of great mgesty. It was more like visud music than walls,
afloor, and (once) aceling. From no one spot could you see dl of it, s0
it was dways excting. The wals tilted and curved and flowed and
changed texture and color. The floor rose and fdl, becoming a cozy swirl
of stone where you might gt with a smal group, then risng and becoming
a pulpit-like protuberance. It swept away and flowed upwards to
become a wall, then down again to become what might have been a
pool. Wals thinned and meted away to become windows, then
thickened and drew close to form Sde passages to other, logt, rooms.

| wandered past the spot where the Colossus had once stood



and into alarge cul-de-sac of once-bright blood-rock, a cylinder open to
the sky. The floor flattened and dipped down in a gentle series of wide
terraces toward the Throne,

It could only be that. If it wasn't, it should have been. Only the
rounded stubs of something remained in the center of the dais that rose
up dightly before the last terrace. No greet lord here to stand high above
his grovding subjects, but a servant of the people, a ligener, a being who
was the focus of his subjects.

The aunlight made long dark shadows across the broken floor,
accenting the aged rock. Everything stood out in texturd relief, reddened
by the setting sun. Courtiers and peasants had stood here, judgments had
been made, boons awarded, decisons handed down. Perhaps here the
las Martian had died, his dien bones long ground into the sand that
drifted around the floor, filling the cracks in the stones.

The King is dead, long live the King!

But the Queen isdive.

| turned and went out under the carvings of legping dien beasts
and dm views of what might be seas filled with what might be ships. |
tuned a the Athena Stone and my boots kicked up plumes of
red-brown sand as | went through the Sungate and climbed up into the
sandcat. | started the enging, spoun the whed, and raced through the
faling light toward the Center.

| had thingsto do.

There was a big sandstorm the next day, out on the Ausonia
Boredlis between Ares Center and Grandcand City. Nova had dready
taken the only fast direct transport to Bradbury, so | had two choices.
The short loop up to Grandcand City and down to Bradbury, which
wouldn't start for dmost a week, or until the sandstorm eased up. Or the
long loop southwest to Redrock, then southeast to Nabokov, east to
Marsport, and north to Bradbury. Because the transporter was leaving
the next day and | wanted to move, as wdl as to see Mars, | chose the
longer way, which actudly would be quicker.

The big GM Transporter, with the roller capsules behind, stood
ready outsde the main dome in the dawn light of the following day. |
shook hands with Johann and told him to give what was Ieft of the
shimmerdath bolt to What' s-her-name. He gave me a maming blow on
the shoulder and shoved me on up into the cabin, damming the hatch
behind me.

Everyone works on Mars. There are no passengers as such. As
neophyte cleanboot | was given the smple job of watching the cabin
pressure and fud tdltaes and punching frozen medls out of the dispenser.
By the time we got to Redrock four days later | had been promoted to
topwatch, up there in my own little blister-bubble and as important as
hdl. When | wasn't defrosting yeast pies and dgee bricks in the zap



ovens, that is.

It's pretty drab country going down to Redrock. Just sand and
craters and dl that weathered worn look we' re familiar with. The country
rises in the l9dis Regio area and becomes more rocky than sandy, then
nothing much but rock until the mesarises at Redrock.

Of course it was Martian drabness we were crossing and that
done made it fascinating. Although the tralls were dearly marked by
previous tracks and by bleepers every few kilometers it was common
practice to wander off and parald the route, taking meandering sde trips
and detours from the meanderings. One literdly never knew what might
be found thisway. The ruins a Burroughs were discovered by a curious
tracker named Solari who was taking a big arc from Touchdown to the
Grabrock mines and that find led to the devdopment of the
bubble-cluster “aity” itsdf.

Redrock was nothing more than a pair of dusty domes looking
much like the castoff brassiere of some giant Amazon. The converging
tracks turned the area into patterned facepowder. We made our cargo
drop and picked up other materid for transport around our route. The
ore itsdf would be run through the fuson torches, fired dong the mass
accelerator where the disintegrated molecules would be dropped out
automdicaly a their atomic weaght. Thus only very pure eements were
trangported, for things were costly enough as they were. How “pure’ the
meaterid in the hoppers was depended on how criticd the process was or
how often the same materid was processed. For Earthsde shipping it
was the purest possible, but less than perfect samples were used at the
gte

We didn't even deep in the domes that night but stayed in our
cramped but “homey” transporter. Those big fuson-powered GMs are
beauties, with multiple whedls that can roll up over most anything on
Mars. The control cabin is sdf-contained, with an arlock to the
personnd capsule behind. Bunks, toilet, Varifreezer with IR oven, and
oxy bottles took up dmogt dl the space. Some cargo was carried on
top, in racks, but mogt was in the trainlike capsule raling dong behind.
We had two on this trip, but | was told in the flatter area between Ares
Center and Bradbury and between Touchdown and Wels they could
pul as many as Six.

The ore carriers were badcdly the same, but with bigger control
cabins and no personnd carriers at dl, just the huge tank cars lumbering
behind.

We headed toward the Russian base a Nabokov before dawn
the next moming. We were soon into Ice Cream Park, where
multicolored layers of bright rock ripple and roll, appearing and
disappearing beneath the sand and rudy rock. It was a kind of brittle
cold faryland, with frosty confections of a fantastic nature popping up,
writhing dong the ground, then disgppearing again, dl as if in frantic
moation but frozen solid for millions of years.

The lagt of the tutti-frutti goodies dipped under the surface, and
we rolled on out onto the blesk Dioscuria Cydonia, as desolate a spot as
exigs this sde of the northern Gobi. Not many transporters cared
enough to meander on this morose landscape, and we drove resolutely
ahead. Wootten, our driver, grinned thinly and called it Hawaiian Estates



and kept hisfoot down on the accelerator.

It was along way and | had plenty of time to think, ether ralling
inmy bunk or garing a the barren land from my transparent topside
dome. What | thought about was mostly Nova.

We had managed to be in our own private observation blister at
changeover, when the ship turned around and began its long “backdown”
to Mars. It was weightless then and we tried out sex in a weightless
condition, banging our knees and elbows and my head, until the warning
light and communicator told us the torch was going to be lit. We
disconnected and made it to the couches just before gravity returned
agan. About dl either of us could say for weightless sex is that we did it,
after afashion, which is somewhat like saying, “We ve been through the
whole Kama Sutral”

But for a month we had been lovers, and in a few minutes she
hed ripped it apart. It made me wonder just how much she did love me,
if she made <o little attempt to understand or could not take me on faith.

Saring out at the drab plains and near-black sky | asked mysdf
over and over, coming a it from different points, “Do you really want
her?” The very things that made her attractive to me aso irritated me; her
unpredictability, her sudden shifts of mood, her perceptions kept me
from being bored with her . . . and drove me crazy at times.

An incident, years old, popped into my head. Barlow's party
atop the new floating arport on Lake Michigan. My companion that
evenng was Wyoming Magnum, the <Sunningly beautiful  new
Universd-Metro stlar of Frankenstein on the Moon. Seepy-eyed,
incredibly voluptuous, satin-smooth, gowned by Lafayette, jeweed by
Cartier, the much publicized Borgia ring on her finger, her makeup
perfect, her red hair a castle studded with pearls, the rise and fdl of her
amost completely reveded bosom the focus of every mde eye.

Waner joined me, taking to me but his eyes on the
amaog-inhuman beauty nearby. “Y ou lucky bastard,” he said with feding.
But | had been bored with her for close to fifteen hours. | had been on
time, but it was two hours before she emerged, perfect and untouchable.
[, too, had been stunned, and had spent the next two hours ruining her
perfection in bed, arigng & last feding asif | had somehow managed a
glorious magturbation. Then | waited another two hours while she put
evarything together again.

“I'll trade her for an option on that Western Algee property,” |
sad. He looked a me, then laughed. “1 meen it, Gordon,” | said. He
jumped at the chance. She went home with him as easlly as she had gone
with me a the studio’s request.

| believe Gordon ended up marrying Wyoming and hating me.
But | made close to a million on the West-Algae land, and while money
isonly money, it’'s better than WWyoming Magnum, the jally inflatable toy.
She bored me, not because she was beautiful, or because she kept me
waiting, but because that was all she was, just beautiful. | wanted
another Madelon, another . . . no, not another Nova . . . | wanted Nova
because shewas . . . Nova. She was not something made by the quad in
vas, not something deek and vinyl, differing only by a serid number.

Nabokov liesin the curve of a big crater in the Mare Adiddium,
or Sea of Lenin as they have come to cdl it. The area was rich in



tunggten, titeanium and other vauable eements, but very short on naturd
beauty. The mines dominated the area, with the excavated soil hegped
into hillocks. We trundled in past the accelerators and to the bubble
complex.

There is something eterndly schizoid about the Russan. Meet
hm man-to-man and he's friendly, gregarious, outgoing. Give hm a
uniform or mention poalitics and he's Gregor Glum, officious and fussy.
He goes dl suspicious and starts imagining nefarious plots at the drop of
arubber stamp or the least word of criticiam.

| never liked drinking with Russans because | usudly logt. |
didn't like doing business with them because it was never just business, it
was aways bartering and politics and abrupt changes of direction.

Here a Nabokov they were on thar best behavior in the
“offidd” ranks, adthough Wootten went off and got blasted with some of
his buddies from the Leonid Ilyich Brezhnev Number Two and said he
hed a finetime and tumbled a buxom daughter of the steppes.

It appeared that “the word” had gone ahead, bounced off the
sadlite, that one of the ace reporters of Publitex was on his way; | got
an A-One reception, packed full of speeches and Ingant Boredom. |
excused mysdf as soon as seemed possible, but two hours short of the
god they had set for me, I'm sure. | went off to bed and thought about
cool mountain springs and skies that were blue a noon instead of
near-black. What | dreamed about was Nova, golden and naked, long
black hair spreading in the waters of a brilliantly aqualagoon . . .

Marsport was dmod directly east, just above the edge of Mare
Boreum. It was wide and wild across here, with a few rills, but previous
transporters had blasted down a few ridges and filled in some of the
deeper gulleys and we rolled on very quickly.

Theré's something amusng about Marsport, or the idea o
Marsport. It's not much of a place, only four middie-szed domes and a
few connecting zome tructures. It sits midway between the old ruins and
the open pit Princess Aura mines The dtizens of Marsport take the
inevitable kidding in good grace and then turn the tables on you by
inverting “loca cusoms’ that are drictly adhered to (for example, the
fird three rounds are on the visitors—and the lagt three).

There's the Raygun Ranch Saloon, the FHash Gorden Hotd,
Ming the Merciless Cafe and Dae Arden’s, which is a sort of generd
store. Next to the Planet-wreckers Bar & Grill is the Mongo Assay
Office. They cdled the locd beer “xeno” and drank a lot of it. | asked
them what they made it from and was told | shouldn’t ask; then they told
me sunbuds, which sounds fine but turns out to be a sort of sckly
gray-green lichen, only fatter.

Marsport was the hafway point on our grand tour, and Wootten
let me off for a couple of hours while he did some servicing and
checking. | borrowed a sandcat from a prospector in from Tracus Albus
with a busted wrigt and drove north a couple of kilometers to The Tomb.

Archaeologists have carefully opened the crypts and found
nothing of value, not even bones, only a little cacum dust. Apparently
the Martians did not, like so many Earth cultures, bury ther dead with
evaything they might need in the afterlife. Either they didn't believe in
one, or they didn’t think you could take it with you.



The Tomb is only patidly excavated on the exterior, but the
inddeis esimated to be forty percent cleared. It was found by a wildcat
prospector intrigued by the unusud vibraions he read on his sonar.
Carnegie indtitute and Interplanetary Projects both were involved in the
dig and the only visudly sgnificant find, the Starstone, is on exhibition at
the Modern.

But it was not treasure or even archaeologica knowledge that
brought me, in the chilly Martian morning, to stand within the grest vaullt.
| wanted to experience eveything | ocould about Mars.
Here—perhaps—the ancient kings had been laid to rest. But the place
could easily have been the equivdent of a monastery or a Hal of Fame
or a prison cemetery. Perhaps we would never know.

But ancient hands, inhuman hands, had built this vault. A groined
roof, one of the few left—or discovered—arched overhead. Every
footstep was echoed; even my breathing seemed loud. Indinctively |
tried to make no noise, dthough | would have been ddighted to raise the
dead.

Mogt of the crypts that were visble were opened, thar seding
dabs labded and set aside. | peered into one of the arched vaults, my
torch quickly scanning it. | don’'t know what | expected. Rats. Moldering
bones. Staring eyes. A shrouded figure rigng. But there was nothing.
Literdly and actudly nothing but dust. Not much of that.

The next one was the same, and the five dfter that. Not even
bones. The cold dry ar mugs have kept them mummified for centuries
upon centuries, but if only a amdl percentage dried up and disappeared
each century there had been so many centuries that nothing was I ft.

Were the experts right? Had Mars once been a garden? Waters
floving from the pola caps, waeing verdant forests
of—what?—red-leaved trees? Were there any experts on Mars?

| walked to the center of the vast vault. Arches were
everywhere, branching into more and more passages, more vaults, a
giant cemetery of dien dreams.

“Hdlo!”

My shout echoed and echoed, but did not even raise dust. | ran
my light over the caling. Unadorned, except for its structurd beauty. No
Michadangdo here. No six-fingered hand holding brushes with paint
dripping into its tentacles. No roya commissons, no patron, not even a
WPA assgnment. A place to house the beloved dead, not a pleasure
palace.

| went back out and dimbed on the cat. | could be back in time
for the noon med and then—on to Bradbury!

We went draight up the Ceraunius, cut west a bit a Lacus
Ascraeus then back to north, across the Tracus Albus, through Lux,
detoured into Thaumasia to drop off some supplies to a lone miner there,
then into the highlands of Lacus Slis and Bradbury.

That's wha it sad on the log and on the latest Martian
Commisson Officd Map, Sector 5-100. The way Wootten told it was,
“We rdll up the Cerry until we hit Sandcat Tower, ding a dot westerly
over the Crashdtrip, through Luxy, then drop off some hits with Old Ed
Amendola. Well break a beaker of top-pop, then tear-ass up the high
country and snap it off at Bradbury.”



Thereisalot that never appears on any “offidd” map, whether it
be Mars or Michigan.

| was very excited now. Not only was | approaching Nova; |
was dso going through some of the prettiest country on Mars. |
remembered my father tdling me how desolate and phony the moon had
seemed to him when man fird took the giant step. He said it was much
the same with the fird Martian flybys, and even after the firgt landing at
Touchdown, which is a pretty dreary spot. Not until man came down out
of the sky and walked around on Mars did he find out how pretty it was.

It takes getting used to, there's no doubt of that. It's featurdess
most of the time, but there are unexpected marvels in the rills and where
the rocks are 4ill showing through the battered, cratered, weathered
surface, you can see extraordinary beauty. I'm not the fird Mars
enthusiast who's been told that the “great marvels’ of Mars could esslly
go unnoticed in the American Southwest. | won't even deny it. But these
were Martian rocks, Martian plains, Martian desolation. | loved it.

| was il feding the effects of Amendold's private-labe top-pop
when we gghted the firg of the farms around Bradbury. Few of the
towns had extensve faming areas. Burroughs, Wels, Bradbury,
Grandcand City, a scattering between Grabrock and Northaxe, but for
the mogt part these few thousand acres supplied the bulk of food for the
whole population.

The Alfonso VI Hacienda was on our right, and someone waved
from the bubble of a tractor ripping a virgin fidd. We turned at the stone
pylon marking the corner of a green fidd of potatoes, and | fdt cramped.
We could no longer just go where we pleased. | came down out of the
observation dome and helped the others tidy up the interior.

Bradbury isthe most prosperous “dty” on Mars, manly because
of the water, which makes the famland possible. There are mines
eastward, dong the long track to Burroughs, but they are not o0
important here. The megnificent Star Palace is way out beyond the
perimeter, but it contributes little to the economy, except for the money
and supplies brought by the archaeologidts.

We rolled to a stop a the man warehouse, a series of zomes
nesting againg the westernmost dome. | helped store my seedlings and
other cargo in arented space, then went on with Wootten into his Guild's
wayhouse to wash up.

| stepped out of the sonics feding refreshed and dug into my
pack.

“By the ten thousand tortures of Ares’ (Wootten liked synthetic
curses), “What kind of outfit is that?’

| looked at the snowsilk blouse, the grained black tights, and the
neoteric leather boots and saw them as Wootten did. | grinned and said,
“My cleanboot fancy adventurer’s outfit. | |eft the cape with the blazen
symbol back on Earth.”

Wootten plumped down on the bed and fingered the snowslk.
“Hot flaming damn.” He paused, then said carefully, “Look, do you mind
if 1 give you afew pointers?’

“Go ahead.” | hadn’t fdt like aneo a anything Snce | tried to ki
fifteen years before.



“Uno, this quff is mighty fine and fancy, but it marks you not
only as a cleanboot but as a rich cleanboot.” He squinted thoughtfully at
me for a moment, then shrugged dmost imperceptibly and said, “You
have enough troubles with Nova. Dos, you'll stand out like a vapor tral
a atime| think you might like to be inconspicuous. Tres, you'll look like
one of them honorary degrees.”

| grinned ruefully and nodded my head. | knew that an “honorary
degreg’ was usad as an inault, for these nuvomartians were eminently
pragmetic and while most of them had degrees it was because they redly
needed them to do the job they had.

“What do you suggest?’ | asked.

“What €lse you got?’

We went through my limited wardrobe and selected a amilar
outfit, in black, but in the plainer, tougher coriace tissu materid that
seemed to be standard wear.

“Dressup is gengdly just a cdleen set of whatever you wear
regulaly,” Wootten told me. “Damned few governor’s bdls here”” Then
he cackled lewdly and grinned. “Get that Suff on and let's get ourselves
wrapped around some of the local pop-top.”

| groaned a the thought, but dressed quickly enough and
followed Wootten out and down the Street that wandered through the
town. | caught a glimpse of the big cylindrical sructure that housed the
GE fudon torch and the long zome with the buildings of varying size and
form that suckled on the torch, each for the various magor dements it
needed.

Wootten saw me looking and said, “It goes night and day,
y'know. Heavy metds, garbage, everything. Rips the raw materid down
to the atomic levd, or would, if you put it through enough times. We do
that for anything we ship back to Earth. It's cheaper. That torch is why
we can go without masks around here and how they can have dl the
farms, y’know.”

| nodded. “The ar-maker.” Garbage, dirt, tons of rock, dead
bodies, trash were dl stripped down to the basic dements, the nitrogen
and oxygen recombined for atmosphere, with dashes of other gases, with
pinches of trace dements, and a gug or two of whatever might have
dipped through, and the planet Mars was getting itsdf another blanket of
ar—breathable, thistime, by Homo sapiens. Terraforming. Adaptation.

The fuson torch had just barely saved Earth from srangling in its
own wastes. Hundred-, two-hundred-year-old trash dumps were mined
for materid. Some of these Stes were the richest sources of heavy metas
left on our ruined Mother Planet. My own Ecolocorp had bought options
on hundreds of municipd dumps just as soon as | knew a practicd and
portable fuson torch and mass accelerator was feasble. It was cheaper
to bring the torch to the trash than the trash to the torch. Great scoops
dumped gobs of the planet’s plundered resources on conveyor bets that
fed into the hoppers.

Earth was dill far from cleaned up. Piles of pure dements did not
feed the billions, but they helped, mainly by sustaining the technology. Gil
and the heavy metds were recycled. The technology that was needed to
recombine the raw eements was even more complex than the technology
that produced the raw materid.



But atomically pure was even better than chemically pure and
many of the ddlicate sciences, such as body and brain chemisry were
aded by these pure dements, which reduced the X factor. Today,
everyone gets a least an annud readout and delicate chemica
adjusments are made where the nutritional balance has been disrupted.

Thefusion torch and attendant technology have saved man's ass,
but man’s soul isill in danger.

Maybe that was why | was on Mars.

Kochimas Star Palace was our dedtination. First a dram of
pop-top served ina rosy glass made from locd glica, then a thick, tasty
dab of agee steak, ragged cubes of soyasen, a few rounds of carrot as
thick asmy wrigt, and some sort of blue-green lettuce. Between the drink
and the food were introductions to a score or more of miners, torch
technicians, farmers, and biologigts. | noticed that whether hard-rock
miner or test-tube biologist they dl had a common factor of sef-reiance,
of independence and rdiability. | was pleased to note that these traits
were not the creation of the vidtab writers and that, asfar as | could see,
“My word ismy bond” was atruiam.

Oh, not that everyone loved everyone ese, and certainly not that
they were dl saints. You can be a sdf-rdiant, independent, and relidble
assassin or jewd thief or computer aimind. It was smply that these
seemed common traits, and | found it comforting. | had been too long in
the world of pragmeatic business, where truth was a commodity and
friendship a maiter of whom you were deding with. Nuvomartians
wanted each individud to be what he seemed. They lived close to nature,
but it was an dien nature that man was only beginning to understand. The
need to trust one's own kind was strong.

Maybe it was alittle early, but | fdt at home.

| found there were surprisng aspects to some of these men.
Eagton had been in Leavenworth for Sx years for “adjusing” Union Oil's
computers to pay large sums into a dummy account. Now he ran the
complex mass accelerator’s computers. “Long Jm” Trotter had been
James Trotter IV, scion of a New England finandd megafamily.
Wayland and Migliardi had fought & New Orleans, in the Riots, one on
eech sde. Drayeen had been a space sdesman for a vidtab readout
megazine. Puma had been Reymundo Santiago, a painter of note, and
now a partner in Rojorock, Inc., asmdl mining company.

They wanted to know dl the latest news and gossip about Earth,
and | wanted to know about Mars. But there were more of them o |
ended up answering the questions.

Yes, Rosta Chavez and Olga Norse, Jr., were lovers but they
hed recently formed a notorious triad with Ed Avery, the director of City
on Top of Itsef, the muckraking exposé of the predominantly
homosexud archotolog caled Heaven. No, it would be a least two
years before the new Mark IX torch would be ready. Yes, the food riots
in India had resulted in the deaths of millions Peru and parts of the
PanArab Republic had dso suffered riots. No, there were no plans for
sving Kennedy Space Center even as a historical monument. Yes, the
White House wanted to chop off ad to Mars.

No, China Corlon was not a transsexud. Yes, Presdent DeVore
hed called President Goldstein a mastoc cornard, and the insult was ill



sheking the beds of Washington. No, the Femmikin robots were no
ubdtitute for red women, no matter how wel programmed to your
tastes. Your own suspension of disbdief was ther best asset. Yes, the
FSA had picked John Grenndl and Tery Bdlard for the Cdligo
misson. No, Margarita Slva did not have implants, asfar as | knew, just
abounty from nature.

Yes, Utah had gotten an injunction againg Femmikin, Inc. after
the Secretary of Robotics had falenin love with one. No, Lila Fdlini had
not had any specid geriaric treetments, nothing that wasn't standard for
dl of us Yes, the antipollution vigilantes had been disbanded. No, the
Curtain of the Unknown cult had not quite won their ection in England.

Yes, some of the plagtic surgeons considered certain of ther
patients to be living works of art, and it was true that Dolores Sdazar,
Helen Troy, and Illusane had appeared nude, or in scanty power jewd
costumes, on pedestals, at a gdlery opening. No, they had not quite
perfected the DNA regrowth techniques a Johns Hopkins West, but the
RNA research was progressing wel. Yes, the subcerebra learning
techniques were much improved. No, the bordello hill had been defeated
in Audrdia. Yes, Ron Manud and Neola Digarth would be doing their
next sensefilm on Mars. No, you didn’t go insane living in an archo tower
complex, it only seemed that way.

| findly begged off by saying that dl my taking was preventing
me from drinking. They laughed and filled my glass with bubbling purple.

When | was suffidently drunk | was helped to bed, then got up
to hep Tanaka and Migliardi to their bunks.

Morning came early, as mornings dl too often do. Wootten and |
hed forgotten to opaque the port and even a 141 million miles the sun
was dill bright enough to hurt my pop-topped eyes. Luckily, Wootten
hed some “ Cork,” and soon we were edting breakfast and looking for a
way to get me to the Sunsrum mine. Wootten asked around and found
out that Puma was teking a sandcat out past there to Burroughs, and |
asked mysdf dong.

It was two hundred kilometers of beauty, for water from the
torch was flowing down an ancient watercourse and we paradleled it for
hdlf the distance. Trangplanted pines and other trees grew thickly, not in
tree farms, but in redidic clugters and drings and Solitary giants. With
water atiny ndive plant called Sprinkle blossomed into alush dark green
bush with hundreds of tiny flowers. The fabricated water looked very
naturd, and very welcome, winding its way through rock and pothole. It
was not much more than a creek, but aready it was cdled “the
Missssppi of Mars,” and was dfficidly labeled Athena River.

Pumafilled mein on Nova s parents; his account was less forma
than one of Huo's dossiers, but just as accurate and complete.

“Sven Sundrum came out here with the firsd shipload of
colonigs. Those were tough days. He punched holes dl over the plate
this Sde of the John Carters. Hit some iridium nodes and got hmsdf a
Chinese wife through the Peopl€’ s Republic nobs. It's been what, twelve
years? That's Martian years, of course. Nearly twenty-two Terran years.
Goddamn, that Novais growin’, ign't she?

“Wdl, Li Wing turned out to be a beauty. Sven, he fought a few
who wanted to buy her contract, and he lasered a couple who didn't



take no for an answer. They had Nova and they struck a goddamn
manganese mountain the same year. He's on the Council and he's past
president of the Guild. As tough an old sander as you'll find Hill turning
whesdls.

“And don't bypass Li Wing. Thet is dill some woman, y'know?
Not many with that kind of class get this far out. One time, back when
Novawas just a baby, there were some zongo cleanboots out here that
thought this was wide-open country, that they could do as they damn
pleased. This was before they had any more than a squad of Marines a
Ares.

“They came up on Sungtrum’s digs when he was off in Burroughs
with aload. They cut down a couple of diggers and cut power on the lift
S0 the rest were trapped. They figured to sted Sungtrum’s fabled riches
and rape his Chinese wife. But Li Wing gave them afight and cut one of
them zongos right from balls to gullet. She was about ready to whack off
any protruberance that came near her when one of those burnouts
grabbed the baby. Said he'd dice Nova's throat if the woman didn’t
behave. Li Wing never hestated a second. She flipped that sticker
around and threw it right through that bastard’s throat. Kid dropped into
the bunk and Li Wing snatched a laser and cut the legs off dl three that
were |eft”

Puma grinned & me. “So don't you let that lady’s ways get you
to figuring she's out of it. | did a portrait of her about, oh, s, eight turns
back. She was young and frisky then and ful of hel, for a China lady,
thet is. They dill got it over the bar.”

That brought us to a discusson of painters and he was interested
in knowing what was going on in the art world back on Earth. He
seemed very interested in sensatrons, but figured he could never master
the eectronics. Later on he added a note to his Sunsrum dossier.

“Thet Nova . . . wel, she's sort of specid out here. We tried not
to spail her but that was pretty hard. Not many kids out here, and none
as pretty as that one. Everyone wanted to teach her everything. | guess
she's handled about every kind of sandcat, transporter, scoop, pinholer,
and laser rig there is It just makes you fed good being around her,
doesn't it?

We topped up over the edge of a crater and a amdl dome
cluger on the far wdl told us where the Sunstrum complex was. Puma
took us across the flat crater floor a high speed, laughing about the
bumps and the big plume of dust behind. “Let 'em know we re coming!”
he said. The cargo dugs rattled dong behind us and we came to a hdt
before the main dome lock after pulling three wild circles in the area in
front. Puma sounded a couple of incredibly loud beeps on the Sgnd horn
and unseded as severd people came out of the lock.

The ar was thin and cold here but only Puma and | wore
warmalits. | saw the big blonde man firg, in a weathered gray jumper,
and a couple of grinning, bearded faces beyond. Then they parted for a
anling Orientd woman with thick, piled-up har, wearing an
emerad-green dress.

“Pumal”

“Li Wing, Li Wing, you get better looking every day!”

There were cheek kisses and back daps and hugs and then



hurried, good-natured complaints as they pulled Puma back toward the
wamth of the dome lock. They looked a me with tentative
we-haven'’ t-been-introduced-but-any-friend-of-Puma’'s looks, but dl |
saw was Nova

She stood back by the lock, wearing something smple but thin,
and the cold had brought out her nipples. She was trying to look both
unconcerned and polite, her lady-of-the-manor style that didn’t come off
dl that badly, conddering she was nineteen.

Nova

Daughter of atigress, daughter of a bear.

Would | ever be able to say, “My Nova’?

She stood by the edge of the lock and her degant pose was
ruined by a sudden hug and cheek kiss from Puma, who evidently had
“rights” Then they had swept past her and | was on ther heds. She
looked a me with a carefully neutrd face and | gestured her in. She
turned and entered without comment and the lock hissed and thumped
home and the air was pumped in to equdize.

Puma was as bombarded with questions as | had been, but most
of them were personal, or about people they mutudly knew. Nova and |
were very much aware of each other.

As the inner door hissed open Sven Sungrum came over to me
and shook my hand in a blonde bearpaw. “Mr. Braddock, you honor
us” He grinned shrewdly and sad, “I hope you are not going to
dramatize our little operation here for some video show.”

Theway he said dramatize told me how he fdt about the vidtab
way of “dectrifying” redity, as they put it. “We take things out of the
crust and we barter for the things we cannot make. It's a smple life and
we would hate to see it disturbed.”

| looked a him and said, “Minimum disturbance on dl sensors,
Mr. Sungtrum.” He smiled with more friendliness and released my hand.

“Nova has told us how you kept her from causng a mutiny on
the ship.” He amiled fondly & her and | raised my eyebrows dightly. She
looked serene and doof. “Oh, father,” she said without rancor.

Sundrum looked back a me. “My thanks, as wdl.” Then he
laughed. “I'm sorry, but your face is so carefully unexpressivel Li Wing!”
Nova s mother turned from the cluster around Puma and joined us as we
exited the lock. “Li Wing, thisis Diego Braddock . . . Mr. Braddock, my
wife”

We acknowledged the introductions with pleasantries and then
Sungrum broke in. “I was just thanking Braddock for the way he
handled the sexud Stuation on the Balboa.”

Li Wing amiled dwly a me and nodded. “Oh, yes. We were
very worried about that long trip, with Nova grown.”

| shot Nova a look of What did you tell them? but she wasn't
ligening. “Uh, thank you,” | said, meaninglexdy.

We started across the work area before the dome, to a lock a
the curving side. Li Wing took my arm and | found her a most gppeding
woman. Knife-thrower, huh? | couldn't help thinking of the lurid
overlay on this petite and ladylike woman.

“Yes, thank you, Mr. Braddock. | know that dl introductions to
sxud life are perilous and | must thank you again.”



Introduction to sexual life? | looked back over my shoulder a
Nova, but they had been joined by Puma and one of the burly miners
and no one was paying atention to me.

We passed through the lock and into a zome that connected to
the home dome occupied by the Sungstrums. By the standards of Mars it
was paatid. | quickly revised that: by any standards. It was nowhere as
large as my amdlest home, but it rivdled my best in the immediate feding
of home. All too often my expensive decorators had contrived marvelous
showpieces, richly appointed sets for their talents. | had smply had too
much to do and too many homes to live, or rather say in, to do more
then indicate basic directions and to Monday moming quarterback the
results.

The Sungrum home was warm in tone, with comforteble
furniture, some of it the best of the Lifedyle lines and other pieces
homemeade by loving hands and with an eye for desgn and detail. Each
hed been made for just the place it was in.

There was a big heater in a super-dlipse-shaped hole in one
wdl, a necessty of the Matian life Thee was an enormous
musi c-tape-projection unit by the far wal and a bar to the right. Over the
bar was Puma's portrait of Li Wing, and | was startled a how good it
was. Back on Earth, when Puma had been Reymundo Santiago, he had
been fairly popular, but not dways good. Here he was good. | suspected
he had been more than hdf in love with the beautiful orientd empress he
had painted with such ill and insght.

| was suddenly aware that | was standing before it, and that they
were watching me. | made an embarrassed face and a gesture of
gpology. “Forgive me, 1—"

“Forgive, hdl!” thundered Puma, “that’s the purest compliment
you can givel Hot damn! Come on Sven, you dirt grubber, are you going
to pour us some of that purply wine or not?’

| glanced at Li Wing and found her eyes coming from the painting
back to me. “Itislovdy,” | said and meant more. Asdl beautiful women,
she understood the compliment and thanked me.

“I'm trying to get Pumato paint Nova,” she said.

“Hel, I'll do her anytime” Puma said, “but you sent her off to
goddamn Earth!” He looked at her as she stood quidly, atentive but
passve. “I do hate to sound like a goddamn cliché, but she sure has
grown. Take a bigger canvas now!” He laughed and tasted the wine. He
and Sundrum fdl into a conversation about vintages and solar strength
and alonger season while | accepted a glass from Li Wing and sat down
on the big tan couch.

“And what do you plan to do here on Mars during your vigt, Mr.
Braddock?’ Li Wing asked. Out of the corner of my eye | saw Nova
rase her head and she seemed to wait expectantly.

“Look,” | said.

“Jug look?" There was the faintest blade of disdain in her voice
as Nova s mother questioned me. Wastrdl. Wanderer. Tourist.

“He points” sad Nova Li Wing raised her eyebrows a her
daughter. “He points, and what he points a becomes famous” she said.

“I work for Publitex,” | said, and fdt like a liar. What | redly
wanted to say was Actually, I'm Brian Tharne and . . . and there | had



to stop. What to say then? Even if they believed me, which they probably
wouldn't.

“That sounds like interesting work,” Mrs. Sundrum said, as
though she meant it.

“It got me here” | said. | started to go on, but Sunsrum came
over and sat down.

“Nova tdls me you two dept together on the way out,” he sad
conversgtiondly.

| looked & him and suddenly | was jud a little tired of being
examined, being tested, being the one who had to prove himsdf. “Yes,
that'sright,” | said. “I love her.”

Sundrum waved his hand, the one with the glass. “A lot of
people love Nova.”

“I'm not alot of people.”

“Jugt who are you, Mr. Braddock?’

| turned my head and looked a Nova, who was gtting tensdly,
trying to look cam, asif we were not taking about her. “I'm her lover.”

“Areyou certain there are not legions of those?” Mrs. Sungrum
asked quietly.

“Yes” My eyes locked to hers and bit by bit the ice melted.

“You killed aman over her,” Sundrum said.

| did not look a him as | said, “You would have done the same.”

“Perhgps.” | fdt, rather than saw him look at Li Wing. “I have
killed. When men need killing they mugt be killed and no hdfway
measures. But they need not dways be killed.”

| did not answer. | was somewherein those dark eyes.

“Why do you want our daughter?” asked Li Wing.

“Why did Sven Sungrum want you?’

She hesitated, then said, “Firgt . . . for the sex. Then for love”

| did not answer. Nova rose from her seat and took a deep
breath, her eyes never leaving me. “We are going to bed,” she
announced. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight,” | heard Sunstrum rumble.

“Goodnight, dear,” Li Wing said.

| may have said something and | may not have said something. |
hed said words. Now | would speak with dl of me. She took my hand
and we went out and down a corridor and into a bedroom. It was not
until morning that | discovered it was the bed she had been conceived in.

Nova swung lithely up into the sandcat cabin, and waved down
to the others. | took Sunstrum’s hand and | kissed Li Wing on the cheek.
“Oh, come on, Diego, we'll be back in a couple of days!”

| climbed into the cabin and sedled the door. Nova thumbed the
ca into a throaty roar and started off with a fast left-hand turn and a
racing run for the crater rim. | grabbed a stanchion and tumbled into a



bucket seat and belted down.

She was laughing and the long black har tumbled over the collar
of her warmsauit and | loved her very much.

We stopped only once, a a place dong the Athena where there
was alittle waist-high waterfdl and enough ar to go without masks. We
made love on awarm rock and splashed briefly in the icy water and she
was beautiful and golden-brown, dl soft flesh and fdling hair and sudden
mouth.

It was sunset when we got into Bradbury, and Nova was seen
by a group of jolly farmers with the purple Slverberg Kibbutz indgnia on
their shoulders. They hadn’t known she was back, and there was a lot of
chearful kidding and not a little outright lugt.

Novawas gay and charming and steered them into gossip about
the Candgae fam, and then we were a Sungdrum'’s office. His agent
there kept a couple of degping cubicles that shared a vibrabath. As she
rid hersdlf of the day’s dust and dried river mud she said, “You know the
only thing | really liked about Earth was dl that water! | love showers,
red showersl”

I’ll buy you a Niagara of showers, | thought. I'll divert the
Nile! Cleopatra’s water will flow over your body! “Vibrabaths get you
cleaner,” | said.

“They only get my body cleaner,” she said. “There are other
factors to getting clean.”

We dressed and went out for dinner and that's when they tried
to kill me,

There was a gritty ripping noise and bits of a storage dome fdl
from a sudden long dit. Nova stared at it curioudy, then protested as |
grabbed her wrig and threw us into the dark between domes. She
protested, both verbaly and physcdly.

“Here? My god, Diego, don’t you get enough? Hey, what are
you doing?’ | was dragging her, kicking and fighting, further into the
dark. | saw a shadow move on the dome across the street and | had no
time to explain things. | found her jaw in the dark and punched her out. |
lay very dill, my heart pounding, my mind racing.

Why were they trying to kill me? Us? No, it had to be me. A
good marksman could take me out with a laser and leave Nova holding a
hend with no arm attached.

| watched the light patch on the dome across the narrow street,
hoping to see a shadow, dthough what | was going to do then | hadn’t
the faintest idea | had no weapon, except my brain.

| fdt around in the dark and found a rock, a wedge of
permaplast, a broken dectronic plug-in, dl things that had escaped the
natice of the cleansweepers. | took a good grip on Nova's wrig and
threw the three bits high into the night. | started to drag Nova away and |
fdt a plagticon box by my foot and | flipped that back toward the light.
The bits of trash fdl on domes and started diding to the ground. The box
skidded naisly and crashed againg the far dome. A shadow moved and
| yanked the limp Nova around the curve as | saw the ruby light glowing.
Behind me something suddenly hissed and there was a crumbling and a
gushing of liquids.

| scooped Nova up in my ams and ran. | zig-zagged in a



sumbling fashion, then found | was at the back of a bar, or a leest a
place with some people in it. | dumped againg the curving dome,
drawing ar with ragged breaths, dill holding Nova. Findly, | eased her to
the ground and tried bringing her around, then | stopped.

| had to think before she awoke and came a me with questions.
Who the hdl was trying to kill me? The firgt answer was that Nova had a
jedous suitor, but | hadn't expected this from any of them. The
nuomatians | had me were dsand-up, punch-out types, not
backshooters or ns.

Who, then? | hadn’'t made any enemies on Mars, except those
connected with Nova.

But Brian Thorne had enemies. Nothing personal, mind you, but
a thousand men would like to see me dead. A stock dhift here, a
charmanship there, a directorate given to someone ese. Five-to-four
decisons made fiveto-four the other direction. Nothing personal,
Thorne, but drop dead.

Or one of the Neopalitikons, with their ideas of Communiam
mixed with a sort of ego fascism. Kill Thorne for the People's Sake.
Nothing personal, Thorne, you are just a symbol.

A nut, driven mad in the ghettos of the poor, one day sees me
drive by in a car a the moment he goes manic, and | am the focus.
Nothing personal, migter, because | an mad.

Or something persond. A falure who blames me. An
incompetent employee fired by one of my managers and | am in the
crosshairs. The son of a board chairman whom | have caught seding
and who turned suicide as areault of the discovery. The present lover of
an ex-migtress who thinks there might be something in my will for her.

A man with a laser.

| knew | would have to check. | wondered if they would have
any Null-Edit tapes here. No, that would take too long. A tight beam
was the only fast way. Would a Publitex flack be dlowed to spend that
kind of money? My only hope was that they knew nothing of the way a
flack operates.

Then | grinned ruefully. Who was | hiding from? At leest one
men here knew who | was. | was dther being killed because | was
Nova's lover or because | was Brian Thorne.

As gently as possble | dapped Nova awake and difled her
groaning questions with a hand over her mouth. | ignored her protests
about a broken jaw and told her someone was trying to kill me and did
ghe know who it might be?

“Sure, about ten or twelve diggers, a handful of grubbers, one
computer jockey, and a Marine. At last count.”

“I'm serious, Nova”

“So am |. But | don't think they’d do it from the dark. Well,
maybe one . . . no, hed switch control units on your sandcat and it
would sedl the doors and exhaust the oxy about fifteen kilometers out.
Or something. Jesus, Diego, don't you have any old enemies?’

“You don't seem surprised that people would try.”

She rubbed her jaw as she got to her feet. “That's life And
death. Some people buy what they want, some charm it, some build it.
Some kill for it. Someone ether wants me bad enough to void you, or



there' s more to you then flackery.”

“Comeon,” | said wearily. “Let’'s get in where there are people.”

She limped dong next to me and shook her head. “Widl, | must
say being around you is not dull. Why did you knock me out? Oh, never
mind, | understand. There was no time to explain. Next time I'll be more
dert. Itian't often I'm next to Ground Zero at an assassnation.”

| looked a her in amazement “Does this happen around here
often?’

“No You are the firg assassnation | know of.”

“ Attempted assassndtion.”

“Yeah, that, too. W, this ian't exactly Fun City Park, but it's
not the Vault of Horror ether. The people here fed strongly about things.
I'll have Dad' s agent get that dome sealed up and the damages paid.”

“There are two domes. One full of something wet.”

“Oh, dear. We'd better tdl Maintenance. Come on, there's a
telecomin Hynn's”

She walked on ahead of me, then stopped to take a rock out of
her boot. “You sure mess up agirl dragging her like that,” she said. “I'm
bleeding in a couple of spots.”

“Better red than dead,” | said.

“Better bed than dead. Ligten, Diego, let's make that cal and go
over to the Guild for tonight, huh? | suddenly fed very interested in
life-enhancing actions” She looked up a me with a sudden grin. “Don’t
get yoursdf killed, huh? | haven't used you up, yet.”

“Oh, thanks” | said.

“You're welcome. But don't get a big head; | tdl that to
everyone who has falled an assassination assgnation. Y ou were a terribly
uncooperative nee, Diego.”

“Goddamn, you are a chearful demidead person.”

“Not me” she grinned. “I am going to live forever and get the
money-back offer on my geriatric treetments. Come on.”

| followed her, looking carefully into the various darknesses we
passed. We made the cdl to Maintenance, bought a few drinks and
evaded hands, dl the while | rather nervoudy scrutinized everyone. We
rented a new room for the night, this one guarded by a two-meter hulk
who amiled a Nova as though he were a child and it was his birthday,
and glowered a me asif | had taken away dl the presents. Nova coaxed
himinto lending me a spare Colt laser that someone had forgotten.

Even as we made love, with that specid kind of feverish intengty
thet people have when life seems short, | knew where that wespon was
every second.

In the morning | coded two messages and put them on the net
that would move it around to the Sde facing Earth, or the synchronous
sadlite that was in equilaterd orbit. They would be sent in tightbeam
high-speed blurts to Earthcom, then down to the surface. When Huo
received it with my Drop Everything Else colophon | expected he
would do just that, and a reply should be back in afew days at the latest.
The message to hm was smple and short: Who is trying to kill me and
why?

The other coded enquiry was to Sandler, my accountant.
Earthside Thorne red herring. Am assassin target here. Investigate,



inform care of Diego Braddock, Bradbury. | sgned it “Brian Thorne.”

Now dl | had to do was say dive.

One of my fird reactions was to grab a sandcat and head for
some isolated knob and hole up, but my next thought-train said that might
be just what they wanted. No witnesses, maybe not even a body. Who
would miss one of Publitex’s flacks?

| dug into the gear | had left in Wootten's guild locker and got
out my own Colt laser. I'm fully aware that | am a hopeless romantic, but
| didn't want to be a dead romarntic. | did a few fast draws from the
molded holster at my hip and fet a little better. It was a minor skill that |
hed not thought | would ever really need, but now | was glad for the
hours of practice and the careful gun and holgter fittings

A laser is one of the deadliest wegpons ever conceived for close
fighting. The millisecond pulse of coherent light is the zapgun of old-time
fiction, the disntegrator of popular writing back when we were firg
thinking of leaving that old bdl of mud. Theré's a thumb setting for
pulse-per-second on the sde, tuning it from a sngle pulse firing into a
multipulse ray that can dice like an invigble sword. As ruggedly as these
wespons are constructed, however, such prolonged firing requires the
powerful batteries to ddiver their energy a a rate that can mdt the
creuitry. There is a vernier adjusment for intengty, and both controls
can be reached with your thumb as the gun rests in the holgter.

In addition, my holgter has a tdltde that will pick up the radio
waves that are emitted during firing and send atiny derting shock into my
thigh. If you are close enough you can hear laser discharge, but a any
disance, or with enough ambient noise, they are pragmdicdly slent.
Thus the teltdle can make you aware of laser firings nearby.

Thefiring range of hand lasersislimited by the batteries, but ther
accuracy is one hundred percent within any visble range. While the gun
isone hundred percent precise the man behind it might not be. That was
what | was counting on.

Nova protested violently, but | sent her off toward home in her
sandcat, dong with four of Sunstrum’s friends. They dl looked more than
capable, and very angry that anyone would endanger Nova. Me, they
didn't care about. | didn't blame them. Anyone who seems like a
perennid laser target will find he has few friends. At least close friends.

Once Nova had left | suddenly fdt very done. Wootten and
Puma were off in other directions, and | knew no one except the casud
drinking buddies of the other night. None of them had enough of an
invesment in meto stay by me, and | didn’'t blame them, either.

They were dl curious, but kept caefully neutrd. Maybe the
assasans were some of Nova's admirers and they didn’t want a blood
feud. Killing me wouldn't affect anything, no Guild or Legion, unless
someone ese got diced in the process. | was politdy asked to leave two
different bars and | went quietly.

Thiswas not the firg time | had been the assassin's target. | was
aways hoping it would be the lagt, but somehow it never was. | couldn’t
tdl anyone who | was, or a least, | didn’'t think | could and didn’t think it
would do any good anyway. | was beginning to think it might be better to
falow my firg impulse and get the hdl out of Bradbury. | couldn’'t shoot
down everyone who came near me, and they had the advantage of



anonymity.

It took both my Unicard and my Publitex card to rent a sandcat.
| could see the owners were not interested in having one of ther vauable
machines disabled or ruined. Not even vdid assurances of unlimited
credit and complete insurance coverage would do it, not untl |
guaranteed double the full cost of the sandcat, and was backed by the
Publitex power. And then | only think they did it to get me out of town.

| headed west, then veered north, messng up a trall turn with my
treads so they couldn't be sure which way | went. | cut east when a
lucky sandstorm came dong. | was driving blind, navigating by bleeper
and satellite, taking my bruises as | hit rocks and fdl over the edges of
grdl craters and ancient rilles. But the sandcat is built rugged and | had a
good sedat. | waswel east of Bradbury when the sorm veered off and |
cut south again, thistime to combine pleasure with hide-out, and stopped
inagully near the Star Palace about sunset.

| ran the heat sensors over the ruins from a distance and used
night-light and sonar and everything dse | could find, induding squinting.
Then | rolled the sand-cat right into the Star Palace and backed it into an
odd-shaped exterior room that was part of the base of the Structure. |
took alight and checked my laser and climbed out of the cat.

| stood ligening for a long time, not focusing, only recaiving.
There was only the sound of a dight wind. The Star Palace was dill
dead. The cooling metd of the sandcat’ s engine went ping and then there
was only the whisper of wind.

The opening | had backed into was large, one of a series that ran
aound the base of the ruin, opening outward, each a monodinic or
tridinic shape, a negdive crysd formation, each facet composed of
millions of smdler facets. Even in the dim afterglow of sunset there were
fireparks here and there a the lower levds and as | looked up there
were the fabled crystd spires, the luminous domes that caught the faintest
traces of light, the sheer doping wadls of great polished facets, the
traceries of gemgtone lace, and the incredible structure that science said
was a natura formation and logic said could not be. Organicdly grown
and controlled crystdline architecture seemed to be the only answer. But
what artists, what architects, had conceived and congructed such a
mountain of beauty? It was filled with hals and caverns, smdl rooms and
large, each flowing from one to another so that you were not certain
where one stopped and another began.

| roamed for an endless time in this unique and beautiful
dructure. Tomorrow, in the sunlight, 1 knew it would be a different
experience, asthe solar light came down through the crystas, bething this
chamber in emerdd green, that one in ruby red, this long high hdl in
dappled rainbow.

But now, as | wandered, my powerful handbeam sent back
refractions from a million surfaces, reflecting and rereflecting until |
seemed to dand in space with light above and below, shifting
monumentaly with each amdl movement of the torch. | came out on a
smooth bacony and looked up at the stars and gdaxies and unseen radio
giants.

Man was gmdl and the univeese was vas beyond
comprehengon. | thought the standard thoughts of someone faced by



beauty and sze he cannot handle, then | went into a corridor of black
crydds like orthorhombic mirrors, and further into a series of upward
goirding blue chambers, each smdler, bluer, and more complex than the
one beforeit.

| was gtanding in the topmost chamber looking at the Queen’s
Soul, the crygdline star of ice blue, when the tdltde touched my thigh
with awarning | did not want to fed.

Somewhere close someone had fired a laser.

| jumped for the light, which | had set opposite the Queen’s
Soul, to shinethrough it in the night. | switched it off and stood perfectly
dill. I heard nothing, only, again, the faint rustle of wind.

Cautioudy, | moved to an opening at the side of the chamber that
lead out to a multilayered bacony of sorts, and stood without moving,
ligening to the night.

Why would anyone fire, except a me? | had no desre to be
egotidica in this matter. There were lots of people | wouldn't mind their
firing at, but why would they fire, except a me?

The sandcat. They had disabled the sandcat and now they would
be searching for me. The laser was cool inmy fist and | hadn’t even been
aware that | had drawn it.

| looked around me at the spires of crystd, some dark, some
fantly shining againg the stars. | didn’t want alaser beattle in thistemple. |
didn't want a laser battle anywhere. A laser fight is like a knife fight, or
maybe a dud with sticks of dynablagt, in that nothing gets out of it whole.

| started back down through the crystd corridors, from blue
room to blue room, from darkened chamber to cool, smooth
pearl-walled room to the vast Star King's Chamber with the hundreds of
crydd ddactites that fdl behind the throndike place like a huge curtain.
The names were dl right out of the minds of the earliest explorers, but
they often seem to fit with uncanny accuracy.

My gun touched a crystd growth and a tone sounded through the
rooms and | froze. It seemed as loud as a dropped plate, but | heard no
reaction. Had my tdltade somehow mafunctioned, triggered by a hit of
bounced radio waves? Had the crystd's anplified something very distant?

| crept down, down, gun in hand, passng unseeing through
fantadtic glories, and findly fdt sand under my boots. The sandcat was
around to the right. Would they be waiting in ambush? Had they smply
fired a pulse to hurry me to my only way out?

The pdace was a dark, flat outline againg the stars on this side.
Only the spire tips and up-angled surfaces reflected the distant sarlight.
Everything else was impenetrable blackness.

| reddized my grip on the laser was too tight and | flexed my
fingers, feding my heart pound, and imegining the adrendine flow.

Fear is when you are unsure of your own ability, said Shigeta
inmy memory’s ear Fear can be a weapon you use. The imagination
of your enemy can be your ally.

Right, Shigeta. Where are you when | need you?

| moved dong the curving wadl, from chambered opening to
sharp-edged arch. Again, as an overlay to the no-noise sounds of the
night, | heard Shigeta speak.

It has become unfashionable amid these teeming billions to



be a survival type. Fortunately survival types are not overly
affected by such fashions and manage to go on doing that which
they do best: to survive, even to survive being unfashionable.

But was | asurvivd type? There had been times, yes, when | had
been tested and thought that | was a least adequate. But the doubts
crept in the armor chinks and ran down my mind like rivulets of swest.

A country or a planet that kills completely the killer in man
will be destroyed by any other country, planet, or race that still has
that ability. A civilization is created by maintaining a balance
between the pragmatic savage and his power and the impractical
dreamer.

Yes, but what do you do in the garlit night when some zongo
wants to dice you to afew shovefuls of megt?

Your subconscious is your best aid. Hunter and hunted are
symbiotic. Both sets of senses are alert to the same stimuli. Anything
may be a dign, a warning, a sense trigger. Often, you do not
consciously recognize the warning, for it is in the subsconscious
perceptions. Trust your instinctual reactions, for these instincts were
the first you had and will be the last to go.

Suddenly, in the tense night | grinned. | remembered a beautiful
black gil who had once told me, “If someone was after me I'd make
sure not to trip.”

The sandcat was two openings away. | waited a long time
without moving, hardly bresthing, sill unsure whether the laser tdlltale had
been true or not. | heard nothing, nothing that had not been there earlier.
| started to come aound the crysd column to move toward the
sandcat’ s “garage.”

There was atiny scrape of something on something, sand gritted
under a hard surface. | froze, now fully exposed. | hdf expected a bright
red light to pin me to deeth.

| heard the fantest of rudles, my ears sretching out over the
distance, and | drew back, my feet slent on the soft sands. | stood with
my back againg the crydas, feding them press into my warmsuit with a
hundred sharp points.

Now what? | could get away in the darkness but at daylight they
would find my tracks. | scanned the skies. Even to my inexperienced
eyes, there seemed no hope of a sandstorm to give me cover. Besides,
how would | live? All the food and water was in the sandcat, and it was
along way back to anywhere.

Could | hide in the Star Palace? Quickly | scanned my memory
for what | knew of it, of the explorers tapes and the Universty of
Tokyo's fine film on it. There were lower depths, | thought. | vagudy
remembered a sngle entrance in the bedrock, cut in the dyle of the
Grand Hal, and some mention of older ruins below, a fragment of
sentence about the possihility of the building having “grown” on a much
older ste.

| turned and went dong the cryddline base and up the wide
dairs, or what might be sairs, and into the Palace the only way | knew
how to get in. | ran into severd walsin the dark, and cut my cheek, then
my elbow. | findly started usng the light, dided to pinpoint and on a low
intengity.



It took me over an hour to find the spird down. It was clogged
with sand, and | could bardly squeeze through into a amdl chamber of
dark and rather pedestrian crystas. | dided up the light and found the cut
inthe rock alittle further on. | went back and smoothed over the sand by
throwing handfuls back over my tracks. Then | went down into the
bedrock.

There were rooms, dl empty, dl fairly equa in Sze, with nothing
S0 complex as the tridinic openings and the spiradling open spaces of the
fandfu Sructure high above me. There was the dust of ages and the
ampliaty of primitive building. It looked as though they had shaped
exiding caves or widened fracturesin the rock.

| findly came to what seemed to be the last room and | stopped.
| was tired, physcaly and emotiondly. | sat down on a drifting dune of
sand that perhaps had taken thousands of years to get this far down the
complex. | lay back and closed my eyes.

Sowly | ran through the disciplines of relaxation, but not going
quite so far asto close off my hearing. If they were coming, | wanted to
know. | did not like the idea of degth at dl. | certainly did not welcome it
as some do; to me, death was extinction, not a trandtion to a higher
plane.

In a sudden, delayed thought it came to me that | had killed a
man. Somehow it didn't seem to me that | had. | hadn’t seen him dead,
only injured. A wigdful hope that they had lied to me persisted, but |
knew they hadn't.

| had killed. | had killed not by accident, but with sills | had
learned determinedly, killing skills, lethd arts. Like a fire department, |
hed hoped |1 would never have to use those abilities for anything but
exercise. But | had known quite dearly what | was learning to do, just as
| honed my abilitiesin other areas, such as target practice.

Friends of mine, rich and comfortable behind bonded guards and
dam sysems, had sometimes derided me gently for “dabbling” in these
deadly arts. They had asked what gunfighting or knifefighting abilities
hed to do with our modern world, where most crime was ether a
sophisticated computer dodge or a mindless riot. There were crimes of
passon, but not many. Much of the crime was corporate, huge,
impersond, done a board leve or by the manipulaions of the Families.

Direct, persond surviva skills were sldom needed, or so they
thought, disregarding driving hazards, urban riots, defecting guards, faulty
dam sysems, and dl the other falures of a complex technologica
cvilization.

It seems to me that many, if not dl, of those factors that keep an
individud dive and functioning in dangerous Stuaions might dso be
trandated into nationa terms, into a country without tenson, because it is
confident and secure.

Survivd is not just killing. Survivdl is something as broad as
globd ecology and as persond as waiching both ways, even on a
one-way street. It seems to me you should kill to eat, if you wanted
meset, or when there is no other way to day dive, but never just to kill.
Thet is not survivd, for dl the creatures of the sysem are part of you,
and if | survive | want the variety and pleasures of Earth, and Mars, to
aurvive aso. But | would kill the last unicorn on Earth if that were



absolutely the only way | could survive, and | would not fed guilty.

The mosgt dangerous enemy man has is man himsdf. If you do not
survive, that in which you believe also does not survive, unless your desth
somehow sudainsit. | can see aman or woman dying for something they
bdievein, but how much better to fight and live to enjoy it?

Now | asked mysdf what | believed in so srongly that 1 would
find it worth dying for, and | found nothing. That saddened me, for |
redly thought every man should have something important enough in his
life for him to consider its survival worth his desth.

It was very depressng to discover tha about mysdf. Both
Madelon and Nova came to mind, of course, but Madelon had removed
hersdf, and Nova.. . . | sad | loved her, | bdieved | loved her, and |
wanted to love her, but in some deep part of me | was actudly unsure
right now of my ability to open mysdf up to love.

To divert my mind from bleak depression | opened my eyes and
looked up at the calling.

At firg | just looked up without focusing; then | saw that | was
looking a something. Across the entire caling of this room, an ancient
chamber far below a structure last occupied twenty thousand years
before, was a murd. It was brighter and clearer than any of those in the
other ruins. | sat up, suddenly excited, flashing my beam here and there,
revedling more and more of the murd to my astonished eyes.

There was a letdown as | redized the images were dill as
indidinct and as undecipherable as those found elsewhere, but here, in
this oldest of habitations, the murd was the most complete and the
brightest in color—and | was the fird to discover it.

The images seemed to radiate outward from a center, in long
curving ams like that of a spird gdaxy, coming out from a centrd
radiance, gradudly forming into more and more distinct shapes as they
neared the ends of the spirding arms. Vagudy amorphic humanoids,
which could be winged and could be great insectoids and could be ships
and could be decoration.

| lay back on the pile of sand and drank it in, putting my mind in
neutrd, not probing, just absorbing, drifting toward an assmilaion of the
whole. When pieces or moments of a work of art stand out it is often
because the form is not complete, not unified, not integrated. When a
work of art can be experienced dl a one time, as in a painting, these
factors are clear. When time and motion are involved, as in a dance or a
tape or even a sensatron, then there is linear development, hence a
variaion in reaction, and sometimes this “bright spot, dull spot” theory
can work for the artist, providing contrast, rest before activity, part of the
selection process.

So | lay there and absorbed and did not judge or concentrate,
for that can adways be done. | found tha | was wondering why
man—and the long-dead Martians—created art a dl. You didn't need
at to feed your body or to keep you warm or sheltered from the rains.
But from the caves onward man had created art with a persstence
second only to his desire to feed, to deep, and to reproduce.

To deny food to your body is to die. To deny sex to your body
isto deny life To regect art is to impoverish yoursdf, rgecting pleasure
and growth. We dways think of those who have minimd interest in the



arts as dull clods, as insengdtive beasts. But to accept your sexud <Hf,
and to accept art, isto add to yoursdf.

Art depicts the inner and outer manifestations of sex and living
and feding and dreams and frudrations. It reveds us to ourselves, or
should.

Man persstently creates art under the most depressing as wel as
the most enjoyable circumstances. Some men and women create art as
emdly as bregthing. For them, not to create would be to die The
mydterious process of creation is something that no one had ever stated
clearly, a least to me. Some have sad it is to go beyond onesdf, to be
“other” and “another” and more than the sum of the parts. Goldstone told
me it was “to get high,” to become intoxicated with creation. Perhaps
atids create to imitate god, to become a god by credting. Art is ego, but
the attitude an artist may have about it, before or after, is the purest form
of egotism.

Miched Cilento once said that it was to “escape to freedom . . .
or to escape from freedom.” Freedom seems to be the congant.
Freedom to create, freedom to create new images, new thoughts, new
philosophies, new anything.

New worlds, perhaps.

Freedom to create Star Palaces and Grand Hals and perhaps
the ultimate freedom from sdf. Maybe that was where the Martians had
gone, amply creating the ultimate, atigic sdf, the purest ego, a
disembodied form of energy to wander the universe, shgping it, or Imply
experiencing what they had found.

The concept of arace that had evolved beyond the flesh was an
old one, but a persstent one, as though it was a sort of genetic god.

| turned off the light and forced deep upon mysdf. And the
dreams forced themseves upon me.

It was hours before | awakened, and when | did | came awake
like an animd, indantly dert, not moving, eyes widein the utter blackness
of the deep tomb. When | had determined that | had smply awakened,
that nothing had jolted me back, | switched on the light and grinned to
mysf. | had rardy awakened like that, like a hunted animd. For some
reason it was like a proof of ill, oddly pleasng,

| started back up, checking the callings of severd rooms as |
passed; here and there were fant remains of other caling murds, very
ancent and in a bad state of repair. But my mind was on more immediate
things

Laser inhand, | crept up the curving steps, my light off, with only
the faint glow from above to guide me. It was day, and as my head
cleared the rock and | was into the lowest levd of the crystd paace |
was fully dert, with dl senses out at the extremes.

| hardly glanced at the rainbow of sunlit gloriesthat | found, from



lemon ydlow, intimate enclosures to curved-celling sanctums of pogtive
and negative green rosettes, from snowy white salons of milky smooth
lumps flowing and blending to tiny cells of patterned intersecting circles,
each a convoluted, three-dimensiond design of pinpoint-faceted crystds.
My eyes followed my gunpoint and | went as Slent as a shadow,
crossing colorless crysd floors, looking down into a forest of saagmites
that seemed random from some points and dearly designed from others.
| went swiftly over smoky, ddicate bridges that spanned what seemed
like liquid crystd pools of many colors, and through grottos of crimson
swirls, and past nooks and niches of amber and azure and paest pink. |
went as swiftly as possible through the familiar and the unfamiliar, feding
my way, moving fast, then moving dowly to the find portico and the sght
of the sands beyond.

After a period of ligening and looking | ran as fast as | could
draght out into the sands, threw mysdf over a dune, rolled, and ran to
theright. | moved around the Palace urtil | found whet | hoped was my
own track, then followed it, coming in from the desert where, if they
were dill here, they might least expect me.

| hoped.

| lay on the sand, behind atiny crystd growth, like a bush in the
desert, and surveyed the openings around the base of the big building.
Here on this sde the prevailing wind had not piled the drifting sand, and
there was more open space. And another set of sandcat tracks. They
hed stopped here, then turned left. But had they dropped off someone
with a Magnum Laser equipped with a heatscope and some experience
with it?

| backed out into the desert and went to the left. | found their
sandcat parked in another compartment a quarter circle on, and saw
where they had cardlesdy backed in and had broken off the edge of the
opening, grinding the crystals under the treads. Somehow that made me
angrier than ther unexplained attempts to murder me. Like the behavior
of that mad fool who had used a hammer on Michaglangdo's Pieta or of
the suicidd Arab who had taken a laser to the Walling Wall, this was a
totally sensdess act of destruction. | raised my weapon and diced into
the cab with vicious cuts, truding the resistance of the metd to keep the
beam from going through to the back of the chamber.

The pressurized cabin blew outward but as the pressure indde
was not that much greater than that outsde there was not much noise. |
dropped the muzzle and put a series of pulses through the forward drive
train, ruining forever this particular sandcat.

If they were going to get me they would have to wak
home—and | didn’t think they’d make it.

As soon as | finished firing | started running, for | knew they'd
have tdltdes as wdl. | went out into the desert, then curved again toward
my own vehicde | had to check it quickly, while they invesigated the
killing of their cat.

| ran quickly out of the shelter of the dunes, my breath coming
hard in the thin air, my heart pounding wildly, fuly expecting to fed the
slent sword of alaser pulse ripping through me a any moment. | gained
the shdter of a crystd opening, but fdt no protection behind the
milleniumold walls. Their polished surfaces might reflect a portion of the



tight light beam, but not enough. | had to move fast.

| zZig-zagged in and out of two more arches and then | was at my
meachine. Nothing seemed wrong until | saw they had negtly cut away the
lock. | jumped up on the step and looked in, wary of booby traps, and
saw that they had fused the ignition switch with a low-intengty burn. |
jumped back down and then | heard the voices.

“Goddamn it, Ashley, watch that cat!”

| heard the crunch of footstepsin the sand and | ducked into the
dark behind the cat, trying to control my ragged breething. There was a
sudden surge of something that was amogt joy. It rushed over mein a
hot wave, meking me tremble, mixing with the fear. Just for a second,
jugt for a flegting nanosecond or three | was glad to be able to srike
back, to do something. | crouched, primitive and ready, the laser tight in
my fis, my finger tense.

Someone came into the crystd cave, paused, grunted fantly as if
satisfied no one had been near, and then came quickly around the cat to
hide in the dimness behind.

If 1 hadn’t been ready, and scared, he might have gotten me. He
was very fast. My beam diced into his chest and my nervous finger held
down the trigger, but by then he was fdling, fdling through the beam,
fdling in bloody hunks and sections and gobbets of meat. He hit and
doshed over my feet and rolled againgt my leg, and his laser scraped the
back of the cat but never went off.

The sounds of dill-functioning organs were nightmarish. | fought
vomiting as | wrenched my foot from under the lump of his head and one
shoulder and shoved back againgt the wadl. The blood was soaking into
the sands, and he had logt dl sphincter and bladder control. The growing
gench was nauseating and unforgettable, but | scuffed my bloody feet in
the sand and threw mysdf on the ground just behind the forward track,
looking under the machine toward the entry from which the other—or
others—should come.

“Adhley!”

Adley had nothing to say, so they came on caefully and
cautioudy. | could see two of them.

Grading your opponents should be quite automatic, | heard
Shigeta say. When combat comes, if it comes, you take the most
dangerous man first . . . and fast.

| shot the one who was the closest through the chest. My hands
had been shaking too much for a head shot. | knew | hit him, but |
couldn't wait to watch himfdl. | rolled over and shot around the bottom
of the track at the other one, and missed. | fired again but | was a
millisscond late and he burned through the headlight over my head,
showering me with glass and hits of molten metdl. But he was too far
from shelter and | hit im with my next shot. He fdl, but | could see | had
only dashed into his leg, and before | could am again he had dragged
himsdf past the curve of the base and out of my sight.

Were there more?

Could | fix the fusad ignition and drive away? Could | leave the
wounded man? There is something odd about wounded men. By the
rules of the game they are supposed to be neutraized, out of the fight, so
you treat them with respect and love and care. But that son-of-a-bitch



hed tried to kill me. And might again. Game!

| hesitated, then dodged around the arch and ran back up into
the Star Palace. | moved through a space composed of latticed crystd
fancies and a bowl-shaped arium of tiered rosettes, open to the dark
Martian sky, then onto a wandering bacony, fringed with spires no
bigger than my arm, no two dike. | moved adong, gun a the ready, trying
to estimate where the wounded man had hidden. | kept up a scan of the
ground below and the bal conies above, nervous as a cat.

It is not s0 important to win a fight, Shigeta sad with
unbidden intrusion, but it is important not to let the other man win.

| saw scuffmarks in the sand and a few droplets of blood. |
cimbed over the bacony, careful of the crysd fancies, and went down
the dope on the facets of the lower base. | angled off to the right, beyond
where he was secreted. | moved dowly and carefully, watching my
shadow, fully exposed should he or another step out into the sand.
Fndly | crawled into afla spot and edged dowly to the rim.

| could see one foot. | debated shearing it off and if he had
moved it | might have. | fdt no bloodlust, only a very desperate need to
survive. The remova of his foot would have been no more panful than
fiing a grosdy inefficdent employee. | was feding cadmer now, and a bit
more confident.

But the foot did not move. When at last | edged further out, my
laser amed and ready, | saw the reason. A large pool of blood. What
was the line from Macbeth, about not knowing there was so much blood
inhim?

| fet sick.

When a last | crawled the rest of the way down and dropped
onto the sands | knew it was over. Just to be certain | took another
quick look through the Palace, but there were only the three. | thought
about burying them, but decided the authorities had best see everything
the way it was.

| grinned wryly to mysdf. What authorities? The Marine
commandant at Ares? A Guild council head?

Theignition on the assassins sandcat was untouched. It took me
mog of the day to take it out, repair my own cat, and transfer what
supplies there were. It was dmost sunset when | headed toward
Bradbury.

Behind me was one of the most beautiful buildings in the System.
And three dead men. But | had discovered two important things. Firdt,
just before | left | noticed that the broken crystds near the killers cat
hed glazed over. | examined the surfaces dlosely and thought | knew why
the Star Palace was dll so beautiful, even after dl these sandy centuries.
The crystds were regrowing, ever so dowly, but regrowing to the
origind formation, or perhaps to a new configuration.

The second thing | learned was about mysdf. Three hired killers
hed come after me and | had vanquished them. Despite the revulson,
despite the fear and pain, | was jubilant. Tested and not found wanting!

This time Shigeta and his eternd admonishments thrust into my
consciousness. Believing yourself the best man can get you killed or
defeated. Better to always be a little scared than to walk tough.
Beware the reputation that makes men desire to test you.



| was beginning to understand Shigeta more dl the time.

| didn’t expect an answer yet from Huo, but | checked anyway,
jugt to be certain. What | did get was a surprise, a Null-Edit tape from
Bowie, my chauffeur and persona guard.

“It came in on the Ivan Dimitri, right after you touched down,”
the dispatcher with the leg sumps told me. | kept my eyes off his sumps
and kept the images away. “1t’'s been fallowing you dl around.”

| thanked him and borrowed a reader and the privacy of his
toilet. | sat on the ceramic stool and read the code on the outside of the
biskit and dided it into the reader. Nothing. | depressed the persona
code key and rediaded. Perhaps it was Huo, routed through Bowie as a
ruse. But dl | got was gibberish.

| redided, leaving off the persona code. The random numbers
tape, on which this had been recorded, had been keyed to my own
company code. When | hit the green tab | heard the coded beep on the
audio track and knew it was synchronous.

The screen blipped and there was Bowie. He looked very
nervous. “Sir,” he said dmogt in awhisper, “I know I’'m not supposed to
know where you are, but | had to warn you. There's something wrong
here. | can't figure out what it is” He looked around, asif in fear of being
found. “I .. . | thought it was odd when you didn’'t take me dong, but |
figured that was your business. Then | was assgned to Mr. Huo, but only
in the outer cdls” He looked dightly hurt as he said, “You know my
rank. It seemed srange that I'd be . . . wdl . . . overlooked like that.
Unless they thought | was a litle too loyd to you. Then | heard
omething, just a part of a conversation, and | figured you were on
Mars”

He grinned into the camera and said, “And good for you! |
mean, that's great! So | figured it was dl a hush-hush so that you could
do your number and everything would be null-zongo. | redly envied you,
if you want to know the truth.”

Bowie grew serious. “Then | saw Osbourne and Sayles going
into Mr. Huo's private devator. They're a dhifty par. No one ever
proved anything about that Metaxa affair, but | have my ideas. After that
no guardian company would bond them, so they started doing fredance
muscle At least, that's the word.”

Bodigard, Commguard, the Burns Agency, and dl the rest of the
quaity security agencies had a standard policy that was quite effective. If
any of their bonded agents—a term they preferred over bodyguard and
security man—ever violated that bond, the agencies were pledged not
only to pursue that violator to the limits of the law, but to pursue him
without stop and with little regard to extradition, legdity, or anything else;
thet is, never to stop until he was legdly or illegdly dead, if his crime was
aufficdent. As a result, the bonded guards were loyd, wel-pad, and
intdligent.

“Franky, gr, | think they are going out to assassnate you. I'm
sending this out on the Dmitri, but they are going out on it, too. | hope
this gets to you before they do. Go to ground, Sr, or get the hdl back
here in a hurry. Something definitdly odd is happening! There's a Brian
Thorne out there in the boonies, but now | think it's a double, not just a



marker moving on paper. Watch yoursdf.”

The screen went blank and there was just dectron rubble until
the tape ended. | sat daring a thetiny rectangle. Thank you, Bowie.

| suppose | should have fet shocked and betrayed, but | was
just numb. Huo had been my right-hand man for years, dways efficient,
adwaysloyd. If Bowie was correct, it was gpparently a mgor change in
the man’s character. But maybe this dement had been there dl the time,
hidden, suppressed, kept waiting until the right moment.

It seemed so unlikely. Before Huo started working for me he had
been with Randdl/Bergstresser, working his way up from junior urbomax
programmer to department head. His record was spotless, his dosser
portraying a mode of the ambitious but ethicad man. He had done some
minor invesing in the market and had made a modest profit, Steadily
adding to his portfolio over the years. He had bought into a number of
my own corporations even before | put him under contract, and, with
various stock options, he was respectably wel off.

What would Huo gain from my death? If my Mars trip was not
reveded to my board of directors they would think | was dill running
around in the hinterlands, aruse | mysdf had help set up. That could give
Huo time to shift a few million from Column A to Column B, to I a
company off a rock bottom price and to buy it himsdf, to rig the
computer payouts, to rape a company of assets, and so on. But how
much could he stedl ?

| laughed a mysdf. | remembered when even a million New
Dollars seemed like the largest sum of power and energy there was. Yes,
Huo could sted more than he would ever make as my assstant, even
limiting himsdf to the “legd” thefts that would never be discovered if |
died. He could sted himsdf a lifeime of luxury in a year. Red power,
red luxury, came very high indeed on our overpopulated Earth. Even
second-in-command to Brian Thorne could not hope to live as Brian
Thorne might.

Judt like the boss, huh, Huo?

Women. Lots of women. Big bosomy blondes, dl slken and
eager. All your sexud fantasies fulfilled, Huo. Overpopulation made life
cheap. Fathers sold ther daughtersinto contract davery just to be certain
they survived and were fed. And those women would be quite eager to
please, to get out of the megacities, to get out of the lower depths of the
arcology cities, to submit to the power of their contractors.

Power. All kinds of power in aworld bulging with the weak and
the weakened. Toy with lives, change tharr redlity, play God.

And all the rest. Food, homes, ddights, services, protection,
fame.

But only if I am dead.

And not dead as Brian Thorne, but as Diego Braddock.

Wasit so amplethat dl | had to do was send atight-beam to my
board of directors, saying | was dive and wdl on Mars and to dap Huo
injal?

No, he'd produce the double. It was probably a good double.
When was the lagt time | had met with the board? Four months before
the trip out—that was five months ago. A man can change a lat in five
months, Huo would say, if anyone noticed the double’ s dight differences.



Wait, | had seen Fredrickson aweek or so before | |eft. No, that
dill lft two months or more, time for alot of changes.

How long had Huo been planning this? There was dl that time
after Maddlon, dl those many, many months of just not wanting to be
concerned with dl the businesses, dl the decisons. Huo had done afine
job then. | had given im an enormous bonus, enough to retire on. But
not livein the luxury he saw around me.

Envy is such a usdess emation. At least you can understand
greed. Greed was responsible for most of our technology, and | suppose
we deserve what we got.

Suppose | just got on a return flight and went home? Could | be
certain one of the crew or one of the passengers was not an agent? Was
| trapped here? | started getting mad again. No one tdls Brian Thorne
what to do! Some of my victor's dation returned. | would go home on
the next ship, and damn any claw-fingered zongo to stop me! 1I'd wak
into my office and laser that son-of-a-bitch right a my own desk! He'd
fdl down in bloody chunks and—

| was feding sick again.

| returned the reader after wiping the tape, then double-wiping it
for any resdud magnetiam. | dropped the tape into a torch-labeled
container on the street and checked into a Guild-operated hogtd. | paid
extrafor a private room and | lay there along timetrying to figureit out.

By now Huo knew | knew someone was trying to kill me. He
wouldn't know | suspected him, or | thought not, a any rate. Were the
three | killed Osbourne and Sayles and some hired gun? Were there
others?

| got up, went out, climbed back into my one-eyed sandcat, and
took off for the Sunstrum mine | dimbed down off the cat tired and
scratch-faced and just stood there, holding onto the door. Sven
Sungrum cycled the lock and came out to me himsdf. He looked a me
and at the beat-up cat and at the patch | had welded over the broken
lock so | could pressurize the cabin.

“Comein,” he said.

| sat down in the living room of their dome, dumped into a chair.
They looked a me expectantly, wating. “My name isn't Diego
Braddock,” | said. “It's Brian Thorne”

“The Brian Thorne?” Nova asked, her eyes wide.

| nodded. “I came here incognito so | could avoid trouble.” |
amiled sadly at that. “Now I'm afraid | might get someone hurt.”

“Do you need hdp?’ Sunstrum asked.

“Someone is trying to kill me” | took a deep breath and let it
out, dowly. “And | don’t know why. Or which why.”

Sundrum looked a his daughter, then back a me “Over
Nova?' he said.

| shook my head. “I don’'t know. Probably not. They are very
professond.”

Li Wing sad, “There are many types of men here. They were
many things before. It attracts certain kinds of men, men who would
know how to kill.” Her eyes went from me to her husband.

“Who would want to kill you?" asked Sunstrum. “As Thorne, |



| shrugged. “Many, | suppose.”

“Brian Thorne” Nova sad thoughtfully. “I thought you were
much older.”

| grinned wearily at her. “Right now | am.” The exhaudion was
setting in as my body ran out of adrendine.

Nova sad to her parents, “He' s Brian Thorne.”

“l heard him explain, dear,” Li Wing said softly.

“No, you don't understand. He's Brian Thorne” Her face
clouded. “Why didn’'t you tdl me?’

| Sghed and her father spoke. “He didn't want you hurt” He
looked a me. “What are you going to do now? Do you want us to
protect you here? We could get a message off to Earthcom right away.”

“No,” | sad. “To tdl the truth, | don’'t know what | want. | just
wanted to tdl you . . . Nova and you.”

“You didn't tdl me before” Nova said, “because you wanted
meto love the redl you, not dl that money, right?’

“Please, dear,” Li Wing said.

“Wel, isn't it?’

“I've told you now,” | said. “I think I'd like to deep.” And |
think | did, right then, right there.

10

| awoke in the dark with a warm, soft body dithering up my
torso. A fruit-fresh mouth coming to mein the night, bearing gifts of love.
| held her rounded bare hipsinmy hands and said, “No.”

“It will make you fed better, darling.”

“My mind wouldn't be on it” | said, and grinned. “And that
would be awaste”

She took the rebuff without rancor and shuggled next to me, and
we hdd each other. “What are you going to do now?’ she asked a
length.

“I'm going back to town to see if there is anything in yet.” |
stopped her protests with fingers on her lips. “1 may have gotten them all,
so don't worry.”

“But suppose you haven't!”

“No one lives forever, not even with the longevity treatments,
love I'll be careful. But | mugt have information to work on.”

She hugged me tighter and | fdt the rich bounty of her breasts
agang my sde and the protective thigh across my loins. | breathed her
black mig of hair and for moment | just wanted to stay there, safe, until
the bad guys went away.

But they weren't going away. They wouldn't be paid for missng.
If they were locds recruited for the job they’d want the money. If they
were professonas they had ther reputations to maintain. Even assassins
have egos and images to maintain, | thought ruefully.

No, they’d try again. If | had gotten the locd crew there would



be another, or the local control would recruit another team. Because of
Nova there might be more than afew ready to prepare me for a burid in
sved parts.

| had to return to town, though. Null-Edit tapes are ddivered
only to the addressee. | needed information, and even a bland Don’t
worry, boss from Huo would tdl me something, in a negative fashion.

Sungrum had fixed my sandcat’s heedlight and recharged my
laser. Nova took it badly that she couldn't go, and was angry when
neither her father nor | would dlow any of the miners to go dong to
watch for backshooters. It wasn't thet | didn't want one, | just couldn’t
ask any of them to risk hislife for a man he probably didn't like anyway,
just to obey his boss, whom he did like.

| came back into Bradbury from the north, dipping in as the
tal-end cat in an ore tran down from Arlington Burl's Enyo and Eris
mines. Dusty and dented, we pulled into a dump yard and | dipped away
without anyone paying much attention.

The legless digpatcher handed me a Null-Edit tape and a
tightbeam message and shoved a reader toward me without a word. |
went into my “officg” and hunkered down on the toilet to see what Huo
hed to say.

If I hadn’t been derted | wouldn't have been suspicious. There
Huo was, gtting at his desk at the Generd Anomdy office, looking cool
and confident, but dightly troubled.

“Sir, | received your tightbeam and hurried to shoot one back for
confidentid taping.” He looked as earnest and as rdiable as ever. “But,
dr, we have to have more information. Who is trying to kill you? Are
these trained personnel or loca recruits? Did you recognize any of
them?’

He looked a some red-backed reports quickly, and glanced a
someone off pickup. “Mr. Thorne, we are investigating this as rapidly as
we can. If you keep yoursdf handy we will get a complete report to you
as soon as possible”

Stay 4ill, Thorne, | can shoot better that way. Moving targets are
no far.

“All other busnessis going well, Sr, everything norma.”

Stay cdm, don't get worried, St there until the target we painted
on you gets dry.

“I'll get back to you as soon as possible, Sr.” He started to dlick
off, but stopped. A frown of concern creased his brow. “And, Sr, watch
yoursdlf.”

You bet | will, Huo-boy.

Was | beng overly suspicious? Was the problem a fantasy of
Bowie's? Why, after dl these years, should | doubt Huo? But Bowie
was neither a drinker nor a psycho, and | had known his courage and
loydty for along time.

| Imply could not take a chance. | had to go back to Earth, and
fadt.

| ripped open the sed on the tightbeam message. It was from
Sandler, and my heart sank. Expensive joke or poor swindle. Thorne
here and in good health. Too busy to play games. Reporting your
nonsense to Publitex. Sandler, Gen. Anomaly.



Either they had gotten to him, or the double was superb. | was
suddenly sorry | had not worked out some sort of persond code with
Lowel, but it was too late to do anything by long distance.

| returned the reader and cached the tape and the message flimsy
in case | needed them later, in court. But somehow | doubted that this
sort of thing would be settled in any court.

| borrowed the dispatcher’s city communicator and caled the
shuttle office. “What's the firgt ship back to Earth?’

“The Elizabeth 11 isgoing back in, oh, ten hours.”

“I have return passage for one, any class. Please verify. The
nameis Braddock, from Publitex.”

There was a long pause and when he spoke the voice was
different. “Uh, ligen, | have a message here, fdla Your ticket has been
nulled. No credit. Sorry. | guess your company has cut off your air.”

Yes, | was cetan they had. It was a cheap ploy, but it was
momentarily effective. And a moment might be dl they needed. | was s0
used to my Unicard that for a moment | was at a loss to figure out how
to buy my passage. Then severd dternatives occurred to me, from sdling
the goods | had brought to having someone else buy a ticket.

| started back to the sandcat. | intended to tape a block of
explanation and goodbye to Nova, ook up someone to buy my goods,
head for the Spaceport, and go.

At the Guild office | ran into Johann, who looked a me funny.
“Jud the man | wanted to see” | sad, pulling hm aside. “What do you
offer me for the Suff | brought in?’

His eyes narrowed and he looked uncomfortable and found it
had to speak. “I need passage money,” | sad. “Quick. I've got
troubles, Johann. All | need is enough to get back.”

“You have nothing to sdll, Braddock. They dapped an embargo
on dl your goods and sealed every container. There was some kind of
natice from Earth and the Marine captain is looking for you. They say
you're athief. Some kind of computer switch they say.”

| looked at him hard. “Do you think I'm athief?’

“No. But they're looking anyway.”

| was nedtly boxed. | had no tangibles to transform into a
passage ticket. But | might have an intangible. “Johann . . . have you ever
heard of Brian Thorne?’

He looked a me narrowly. “He after you?’

“No. I'm him. I’'m Brian Thorne.”

Johann looked around the bar and his eyes wouldn't meet mine.
“Got any proof?’ | shook my head.

“I didn’'t think 1I'd need any.”

Johann looked into the middle distance and spoke dowly. “I
don't say you are, and | don't say you aren't, but | heard tak. The
Robert Oppenheimer got in yesterday and there's a lot of gossp going
around.”

He paused, looking me over, and | indicated that he should go
on.

“Thetdk is . . . that Brian Thorne has gone busted. It was only
mentioned because he was the push behind the archaeologicd digs
around here” He was watching me for reaction, but | ignored him.



So Huo had done more than gouge a few million. He had
managed to shift everything. And Sandler either helped or was massvely
deceived. Probably the latter. They must have a good double, someone
who had been intraining for years.

Suddenly the ful impact of it hit, emotiondly as wdl as
intdlectudly. | was busted, broke, and worse. | had killers after me and |
was boxed up on aworld dmaost without friends.

| turned back into an awareness of Johann's inspection. |
shrugged. “I'm Thorne. Braddock is just a getaway name, when | want
privacy.” He shrugged back, indicating a neutrd opinion. “I don't blame
you,” | sad. “But | need to get back to Earth. Someone . . . severd
SOMeoNes . . . are hunting me”

Johann took another long look and shrugged. “I'd stake you, but
| don't think | have the cash. There's something wrong with the net, too;
we can receive but we can't see, to send past the satdlite. They ought to
have it fixed in a day or so. | could get a message through to my bank
and have the passage paid for at that end, but . . "

“Never mind. Thank you. I'll go see the Sunstrums.” He nodded
agreement. | went out of the bar and was heading toward the sandcat lot
when they tried again.

This time | was det and ready. | took my time making an
approach to the sandcat. | stood between two big fetilizer drums and
sudied the hiding places within Sght of the quickest trangportation back
to the landing fidd. Everything seemed to be normd. Or as normd as |
imagined it should be. There were two dusty drivers checking shocks on
the second ore transporter and one lone miner doing some welding on a
batter stripper with the Arlington Burl logo.

| edged out and walked quickly and purposefully toward the cat.
| was reaching up toward the latch when the door szzled and the pant
boiled and popped.

Throwing mysdf sideways as | drew, | hit the ground in a rall
and kept ralling until 1 was behind the next vehicle. Either they hadn’t set
their laser right or they were along way off, but 1 was dive. | jumped up
and ran in a crouch past two more transporters and hdted behind a
trencher. | searched the probable area where they might be, but saw
nothing.

My boots kicked up puffs of dust as | turned and sprinted for the
nearest dome cluster, angling past it and running hard. There was an area
between my shoulder blades that just seemed to wait for alaser bolt.

My breath was coming hard when | pulled up between a repair
dome and a parts storage building. | was dso angry. | didn't like running,
| didn’t like getting shot at, | didn't like not knowing who it was that was
shooting. But snce there wasn't much | could do about it, | Started
waking toward the landing site.

It was full dark when | got there but there was one shuttle on the
ground besides the gray-colored port lifter. | couldn’t read the name, but
the logo was Spaceflight’ s black-and-gold.

They were bound to have someone here, but | had to take that
chance. | watched from under abig Caterpillar ore carrier urtil it seemed
safe, then started running towards the Spaceflight shuttle. Far off to my
|eft the fused sand surface of the field bubbled and collapsed in a long rip



a right angles to my run. | broke dtride, veering to the Ieft to throw the
shooter off, and vaulted the sudden dit bubbling before me. My tdltde
was pinging furioudy and | was scared.

But panicking is a sdf-dedtructive state and the worse time to
panic is during stresses that produce panic. So | kept running, zZigging and
Zagging as | sought the shelter of the big solid shuttle. At leest its bulk
would dow down the burn of any hand-held laser.

| careened around the rear end of the shuttle and one of the
blinker lights and part of a hatch control were cut off. The bits and pieces
clattered to the fused sand as | jumped up on the opposite sde of the
shuttlecraft from the assassins.

| looked down to see one, two, three long rips appear below me
on the surface of the fidd. They were firing under the landing pods,
hoping to cut me off at the ankles. | took a fix, backtracking dong the
ruler-graight lines, then legped up to fire over the back hatch. | sent
severd pulses into the darkness, then swept the arc before me with a
dangerous expenditure of energy. There was a crash and a gurgling
scream and | pulled back with alaser dmogt too hot to handle. The blue
warning light was blinking and | didn’'t dare fireit again for awvhile.

The entrance port of the shuttle was dogged shut and my
pounding produced no response. | fet very much aone out there and
scanned the darkness for flanking snipers.

Suddenly | was pinned by a bright cone of light. “What the hel is
going on out there?” There was aroar of anger from the port shuttlecraft
as the commander flooded the area with light.

You'll be the death of me | thought grimly as | remaned
moationless, hugging the sted of the shuffle. Turn that light off!

The light smung away and was scanning the area where | had
targeted my shots, but | didn’'t wait to see what damage | had caused. |
ran.

The fused sand fidd beneath my feet gave way suddenly to the
soft sand of the desert and | dogged on through the transporter tracks
and the churned-up parking areas. | ran blindly and sought darkness as
safety.

When | fdl at last with gagping exhaustion behind the time-melted
lip of asmdl crater | was without thought. | was grateful to be dive, and
vay weary. After some time | began to pull mysdf together. The laser
was dill hot, but the warning light had gone off. | couldn't check the
chargein the dark, but it had to be low.

Sowly, | began to think.

They were watching the port here. Would they be watching it as
Ares Center, or Burroughs? How many were there? It seemed asif a
faceless amy was out to get me. Anyone | met on any street could be
one of them!

Fndly | got to my feet and faced back toward the port. | could
see lights and both shuttles were lit up. | could see someone standing up
in the hatch of one, and severd others againg the light. There were two
sandcats gpproaching and one had aflagshing red light atop it.

Should | go back and tdl the loca authorities the problem? How
could | be certain some of them had not been bought? My frudration
turned again to anger, and | started off to the left, drding the fidd and



coming up on severd sandcats parked near Kochima's Star Palace. The
second one was unlocked, provisoned, and ready. | dimbed in and took
off with a roar, heading out.

| didn't even know what direction | was gaing in, | was just
going fast. | had to think and not be looking over my shoulder a the
sametime After afagt hour of thump-and-jerk, | stopped to consult the
automap.

| was here. The Sungtrum complex was there. Star Palace was
about here. Bradbury was behind me. | was afraid now to go to the
Sunstrums. The killers mugt know about my relaionship with Nova and
they might try for another kill when | was there. | didn't want to endanger
the Sungrums needlesdy, so | headed toward the Star palace. Maybe |
could get enough time to think it out and find a solution.

| spun the whed and took off.

It was bright morning when | crested a dune and saw the Star
Pdace far ahead, looking like the dropped crown of a rich king. |
scanned it with evarything in the cat, then prepared mysdf. |
programmed the autopilot and got out on the side-strip. Reaching
through the open hatch, | steered as close as | could to the edge of the
base.

As the sand cat clanked by, pluming sand behind, | punched in
the autopilot and jumped for the dark opening of one of the base's
curious garage-like rooms. The sandcat shifted to the right, the hatch
dammed shut, and it was off, covering me with sand as it shifted gears.

| watched it head sraight across the desert, programmed to miss
Burroughs, skirt dong the John Carter Range and come in somewhere
adong Northaxe. Unlessthey got to it fird.

| had radioed the Sunstrums where | would be, and they would
come and pick me up at the time | estimated things might have cooled
down. “Be careful,” Nova had said on the microwave. “We |l have some
counterfeit papers ready for you in a day or two.” There was a pause
and | heard only the hum and crackle of the tranamisson wave, then she
spoke agan. “I love you, Brian. Goodbye.”

| got up, dusted mysdf off, and tossed the provison sack over
my shoulder. Stepping carefully, | went right up the side of the Pdlace, a
little less worried now about bresking off any of the crystds. | dimbed
over a bacony of rippled green and blue and went insgde to find a quiet
place to St and think.

| rgjected the gold and red splendor of a hollow sphere of
inward-pointing pyramids and the purple mysery of a low-celinged
cavern next to it. | chose the tranquility of an emerdd green hemisphere
floored with smooth cler cysd in rounded lumps Benesth the
water-clear floor was a sea of frozen life, intricate crygaline complexes
and strange growths that seemed to wave and move with the reflections
of sun and .

| stretched out on a smooth, fla surface, asif | were floating on
an dien sea, and rested my head on a pillow of satin-smooth crysta with
aflowerlike red-red growth within.

Sowly | ran through the disciplines of relaxation and at lagt |
dept. In my dreams facdless menaces pursued me through blood-red



crydd corridors with sandy floors, endlesdy running, endlesdy fleaing.

Noises invaded my dreams and there were mechanicd men,
tirdless, deadly robots chasng me. Then suddenly, in the crysdline trap,
they froze. The noises stopped.

| awoke ingantly, my gun in my hand and my eyes wildy
searching. What had happened?

| crept across the crystd lake, through bands of amber and
brown light, and out onto a tiny cuplike bacony. It was late afternoon,
amaog evening, and there was no sound but the soft sghing of the wind.
Just beyond the nearest dune there was the fant haze of dust and as |
peered narrowly at this | saw the tiniest flash of light. It was a dull red
reflection from the distant sun. | saw one, then two tiny spots appear and
| ducked low &s the flash of lens came a me.

They were scanning the Palace, and their sandcat was parked
out beyond the dunes.

They had to be assassns, for any tourist would Smply drive right
up and dimb out. A nuvomartian might not even stop.

Here | go again, | thought angrily.

They couldn’t be absolutdy certain | was in the Paace and
perhaps they might not find me. Hiding in an dready scoured lar was
better than running, | thought, and watched them come over the dune
cautioudy. There were two of them and they kept wel apart. | tracked
one with my gun, but the light was too uncertain for me to risk a shat,
and he was moving deceptively, running, crawling, waking, stopping
suddenly.

| decided to go back into my former hideout deep in the bowels
of the great structure. | moved as quickly and as Slently as | could, but
thistime | had no light, and | kept bumping into sharp corners. | banged
my head panfully on a salactite and barely sifled my curse. | moved on,
often sumbling, until | saw below me the brilliant rainbow flashes as two
lights scanned a crystd cavern below me.

The lights moving and reflecting, confused me even further, for
now they were the only illumination. The light shifted colors severd times
a second, bouncing and receding, growing bright and passing through the
gpectrum as it came up through the layers and rooms and colored
cydas.

| stopped and did not move a dl, except to breathe and ligen.
My gun was a my Sde and | tried to blend with the forest of Salagmites
among which | was standing. The two lights below me parted and one
grew dim while the other grew brighter and closer.

The light was in my eyes, reflected from a hundred surfaces,
coming in at different angles, making multiple shadows, confusng my am.
| fired fird, and there was the brittle collgpse of an armload of crysas.
He fired, but the mirror surfaces of the sdagmite near me reflected most
of the beam. It was hot, though; the heat seared my hand and face. | shot
agan, as close to panic as | had ever gotten, but | don't know if | was
even close. | was firing into the hundred lights, but he had me in his
gghts

There was a sudden wire-hot lance through my thigh, like a thrust
sword, and | gasped with pain. | fired as my leg collapsed, and | hed
down the trigger. The shaitering of a thousand crystals was mixed with



the hoarse scream of a man, and my gun melted. | dropped it from my
seared hand as | fdl forward. My shoulder hit something hard and my
body flipped to fdl heavily onto stdagmites like knives. | fdt blinding
pan.

My fingers probed for my thigh, and | found it wet with blood, a
great raw wound. | redlized my leg must be dmost severed, the imege of
the assassin lying in his pool of blood flashed into my mind. | fdt the rest
of my body and found it covered with burns and cuts from the crysas.

The nameess man buried benegth the fdlen crysta had killed me.

| inched forward, amazed that | could even think againgt the pain.
There was dill one more killer, but my gun was usdless. | tried finding the
dead man’'s gun by fed, but couldn’t. The light was buried, too, shining
out through the beautiful rubble. 1 dug for it and turned it off. | amost
fanted from the effort, and when the world swam back to me | knew |
hed to get away from there.

| tried to tear a tourniquet from my jumper, but the materid was
too tough for my weak hands, and dippery with blood. | dug at the huge
Martian jewds covering the killer’s body, usang the light to find his laser.
With pan-blurry eyes | examined it and found the charge dmost
exhaugted. | thumbed it to the lowest setting and fanned the beam. Then |
took a deep breeth and fired along burst across my great wound.

My scream sounded down through the crystd caverns, echoing
and reechoing grotesquely. | lay panting with exhaudtion, the laser fdlen
from my hand, depleted. But my leg was dmogt cauterized. Maybe |
wouldn't bleed to degath right away.

It might take an hour.

| started crawling. | wasn't crawling anywhere but away. |
hoped | would leave a blood tral too fant or too confused by the
intricate crystd patterns for the other man to track.

| knew | was dead, but the animd in me kept me going.

| stared down through the floor a involved complexes that could
be cryddline structures the sze of my hand, or something as hig as a
transporter and far away. Redlity was sharp and panful beneath my torn
hands and knees, but a the same time it was floating, shifting, changing, a
mind-stream going through the rapids, a blurring and mdting of pain and
redity and dien fantasy.

Degth was ahead of me in time. Degth was behind me, dutching
alaser. Degath dribbled out behind me, in blotches and blobs. | carried it
like a mountainous rock. | wanted to lie down and quit, but something
kept me moving. | stopped feding the pain of ripped pams and gashed
knees. There was only the now of doom and extinction.

| collgpsed severd times each time | passed out and awoke
knowing, somehow, that it was only a few seconds. | swam through the
pan until it was a part of me, a necessary skin and dagger point that
covered me.

My hands pulled me through the sands when my legs gave o,
and | dragged mysdf like a broken toy that doesn’t know when to quit. |
went over a hump of sand in the dark and did down the other side, filling
my mouth with gritty clog. | spat it out and pulled mysdf on.

Thelight was gone, somewhere, but | seemed to move through a
fant mig of light. The red stone walls grated againg this shoulder, then



that, and | broke the sde of my face in a drunken lurch.

Sand?

| stopped and fdl agang the stone and my bloody fingers
touched the wal in the dark. | mugt be somehow in the old part, the
deepest part, where the murd was. Maybe | would be safe there.

| forced mysdf onward until 1 could go no farther. | lay there
agang a dune, my mind a duggish pool of dudge, thinking, So this is
how it is to die. My tortured body told me it might have been easier to
gowith asurgica clean laser cut through the torso.

But | lay therein that darkness with images and thoughts coming
and going.

Nova

Madedon.

Cilento and Sungrum and the great sphere of stars.

My mother, my father, and fdling broken into the crystals.

Was my death to be so plebeian, | thought, with my life
flashing past like some newsstat bio?

Theimages blurred and ran, and through my closed lids | saw the
murd over my head, glowing in the dark, pulsating, throbbing, the long
ams moving. The perspective shifted and stretched, then condensed and
ran like melted wax. Madelon wasin one of the ams, gligeningly naked,
turning, svimming through stars, laughing, her long hair like a net. Nova
was in the next am as the great spird whed turned, her hair spreading
out like black night, blocking out the galaxies whirling in the distance.
Crydtd jewes coated her body like light, shifting and running like water
as she turned in space. Something ese came up on the next spird am, a
formless form, a rainbow in the shape of a shape, a turning, shimmering
dance.

The pain was digant and then gone and | was there in the gdaxy
dance, pat of the faflung arms, part of the stars and atoms and utter
void. The arms curved through time and space, becoming one, becoming
many, blending, regenerating, purifying, a cascade of color sound, a river
of light, acomet of time... . .

My body and mind parted, bresking, disntegrating, each with a
reflection of the whole, each with the whole of perfection. | was Nova, |
was a dar, | wasvoid, | was crystd, | wasenergy . . .

lwas...dwayshad been. ..

[ linked . . . went back, far back, linking, linking. linking.

| was part of everything . . .

| was Feather of Hame and Lastwarrior.

| was FHowerbringer and Nightwind and Gilgamesh.

| was eath and fire and Xenophon, Demonkiller, and
Rainbowsound.

| was Stormsweep and Firestar.

| was Brian Thorne.

| was reflected in man, but | was one—unique—a fragment of
dl. | was IOK and IOR and Cre-vlar-mora-ma. | was merah and damu

and smoke.

| linked.

| was.

| knew.



The aoms drew together. They formed into the old pattern.
Returned, they moved and meshed and | was whole again. But not the
same.

| redized | was garing up at the ancient murd. 1t was dark, yet |
could see it plainly, more clearly then | had with the light. The gdactic
spird 4ill soun in a frozen moment of time, a millisscond frame from
eternity.

The pain was gone.

Startled, | fdtin the dark for my thigh.

It was whole.

Complete, uncut, unsevered.

My hands were smooth, my exhaugtion gone. | could fed the thin
cold Martian ar inmy lungs. | could sense the pulsebesat of blood and the
busy, busy body at work.

| looked up at the murd, but now it seemed too dark to see
Clearly.

| got to my feet, shaky in mind, but whole in body. | moved my
leg and it moved without pain, without thought. | went toward the
passage, sureinthe dark asif | had been there a thousand times and did
not question my knowledge.

It was night in the First Place. | went upward, through the vaullts,
through the Magician's Hadl, through the place where Windbird had
cronned, and into the zarri where the Sun had once danced on the
children. | crossed the varuna of Starbringer and there, in the crimson
purple salla of the Lastborn | killed the killer.

He saw me and moved dowly, asif in a gdain of panic, and his
wespon turned toward me, toward the Sunface, toward the Omi, where
the Teacher had once stood. | reached out and took his weapon and
thought it suitable that | kill him with it.
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| left the Star Palace and took the killers machine and went to
the Sunstrums. | needed money and they gave it to me. | kissed Nova
and went across the sands toward Bradbury.

Now | stood in a spacesuit under the bowl of night. Benesth the
jagged rock under my feet was the core of the ship, a whole asteroid
christened the Marshal Ivan Dmitri, and ahead of me was Earth.

And Huo.

But somehow, confronting Huo seemed the least of my troubles.
Firg | had to get back safey in order to confront him and his double. A
double, no matter how good, could not possbly pass a redly close
professona inspection. | knew enough judges, senators, and power
figures & least to get a hearing from some of them, no maiter what the
public view of the bankrupt Thorne might be.

Or so | thought, anyway.

What had happened to me in the Star Palace was what redly



occupied my thoughts.

| was dill confused about the utter dlarity of what had happened
to me. Was the whole thing, no maiter how vivid, my imaginaion? | had
been so sure, so certain, and two more men had died at my hands.

Had | dreamed my fatal wounding?

| was very clear about what had happened, but | was not certain
why it had happened. If it happened at dl, it had happened the way |
remembered it, with an incredible spreading of mysdf, back into the past,
forward into the future, and Sdeways into the now.

But | knew that was contemporay vebdizing, a pdlid
explandaion to my logicd sdf. When awhole event is nonverba, how can
you explain it even to yoursdf? It had happened to me. | had fdt and
experienced—something.

| had killed again, or rather, executed. If | hadn’t, he would have
killed me, and he certainly had been trying. There was no remorse and
no guilt in me, except in that odd abstract way of What else might |
have done to prevent it?

The rock-encased adteroid-ship shot Eathward a an
unimeagined speed, but | seemed to stand dead in space, My senses too
limited to see anything but the obvious. Yet for that one time—how
long?—my senses had seemed amog infinite, a godhood of sorts, or o
it seemed by comparison to my norma condition. That had faded, but
the resdue that remained had changed me. | fdt somewha like a
computer termind, with a universe of knowledge linked to me, waiting
only the pressure of the right keys, the right questions, the correct
gtuation.

| stood on the asteroid and the dlent internd thrust gave it
direction and it loomed over me, a great sugar-loaf of pitted space trash.
| waited for them to come out to try to kill me again.

| was weary of killing, yet it seemed very remote. | had come out
S0 that no one ese might be hurt, that was dll.

Get it over with, | asked them slently. Make your try and die.
| haven’t time for you now.

There were two of them, and one was in a crew uit. | waited
patiently until he found me and started to am. | shot him fird, then the
other. The crewman legped backward as he was hit; the exploson of his
aut moved him off the surface and he floated, a broken unit, dowly
arifting toward the drive end.

The other one was Pdf. | lifted him up and gave him a shove and
he floated, too.

That's seven.

| went back ingde and decanted and went to my cabin. There
was much | had to think abouit.

We orbited Earth and went into parking orbit out near Station
Three. The dhuttle picked us up and we went in past the Tycho Brache
and George IX and draght to Decon. | suppose | could have used
Pdf’s papers but | just didn’t fed likeit. | did, however, bribe one of the
crewmen to let me wear a crewsuit to avoid notice by the newsmen; dl
the big news was gone from Martian trips, but the Station sringers
usudly met any incoming ship and culled it for items.

Kesping my faceplate dimmed, | went draight through to the



Eath shuttle and kept mysdf inconspicuous. We landed a Sahara
without incident, and | decanted in crews quarters and lockered the suiit.

| used minimd evasion tactics and took a jet for Belin fird, then
to Arctica Four, before heading for New York. | did it dl mechanicaly,
inadull haze, with my mind in many e sewheres.

| paused on the pedestrian street leve to look up at the Generd
Anomdy building. | fdt very remote from it and the pride | had once fdt
seemed foreign and distant. It was not my building; | had only paid for it.
Stealworkers and cement handlers and welders were the ones who built
it. Electricians and decorators and arlift operators were the ones who
owned it. They had madeit, not I.

Huo had put guards out on the street, too. They looked like
casud gawkers, but their eyes were too restless, too dert. | waked past
the outer perimeter, but they didn’t appear to notice me.

Had | changed that much?

The guards a the door recognized me, but | looked a them and
they seemed to freeze, uncertain and confused. | went to the executive
elevator and there the angle burly guard was more certain. But dow.

The devator door opened on the sealed floor according to the
punch code, and there were four of them, ready but unwilling to act.
Bowie saved them.

“Easy, boys,” he said from the right, his laser steady. “Hi, boss,”
he said with a grin, sanding separate from the other outer guards.

“Thank you, Bowie” | said and walked through the empty floor
to my office.

It was asif | had done dl this a thousand times before and this
was one more dreary performance. Huo was so predictable, so ordinary,
that it was dmogt dartling. The surprised look, the frantic reach for the
laser in the security drawer, the expression when he knew he would be
too late.

| stood looking down a his body and thought my sad thoughts.
How banal. How ordinary a crook. Who was it that spoke of the true
horror of greed being its utter bandity?

| went to see Sandler, who became very confused. He showed
me tapes of conversations with “Brian Thorng’ and | had to admit the
double was excdlent. Then Lowel gave me the bad news.

“You're broke, Mr. Thorne. It will take you years to get the
mess draightened out. His sgnature was perfect. Even the thumbyprint
dip-on was made by an expert forger. I'm sorry . . . but you saw him
yoursdlf. His mannerisms, his way of speaking, his voice, the nicknames,
the specid information and—"

| waved him glent. “I understand. It's not redly—important. Is
there anything at dl left? | must repay the Sundrums for the passage
money and | have some. . . research to do.”

“l was in the process of liquidaing the Itacoatiara Dam stock
with the Amazonia Corporation. Thereé's some of that left, and, uh, |
haven't sold off the Cortez stock on the deegp-drilling wells on Mars, and

“I'll need about ten million Swiss francs. Do | haveit or not?’
“l think 0, gr. | can let you know in a day or so. Where will
you be?’ Lowdl, ever cautious, ultraconservative.



“London. Control will know.”

“Uh, you don't have Contral, Sr. It was sold, dong with—’

“All right. I'll cdl you. Bank of Luna is the Sunstrum bank. Pay
them firg, then I'll want to know how much is left.”

But there would be enough.

| had Cilento's origind papers brought to me in his London
gudio, and with them the reports of the research teams | had set working
two years before. | read everything through once, then again. At fird |
was confident that my new indghts, or what | thought were my new
indghts would help me solve the problem quickly.

But | was wrong. For days | stared at the sensatron, reading the
notes, the reports, the Probability Anayss papers, the conjectures and
wild guesses. Time and again | walked around Michad Cilento’s strange,
find sensatron, looking &t the red-violet seg, a the footsteps that went off
through the grass to the distant rocks at seaside.

Then | had to admit my falure to comprehend. No mere strange
metgphysica experience on the fourth planet had prepared me to be a
scientig. But | knew that one way to unravel problems was to get people
who liked to unravd problems and give them the technicd assistance
necessary.

| attacked the problem as if | were assambling an exhibit or
putting on an art fedtiva. 1 got Coleman from Harvard by buying one of
England's best wine cdlars and opening it to him. Gilman Gottlieb came
from his hobbit-hole in the Sierras when he was told Coleman was going
to beat him to the solution. | poured resources into backup teams from
Intertech and Physics Internationd. | gave grantsto M. |. T. and Caltech
and established the Mark Rhandra Chair of Physics at the Universty of
Mexico, judt to free a certain scientis.

| pad top money for top men, but money was not the only
consderation. | made it a chdlenge, and of course, it was. It took eght
months, but dowly the pieces began to come together. | found that my
“ingghts’ were not so wrong after dl.

There is no time outsde the universe. We found that out when
we were able to move asde dl the energy, dl the particles, dl the light,
to make a hole in space. The sensors probed through that hole, into the
outside of curved space, to find another way back in. What we couldn’t
be certain of was where and when the re-entry would be. This was
when Cilento’s sensatron provided criticd informetion.

Caefully, we opened it up. Coleman traced the aming circuits.
Gottlieb did the math, and Intertech built the transporter machinery. It
took more time to make it sdf-aufficent, with a portable fuson
generator, but | needed it that way.

We sent through severa objects, but nothing came back. A
laboratory rat went through and returned dead, and very old. A second
rat came back dead, but goproximady the same age. One hdf of a
meaiched set of atomic clocks went and were returned. There was a
difference of 45.76.3 seconds when they were compared. We were
getting there.

Experiment after experiment was tried. Mogt falled in some way
or another. Senaing and recording devices were sent but the magnetiam
was ruined, film fogged, and other methods were too faulty for any good



use. We had to send a human, the multi-purpose recording and andyss
generdigt. A machine can only respond to what it is built to respond to,
and nothing else. A man can accept variables, sense the unknown, and
andyze, somewhat, on the basis of very little informetion.

| inggted that man be me, but they were not yet ready. The drift
factors were the problem: we start out here and go there and return at
once. . . but here issevera seconds removed. The planet turns, it orbits
the sun, the sun moves in relation to other stars, the whole universe is
exploding dill. There was no relative point to which we could anchor, no
benchmark from which we could measure.

“What we need is a kind of step process,” Coleman told me.
“We move an gpproximate distance toward point X in an approximate
direction. Then we stop and adjust. Two dings left, one ding high. Then
we go to point B and look a point A, where we started, and back at
point X, and make another guess at it. And so on. Inching closer with
esch adjustment.”

“Guess?’ | sad.

“Sure” he amiled. “A guess. Ffty, a hundred years from now,
when this whole thing is computerized to the nth degree you'll be able to
condense and speed the whole process up. But for now it's an
goproximation. Cut and fit. With each cutting and fiting we gan
knowledge and expertise.”

“That’swhy pioneers got full of arrows,” | sighed.

“Butif it works,” he said heppily, “we can go anywhere. The firg
explorations will be cut and fit. Then well get transmitter sations on
Centauri, for ingance. We can beam in on it, amplifying the whole
process. Then on a planet in another direction—with triangularization we
can go somewhere ese, fagter and more accuratdly.”

| thought a moment. “What if we had a beam ggnd here on
Earth, and the other from Mars?”

“We thought of that. It would broaden the base and give us a
more accurate aming method. The time lag between here and there can
be worked out easly enough.”

“How did Cilento do it?

“Dumb luck, probably. It held together long enough for him to go
through, as long as the recording cycle went, and then the hole closed.
He could never come back that way.”

“I've been having the Young Observatory on Luna andyze the
gpectrum of the recorded sun and run a comparison test. So far they’ve
come up with nine suns within ten light years that are close
goproximations.”

Coleman rubbed his lip with his thumbnail. “Ah, yes, the target.
Wouldn't you rather just go to Centauri? It would be essier.”

“Eader, but not what | want.”

He shrugged. “1’d be satisfied to get to any other sun.”

“l understand that,” | said. “But | want that certain planet.”

“They may bedead . . . or . . . something.”

“Yes, | know.” A sudden thought came to me. The murd in the
Star Palace. During that hdlucination that | had it seemed to . . . open . .
. to become a kind of guide. Could that mural help me?

| thought about that in the weeks to come, as my team patiently



built a background of experience with the transporter. We could am the
beam with some degree of accuracy, or a least we could hit the same
gpot more than once. The trouble was we didn’'t know whether that spot
was down the block, two star systems over—or across the gdaxy or
across the universe. In theory it could be any of those.

We could shoot blind, but with accuracy. What we needed were
eyes. | was beginning to think 1 knew how it could be done. There was
only one way to find out.

Bowie stood with me at Station Two's cargo hatch, watching as
they trandferred the big stadis cylinder to the shuttle. We didn't have
much to say to each other that hadn't been said. The shuttle crew
disappeared into the hold, except for one who motioned to me.

| turned to Bowie and we looked a each other for a moment,
the lights and the stars glisening on the curving faceplates. “Well, so long,
boss” he said. “Good luck.”

“Thank you, Bowie,” | said. Thank you.”

“Look,” he said, “about what you did for me, I—"

“Forget it. | won't be needing it and you might enjoy it.”

“Uh. .. okay, boss”

“Let's get a move on, huh?” The crewman gestured again
from the hatch. | shoved off and went down a sdfety line and into the
shuttle. | fdt the dang of the hatch through my feet, and then we were
moving slently away from the dtation.

“Clear saventeen for Libertad.”

“Plane four, spoke ninety. Watch it out by the Chekov, Jake,
they had some kind of spillage”

“Right. Seventeen out.”

We passed close to a cluster of ship's cores and | could see the
welders inddling framing around the Seinmetz and the Anthony
Coogan, fasening them to the main cluster. Another group going out for
agteroid ships. The Solar System was being tamed; the big adventures
were now routine assgnments.

The shuttle detoured around the old Einstein, dill in service, and
gnarled with modifications. Beyond it was the gambling ship Eros, and
the Lao-tzu, now just a supply ship, but once a hisory-making vessd.
The Libertad was out near the edge. | gave only part of my attention to
the trandfer of the stads cylinder. What | was redly gazing a was old
Earth, over my head, looking blue and ruffled with white.

“Goodbye,” | said, and went into the ship.

Nova ran across the churned sand and threw hersdf into my
ams. | fdl laughing back againg the sandcat as | kissed her. “It's very
hard to laugh and kiss a the same time” she said, “so shut up.”

We went into the lock and dong to the Sunstrum dome, where |
told them everything. Or as least as much as | could explain, which left
out alat.

“l want to go,” Nova said. | saw her parents exchange looks and
sad little Sghs.

“l don’t know if | can go, yet,” | said.

“Of course you can,” she said with certainty. “I have confidence
inyou.”



Li Wing amiled & me. “I suppose you mudt try,” Sven said.

“Of course hemud,” said Nova. “It will be terrific!”

“If it works . . .“ said Sven Sungtrum, “if it redly works, it will
change everything. We can go anywhere!”

| nodded. But | didn’t want to go just anywhere.

“I'll go with you tomorrow,” Nova sad.

We came toward the Star Pdlace with the setting sun behind it,
and the big crownlike structure glowed like the enormous jewe thet it
was. | parked the sandcat at the base, near the steps, and we dimbed
down.

Nova stood next to me as we stared up a the beautiful dien
building glowing in the digtant light of Sol. “I never tire of coming here”
desad. “It' sdwaysthe same, yet . . . never the same”

| debated whether to unlash the big stasis cylinder holding my
equipment now or later, and decided later. The weather satdlite had told
of a sandstorm to the west, so we put on our pacesuits, just in case. |
helped Nova into the straps of her big backpack full of an assortment of
equipment and food. Then | pulled on mine, bending with the weight even
inthis lighter gravity.

| had a difficult time finding the spirding steps, for in this light
evaything looked different. That cascade of liquid frozen crystd |
remembered as being elsewhere, and that wal of starbursts was entirdy
new. | supposed | had passed it in the dark and not noticed. We
searched through an emerald cavern that looked somewhat familiar, then
found ourselves going upward instead of down, through a colonnade of
amber trees, and into a bower of bluegreen flowers.

Here we rested and made love and dept. | awoke in the night
and fdt her next to me, loving and trugting. | looked straight up, through a
trangparent caling that transformed the stars into blossoms of pinpoint
auns. | fet cam and, perhaps for the fird timein my life, serene.

In the morning we found the opening into the base rock without
trouble. Nova and | went out to carry in the transporter equipment. In
our suits and backpacks we went into the shaped stone and dong the
passage to the room with the murd on the caling. | set the equipment
with the focusing device on the sandpile beneath the murd.

| knew of no other place to find my answers. Perhaps the
answers were within me, smply undiscovered, as dl magic is unexplained
science.

| turned the light on the celing to show Nova the murd, but she
wasn't looking. Her own light was on a dark blotch in the sand.

“It syour blood, isn't it?’

| nodded. There were the marks of my feet and the disturbed
sand where | had twice lain, once in fear and once in pain. “Look up,” |
sad.

She looked and her soft gasp echoed in the amdl room. “I had
forgotten how strange and beautiful it was,” she said. She sat down on
the sandpile and looked up. “We used to come here sometimes, when |
was a child. | found this on our firg vigt. | was very amdl, and | got
separated from the others. | lay hereand . .~

Her face grew solemn. “I think | dept and | had strange dreams.
| woke when | heard them cdling me, and | found my way out. | came



here every time after that, down here, and . . .” Her eyes searched the
faded murd. “I had forgotten . . . dmogt . . . it was dways very
digurbing, but . . . | dways came.”

She laughed sdf-conscioudy and patted the sand. “Come, touch
the sands of Mars,” she said.

Lying next to her | stared up at the galactic swirl of the unformed
shapes. What did it mean? Did it mean anything at dl? Was this some
sort of primitive Martian cave drawing, of no meaning to anyone but the
dien artigt, or to the pre-historic tribe he belonged to? Or was this some
sort of mandaa, or focusang image? Was it meaningless decoration,
design without content, the painting of a madman locked away forever in
ared stone dungeon?

My eyes wandered over the flaked, faded murd, trying to
replace the missng parts, merging, blending, brightening . . . Was there
some sort of galactic center to it all? Did the picture truly represent a
Soreading of intelligence as it seemed to do?

The dlent arms turned without words. The gdactic murd spun
dlently. Eons passed. Suns were born and grew old and shrank to black
holes and waited for rebirth. Still the spird moved, shaping and being
shaped, expanding and changing.

Lifeforms proliferated, changed, died, moved on, changed.

The gdactic swirl turned in its mgestic sweep, the amorphic
ams with their tips of life, moving past . . . pulling me dong . . . pulling
Nova. . . we mdted, blended, linked . . .

There was the dightest hift of awareness, a millimeger of
reorientation, and the sudden awareness of a new redity. | knew then
whet the galactic murd’s true function was. It was a focusng device, a
cosmic mandda—and beyond that the supreme creation of the ancient
Martians. We linked through the mandda to thar ultimate concept, a
gigantic organic computer, self-perpetudting, sdlf-aware, nearly eternd.

Carried by a flood of shifting redity, we moved into full-phased
contact with this incredible storehouse of information, this vast thinking
mechine, this dill-living heart of the Martian divilization.

| suddenly knew how primitive man's toddler science of
mnemonics redly was. We were dill in the “rhyme to remind” stage and
they had created the murd as afocusing and teaching device before man
on Earth had |eft the Bronze Age.

Buried in the sand drift in the old and seemingly meaningless
room was a sone bench, a kindergarten chair-and-desk for Martian
children. It was a classyroom where young Martians had learned the first
steps in controlling the racid computer. It had lain, long unused, until |
hed sumbled into it.

Now | looked, redly looked, up through the stone, into the
crydd sructure above us and saw it for what it redlly was, not an ancient
ruler’ swhim, not the crowning achievement of a dynasty, but an organic
caydd entity, a storehouse and machine, a function and a persondity
fused into a living work of art. Each microfleck of crysd was
stressed-just-so and linked to another, a latticework of knowledge and
function that had lasted across the millenia, a matrix of redity that moved
out of time and space as it needed. And, like a tool thet is decorated, it
was aso beautiful, and now, for the first time, | saw how beautiful.



| merged into the menta web of the Star Palace and saw things
that men had not yet dreamed posshble. | saw the smple methods
whereby man might control his own body. | saw the techniques of
virtudly ingtant regeneration of tissue, any kind of living tissue, man or
Martian, animd or crystd. | saw the recording of a man, a microdot on
the droplet of frozen gold that was the complete record of the Planet
snce Man had landed, and that man was me. | saw the severed leg, the
bloody flesh, the pounding heart, the snap and sparkle of my brain as |
used the techniques of the crysta computer to hed mysdf.

| fdt Nova join me, mdding, flowing until we were like one. We
saw how the murd had tugged at her, as a child, and laughed a how
obviousit had dl been. We “looked” with one set of perceptions, joined
together, yet each an individud.

We saw the record of dl the indruments that kept aware of the
very fabric of space, and fdt the computer read our smple minds and
direct our joined focus to the anomay we sought, the tiny disruption of
that fabric severd years before and severd millions of miles sunward.
We saw where creatures had passed through that momentary and
atifiaa rupture, and where they had gone. We sensed, rather than saw,
where Michadl and Maddon had gone, and fdt a flash of pity for the
sientidss who assumed tha one of natures rules regarding
electromagnetic radiation held true for physica objects. We saw the way
open to the stars.

We perceived where the lagt of the Martians had gone into the
fabric of space, taking themsdlves outward through space that was not
Space, outward to a destiny we couldn’t even guess, not even with the
help of thair great machine. They had gone beyond the use of it, leaving it
behind like a discarded toy; or perhaps a marker on a path.

Would man be &ble to follow? Would mankind's huge ego dlow
it to accept a handout of knowledge, even a knowledge so vast? But our
minds were dready focusng e sawhere.

We tracked the trall from the machine that had momentarily
opened a path through the stars to a certan spot—through the
non-space that the Martian artifact focused for us—to the center of the
lines of gravitic energy that the crystal computer pinpointed as the bl of
dirt where Mike and Madelon had gone.

| willed us in that direction, dmost unconscioudy. There was a
little push, an dectron moving from this orbit to that, a reading from the
probakility factors.

Welinked . . .

Linked . . . to Seventh Sphere and the Guide.

Firdar . . . Snowflake.

Cornerstone and Mindsword.

The Teacher . . .

linked to the ways they had planned, to knowledge . . . to
undergtanding . . .

itcan't bethat easy . . .

knowing how. . .

linkkingto dif . . .

doing. ..

gong. ..



thefocusng . . .

direction. . . thrust . . .

wind and mation . . .

blurred space . . .

thedoing . . .

aan...

two moons. . .

ared-violet sea. . .

fresh new grass beneath our feet . . .

the seawind on our naked bodies, cool and brisk . . .

Brian!

“Brianl My god, where are we?’

“A place” | sad. | started down the grassy dope toward the
rocks. “Come on, there are some people I'd like you to meet. Then
perhaps we can go someplace de”
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The wind from the sea was fresh, with an invigording tang. |
looked a Nova just as she redized we were naked, but neither of us
thought that was important. It was warm, and the sea breezes rippled the
vadt grasdand and bent the tiny surfaces of the amdl flowers. The gravity
was atenth or so lessthan Earth's, and comfortable. Looking into the big
bowl of sky we could see pde discs and pder vels, even in the bright
unlight.

Nova sfirg sunned questions died away. “Brian, wha have we
done? Where are we?’ | sad | was't sure, exactly, but we would soon
find out. | fet a confidence that, upon examination, was based on very
litle But I knew it was where | had wanted to go and that the forces
within me, and the forces to which we had linked, had brought us here.

We rested twice before we got to the rocks, which were much
bigger than | had thought. A fringe of lesfy green trees surrounded them
and ran up into the crevices and smdl canyons. They were filled with
feathered bird-like crestures that had smal mouths instead of beaks, and
were very beautiful.

We rested under alarge gnarled tree hung with melon-sized blue
fruit. I broke one open to find a scented rose-colored interior and a
amdl, polished bead-like seed. We didn't et it, but it somehow fdt safe.

“Brian,” Nova said. “The sy is—different. We are nowhere
near the Solar System.”

“Yes, | know. Don't worry.”

“Don’'t worry? I'm not even sure what we did, Brian. It was 0
drange, S0 . . . unique. But we're here, and naked, and some monster
could come over that rock and have us for lunch. All that—sensation—is
fading, becoming unfocused, sort of. Can we—get back?’

“I think so. Come on. W€l go over the rocks to the sea”

We dimbed a deft and dartled something in the long thick



grasses, which sprang away, running hard. 1 saw only a golden-tan blur
through the blue-green grass, but | knew that there was some kind of life
here.

From the deft in the rocky spine we could soon see the vast
red-violet sea, and the pae pink waves crashing on the rocks below. We
went down carefully, and there seemed to be a fant animd trail, which
we followed.

We came again into the jungle belt around the rocks and dong
through the dappled light until we could see and amdl the ocean. We
went through a amdl grove of black-limbed trees with purple fruit and
crimson flowers, and walked cautioudy toward the water.

There was aring of blackened firestones just back of the tredine,
and a collection of curious fish bones were laid out on arock to dry.

“Look!” said Nova, and pointed down the beach.

There were two figures, human and naked, their bodies gleaming
wetly, and they were running toward us. The man was bearded and
caried a wooden spear with a broad fish-bone point, and the woman
was swinging a large popeyed black fish by the gills

They were Madelon and Mike.

“My god, it's Brianl” Madelon said, dropping the fish to run to
me. She hugged me tightly, pressing our bodies together, kissng my face.
Her eyes were wet and shining and whally incredulous. “Brian! My god,
how did you get here? Mike, it's Brian!”

Miched Cilento stood looking a us, grinning and not seeming
surprised. He looked at Nova. “Hi. I'm Mike Cilento.”

Nova looked from him to Madelon, who was kissng me in a
hundred smdl hungry pecks. “Brian. .. ?’

| pushed Madelon back and put my arm around her. “Nova, this
isMadelon and Mike. Lady and gentleman, thisis Nova Sungrum.”

“Doctor Livinggon, honey, are we glad you are herel” Madelon
gave a joyous whoop and ran to hug Mike. “Darling, | can't bdieve it!”
She turned to look at the two of us with shining eyes. “How did you
ever—7’

“We followed the trall that Mike left)” | sad. “We just took a
different way to get here”

“Brian,” Nova said, “will you tdl me what is going on?’

| put my am around Nova. “Thee are . . . old friends. Mike is
an atist. Michad Cilento, remember?’ | saw the astonishment in her
eyes.

“But you're dead—or something!” she said.

“Or something,” Mike grinned.

“Mikefound away to. ..” | hedtated. “How do | say it?’

“Sip through space?’

“But what did we do?’ asked Nova. “I’ve never experienced
anything like thet!”

“Oh, never mind that,” Maddlon said. “You did it, we did it
we're dl here” She started waking and we went dong. “Our cave is
over there)” she said.

“What do you cdl—this place?” Nova asked.

“We haven't redly decided,” Mike said. “Mogt of the time we
jug cdl it Here. But snce men seems compelled to labd weve



consdered New Earth, or Terra, which neither of us likes Starholm,
Grassworld, Thor, oh, what ese?’

“Flowerworld,” Maddon said. “Pecifica. But modly it's Here.”

“A world by any other name would be just as sweet,” | sad.
“It's beautiful.”

Nude, the four of us walked up the golden beach and around a
rock to find the cave house they had created. A border of flowers edged
a sand terrace, and an arbor of poles supported a growth of red
pear-shaped grapes. The cave was long and twiging and there were
beds of moss and, back in the coolness, a carcass of some kind of mest
animd.

“We came through naked,” Mike said. “Not even our tooth
fillings made it. Luckily we only had a couple. We came down here and
caught fish bare handed and used ther bones for tools. | made spears
and tracked the jumpers for meet. They're a hit like deer, but they can
jump unbdlievably high. There' s akind of grain that grows south of here,
and thereisthe fruit.”

His voice petered out and | fdt a sudden empathy for him. This
Eden-like life was like a vacation, easy and fun, but not a man's world,
catanly not Michael Cilento’s. | noticed the sun-dried clay sculptures,
the fire-hardened pots, the unfinished murd he was scratching into a
smooth spot on the rock wal. An artist will ways create art, but Mike
hed known better tools, and he was unsatisfied with the primitive ones he
hed.

“Do you want to go back?’ | asked.

All three looked at me. “Can we?’ asked Madelon.

“I'm not sure,” | said. “I think so.” | looked a Nova “I'm not
certain we can do it without . . . them.” Mike and Madelon looked a
each other questioningly.

“It's the Martians” Nova said, “or something they left behind.
I'm not redly certain. Brian . . . contacted them, in the Star Pdlace. We
merged with them, somehow. Brian wanted to come here and focused us
...andwejud . .. came” She looked at me confidently. “We can do
it

| was not quite so confident. Some of the sureness was
disspating with new doubts. To avoid thinking of it for awhile, | asked
about the fruit in a woven basket, then about the planet in generd.

Mike told me that from what he could determine it appeared to
be an ocean world and the land a vast prairie, dthough he had seen only
asmdl portion of it.

“Brian, come see the sunsat,” Nova said and we dl joined her at
the entrance to the cave. The western ky was red-orange and the
underlit clouds were magnificent far out to sea.

A whirring insect as large as a canary came a me from the
eadtern darkness, and | raised a hand to bat a it, but Mike caught my
wris. “They won't hurt you unless you hurt them,” he laughed. “Bedieve
me, | learned the hard way. There are no tiny annoying buggies here, just
three or four species of big ones, sort of dl purpose types, to fetilize the
trees and flowers. We dl—co-exist here”

The two women stepped out further, to stand on a wesathered
sub of rock and ligen to the waves bresking as the unnamed sun set.



Ther naked bodies, lithe and voluptuous, were gilded by the sun. They
both seemed very dive, very much aware of each other’s presence,
obvioudy taking pleasure in the other’s beauty. Nova turned toward me
to point out the low flight of a fast waterbird and | saw tha the
goprehenson was gone, replaced by a amile The nipples of her full
breasts were hard, and the sunset breeze stirred her long dark hair.

Madelon looked over her shoulder to amile a us, too, to share
the beauty and her ddight a companionship. Her figure was that
delicious combination of the voluptuary and the athlete that it had aways
been, and her barely suppressed excitement was simulaing.

Mike put his foot on a rock and stood outlined againg the
aunset. He was d <o lean and fit, with long shaggy har and a full beard.
He watched the two women run out to the water’s edge, therr breasts
bouncing and their long hair swaying. “This is Eden, Brian,” Mike sad.
“Lifeis easy, it's beautiful, it's quiet. Just the sort of thing everyone wants
to escape to. Until they do it.” Mike turned his head to look at me, but |
could not see his expression againg the sunset. “I have my Eve, but there
isno Able, not even a Cain. We don't know why. Our shots wore off
wdl over a year ago. We fdt—we knew—that when we died there
would be nothing l€ft, only . . .” He waved his hand around. “Only dl this
space.” He hesitated a moment, then said, “I'm glad you came.””’

Then he turned and shouted & the two women playing in the
dark surf. “Hey, you two! We're hungry! Let’s make some dinner!”

Maddon and Nova, supple and voluptuous, trotted up the sands
and stepped over the rocks, and went past us, up into the cave. They
were tadking about sunlight on skin. Maddon went to a cup in the rock
and fished out a necklace of carved fruit seeds, as Mike built the fire
higher. Maddlon gave the necklace to Nova, who dipped it over her
head and adjusted it between her firm breasts. She looked a me, amiling,
and | sad it was as beautiful on her as any cusom sdection from
Tiffany’s Nova embraced Madelon, their breasts pressing together, and
they kissed.

Mike grinned up at them as he squatted by the fire and spitted a
fidh. “Yum,” he said, and held the fish over the fire. Madelon and Nova
released each other after along look, their hands clasped together, then
Maddon began dicng some beetlike vegetables, and Nova sarted
shredding a mound of fig-szed leefy plants. | sat on the grass bed and
began washing some wide leaves to use as dishes.

The med was excdlent, and our fingas served us wdl.
Afterward, Madelon came around the fire and threw hersdf on me
bearing me back into the grass bed. “Oh, I'm so glad to see you!” She
kissed me long and hard and her skin was smooth and supple agang me.

| came up grinning and they laughed a my obvious physcd
reaction. Nova looked cat-eyed, but smiled anyway, and seemed to
meen it.

Some time later Nova came to me and put her arms around my
wag as | stood in the cave entrance looking up at the fantasy in the sky.
Ragged pae sheets of flaming gas were flung across the sky, netting huge
multicolored stars, pae giants that had glowed even in the noonday sun.

“She was your wife, wasn't she?’

| nodded. “Once long ago,” | said. “I loved her then,” | said in



answer to her unspoken question. “But now . . . | love her . . . but I'm
not in love with her.”

| took Novainmy arms and the waves splashed thunderoudy on
the rocks. “I loveyou,” | sad into her ear. “You.”

She hugged me tight and kissed me hard. “1 love you, too—but
I'm scared, Brian. This place is dl right for awhile . . . but they are
bored, | know it. | would be bored, too, if there were only ice cream.”

| looked up at the night sky and said, “I'll try.”

Maddon and Mike came out and Mike gestured up at the bright
dalight. “Can you figure out where we are? Are we even in Home
Gdaxy? If we are, isit the Perseus Arm?’

| shrugged. “Homesick?’ | asked.

“Yes” sad Maddon. “To be able to go is fing but to have to
day isannoying. Do you think your Martian way will hep?’

“l don’t even know how it works,” | said, “except that | seem to
. ..." There were no words for it. Focus? Merge? Link? Blend? And
would that method work so far from where | started? Could the rock
fling itsdf back from the sea?

“I'minno hurry to leave,” Nova said, “but | would like to know
thet we could.”

| agreed with her and we broke up to go to our moss and grass
beds. We made love in the night, and heard one another’s gasping
orgasms and | utterly amazed mysdf by thinking, I'm glad Madelon is
happy. Hearing their unembarrassed intimecies excited Nova and she
was perhaps just alittle competitive as we made love.

| fdl adeep, with Nova cradled in my arms, more amazed at my
own reection to the lovemaking of my former wife than having crossed
the stars in a blink of time. But one was emotiond and the other was
merdy intdlectud. Crossng space was possble, one way or another;
changing onesdlf is aways the hardest task of al.

In the morning Nova went with Mike to fish, while | sat on a
sunny rock with Madelon and cut open fruit for breakfast. Some deep
red ones had a center of a sweet tasty juice in which tiny seeds floated.
The purple-striped green ones tasted minty, and some very smdl ydlow
ones tasted alittle like apples.

As | cut open some fruit with a fish-bone knife | had time to
ingoect Madelon, who was fixing asmdl fire to grill the morning fish. She
was degply and evenly tanned and looked very fit. “This life in Eden
seems to agree with you,” | said.

She dhrugged and gmiled wanly. “It's nicdy primitive, nicdy
perfect.”

“In other words, you're tired of it,” | said.

“We have evearything here” she protested. “Privacy, food,
beauty, security. For someone raised in archos of three-quarters of a
million and up, thisis privacy.”

“Nice to vist, but you don't want to live here.”

Maddon looked a me over her tanned shoulder. “You dways
could read me” She placed another stick full of food on the fire and
stood up, brushing her hands together. She looked around, and sghed
deeply, “It’'s beautiful, Brian. Alien, and yet—familiar. When Mke found
it in the sensatron it seemed perfect. We had to try to go. We didn't



know we couldn’t go back.”

“How do you know you can’'t? Have you tried?’

“When we came through there was this square of space—black
gpace—bhehind us, just the Sze of the sensatron. It just hung there in the
ar, a hand’'s width above the grass. We sarted down the hill and |
looked back. 1t was higher—about at knee-level. Mike started running
toward it, ydling a me to follow, but it dowly drifted up and eastward.
By the time we got there we couldn’t reach it. Then it Started graying . . .
adrifting . . . and it was tranducent. Then it was gone. Mike sad it must
have lost focus or we were too far away to keep alock on it. Anyway, it
was gone and we were here”

“| didn’t move the sensatron and | kept it powered. There was
dill animage, cyding—’

“Maybe things just got too far out of phase. After dl, we don't
know where we are. We could be anyplace.”

“But we aren't anyplace. We're here” As soon as | had need
forit, | redized | had a perfect image of the Martian murd, stored back
inmy mind, where the outsde world never goes. As | needed the contact
| fdt it reestablish, in nanoseconds, the time delay somehow meesuring
the distance from my mind to the Star Palace.

| jumped up. “We can do it!” | sad. “We can go back!” |
grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet. “Let’ sfind the othersl”

We ran from the rocks out onto the sand and | saw two figures
hip-deep in water up the shoreline. They waved, then started wading out
as they saw us running, kicking up spurts of golden sand.

We ran into each other, breathlesdy. “What's the matter?” Mike
sad, scanning the rocks behind us.

“Wecan do it,” | said, looking & Nova. “I'm linked . . . you're
linked . . . dl we have to do iswant to! That's what the computer is for,
to hep!” They were looking at me, dl touching, and | willed the push.

There was ashifting . . .

The full-space-around us thinned.

Wepulsd . . .

flowed . . .

Here became there, and then there was here.

“My god!” Mike gasped.

The four of us, 4ill naked, hung in a cluster in space, millions of
miles above a blazing yellow-orange sun. We were nether hot nor cold,
and breathing normdly. A safe environment was needed, so it was
automatically provided.

With a kind of darity beyond the senses we could dl see the
Solar System around us. The hot blob of rock near the sun, the
mist-shrouded second planet, the blue-green-brown bal of Earth, distant
Mars, then the greet planets, mgesic and unique, and further out the
frozen bals of methane and rock. The dud, the asteroids, a comet
coming into the plane, the primitive ships, debris and radiation, ions and
sunwind. It was dl there, every atom tagged and logged.

And beyond, the mogt beautiful thing of al, the many-armed
soird of our gdaxy, and other gdaxies the pliant fabric of space
dretching around, burging stars, glowing nebulag, life, time and non-time.

This is what the Martians have left us, | said in my mind and



the others heard. A tool. The tool. We will take it and use it and make
it ours. Someday, we will meet them . . . and learn how science can
become art, and art become science.

Nova spoke. “It could be years—centuries—since we . . .
shifted.”

“It doesn’'t matter,” Mike said.

It happened, Maddon thought.

It's only the beginning, | thought. Then we started toward
Earth. We wanted to tdl them, then we would go elsewhere. There was
S0 much to see and do.



